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The Battle for Christmas Stephen Nissenbaum is a thought-provoking exploration of how
Christmas as we know it today has evolved over the centuries. In his seminal book, Nissenbaum
delves into the historical and cultural transformations of the holiday, revealing its tumultuous past
and the various forces that have shaped its contemporary celebration. This article will take you
through the key themes and insights from Nissenbaum's work, examining the battle for the true
meaning of Christmas and how it reflects broader societal changes.



The Historical Context of Christmas

To understand the battle for Christmas, it’s essential to first grasp its historical roots. Nissenbaum
traces the origins of Christmas back to pagan rituals and how it was transformed by Christian
traditions.

Pagan Influences

1. Winter Solstice Celebrations: Many Christmas traditions can be tied back to ancient pagan rituals
celebrating the winter solstice. These festivities often included feasting, merrymaking, and the
decoration of evergreen trees.

2. The Roman Festival of Saturnalia: Held in December, Saturnalia was a time of revelry, where
social norms were relaxed, and gifts were exchanged, influencing modern Christmas customs.

The Advent of Christianity

As Christianity spread, the church sought to appropriate and transform these pagan celebrations
into a Christian context. The choice of December 25th as the date for Christmas was not arbitrary
but rather a strategic decision to coincide with existing pagan festivals.

The Transformation of Christmas in America

Nissenbaum's book particularly focuses on the transformation of Christmas in America during the
19th century. This era marked a significant shift in how Christmas was perceived and celebrated.

The Early 19th Century

In early 1800s America, Christmas was not widely celebrated. It was viewed with skepticism,
especially by the Puritans, who regarded it as a time of excess and immorality. However, this
perception began to change due to several key factors:

- Immigration: The influx of European immigrants brought diverse Christmas traditions to America,
enriching the cultural tapestry of the holiday.

- Literary Influence: Works like Washington Irving's "The Sketch Book" and Charles Dickens' "A
Christmas Carol" played a significant role in reshaping public perception, emphasizing family,
charity, and goodwill.

The Emergence of New Traditions

As Christmas began to gain popularity, new traditions emerged that solidified its status as a



cherished holiday:

1. Christmas Cards: The first Christmas card was sent in 1843, marking the beginning of a new
tradition in holiday communication.

2. Christmas Trees: The practice of decorating Christmas trees became popular in the U.S. after
Queen Victoria and Prince Albert were depicted celebrating with a tree in the 1840s.

3. Santa Claus: The modern image of Santa Claus, heavily influenced by the poem "A Visit from St.
Nicholas" (commonly known as "The Night Before Christmas"), became a central figure in Christmas
celebrations.

The Commercialization of Christmas

Nissenbaum highlights the ongoing battle over the meaning of Christmas, particularly as it pertains
to commercialization. The holiday, once a simple celebration of family and faith, has increasingly
become a consumer-driven event.

The Rise of Consumer Culture

The late 19th and early 20th centuries saw a dramatic rise in consumer culture, which had a
profound impact on Christmas:

- Shopping Frenzy: Retailers began to market Christmas aggressively, pushing the idea that gift-
giving was an essential part of the celebration.

- Advertising: The advent of advertising transformed how Christmas was perceived. Companies
capitalized on the holiday to boost sales, creating a narrative that linked Christmas with materialism.

Reactions Against Commercialization

As the commercialization of Christmas became more pronounced, various groups began to push
back against this trend:

1. Religious Groups: Many religious organizations argued that the focus on materialism detracted
from the true meaning of Christmas.

2. Cultural Critics: Writers and thinkers began to critique the commercialization of Christmas,
advocating for a return to its roots as a time for reflection, family, and spirituality.

The Ongoing Battle for Christmas

Nissenbaum asserts that the battle for Christmas is far from over. Each year, debates arise around
how the holiday should be celebrated and what it represents.



Contemporary Issues

1. Inclusivity vs. Tradition: As society becomes more diverse, questions about how to celebrate
Christmas in an inclusive manner arise. This has led to discussions about secular versus religious
observances.

2. Sustainability: The environmental impact of Christmas, from consumer goods to excessive waste,
has prompted calls for more sustainable practices during the holiday season.

