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We are about to mark the Labor Day holiday, which
became a federal holiday in 1894. It is both a
celebration of workers and a product of conflict
between workers, corporations, and government over
economic power, offering a window into the meaning of
freedom and work.

Questions to Consider: How might freedom enable
people to pursue their dreams and use their talents to
achieve what psychologist Abraham Maslow called “self-
actualization”? As we reflect on America at 250, what
connections can we draw between these ideas and the
Declaration of Independence’s promise of “Life, Liberty

and the pursuit of Happiness”? What makes labor

genuinely free? What does a society owe the people whose labor sustains it? Is this concept of
freedom and labor limited to certain classes, or is it a human experience that impacts everyone
in distinct ways?

The following resource invites you to explore these important questions and consider how we are
impacted by the burdens of societal expectations and our own ambitions and aspirations, how
ideas about labor and freedom have taken shape in distinct ways over the course of our nation’s
history, and how they remain especially relevant to us today.

This resource brings together the work of Dolly Parton, Henry David Thoreau, and Abraham
Lincoln to examine these important questions. Across very different moments in American
history, these voices invite us to consider how work can be a source of dignity, opportunity, and
independence, reflecting a longstanding American reverence for hard work, often traced to the
“Protestant work ethic” of the colonial period, while also examining the ways work can constrain
individual freedom and agency. We invite you to share how these ideas have sparked good
conversation and reflection with your students and communities. We salute the work that each of
you do in your school communities!
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Source 1: Dolly Parton. “9 to 5.” @ to 5 and Odd Jobs. RCA
Records, 1980. Excerpt.

CIVIC

Context: Dolly Parton, who recently passed away, was an American icon and country music star
who not only enriched the American music landscape but also had a remarkable talent for
transcending differences and connecting with Americans of all backgrounds and political
perspectives.

They let you dream just to watch 'em shatter

You're just a step on the boss man's ladder

But you got dreams he'll never take away (he'll never take 'em away)
You're in the same boat with a lotta your friends

Waiting for the day your ship'll come in (mm)

And the tide's gonna turn and it's all gonna roll your way (I just know it)

Working 9 to 5, what a way to make a living

Barely getting by, it's all taking and no giving

They just use your mind and they never give you credit

It's enough to drive you crazy if you let it (but you won't let it)

Working 9 to 5, yeah, they got you where they want you

There's a better life and you think about it, don't you? (You dream about it)

It's a rich man's game no matter what they call it

And you spend your life putting money in his wallet (putting money in his wallet)

Discussion Questions and Activities:

@-5 Song: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Pcm2yDp8XxI&Llist=RDPcm2yDp8Xxl&start_radio=1

.Play the song and highlight key ideas.

.What is Dolly Parton suggesting about the relationship between work, talent, and power?
.How does this song capture ideas of freedom and labor?

.How does she shed light on the American Dream?
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.If you played this song in different periods of American history, how might its message resonate
differently? Identify three periods in American history when this song might have captured a
distinct idea or experience. How are these moments similar? How are they different?

Possible periods to consider include the Progressive Era, the Great Depression, and the 1950s.


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Pcm2yDp8XxI&list=RDPcm2yDp8XxI&start_radio=1
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Source 2: Henry David Thoreau. “Economy.” Walden. 1854.

Excerpt.

Context: Henry David Thoreau was an American writer and philosopher associated with
transcendentalism, a nineteenth-century movement that emphasized individual conscience, self-
reliance, and living according to principles rather than social convention. In 1845, Thoreau
moved to a small cabin he built near Walden Pond in Concord, Massachusetts, where he lived for
more than two years. Walden, published in 1854, grew out of that experience. In its opening
chapter, “Economy,” Thoreau examines the basic necessities of life, including food, shelter,
clothing, and labor, and considers what people truly need to live.

