
ON SENTIMENTALITY '$ 

by George Willian7s 

When one is advanced in years, there is not a more pleasing entertainment 
than to recollect in a gloomy moment the many we have parted with, that 
have been dear and agreeable to us, and to cast a melancholy thought or two 
after those, with whom, perhaps, we have indulged ourselves in whole nights 
of mirth and joIlity. With such inclinations in my heart. I went to my closet 
yesterday in the evening, and resolved to be sorrowful. 

Thus wrote Sir Richard Steele in the Tatler for June 6 ,  1710. That he was 
a sentimentalist and that this is sentimentality there can be no doubt. But 
though we may here thus easily recognize both the sentimentalist and his 
sentimentality, we cannot always spot them so certainly or smile at them 
so indulgently. Indeed, sentimentality slips through art and life in so many 
disguises, and appears in so many incongruous places that we are almost 
hourly startled by it, as if we had suddenly looked over our shoulder and 
caught a footpad in the very act of lifting a club to jimmy us into sweet 
insensibility. In the movies of the last generation an A1 JoIson with his 
Sonny Boy and Mammy, in the movies of this generation the technicolor 
unrealities of Walt Disney; on the stage of the last generation You Can't 
Take It  with You and The Time of  Your Life, on the stage of this genera- 
tion Becket and A Man for All Seasons; in fiction of the last generation 
a Mr. Chips, in the fiction of this generation Framy and Zooey and 
Seymour Glass: how shall we defend ourselves against them? Well, first 
of all, by learning to recognize them for what they are when we see them. 

If sentimentality were clear and unmistakable in art-like moralizing, 
propagandizing, and problemizing-and if it were open and frank in life- 
like intolerance, prejudice, and thoughtlessness-there would be no diffi- 
culty. If we could always recognize sentimentality we could accept it with 

'% version of this essay appeared in a textbook of mine, Readings for Creative 
Writers, over twenty-five years ago. The textbook was never particularly success- 
ful in the first place; World War I1 finished it off; and the essay went down with 
the book. The essay (much revised) is reprinted here in order to make it more 
easily available to  interested persons who have seen it listed in bibliographies, 
but have found it virtually unobtainable. 

Editor's Note: Mr. Williams is Professor of English at Rice University. 
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some grace or amusement, just as we accept farce and melodrama, surreal. 
ism and pop art, jazz and atonal music. But sentimentality is elusive and 
deceitful-and accordingly our attitude toward it is watchful and some.. 
times even over-suspicious. We fear it, and feel deeply resentful when it 
attacks us, as if we were being hoodwinked by someone whom we have 
loved and cherished, victimized by means of our most generous passions, 
Hence, merely to suspect a writer of sentimentality is to condemn him, and 
merely to suspect an emotion of our own of being sentimental is to 
suppress it. 

This quick readiness to discipline the sentimental may be understandable, 
but it is hardly precise. Too much of the guilty escapes the eye of suspicion, 
and too much of the innocent is condemned on suspicion alone. Therefore, 
as a mere matter of protecting ourselves from self-deception, as well as 
from being unjust to others, we ought to establish a few basic facts about 
sentimentality. How can we recognize it? What forms does it assume? 
What are its origins in history and in human nature? What good can be 
said of it? 

I 

1. First, overexpression of feelings (usually of tenderness, melancholy, 
admiration, aspiration-but possibly also, in some cases at any rate, fear, 
horror, anger, hatred, and so on) is one form assumed by sentimentality. 
Overexpression may involve behavior-as with thousands of shop-girls 
weeping over Rudolph Valentino's casket, New York strewing seventeen 
tons of paper along Broadway in honor of Lindbergh's homecoming, the 
Italian people (before the Second World War) thrown into an ungovema- 
ble frenzy of patriotism by a little man posturing on a balcony, the German 
people indulging in similar manifestations at the sight of marching troops 
and massed banners, the national (or international) reaction to Marilyn 
Monroe's suicide, certain excesses in the memorializing of President Ken- 
nedy's assassination, the entire phenomenon of the "American way of 
death." . . . Or it may involve words. Dickens describing the death of 
Little Nell is a celebrated example of overexpression. But many people 
feel nowadays that Tennyson's In Memoriam, taken as a whole, with all 
its one hundred and thirty-two lyrics, runs the death of Little Nell a close 
second; some of Andersen's fairy tales perfectly illustrate this form of 
sentimentality; and so do the intolerable "philosophizing" passages in 
Dreiser's Sister Carrie. A quantum of sentimentality appears in Gals- 
worthy's "Indian Summer of a Forsyte," as well as in some of his short 
stories; and Graham Greene often falls into anguished overexpression of 
his religious feelings and doubts. Great literary figures as well as minor 
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ones, it appears, may sometimes write sentimentally-even though senti- 
mentality does not make great literature. 

