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Essay #2

Oh, Christmas, X-mas!
Capitalist, Spree-Shopping Carnival,

X-rated Conduct, and Alienation, Safety Valve!
An Analysis of the Role of Christmas Holyday in United States with respect to Social and Economic Relationships.

When we think of “Christmas” what does first come to mind? Do we associate it with birth of Jesus, our sinister nature, going to Church and praying for our salvation? Or with “birth” of new stress, our impatient nature, going to Mall and praying for the line to be over? Most Americans associate Christmas with latter things, and many Americans who despise Christmas for that, tend to look to the good old days when “Christmas was simpler, more authentic, and less commercial” (Nissenbaum, page 133).  However there was not such a date in the last two centuries! Christmas was commercial since its modern begging in 19th century (Nissenbaum, page 134).  However before its commercialization, Christmas was even more dismal. In 17th and 18th century, Christmas season, while not associated with shopping sprees, was the greatest occasion of the year for drinking and fornication sprees (Nissenbaum, page 16).
Both then and now, Christmas was anything but solely about Christ. While there are people for who Christmas is as important, or more important, religious holyday as Eastern, such people are in minority (Nissenbaum, page 8).  Stephen Nissenbaum nicely summarized this idea in his book “The Battle for Christmas”: “Christmas has always been an extremely difficult holyday to Christianize” (Nissenbaum, page 8).


The possible reason that Christmas is not a time of strong religious devotion to the Birth of Christ for most Christians is that December 25, more likely than not, was not the birth date of Christ. While Bible doesn’t give a specific date for the birth of Christ,  it is quite improbable for it to be in the late December, as it was just too cold for shepherds to be living outdoors with their flocks (as Gospel of Like tells us the setting at the birth of Jesus was) (Nissenbaum, page 4).  Moreover, Christmas season coincides with winter solstice which is celebrated by most cultures in the world, including ancient Romans, in the form of pagan carnivals (Nissenbaum, page 5).  Christmas with its pagan origins was thus from its begging more a time for devotion to grain spirit [alcohol] rather than Holy Spirit, more a time for casual sex rather than for Christian sermons.

However in the last two centuries Christmas begin to transform slowly but surely into a commercial, civilized, family holyday. Thus, Moore’ Plebian St. Nicholas, with rugged clothes and mean look, resembling something “between a beggar and a petty tradesman”, is gradually superceded by more dignified (though still plebian and rugged) and kind image of Santa of Thomas Nast (Nissenbaum, page 78, 88).  Aggressive beggars and dunkers are replaced by children, as the centers of attention during Christmas, within several decades of the first half of 19th century (Nissenbaum, page 62, 63). Previous adult’s indulgences, in form of excessive gambling, alcohol drinking, and tobacco chewing were replaced by children’s indulgences in form of excessive gaming, soda drinking and candy chewing. While adult indulgences, during Christmas, despite their long tradition, were strongly criticized and prosecuted by authorities and public, children indulgences were encouraged, and even culturally sanctioned. However some adults were discontent with misbehavior and overindulgences of children during Christmas. This discontent can be represented through the remarks of a 19th century lady: “Children receive enough candies during Christmas to make them sick, and enough toys to make them cry, as they can’t decide with each toy to play first” (Nissenbaum, page 208). 

While toy’s and candy’s factories and stores benefited greatly by Christmas, so did other industries. While kids became the center of attention during Christmas, adult haven’t forgot about themselves. However, due to the family character it had acquired, Christmas could no longer be an occasion for “sinning” (“sinning” was postponed to other holydays like New Year) but for gift-exchanging among adults.