Most men, even in this comparatively free country, through mere ignorance and mistake, are so
occupied with the factitious (artificially created or produced) cares and superfluously coarse
labors of life that its finer fruits cannot be plucked by them. Their fingers, from excessive toil, are
too clumsy and tremble too much for that. Actually, the laboring man has not leisure for a true
integrity day by day; he cannot afford to sustain the manliest relations to men; his labor would be
depreciated in the market. He has no time to be anything but a machine. How can he remember
well his ignorance—which his growth requires—who has so often to use his knowledge? We should
feed and clothe him gratuitously ( for free) sometimes, and recruit him with our cordials, before
we judge of him. The finest qualities of our nature, like the bloom on fruits, can be preserved only
by the most delicate handling. Yet we do not treat ourselves nor one another thus tenderly.

| sometimes wonder that we can be so frivolous, | may almost say, as to attend to the gross but
somewhat foreign form of servitude called Negro Slavery, there are so many keen and subtle
masters that enslave both north and south. It is hard to have a southern overseer; it is worse to
have a northern one; but worst of all when you are the slave-driver of yourself. Talk of a divinity
in man! Look at the teamster on the highway, wending to market by day or night; does any divinity
stir within him? His highest duty to fodder and water his horses! What is his destiny to him
compared with the shipping interests? Does not he drive for Squire Make-a-stir? How godlike,
how immortal, is he? See how he cowers and sneaks, how vaguely all the day he fears, not being
immortal nor divine, but the slave and prisoner of his own opinion of himself, a fame won by his
own deeds. Public opinion is a weak tyrant compared with our own private opinion. What a man
thinks of himself, that it is which determines, or rather indicates, his fate. Self-emancipation even
in the West Indian provinces of the fancy and imagination,—what Wilberforce is there to bring
that about? Think, also, of the ladies of the land weaving toilet cushions against the last day, not
to betray too green an interest in their fates! As if you could kill time without injuring eternity.
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Discussion Questions:

1.According to Thoreau, what is the relationship between labor and freedom?

2.What does Thoreau mean when he says, “there are so many keen and subtle masters that
enslave both north and south”?

3.How can a person become the “slave-driver” of himself? How can one assert more personal
agency?

4.What are some forces today that might similarly limit individual freedom and agency?

Source 3: Abraham Lincoln. “Address Before the Wisconsin
State Agricultural Society.” 1859. Excerpt.

Context: Abraham Lincoln delivered this address to the Wisconsin State Agricultural Society in
Milwaukee in 1859, two years before becoming president. Agricultural societies promoted
improvements in farming through fairs, education, new technologies, and the exchange of
agricultural knowledge. Lincoln spoke at a time when the United States was deeply divided over
slavery and competing ideas about labor and economic life. During the preceding decade, the
Free Soil movement had popularized the slogan “Free Soil, Free Speech, Free Labor, and Free
Men,” and debates over slavery, labor, and economic opportunity became central to the
emerging Republican Party, which Lincoln had joined.

But free labor says “no!” Free labor argues that, as the Author of man makes every individual with
one head and one pair of hands, it was probably intended that heads and hands should cooperate
as friends; and that that particular head, should direct and control that particular pair of hands.
As each man has one mouth to be fed, and one pair of hands to furnish food, it was probably
intended that that particular pair of hands should feed that particular mouth—that each head is
the natural guardian, director, and protector of the hands and mouth inseparably connected with
it; and that being so, every head should be cultivated, and improved, by whatever will add to its
capacity for performing its charge. In one word free labor insists on universal education. . . .

Discussion Questions:

1.What does Lincoln believe makes labor truly free?

2.Why does Lincoln emphasize the relationship between the “head” and the “hands”? What does
this reveal about his understanding of labor?

3.How does education connect with Lincoln’s description of freedom? How can education
emancipate one’s life and one’s spirit?

4. Lincoln wrote this at a time when slavery was a stain on our country and on labor in America.
What are some forces that still constrain the spirit of freedom today? Discuss possible solutions
to these challenges and ways you would go about achieving the ideas you propose.

