
ORIGINS OF PRESIDENTS’ DAY

Presidents’ Day, also known as Washington's Birthday, 
has its origins in the celebration of George Washington's 
birthday, which has been observed since the early days 
of the United States. Washington, the country's first 
president, was born on February 22, 1732. The holiday 
was initially established to honor his contributions to 
the nation.

The date of Washington's birthday was set as a federal 
holiday in 1879, and it was celebrated on February 22. 
However, the holiday underwent a change in 1971 
when the Uniform Monday Holiday Act was enacted. 
This law moved the celebration of Washington's Birthday 
to the third Monday in February to provide more three-
day weekends for the nation's workers. Over time, the 
holiday has also come to recognize Abraham Lincoln, 
whose birthday is on February 12, and other U.S. 
presidents.

CULTURAL SIGNIFICANCE

Presidents’ Day carries cultural significance as a day to 
celebrate the leadership and contributions of U.S. 
presidents to the nation's history and development. 
While it frequently focused on George Washington and 
Abraham Lincoln, it has expanded to honor all presidents.

The holiday is marked by various activities, including 
historical reenactments, educational programs, and 
ceremonies. It provides an opportunity for people to 
learn about the achievements, challenges, and legacies 
of the presidents who have led the country through its 
history.

IMPLICATIONS FOR ENDING RACISM

Presidents’ Day, as a cultural observance, carries impli-
cations that can contribute to the wider challenge of 
ending racism and inequality in the United States.

First, and foremost, it offers a platform for educating 
people about the historical context of racism in the 
country. It's an opportunity to learn about the complex 
legacies of presidents who lived during times of slavery, 
such as George Washington and Abraham Lincoln. By 
understanding their roles in addressing or perpetuating 
racism, individuals can gain valuable historical insights.

Secondly, Presidents’ Day can serve as an inspirational 
moment for change. Celebrating leaders like Abraham 
Lincoln, who played a pivotal role in ending slavery, 
can inspire individuals and communities to continue 
advocating for racial equality. It can be a call to 
contemporary leaders to address racism and its 
manifestations in society. It reminds people of the 
importance of leadership in confronting racial 
disparities, shaping policies, and fostering inclusion.

Moreover, examining the history of presidents and 
their actions related to racism provides a historical 
perspective on how the United States has grappled 
with racial issues. This perspective informs current efforts 
to address systemic racism by learning from the past.

Presidents’ Day offers opportunities for education, 
reflection, inspiration, and community engagement 
that can contribute to wider efforts in combating 
racism and promoting social justice in the United 
States. It emphasizes the importance of leadership, 
civic engagement, and historical understanding in the 
fight against racial inequality.
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* February 3, 1870 - 15th Amendment to the U.S. Constitution (ratified in 1870): This amendment granted African American men the right to vote, declaring that the "right of citizens 
of the United States to vote shall not be denied or abridged by the United States or by any State on account of race, color, or previous condition of servitude."

February 2024
CHALLENGE
Celebrate Black History Month. 
Visit a Black History museum 
https://nmaahc.si.edu/ or attend a 
Black history program. Write letters 
to your elected representatives urging 
them to address racial disparities and 
promote inclusive policies.

The 15th Amendment 
to the Constitution *

Washington’s Birthday 
(also known as 
Presidents’ Day)