Christmas advertisements directed towards both children and adults increased as popularity of Christmas did. Especially for Children, gifts were marketing through display of Santa Claus and the popularization of story of Santa Claus entering the chimney to leave his gifts (Nissenbaum, page 171).  
Ironically, while Santa Claus was used heavily by commercial interests, it was represented as “Anticommercial Icon” by the parents to their children. Parents, even just barely after Christmas put its hold in the popular culture, were looking for a “Christmas that was simpler, more authentic, and less commercial” (sic, aren’t exactly the wishes of Modern parents too? See the first paragraph.) And as Santa Claus, was represented to make all the gifts manually, with “saw and wood”, he became the symbol of “an old-fashioned Christmas, so old that is was, in essence, beyond history, and thus outside the commercial interests” (Nissenbaum, page 172). 
While Christmas becomes more and more secular event, during which secular gifts, like toys, games and nonreligious books are exchanged, it is also an opportunity of presenting personal Bibles (especially New Testament). When people gave Bible as present they perceived it as less commercial and more pure. However from a publisher’s perspective Bible were just as commercial products, no more special or sacred than “Grim Fairytales” or a bikini set (Nissenbaum, page 151). Subsequently, as the demand for Bible rose, their production diversified. Bibles were sold in all kinds of shapes, colors, fonts, sizes, paper’s smell and texture. Publishers were attaching various nifty elements to the bible, ranging from tiny Pocket size Bibles to glossy Illustrated Bibles to luxurious “Elegant diamond Bibles” to Illuminated Bibles, which only differ from other bibles through the fact that they contained a two blank spaces on the first page for the name of the giver and receiver (a trivial innovation indeed, however it made Illuminated Bibles a “commercial triumph”) (Nissenbaum, page 153).
Christmas, despite its previous affiliation with street gangs, and violence, becomes increasingly the holyday that prevents violence. This was especially valid for the antebellum south. In south slave owners displayed various degree of generosity in giving present to their slaves, the gifts ranged from such trivial things as sugar and hats, to significant amount of cash, however, a rare slave-owner did not gave any presents during Christmas (Nissenbaum, page 264). 

The Christmas season was the time when many slave owners allowed their slaves to travel some distances to visit their families or friends at other plantations. Consequently, many attempts to escape were made during Christmas, when it was easier to remain undetected among other traveling slaves (Nissenbaum, page 264).
Slave owners went into the expense to buy gifts for slaves (although those expenses were just a small fraction of slaves’ utility) and assumed the risk of losing slaves, by leaving them to travel some distances, in order to diminish the alienation of their “human chattel”. In some sense, slave owners, allowed slight misrule during Christmas in order to keep slaves following strict rules during the rest of year. 
Slave owners were especially fond of using alcohol to induce drunkenness in their slaves, and with that a kind of animal happiness. Allowing slaves for several days to dope themselves with alcohol and experience limited liberty to do what they want (even decorate themselves with master’s clothes during their holyday party) leaves strong imprints in the slave’s memory. Thus, when slaves will be worked hard, lashed and feed with unappetized food during the following year, they will inhibit their resentment and focus on the anticipation of their next “honey week” during the following Christmas (Nissenbaum, page 259).
While Christmas offered opportunity to induce a joyful spark in the murky lives of slaves. Another abused and neglected segment of population, children of poor, and orphans, were receiving some form of treatment and attention during Christmas season.

Children Aid Society was an organization preeminent in helping children in need, and it advanced its activities more actively during Christmas season. Various church organizations were also involved in helping children, and their activities were also more evidenced during Christmas (Nissenbaum, page 259).


For much of US history, there was no a government social safety net for poor, and Christmas besides constituting an opportunity to help  poor children, was also an occasion of helping poor in general.  Various charitable organization and churches, especially in big cities, frequently organized during Christmas ,“soup kitchens” (often serving besides soup some more festive foods). As in south with black slaves, the intensification of charitable activities during Christmas, might have been on of the main reasons the proletarian revolution did not occur and United States did not fall into the laps of the communism “like a ripen apple falls onto the ground “ (as Lenin predicted).

Christmas, as we’ve seen through numerous examples of history, is in the first place a holyday of personal expenditure, in the second place a holyday of “status quo” maintenance, through charitable appeasements, and only in the third place a holyday of quazi-religious significance. 
