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A Postmodernist Perspective on Hallmark Christmas Movies 

All media texts tell stories. Regardless of their medium of presentation, be it orality as in 

Ancient Greece, drawing in the prehistoric era, or electronic media today, stories have always been 

integral parts of human lives. Media theorists and critics analyze those stories. Different theories may 

agree or disagree on what each story means, through what lenses it should be interpreted, and what 

factors should be taken into account in analyzing it. Some theories, such as Modernism or 

Structuralism, provide absolutist readings. Others, like the postmodernist and poststructuralist 

approaches, react to that absolutism in their understanding of stories as fragmentary, polymorphic, and 

open to interpretation. One fundamental difference between the two approaches is that a postmodernist 

perspective does not aim at assessing the value of a text but at deconstructing it, while Modernism 

openly praises some forms of culture while belittling others. This essay will attempt to apply a 

postmodernist perspective to the deconstruction of several so-called “original” Christmas productions 

broadcast on the Hallmark Channel throughout the last years.  

If one understands postmodernity as the overcoming of binary and universal interpretations of 

cultural texts, it seems that society has gone forward, entering a postmodern era, while a great part of 

the media universe has not shifted to the postmodern period. As Jameson sharply points out, not all 

cultural products can be deconstructed as postmodernist (5). However, Harvey suggests, what a 

postmodern approach implies is “to view a work as a ‘text’ with its own particular ‘rhetoric’ and 

‘idiolect’” (44), hence Hallmark Christmas movies can be analyzed as a hybrid between postmodern 

cultural products engaged with and by capitalism, and texts that modernism would have discarded as 

“low-brow” culture.  

Reminding that Postmodernism “signals nothing more than a logical extension of the power of 

the market over the whole range of cultural production,” Harvey (62) points to the influence of the 

capitalist system over Postmodernism in the era of  “consumer capitalism” (Mandel). The move from a 
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modernist to a postmodernist era also involves a change in economic and social conditions. Indeed, the 

beginning of the postmodern period can be set at the end of the 19th century, when the advent of 

Industrialism spurred a shift from a system based on production to one “centered on the pleasures of 

consumption” (Connor 568). Harvey suggests that the world of late capitalism is based on economies 

of scope, which differ from the economies of scale that are typical of the modern age because they 

imply a differentiation of production that maximizes the adaptability of products to different markets, 

as well as to the shifting interests of the audience. However, Baudrillard reminds that in a consumer 

economy it is not the individual consumers who display the needs that the industry then satisfies by 

providing goods and services. Rather, the industry designs the conditions for its own success creating 

those needs in the first place, in order to sell the commodities that fulfill them. In the postmodern 

society, boundaries between the private (the family) and the public (the industry) have become blurred. 

The industry is with the consumer at any time, especially when the consumer is more vulnerable to the 

emotional appeals of advertising, such as the holiday period. What modernists would term 

“commercial” cinematic products have become the cultural products created by and celebrated in 

Postmodernism, and Hallmark Christmas movies blatantly belong to this category.  

Drawing on Baudrillard’s consideration over advertising and the value of objects in capitalist 

societies, it is important to underline that what Hallmark sells are not only movies but also feelings. 

Indeed, Baudrillard points out that “material goods are not the objects of consumption: they are merely 

the objects of need and satisfaction” (21). Hallmark is a corporation whose chief concern is maximizing 

profit, and it is likely that to do so it exploits the ability of sentimental movies to touch people’s hearts, 

which in turn increases corporative revenues. However, a postmodernist perspective insists “there is 

absolutely nothing wrong […] with giving people what they want” (Harvey 60). In her dissertation, one 

Regent University graduate student describes the process of submission of her screenplay to the 

Hallmark Channel, stressing the network’s focus on marketing its products. For example, the young 
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screenwriter transparently points to the need to include a list of potential advertisers that could be 

interested in sponsoring her film in the presentation of her proposal, clarifying one more time that in 

the capitalist world an idea needs to be marketable to be “greenlighted” (Johnson 50). A modernist 

would have recoiled at such a blatant contamination of art with commercial intentions, while the same 

contaminations sounds fully understandable to a postmodernist.  

