And Now aWord in
Defense of Serooge...

By Ralph Keyes '

“Many of the faces that Jook happy aren’t really happy. It’s
that they feel they should be happy. So the grins grow more manic,
and those who can’t even force a smile grow sadder by contrast.”

counselors have done a bumper

business during December and
January. The more striking thing is
how casually we've come to accept
trauma as a natural part of the Christ-
mas spirit, along with mistletoc, egg-
nog and office-party hi-jinks.

Lyndon Johnson, who suffered
through more than five years as Presi-
dent without cigarettes, went back to
smoking two winters after leaving the
White House. Asked what got him off
the wagon, LBJ replied: “The trials
and tribulations of Christmas,”

The holiday scason is not necessarily
a merry one for many of America’s 48
_million single adults, especially the 4.2
million old people living alone (nearly
double the number of a decade ago).
Or for that portion of our divorced par-
ents who will spend the holiday away
from their children. Or for my next-

E ver since psychology was invented,

door neighbor who must clerk at a.

grocery this Christmas.
Muriel and I, without children of our

own, and thousands of miles from
home, find that each year the weeks
preceding Christmas become more
filled with worry and tension. Who will
we spend December 2S5th with this
year? The day should be celebrated
around children, cooing over their
gifts and doing a jigsaw puzzle to-
gether. So whose kids should we exploit
this year? The Coulsons have moved to
Tempe with their seven. George and
Mary Mansfield have a neat- family,
but we aiready shared their Christmas
once. Maybe Paul and Annie Elsbree
wouldn't mind if we hung around that
day, if their parents don't take them to
Phoenix to be with aunts and uncles.
Holiday rituals may be suited to inti-
mate community settings, but they just
become distorted in our sprawling
suburban society. Trying to cclebrate
Christmas as if we still lived in villages
with the family system intact only
makes some of us more aware of how
cut off from each other we've become.
The director of a mental-health

clinic in New York says their greatest
volume of calls for help comes between
9:30 and 11 a.m. on the Monday fol-
lowing a holiday. Many calls are from
those living alone; many more are from
victims of too much “togetherness”
with the family on a long holiday week-
end.

Such emotional trauma is not the
only fallout of our Christmas celebra-
tion. December is also the month when
all manner of crime skyrockets, from
homicide to check forgery. Burglars
especially look forward to the Christ-
mas season because there arc so many
gifts to lift. Pickpockets love Christ-
mas, because the jammed sidewalks
and store aisles make pickpocketing
easier than shoplifting. Fraud peddicrs
too, say bunko-squad members, love
Christmas because it's so easy to wrap
schemes as gifts.

The holidays are hard for hospitals
(their emergency wards are fuller than
usual due to holday-related accidents);
for police (highway patrols go on spe-

cial alert at this time of year); and f¢
firemen (drying pine needles and ove
loaded electrical circuits take their tc
each year).

In a perceptive paper given near
two decades ago, Dr. James Cattell d
scribed a psychiatric condition callc
the “Holiday Syndrome.” Syndron
symptoms, according to Cattell, incluc
diffuse anxiety, feelings of helplessnes
trritability, bitter replay of youthf
holiday experiences, and the wish for
magical solution to current problen
The syndrome sufferer, wrote Catte
“has feelings of isolation, loneliness ar
boredom. The Holiday Syndrome is :
exaggeration of this underlying patter
especially in view of the cultural es
phasis on emotional closeness ai
evaluation of self.”

The holiday season doesn’t erea
emotional problems so much as pern
them to surface, emphasizes Dr. Geor
Pollock, director of Chicago's Instity
for Psychoanalysis, who has studi
psychological reactions to special c
casions. “The enforced merriment,” ¢
plains Pollock, “the enforced partyir
the whole enforced holiday, does n
permit defense mechanisms to opera
as effectively as they do on other occ
sions.”

. At Christmas more than any oth
time of year we feel pressure to ke
up appearances of joy to the world a:
goodwill to men. Yet the Yuletic
paradoxically, is a time of enhanc
sadness for those of us who feel
ought to be happy—but can't. A:
many of the faces that look hap:
aren't really happy. It’s that they fc
they should be happy. So the grins grc
more manic, and those who can't ev:
force a smile grow sadder by contra

Unfortunately, those of us who =
finding Christmas a privation this ye
will, as in years past, assume it's 0
fault, that all are joyful but us; and
will swallow - our humbugs so th
others can continue making merry. B
I can’t help feeling that the best thi:
that could happen to Christmas wou
be a relaxation of compulsory ai
compulsive merrymaking. As it
those who are feeling blue this Yuleti
are forced to suffer before all tho:
grinning faces. Believe me, m

there is no greater torture.
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