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Introduction

			
Make Holidays Your Own

			We live in a time when it is important to figure out what we are FOR as well as what we are AGAINST. Not only to protest but to build the world we would like to see. 

			All across the United States, many people are finding new ways to celebrate some of our holidays to make them less commercial and more meaningful, inclusive, historically accurate, and fun.

			They inspired me to write this book and to share what I learned about how you can make holidays your own. 

			Most people look forward to holidays as a time to rest. Or to spend time with friends or family. Or to get outdoors or get away for a few days. (Of course, in today’s economy some people have to spend a holiday working a second or third job, and about one in four workers in the U.S. don’t get paid holidays at all.)

			Not too many Americans agree with Donald Trump who posted his opinion on June 19, 2025:

			Too many non-working holidays in America. It is costing our Country $BILLIONS OF DOLLARS to keep all of these businesses closed. The workers don’t want it either! Soon we’ll end up having a holiday for every once working day of the year. It must change if we are going to, MAKE AMERICA GREAT AGAIN!

			But many of us do feel that it is time to take a fresh look at the ways some of our holidays are celebrated. 

			In recent years, I have talked to many people who are feeling uncomfortable with what one or more of the holidays have become. 

			That led me to start researching some U.S. holidays and how they have evolved over time. 

			Each holiday comes with a message. With symbols. With a story that reinforces a certain way of looking at our society, and that passes on certain values to the next generation.

			Some of those stories are out of date, incomplete, or inaccurate. They leave out many people in our communities. They distort or paper over uncomfortable aspects of our common history. And for many holidays, much of the original meaning or focus has been lost.

			While it is possible to invent new holidays, the dates of many of the existing ones are set by federal law or custom and not that easy to change. But that is not stopping many people from reclaiming and reshaping the holidays we already have.

			There is, of course, the shining example of the transformation of Columbus Day to Indigenous Peoples Day as now observed in many cities and states.

			Some communities have creatively reframed July 4 as “Interdependence Day”—a day that recognizes the common future we share with other people in our community, our country, and the world.

			Others are reclaiming Labor Day as a time to support working people who are organizing for fairness in their workplaces and in our society.

			Many communities are finding ways to celebrate Martin Luther King Jr. Day that more accurately reflect the movement he was part of and what it means for us today.

			Memorial Day and Veterans Day can be occasions to focus on preventing war instead of celebrating it and to give veterans an opportunity to share a more realistic view of what war involves.

			Earth Day, which while not a federal holiday is celebrated each year in thousands of cities and towns, has been transformed in some places back to its original purpose as a time to organize for urgent and large-scale corporate and governmental action on pollution and climate change.

			Each chapter in this book explores a particular holiday, starting with its history and then providing some ideas for new ways to celebrate, often inspired by holiday celebrations that are already held in various communities. 

			These examples don’t cover every holiday, including many religious holidays or cultural celebrations like Lunar New Year, Kwanzaa, or Dia de Los Muertos. (Christmas is included as an exception because it is a federal holiday.)

			Nor is this book a manual you are supposed to follow. It is not about what you “should” do, but a source of ideas of what you “could” do if you and others in your community are so inspired.

			The intent here is to use examples, large and small, to spark your imagination and help you and your community make conscious choices.

			One good thing about making holidays your own is that you don’t have to convince anyone in your community who doesn’t agree. They can celebrate however they want, and so can you.

			If you are happy with existing family or community traditions for some of our holidays, by all means carry on. But if you are inspired to make some changes, this book can give you ideas to make holidays your own.

			Some of the ideas in this book you could carry out on your own. Others might require the involvement of community organizers or materials or information you can obtain from local or national organizations or on the internet.

			It’s impossible for a book like this to include every good idea or to fully critique every existing holiday. As you will notice on the copyright page, this book is covered by a Creative Commons license that means you can adapt or add to this material as long as it is for nonprofit purposes, you credit this book, and you make your material available to others under the same terms.

			So if you feel that something is missing or doesn’t go far enough or needs to be adapted, go for it!

			


  

   
  
  
  July 4: Interdependence Day



    For many Americans, July 4 is a day to get together to share food and company and maybe enjoy a parade or fireworks. But some communities are reimagining “Independence Day” as “Interdependence Day” to better reflect our interconnected 21st-century world.


    A controversial holiday from the start

			Everything about July 4 has always been subject to change. In fact, founders like John Adams, who was to become the nation’s second president, thought Americans would be celebrating July 2—the date in 1776 when Congress voted to make the United States independent of Great Britain. Adams wrote to his wife Abigail predicting that July 2 would be celebrated with “solemn acts of devotion to God Almighty” and “pomp and parade, with shows, games, sports, guns, bells, bonfires, and illuminations.” 