4



	AMERICA
	250
	AMERICAN CIVIC HOLIDAY RESOURCES
	Labor Day: Exploring Labor and Freedom
	Developed by Audi Hecht, Senior Director of Education and Innovation
	September 2026
	We are about to mark the Labor Day holiday, which became a federal holiday in 1894. It is both a celebration of workers and a product of conflict between workers, corporations, and government over economic power, offering a window into the meaning of freedom and work.
	Questions to Consider: How might freedom enable people to pursue their dreams and use their talents to achieve what psychologist Abraham Maslow called “self-actualization”? As we reflect on America at 250, what connections can we draw between these ideas and the Declaration of Independence’s promise of “Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness”? What makes labor
	genuinely free? What does a society owe the people whose labor sustains it? Is this concept of freedom and labor limited to certain classes, or is it a human experience that impacts everyone in distinct ways?
	The following resource invites you to explore these important questions and consider how we are impacted by the burdens of societal expectations and our own ambitions and aspirations, how ideas about labor and freedom have taken shape in distinct ways over the course of our nation’s history, and how they remain especially relevant to us today.
	This resource brings together the work of Dolly Parton, Henry David Thoreau, and Abraham Lincoln to examine these important questions. Across very different moments in American history, these voices invite us to consider how work can be a source of dignity, opportunity, and independence, reflecting a longstanding American reverence for hard work, often traced to the “Protestant work ethic” of the colonial period, while also examining the ways work can constrain individual freedom and agency. We invite you to share how these ideas have sparked good conversation and reflection with your students and communities. We salute the work that each of you do in your school communities!

	AMERICA


	250
	Source 1: Dolly Parton. “9 to 5.” 9 to 5 and Odd Jobs. RCA Records, 1980. Excerpt.
	Context: Dolly Parton, who recently passed away, was an American icon and country music star who not only enriched the American music landscape but also had a remarkable talent for transcending differences and connecting with Americans of all backgrounds and political perspectives.
	They let you dream just to watch 'em shatter
	You're just a step on the boss man's ladder
	But you got dreams he'll never take away (he'll never take 'em away)
	You're in the same boat with a lotta your friends
	Waiting for the day your ship'll come in (mm)
	And the tide's gonna turn and it's all gonna roll your way (I just know it)
	Working 9 to 5, what a way to make a living
	Barely getting by, it's all taking and no giving
	They just use your mind and they never give you credit
	It's enough to drive you crazy if you let it (but you won't let it)
	Working 9 to 5, yeah, they got you where they want you
	There's a better life and you think about it, don't you? (You dream about it)
	It's a rich man's game no matter what they call it
	And you spend your life putting money in his wallet (putting money in his wallet)

	Discussion Questions and Activities:
	9-5 Song: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Pcm2yDp8XxI&list=RDPcm2yDp8XxI&start_radio=1
	Play the song and highlight key ideas.
	What is Dolly Parton suggesting about the relationship between work, talent, and power?
	How does this song capture ideas of freedom and labor?
	How does she shed light on the American Dream?
	If you played this song in different periods of American history, how might its message resonate differently? Identify three periods in American history when this song might have captured a distinct idea or experience. How are these moments similar? How are they different?
	Possible periods to consider include the Progressive Era, the Great Depression, and the 1950s.