The denial of a black and white world maintained by postmodernists implies rejecting the 

separation between art and consumerism as well as distinction between “high” and “low” culture 

upheld by modernists. Hallmark productions are made-for-TV movies, which Modernism would regard 

as less noble than films destined to the big screen. Postmodernism opposes these “grand narratives” 

(Lyotard 37), which provide reductionist explanations of a story as defined exclusively by one agent or 

cause. Indeed, Postmodernism approaches reality as a flux of diverse yet interrelated meanings, 

speaking of “pastiche” (Jameson 16). In the case of TV movies, and of the Hallmark Channel in 

particular, the term “pastiche” does not only suggest, as Jameson point out, that all cultural forms are 

clusters of (uncited) references to previously produced texts, thereby suggesting that no text is original. 

In fact, since TV movies, broadcast one after the other, follow seamlessly from one another, the term 

“pastiche” also comes to indicate the engagement of one film with the meanings of other films shown 

before and after it, in an incessant process of intertextual references. This explains why Hallmark 

productions cannot truly be termed “original,” as the However Channel defines them. However, since 

television is “a product of late capitalism” that promotes “a culture of consumerism” (Harvey 61), the 

televisual space is the one that best suits Hallmark movies, which openly present themselves as ready-

to-use products of consumer capitalism.  

According to Debord, mass communication technologies such as television serve to mediate the 

“spectacle” of society, transforming it into visual images to diffuse in people’s homes. He suggests that 

images represent tropes, inhibiting critical thinking and therefore leading to the alienation of the subject 
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from itself and its passage to a life in an imaginary universe defined by tropes. Baudrillard goes even 

further, claiming that, in a postmodern society, images can no longer mediate reality because reality 

does not exist. Instead, they enter in relationships with one another in a world of “hyperreality,” where 

the sign has become “its own pure simulacrum” (Baudrillard 6). In Postmodernism, “meaning […] is 

generated by the movement from Signifier to Signifier” (Jameson 26), indicating that meaning is found 

in intertextuality: in the connections between signs, rather than in signs themselves. It is worthy to note 

that television affords an “uninterrupted flow” of cultural products that are all seemingly detached from 

each other but happen to enter in a conversation with one another (Harvey 61). However, television 

itself enhances the detachment of images and the stories they tell from reality, because information is 

“staged” by capitalist media, which “color things more than any other form” (Allan 308). Therefore, 

postmodern art is not constructed according to clear signifiers but rather around chains of signs that 

need to be deconstructed by observing their relationships. This is the opposite of what happens in 

Hallmark Christmas movies, where the viewer is put in a position to clearly understand what is 

happening in the film, and to imagine what will happen next by applying the expectations learned in 

years of watching similar movies.  

Hallmark movies belong to the family movie genre. Following that genre’s conventions, they 

uphold traditional values, such as that of family or of true love. For example, in The Town Christmas 

Forgot, one family’s car breaks down during a snowstorm so that the family is forced to spend a few 

days in a city eloquently named “Nowhere.” Significantly, the town is in such a state of abandonment 

since its mine was closed, an event that points to the fundamental role of capitalist activities in keeping 

a society alive. The plot revolves around a white family of four. The mother is initially very annoyed at 

the situation, because there is no cellphone coverage in Nowhere and she has no way of contacting her 

colleagues in the city. This behavior illustrates both her attachment to technology that even exceeds her 

love for her family as well as her obsession with her job, in another reference to the omnipresence of a 
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capitalist logic, based on the need to produce endlessly. However, in the end the two siblings make 

friends in Nowhere, the mother has the opportunity of organizing a Christmas show reviving her love 

for dancing, and the movie ends with the restoration of love and family relationships that had 

previously seemed to waver a little. 

Hallmark Christmas movies are built on traditional narrative structures that follow the linear 

development proposed by the Freytag’s Pyramid, with the presentation of an incident at the beginning, 

a number of actions leading to a climax occurring throughout the narration, and a positive resolution in 

the conclusion. For example, in A Royal Christmas, Emily discovering that Leopold is a prince 

represents the incident that unsettles the quietness of everyday life. The action then develops with a 

number of instances that put the lead characters’ relationship to a test, until the movie hits a climax 

when Emily decides to break up with Leopold because she feels left out of his world. The happy ending 

finally arrives when the queen, Leopold’s mother, who had been opposing her son’s relationship with 

Emily since the beginning, regrets her behavior and gives Leopold her blessing to marry Emily. In the 

same movie, Natasha, Leopold’s ex-girlfriend who, unlike Emily, comes from a royal family, reinstates 

the presence of a structure claiming that she will get back with Leopold because “it’s who [they] are.” 