3. Mental Health: The pressure to conform to idealized standards of Christmas can lead to stress and
anxiety for many individuals, raising concerns about the mental health implications of holiday
celebrations.

Looking Ahead

As we move forward, it’s crucial to consider what Christmas means to us personally and collectively.
The battle for Christmas continues, shaped by cultural, social, and economic factors. Here are some
key takeaways for a more meaningful celebration:

- Focus on Relationships: Prioritize spending time with family and friends over material gifts.

- Embrace Diversity: Acknowledge and celebrate the various traditions and customs associated with
the holiday season.

- Practice Mindfulness: Engage in reflective practices that honor the spirit of the holiday, whether
through volunteering, attending religious services, or simply enjoying quiet time with loved ones.

Conclusion

In The Battle for Christmas Stephen Nissenbaum, we see a detailed examination of how societal
changes and cultural forces have shaped the holiday. By understanding this history, we can navigate
the complexities of modern Christmas celebrations and find ways to honor both tradition and
innovation. Ultimately, the essence of Christmas lies in the values we choose to uphold: love,
generosity, and community. As we continue to celebrate this beloved holiday, let us remember the
battles fought and the lessons learned, ensuring that Christmas remains a time of joy and connection
for all.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the primary thesis of Stephen Nissenbaum's 'The
Battle for Christmas'?

The primary thesis of 'The Battle for Christmas' is that Christmas has undergone significant
transformation over the centuries, particularly in the United States, shifting from a raucous,
community-centered celebration to a more commercialized and family-oriented holiday.



How does Nissenbaum describe the pre-Christmas
celebrations in the 19th century?

Nissenbaum describes pre-Christmas celebrations in the 19th century as chaotic and unruly, often
involving public revelry, mischief, and social upheaval, which were at odds with the more sanitized
and family-friendly image of Christmas that emerged later.

What role did the Puritans play in the history of Christmas
according to Nissenbaum?

According to Nissenbaum, the Puritans played a significant role in the early opposition to Christmas
celebrations in America, viewing them as pagan and excessive, leading to the holiday's temporary
decline in favor of more austere observances.

How did the commercialization of Christmas begin, as
discussed by Nissenbaum?

The commercialization of Christmas began in the early to mid-19th century, as merchants and
advertisers recognized the holiday's potential for profit, promoting gift-giving and festive
consumerism that transformed public perceptions of the holiday.

What impact did Charles Dickens have on the perception of
Christmas?

Charles Dickens had a profound impact on the perception of Christmas through his novella 'A
Christmas Carol', which emphasized themes of family, generosity, and redemption, contributing to
the romanticized view of the holiday that became popular in Victorian England and America.

In what ways does Nissenbaum connect Christmas with social
class struggles?

Nissenbaum connects Christmas with social class struggles by highlighting how the holiday's
transformation reflected broader societal changes, including class tensions, where the
commercialization of Christmas allowed the middle class to assert their values against the poorer,
more rowdy traditions.

What historical events does Nissenbaum link to the changing
celebration of Christmas?

Nissenbaum links the changing celebration of Christmas to various historical events, including the
Industrial Revolution, urbanization, and the rise of consumer culture, which collectively reshaped
how people experienced and celebrated the holiday.

How does Nissenbaum's research challenge modern
perceptions of Christmas traditions?

Nissenbaum's research challenges modern perceptions by revealing that many Christmas traditions
we consider timeless and universal, such as gift-giving and family gatherings, are actually products
of specific historical contexts and social negotiations.



What are some criticisms leveled against Nissenbaum's
interpretation of Christmas?

Some criticisms of Nissenbaum's interpretation include claims that he oversimplifies the
complexities of cultural practices surrounding Christmas and that he may downplay the role of
religious significance in the holiday's history.

What lasting effects does 'The Battle for Christmas' suggest
the holiday's evolution has had on contemporary society?

The lasting effects suggested by 'The Battle for Christmas' include the pervasive commercialization
of the holiday, the emphasis on consumerism, and the ongoing tensions between traditional
celebrations and modern expectations, shaping how Christmas is celebrated today.
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