
This Day in History…  December 23, 1966

The Origin of Festivus
On December 23, 1966, Festivus was quietly celebrated for the first time in upstate New 

York. The O’Keefe family created a tradition that was entirely their own, marking it as a day to 
honor family, humor, and unconventional celebration. What began as a private family gathering 
would eventually grow into a cultural phenomenon, blending satire, reflection, and playful 
rebellion against the commercialization of traditional holidays.

Daniel O’Keefe, a writer and editor, designed Festivus to fall around the anniversary 
of his first date with his future wife, Deborah, giving the holiday a personal and sentimental 
foundation. Festivus was conceived as a way to celebrate family life in a deliberately 
offbeat and honest manner. The first Festivus centered on gatherings that encouraged candid 
conversation, storytelling, and sometimes gentle ribbing. The holiday’s traditions emphasized 
simplicity and sincerity over materialism. One of the earliest customs was the Festivus dinner, 
a straightforward meal where family members shared stories, accomplishments, and complaints 
from the past year. Rather than elaborate decorations, the O’Keefe family kept things minimal, 
reflecting the holiday’s purpose: to connect meaningfully with loved ones while poking fun at 
the pressures of conventional holidays.

The hallmark of Festivus is the unadorned aluminum pole, which Daniel O’Keefe introduced 
as a symbol of the holiday’s rejection of commercial excess. Unlike a Christmas tree, the aluminum 
pole required no decoration and represented practicality and minimalism. Another original tradition 
was the “airing of grievances,” during which family members voiced how others had disappointed 
them over the past year. This practice was both humorous and cathartic, allowing participants to 
express frustrations in a playful yet meaningful setting.

Festivus remained a private family tradition until it gained 
national attention through the 1997 Seinfeld episode “The Strike.” 
In the show, Frank Costanza celebrates Festivus with the aluminum 
pole, a Festivus dinner, and the airing of grievances. Seinfeld also 
introduced the “Feats of Strength,” a ritual in which participants 
must wrestle the head of the household to conclude the celebration. 
These televised traditions captured the imagination of millions 

and cemented Festivus as a cultural reference, blending Daniel 
O’Keefe’s personal customs with exaggerated comedic elements 
for entertainment.

The phrase “a Festivus for the rest of us” originally had a 
deeply personal meaning in the O’Keefe family. Daniel O’Keefe 
coined it after the death of his mother, Jeanette, in 1976, with the 
“rest of us” referring to the living family members who continued 
to celebrate Festivus in her memory. When Seinfeld introduced 
Festivus to a national audience, the phrase was reinterpreted to emphasize inclusivity and 
humor, framing the holiday as an alternative for anyone who felt excluded from traditional, 
commercialized celebrations. Today, the tagline embodies both its original family significance 
and its broader cultural meaning, symbolizing a playful, anti-commercial holiday for everyone.

Since its popularization, Festivus has continued to evolve. 
People across the country have added new twists, from 
satirical gift exchanges to charity drives and personalized 
family challenges. Its simplicity and humor make it easy 
to adapt, allowing individuals to celebrate in ways that suit 
their own households or communities. Festivus has become 

a symbol of humor, creativity, and social critique, appealing to those who enjoy 
questioning norms and rejecting the commercialization of traditional holidays.

Festivus has grown far beyond the O’Keefe family’s home. It is now mentioned 
in newspapers, celebrated in workplaces, and recognized in official proclamations 
by cities and towns. Some enthusiasts have even petitioned for it to become a 
national holiday, emphasizing its role as a quirky, inclusive celebration that fosters 
connection and laughter. Though unconventional, Festivus occupies a notable place 
in American culture, showing that meaningful traditions can be invented as easily 
as they are inherited.
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At its core, Festivus is 
about family: coming 
together, laughing, and 
embracing honesty over 
holiday fuss.

Festivus focuses 
on connection and 
humor instead of 
shopping lists and 
commercial pressure.

The inclusion of Festivus in 
Seinfeld brought the celebration 
national recognition.

From Pittsburgh’s 
long‑running public 
Festivus festivals to 
aluminum poles at state 
capitols, this “holiday for 
the rest of us” has become 
a cultural celebration.

Festivus isn’t meant to replace 
Christmas or other holidays—it’s 
a playful pause, offering humor, 
reflection, and a break from the 
holiday rush.
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