


The 11 Federal Holidays:

What, When, Why, and How These 
Days Got To Be Holidays





The United States has established by law the following 12 permanent federal holidays, listed in
the order they appear in the calendar: 

New Year’s Day
Martin Luther King Jr.’s Birthday
Inauguration Day (every four years following a presidential election)
George Washington’sBirthday
Memorial Day,
Juneteenth National Independence Day
Independence Day
Labor Day
Columbus Day
Veterans Day
Thanksgiving Day
Christmas Day 

Although frequently called public or national holidays, these celebrations are only legally applicable to federal 
employees and the District of Columbia, as the states individually decide their own legal holidays.



• The first four congressionally designated federal 
holidays were created in 1870, when Congress 
granted paid time off to federal workers in the 
District of Columbia for New Year ’s 
Day,Independence Day, Thanksgiving Day, and 
Christmas Day.

• In 1880, George Washington’s Birthday was 
included.

• In 1885, Congress extended holiday coverage 
for some holidays to all federal employees.

• Although Thanksgiving Day was included in the 
first holiday bill of 1870, it was not until 1941 that 
Congress specifically designated the fourth 
Thursday of November as the official date



• Since 1888, Congress has added seven federal holidays, 
creating Decoration Day (now Memorial Day) in 1888, Labor 
Day in 1894, Armistice Day (now Veterans Day) in 1938, 
Inauguration Day in 1957 (quadrennially and only celebrated in 
the District of Columbia), Columbus Day in 1968, Martin 
Luther King Jr.’s Birthday in 1983, and Juneteenth in 2021. 

• In 1954, Armistice Day was broadened to honor Americans 
who fought in World War II and the Korean conflict, and the 
name of the holiday was changed to Veterans Day.

•



In 1968, the Uniform Monday 
Holiday Act was enacted to “provide 
for uniform annual observances” of 
Washington’s Birthday, Memorial 
Day, and Veterans Day. 

Additionally, the Monday Holiday 
Law established Columbus Day to be 
celebrated on the second Monday in 
October. In 1975, Veterans Day 
celebrations were returned to 
November 11 by Congress.
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Federal Holidays: 
CRS Report 

• https://crsreports.congress.g
ov/product/details?prodcode=R
41990

https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/details?prodcode=R41990


New Year’s Day

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA-NC

http://technopolis.blogspot.com/2013/12/my-top-ten-predictions-for-2014-1.html
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/


Birthday of Martin Luther King, Jr. 

Third Monday of January



Inauguration Day (every 4 years)



Birthday of George Washington 

Presidents' Day | govinfo.gov

www.govinfo.gov/features/presidents-day

Presidents' Day. Observed the third Monday in February, 

recognizing George Washington’s birthday and 
honoring the history of the American presidency ...

https://www.govinfo.gov/features/presidents-day


https://www.nps.gov/articles/memorial-day-history.htm



https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/PLAW-117publ17/html/PLAW-117publ17.htm

https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/PLAW-117publ17/html/PLAW-117publ17.htm


crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/IN/IN11697



Independence Day



This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under 
CC BY

http://yourretailhelper.blogspot.com/2011/09/labor-day-sales-deals.html
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/


This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA

https://webenglish.se/columbus-day/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/


https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/details?prodcode=R44263

https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/details?prodcode=R44263


Thanksgiving (4th Thursday of November)

Thanksgiving | govinfo.gov
www.govinfo.gov/features/thanksgiving-2021

Thanksgiving | Classroom Materials at the Library of ...
www.loc.gov/classroom-materials/thanksgiving

http://www.govinfo.gov/features/thanksgiving-2021
http://www.loc.gov/classroom-materials/thanksgiving


Christmas Day 



HOLIDAYS 

• Commonly Celebrated Holidays and Observances

• Some holidays honor specific groups and events, such as 
Valentine’s Day, Earth Day, Mother’s Day, Father’s Day, Flag 
Day, and Halloween. These are not federal holidays. Some 
holidays and observances receive presidential proclamations.

• Ethnic and Religious Holidays

• Various ethnic and religious groups in the United States 
celebrate days with special meaning to them. Some of these 
holidays include Easter for Christians, the High Holy Days for 
Jews, Ramadan for Muslims, Day of Vesak for Buddhists, and 
Diwali for Hindus.



State Holidays 



En Español

https://www.usa.gov/espanol/feriados-nacionales

https://www.usa.gov/espanol/feriados-nacionales


Laws Governing Holiday Pay

Regulations on This Topic
29 CFR Part 4.174 - Regulations on Meeting Requirements for Holiday 
Fringe Benefits for Federal Contracts

https://www.ecfr.gov/current/title-29/subtitle-A/part-4


This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA

http://baltimoreheritage.org/support/holiday-greetings-and-our-thank-you-for-a-great-year/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/