In the traditional outlook of Hallmark movies, it is important that everyone remember what his or her 

places is: she is not a royal, and therefore cannot mingle with those of a different lineage.  

The characters of the queen, the antagonist, and of Natasha, her helper, are helpful to illustrate 

the employment of character types in Hallmark Christmas movies. The queen’s character fulfills 

audience’s expectations of a mother-in-law that dislikes her son’s girlfriend, as well as those of a queen 

in how elegantly she dresses, how formally she behaves and demands others to behave, and how she 

abides by the laws of the structure, as shown by the her marriage to a royal rather than to the 

“commoner” she was really in love with. Likewise, Natasha represents the prototypical image of a 

princess, with her blond hair, slender figure, and royal manners. A modernist reading would stop at the 
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analysis of this structure, despising it as a form of low culture and pointing out that character types 

cannot mirror individual subjectivities nor be labeled and placed into strict categories, because they are 

defined by precise characteristics while real people differ immensely one from the other. A 

postmodernist deconstruction, instead, is able to consider what other meanings hide behind the image 

displayed on the screen. The audience is only told the part of the story that the cameraperson, the 

screenwriter, the director, and all those that work in the making of a movie decide to tell. Wearing 

postmodernist lenses during one’s analysis permits to go beyond the “reality” of the movie, exploring 

other less visible meanings.  

Movie titles such as Looking for Mr. Right, How to Fall in Love, or Love by the Book, point to 

the structural character attributed to abstract, unstructured concepts such as feelings. Instead, love is a 

complex concept to explain, and one that comes in many different forms. It may seem hardly possible 

to analyze movies such as the ones Hallmark produces through a perspective different from Adorno’s 

reflection on the debasement of art in the culture industry with the advent of mechanical reproduction. 

It is true that Hallmark Christmas movies are all very similar to each other, that they develop according 

to narrative structures that have been around for centuries, and that they preserve tropes and character 

types. However, if one applies the theoretical framework of Audience Reception theory to such a 

structure, one can stress the ability of the viewer to adapt the text to his or her own experience. 

According to this perspective, the reason why consumers enjoy media texts, and why the Hallmark 

Channel is still so successful, with a 160 percent increase in viewership in the last five years (Flint), is 

that individuals can identify with the experiences of the characters, or at least dream with them. 

Instead, Baudrillard’s Simulation theory does not agree with such an interpretation. In his discussion of 

television, Baudrillard draws on McLuhan’s famous statement “the medium is the message” (McLuhan 

15). The French philosopher remarks that in a postmodern society, when the image has reached the last 

phase of simulation becoming completely detached from reality, the televisual message does not 
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contain any meaning, but rather creates a “onedimensional [sic] media experience” (Kneller 11) for the 

consumer, who will not process information critically but merely absorb the images displayed on the 

screen. 

However, although they do so in different manners, one stressing the media text reader’s 

potential for opposition and the other indicating his or her passivity in the process, both Reception 

theory and Baudrillard’s perspective imply that media texts shape viewers’ worlds and understandings 

of society. Taking fairy tales as an example of the framework according to which young girls learn 

about love, one realizes that media texts do not mirror reality at all. In fact, in Love by the Book, Emma, 

an endless romantic that built her ideal of love on the fairy tales her mother used to tell her as a child, 

learns that her expectations are wrong, because based on a structure that is not consistent with real-life 

experiences. It is important to remark that Emma still finds the love of her life; hence, the movie does 

not deviate from the conventional happy ending. However, as cheesy as this may sound, as Emma 

points out at the end of the movie, “there is no one-size-fits-all prince charming […], there is just the 

guy who’s perfect for you,” because people are so different that it is impossible to categorize them. 

Likewise, there is no reality, if not the one that each individual lives, also constructed through the 

cultural texts he or she consume.  