			But Congress took two days to edit and finalize the actual wording of its Declaration of Independence, which is how the U.S. ended up with July 4 as a day of celebration.

			The Declaration contained the radical assertion “that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.”

			It also listed grievances against the King of England. It said he “has made Judges dependent on his Will alone.” And that he has “sent hither swarms of Officers to harass our people.” And that he “has kept among us, in times of peace, Standing Armies.”

			It also said the king was guilty of “imposing Taxes on us without our Consent,” “depriving us in many cases, of the benefits of Trial by Jury,” and “transporting us beyond Seas to be tried for pretended offences.”

			Groundbreaking though some of the Declaration might be, celebrating it didn’t immediately become part of the national calendar. For decades, celebrations were mostly local affairs, varying substantially from community to community. Some towns went all out with parades and speeches on July 4, while others barely acknowledged the day. 

			It wasn’t until 1870—nearly a century later—that Congress formally made the day a federal holiday for some government employees. And it was another 68 years—in 1938—before the holiday was expanded to include all federal employees. 

			In the early decades of the republic, July 4 celebrations were often showcases for partisan differences rather than national unity. The two major political parties at that time—the Federalists of Alexander Hamilton and the Democratic-Republicans of Thomas Jefferson—held separate commemorations, with the Democratic-Republicans using theirs to encourage broad political participation in a new democracy in contrast to the Federalists who stood for more concentrated power by wealthy elites. 

			Meanwhile, the Declaration’s bold assertions did not apply to everyone. 

			“All men,” as referred to in the Declaration, did not include women, who could not vote, hold public office, own property, enter most professions, or serve on juries. 

			It also did not include Indigenous communities for whom “Independence Day” marked not liberation but intensified campaigns of genocide, displacement, and cultural destruction. In fact, the Declaration of Independence itself referred to Native Americans as “merciless Indian Savages,” language that helped justify centuries of violence and land theft.

			Nor did African Americans find much to celebrate, as reflected in the most famous speech about July 4 ever given—a presentation by abolitionist leader Frederick Douglass in 1852 to the Rochester Ladies’ Anti-Slavery Society. 

			“What, to the American slave, is your 4th of July?” Douglass asked his mostly wealthy white audience. “To him, your celebration is a sham; your boasted liberty, an unholy license; your national greatness, swelling vanity; your sounds of rejoicing are empty and heartless; your denunciation of tyrants, brass fronted impudence; your shouts of liberty and equality, hollow mockery; your prayers and hymns, your sermons and thanksgivings, with all your religious parade and solemnity, are, to him, mere bombast, fraud, deception, impiety, and hypocrisy.” 

			Noting that white American churches almost universally supported slavery while their counterparts in Britain mostly supported abolition, Douglass commented, “A worship that can be conducted by persons who refuse to give shelter to the houseless, to give bread to the hungry, clothing to the naked, and who enjoin obedience to a law forbidding these acts of mercy is a curse, not a blessing to mankind.” 

			Searching for an occasion to celebrate true independence, many African American communities began after the Civil War to celebrate the end of slavery with Emancipation Days on various dates in different states. One example is Juneteenth, commemorating the news reaching Texas on June 19, 1865 that slavery was officially ended there. In 2021, Juneteenth was officially named a federal holiday by Congress.

			A July 4 that fits today’s realities

			As our world has changed, many communities today are looking for new ways to celebrate July 4 that recognize at least three current realities. 

			1. The United States is not an island but part of an interconnected world, and we cannot achieve “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness” separate from everyone else. 

			Climate change is one obvious example. Wildfire smoke does not recognize national boundaries. Carbon emissions from coal plants in one country contribute to rising sea levels that threaten coastal communities thousands of miles away. Deforestation in the Amazon affects weather patterns across continents. 

			Meanwhile, consumer products and the raw materials to make them come from all over the world. The smartphone in your pocket contains materials mined in dozens of countries, components manufactured in others, and software developed by programmers around the world. The coffee you drink was likely grown by farmers in Latin America or Africa, processed in one country, and shipped through a global supply chain that touches multiple continents. Nearly all clothing sold in the U.S. was made elsewhere. 

			The COVID-19 pandemic provided another stark demonstration of global interdependence. A virus that emerged in one region quickly spread worldwide, shutting down economies and claiming millions of lives. The development of vaccines required international scientific collaboration. Getting the pandemic under control depended on vaccination efforts in countries around the world, not just those with the most resources.