Akin to the desire for overexpression is the sentimentalist's desire to 
luxuriate in tender emotions. He believes that if certain feelings are good 
and worthy-if sympathy, kindness, pity, admiration, devotion to love 
and beauty and religion are commendable-unrestrained indulgence in 
those feelings must be ten times better and more worthy. The trouble with 
this attitude, however, is that the sentimentalist luxuriating in tender 

(like Steele in the passage quoted at the beginning of this essay) 
shuts out what is disquieting, painful, disappointing, ungracious, or some- 
times ghastly in this world we never made. But why (the sentimentalist 
will ask) should we make ourselves observe unpleasantness? Because (we 
must answer him) it is nothing but simple honesty to do so; for, though 
we may never be able to tell the whole truth, deliberately telling only half 
of it is dishonest. We see Bums being dishonest in the maudlin stanzas 
toward the end of "The Cotter's Saturday Night" and the end of "To a 
Mountain Daisy"; we see Tennyson being dishonest in his treatment of 
the Launcelot-Guinevere affair; we see dishonesty in any number of 
national songs dwelling on national virtues; we see even Chaucer yielding 
to the temptation of luxuriating in tender feelings in the "Prioress' Tale" 
and in certain passages of the "Man of Law's Tale." Burns and Chaucer, 
at any rate, have temporarily forgotten that a writer can be fully, honestly, 
and intelligently realistic, and still have tender emotions. Indeed, the 
strongest, most viable emotions are those rooted solidly in intellect and 
fact-so that the more one reflects and the more one knows, the more 
intensely and persistently one feels-as when one becomes immediately 
aware of cruelty, tyranny, poverty, untended disease, ignorance, callous 
greed, blighted childhood, preventable death. There is no dearth of matters 
in the world for a writer to grow emotional about; he has only to open his 
eyes and look at the world, not close them and luxuriate in a sentimental 
dream. 

2, A second manifestation of sentimentality is the encompassing of 
essentially trivial things with so much tender or approving emotion as to 
blind both the sentimentalist and the unwary observer to the true insignifi- 
cance of these things. I quote from a poem (strongly suggestive of the 
sentimental episode of Uncle Toby and the fly a generation later) written 
about 1730 by one Matthew Pilkington; he is speaking to a bee which he 
has thoughtlessly kilIed a moment before: 

Forgive, ah gentle shade, forgive 
That hand by which you ceased to Iive; 
That hand shall soon a tomb prepare, 
And place your injured body there; 
That hand the sweetest flowers shall bring, 
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The loveliest daughters of the spring, 
The pansy gay, the violet blue, 
The roses of celestial hue, 
Carnations sweet of various dye, 
And tulips formed to please the eye; 
And every fragrant opening bIoom 
Shall breathe its odour round thy tomb; 
And I, too conscious of my crime, 
Shall make thee live to future time. 

Traces of the same sort of feeling that inspired (shall we say?) Pilking- 
ton appear over and over in any number of poems by minor English 
writers of the eighteenth century, and minor English and American writers 
of the nineteenth century. Nor can the major writers claim absolute 
immunity from this type of sentimentality. We can spot the tendency to 
grow disproportionately emotional over trivial things in Thomson, Cowper, 
Bums, Wordsworth, the early Keats, Tennyson, and even Blake. Of 
course, these poets do not regard their subjects as trivial; and the belief 
that nothing in the universe is really trivial has something to be said for 
it-Blake himself was able to "see a World in a grain of sand / And a 
Heaven in a wild flower." On the other hand, some things (in relation to 
man's life, anyhow) are clearly more trivial or less trivial than others. The 
writer who is so insensible of the gradations on the scale of triviality that 
he expends fulsome emotion on topics near the bottom of the scale is a 
sentimentalist. One must keep a sense of proportion and fitness, and not 
imitate the spinster who went into full mourning for her dead canary. 