Television is one crucial example of a medium that “masks the absence of a profound reality” 

(Baudrillard 5) trying to hide the fact that reality does not exist outside of televisual images. Hallmark 

Christmas movies appear to do precisely this, as they present society through more or less fixed 

characters and narrative conventions, therefore creating a hyperreality that only exists on the small 

screen. Indeed, the structuring of Hallmark movies according to specific narrative conventions adds to 

the reasons for providing a postmodernist reading of these texts. Hallmark movies also allow for a 

poststructuralist analysis in the study of what texts are missing rather than only of the meanings they 

explicitly display, as it is fundamental to look at absence to understand presence. The absence of races 
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different from the Caucasian one speaks to the foundation of society over the idea that whiteness is the 

norm. Including characters of other ethnicities in the films would imply the recognition of diversity, 

defying the norms of representation in a cinematic universe whose mission seems to be that of staying 

within boundaries, abiding by conventions and revering audience expectations. The presence of 

African-Americans, Latinos, Asians, members of the LGBTQ society, and other minority characters in 

main roles would imply both an understanding of diversity and the acknowledgement of its existence in 

reality, when for postmodernists reality does not exist if not in images themselves. This consideration 

worsens the situation of the representation of minorities even further, as it negates the existence of 

ethnicities that are not white. If one is not represented by the media, according to Baudrillard’s theory, 

which sees the media as mirrors of society, then one does not exist at all.  

The concept of mirror has been largely employed to explain the relationship of signs to reality. 

Foucault speaks of the mirror as a utopia, in that it displays an image that does not exist in reality. 

However, the philosopher also points out that the mirror can be regarded as a “heterotopia,” a place 

(topos) of otherness (heteros) that, differently from utopias, which present an ideal and therefore unreal 

picture of reality, are real spaces. Heterotopias are spaces that exist in reality in the form of “counter-

sites” (Foucault and Miskowiec 24). The mirror is not only a utopia but also a heterotopia because it is 

a real object, and because it allows the individual to understand the separation of his or her reflected 

image from him- or herself. This understanding follows Jacques Lacan’s, whose psychoanalytic theory 

explains the moment when the child recognize him- or herself in the mirror as the time when he or she 

perceives the concept of self for the first time, beginning to define his or her individuality. Baudrillard 

discusses the concept of the mirror as it relates to the media, saying that the media are the mirrors of 

reality, hence they define individuals’ subjectivities. However, since in a postmodern society the media 

can only offer fragmentary perspectives whose function is to hide the absence of reality, then the 

concept of the self cannot exist, and an individual will never possess a defined subjectivity. As 



Biondo 9 
 

Baudrillard reasons, “the media […] are only there to maintain an illusion of an actuality […], of the 

objectivity of facts” (38). The stories that Hallmark movies tell, just like any other media text, do not 

and cannot mirror reality. Instead, they build a new reality, a hyperreality that hides the fact that there 

is no real anymore, nothing to hang on to in the disordered world of postmodernity.  

To conclude, it appears helpful to employ Stuart Hall’s approach in a postmodernist manner to 

understand how a media text such as a Hallmark movie relates to the world, but this can only be done if 

one considers Hall’s textual readings as all potentially present at all times, in any text. Hall suggest that 

a text can be interpreted according to a dominant, negotiated, or oppositional reading, depending on the 

level of alignment of the reader’s interpretation to the intention of the author of the text. As any other 

text, Hall’s approach should be deconstructed, noting that it implies the presence of an author (the 

sender) who produces a text with a precise intention, as well as underlining that the three types of 

reading he proposes are mutually exclusive. Indeed, poststructuralists and postmodernists from Barthes 

to Jameson have insisted on the polyphonic character of a text as a “tissue of signs” (Barthes 147) 

rather than the product of a single author, and, as mentioned throughout this essay, Postmodernism is 

grounded on the consideration that media texts have multiple meanings. Hallmark Christmas movies 

appear straightforward if one stops at their surface, which, one may argue, is what any capitalist 

corporation would like masses to do, hoping that they absorb texts according to a dominant reading. 

Yet, by deconstructing Hallmark Christmas movies with the aid of a postmodernist approach, one 

realizes that they can exist and succeed precisely because the world has entered a phase of consumer 

capitalism. In this new era for society, information and culture have become products of the system, 

produced according to a circular logic of demand and offer, and reality has moved from the world to 

the screen, erasing all categorical differences among meanings, thereby allowing new meanings to 

enter in relationships with old ones.  
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