			Migration is another example of interdependence. People move from one country to another, as they always have, to escape wars, climate disasters, or dire poverty—conditions that are often exacerbated by U.S. and corporate support for dictators and economic elites in other countries. 

			2. There is not one “America” that everyone can celebrate together. There is the America of billionaires and global corporations, and the America of everyone else. 

			Thomas Jefferson, primary author of the Declaration of Independence, warned against ‘overgrown wealth” and “an artificial aristocracy founded on wealth and birth, without either virtue or talents.”

			“I believe,” Jefferson added, “that banking institutions are more dangerous to our liberties than standing armies.”

			Yet today, the top 1 percent of Americans (about 3 million people) hold as much wealth as the bottom 90 percent (about 300 million people). A worker paid $15 per hour would need to toil for more than 63,000 years to accumulate the wealth of someone who has $1 billion in wealth.  

			This massive transfer of wealth—often called Robin Hood in Reverse—has been possible largely because millionaires and global corporations do not consider themselves loyal to any particular nation today, if they ever did.  They can move investments and production facilities across borders with relative ease. 

			Meanwhile, working people in the U.S. remain largely tied to specific communities and dependent on local labor markets, public services, and social networks. When a factory closes and moves operations overseas, the wealthy shareholders see their profits increase, while the workers face unemployment, community decline, and family disruption. The idea that these groups share fundamental interests becomes increasingly difficult to sustain.

			This divergence of interests plays out in policy debates across virtually every major issue. While working people generally support policies like universal health care, higher minimum wages, and stronger environmental and climate action, the wealthy often use their political power to block these measures because they might reduce profits or require higher taxes on the rich.

			These opposing interests mean that working people in different countries often have more in common with each other than with the wealthy elites in their own nations. A factory worker in Ohio and a factory worker in Mexico both face job insecurity when companies can freely relocate production. Both benefit from stronger labor protections and environmental standards. Both suffer when trade policies prioritize corporate profits over worker welfare and community stability.

			3. While the U.S. certainly has its strengths, it is far from the greatest country on earth that is frequently claimed in traditional July 4 speeches.

			The U.S. has the highest income inequality among developed nations.

			

			It also has the highest health care costs as a result of not having universal health coverage. Prescription drug prices average more than 2½ times those seen in other developed nations. 

			The U.S. ranks 46th in life expectancy. 

			Half of renters in the U.S. spend at least 30 percent of their income on rent, and a quarter spend at least 50 percent.

			The U.S. is one of the few developed countries without mandated paid maternity leave or vacation time. 

			While the U.S. has about 5 percent of the global population, it has more than 20 percent of the world’s prison population. 

			The U.S. also has dramatically higher rates of gun violence and mass shootings than other developed countries. The firearm homicide rate is roughly 25 times higher than in other high-income countries.


			July 4: The Interdependence Day alternative

			Acknowledging these realities, here are some examples of what Interdependence Day can look like, drawn from reports from a variety of communities across the country. 

			Inclusive parades. In addition to high school marching bands, veterans’ groups, and local politicians, parades can make everyone feel welcome by including groups that are working for justice and to improve the community. Sign-making parties ahead of time can be a fun way for people to connect and feel included.

			Multicultural menus. Food can include dishes from various cultural backgrounds. 

			Creative arts. Music, poetry, visual art, dance, and storytelling from a variety of cultural traditions can make celebrations more engaging while avoiding overly academic or preachy approaches. Local musicians might perform or teach songs from around the world. A communal art project can be a good way to bring people together. Flash mobs and coordinated dances can bring playful energy to serious messages about interdependence.

			Lantern walks. Whether using solar-powered lanterns, LED decorations, or coordinated flashlight displays, an evening community walk can create spectacle for children and adults alike and may be more popular than fireworks with young kids, veterans, pet owners, and others. 

			

			Action and fundraising. Interdependence Day could include booths or workshops where community members can find out how to support worker and immigrant rights, fair trade, climate action, or other causes. It also could include raffles or other fundraising for community organizations.

			Voter registration. July 4 celebrations can be a good time to make it easy for everyone to register.

			Learning moments. This could take many forms. 

			It could mean learning about the Indigenous peoples who originally lived in your area. 

			It could include community members sharing stories about family connections to other countries. 

			It could involve “following the money” or making a “global supply chain map” to understand more about who owns the companies that affect that community, how those companies treat workers and impact the climate, and what political causes they support. 
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