	AMERICA


	250
	Source 2: Henry David Thoreau. “Economy.” Walden. 1854. Excerpt.
	Context: Henry David Thoreau was an American writer and philosopher associated with transcendentalism, a nineteenth-century movement that emphasized individual conscience, self-reliance, and living according to principles rather than social convention. In 1845, Thoreau moved to a small cabin he built near Walden Pond in Concord, Massachusetts, where he lived for more than two years. Walden, published in 1854, grew out of that experience. In its opening chapter, “Economy,” Thoreau examines the basic necessities of life, including food, shelter, clothing, and labor, and considers what people truly need to live.
	Most men, even in this comparatively free country, through mere ignorance and mistake, are so occupied with the factitious (artificially created or produced) cares and superfluously coarse labors of life that its finer fruits cannot be plucked by them. Their fingers, from excessive toil, are too clumsy and tremble too much for that. Actually, the laboring man has not leisure for a true integrity day by day; he cannot afford to sustain the manliest relations to men; his labor would be depreciated in the market. He has no time to be anything but a machine. How can he remember well his ignorance—which his growth requires—who has so often to use his knowledge? We should feed and clothe him gratuitously ( for free) sometimes, and recruit him with our cordials, before we judge of him. The finest qualities of our nature, like the bloom on fruits, can be preserved only by the most delicate handling. Yet we do not treat ourselves nor one another thus tenderly.
	I sometimes wonder that we can be so frivolous, I may almost say, as to attend to the gross but somewhat foreign form of servitude called Negro Slavery, there are so many keen and subtle masters that enslave both north and south. It is hard to have a southern overseer; it is worse to have a northern one; but worst of all when you are the slave-driver of yourself. Talk of a divinity in man! Look at the teamster on the highway, wending to market by day or night; does any divinity stir within him? His highest duty to fodder and water his horses! What is his destiny to him compared with the shipping interests? Does not he drive for Squire Make-a-stir? How godlike, how immortal, is he? See how he cowers and sneaks, how vaguely all the day he fears, not being immortal nor divine, but the slave and prisoner of his own opinion of himself, a fame won by his own deeds. Public opinion is a weak tyrant compared with our own private opinion. What a man thinks of himself, that it is which determines, or rather indicates, his fate. Self-emancipation even in the West Indian provinces of the fancy and imagination,—what Wilberforce is there to bring that about? Think, also, of the ladies of the land weaving toilet cushions against the last day, not to betray too green an interest in their fates! As if you could kill time without injuring eternity.
	AMERICA


	250
	Discussion Questions:
	According to Thoreau, what is the relationship between labor and freedom?
	What does Thoreau mean when he says, “there are so many keen and subtle masters that enslave both north and south”?
	How can a person become the “slave-driver” of himself? How can one assert more personal agency?
	What are some forces today that might similarly limit individual freedom and agency?
	Source 3: Abraham Lincoln. “Address Before the Wisconsin State Agricultural Society.” 1859. Excerpt.
	Context: Abraham Lincoln delivered this address to the Wisconsin State Agricultural Society in Milwaukee in 1859, two years before becoming president. Agricultural societies promoted improvements in farming through fairs, education, new technologies, and the exchange of agricultural knowledge. Lincoln spoke at a time when the United States was deeply divided over slavery and competing ideas about labor and economic life. During the preceding decade, the Free Soil movement had popularized the slogan “Free Soil, Free Speech, Free Labor, and Free Men,” and debates over slavery, labor, and economic opportunity became central to the emerging Republican Party, which Lincoln had joined.
	But free labor says “no!” Free labor argues that, as the Author of man makes every individual with one head and one pair of hands, it was probably intended that heads and hands should cooperate as friends; and that that particular head, should direct and control that particular pair of hands. As each man has one mouth to be fed, and one pair of hands to furnish food, it was probably intended that that particular pair of hands should feed that particular mouth—that each head is the natural guardian, director, and protector of the hands and mouth inseparably connected with it; and that being so, every head should be cultivated, and improved, by whatever will add to its capacity for performing its charge. In one word free labor insists on universal education. . . .


	Discussion Questions:
	What does Lincoln believe makes labor truly free?
	Why does Lincoln emphasize the relationship between the “head” and the “hands”? What does this reveal about his understanding of labor?
	How does education connect with Lincoln’s description of freedom? How can education emancipate one’s life and one’s spirit?
	Lincoln wrote this at a time when slavery was a stain on our country and on labor in America. What are some forces that still constrain the spirit of freedom today? Discuss possible solutions to these challenges and ways you would go about achieving the ideas you propose.