But let us not raise a complacent eyebrow at the simple annals of 
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century sentimentality. A basic sentimentality 
underlies many a contemporary story, play, or novel whose protagonist is 
some proletarian prostitute, taxi driver, wino, roustabout, madam, share 
cropper, or hobo. Just as I was writing this I read a review (Houston Post, 
November 29, 1964), by my colleague Larry McMurtry, of three works 
of fiction with main characters who are perfect examples of this type of 
"lovable bum," One of the characters was "an old maid who works in a 
bank and steals money to buy presents for a goat"; another was a basket 
case carried about in a hamper on his mistress' head; and the third was a 
little man who "prowled the subway stations of New York at night" and 
blackmailed the sex offenders he managed to catch. (This third character 
may belong in a category to be described below.) 

I am certainly not trying to say that literature must depict only kings 
and emperors-or their modern equivalent, the middle classes; the shades 
of Dostoevsky, Hardy, Gorky, and Dreiser would haunt me if I said such 
a thing. But one does sometimes wonder whether the shabby little creatures 
that one finds in the works of Caldwell, Saroyan, James Jones, the early 
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~'Neill ,  the later Steinbeck, are worth all the fuss made about them. The 
failure here lies not in the material used but in the use made of it, not in 
the lowness of the characters themselves but in the way they are presented. 
The authors are simply unable to reveal (as did Dostoevsky, Hardy, Gorky, 
and Dreiser) the greatness and profundity, the dignity and worth, the 
sensitivity and magnificence, abiding in even the most seemingly degenerate 
characters. These authors may mean right. But when they create an 
insignificant character, encompass him with a swirling outflow of emotion, 
and still leave us unconvinced of the character's significance-they are 
producing sentimentality. 

The same is true of more avant garde authors who write about rapists, 
dope-peddlers, sexual perverts, psychotics, nymphomaniacs, unbalanced 
Hollywood celebrities, alienated artists and writers-authors like Paul 
Bowles, Nelson Algren, Norman Mailer, John Baldwin, Samuel Beckett, 
and perhaps Jean Genet. In another review (by EmiIe Capouya, in Saturday 
Review, November 28, 1964, p. 38) that I have just seen, another perfect 
example of the type is described-a protagonist who "has at various times, 
shot his dog because it stared at him too intently, knifed a feIlow-villager 
for an ambiguous remark about his bride, killed his sister's pimp for 
having been too long invulnerable, and hacked his own mother to death 
because she was the author of his troubles." Again, the point is not that 
abnormal psychological types must be barred from drama and fiction- 
but that when these characters fail to mirror the deep worth of man, and 
are still the center of an intense emotional to-do, they are sentimental. 
The nature of the emotion (whether tender or tough) is not even involved; 
it is the amoztnt of emotion encompassing essentially trivial characters. If 
the characters are really worthless, as some writers might say, giving them 
so much attention is inconsistent. Perhaps it should be added that, in the 
past, some of the Elizabethan dramatists and some of the Russian novelists 
were able to move without sentimentality in this world of minds diseased; 
and in our own time Faulkner and O'Neill and (occasionally and condi- 
tionally) Tennessee Williams and Laurence DurreIl prove that it can still 
be done. 

3. A common form of sentimentality is the transference of feeling from 
a thing itself to a symbol of that thing. The woman who periodically takes 
out the shoes of a baby dead twenty years before and weeps over them, 
the college student who goes temporarily insane over a football team that 
to him symbolizes his university, the super-patriot who is deeply offended 
if a corner of the American flag is allowed to touch the ground, even the 
person who is profoundly moved by the sight of religious symbols or the 
spectacle of religious ritual-all are sentimentalists. Here, of course, a 
distinction must be made between those whose emotions do not go farther 
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than the symbol, and those for whom the symbol is only a more-or-less 
accidental instrument that suggests the thing itself. Most of us would 
doubtless be surprised to find how often our reactions place us among the 
former group. For example, most of us feel a bit of a shock when a man 
in our presence does not take off his hat when the national anthem is sung, 
or when he keeps it on during a Christian church service, or when he 
wishes his mortally sick and suffering father would hurry up and die, or 
when he speaks ill of his mother or of motherhood, or when he makes 
irreverent remarks about Shakespeare. The man who does this violates 
some conventional symbol of ours that ought to stand for some essential 
value lying deep in our hearts-but that has actually become a substitute 
for that value. Our feelings are clustered about the symbol; and the truthful 
realities (in the examples just mentioned) of patriotism, religion, mercy, 
motherhood, and Shakespeare's plays may be far from our minds and hearts. 

Though this type of sentimentality is not widely recognizable in modern 
literature, it was not unknown in the last century. Dickens's Christmas 
Carol, with its adulation of the Christmas spirit, is an excellent example. 
(In these days when Christmas is made hideous by the blaring of Christmas 
carols from the loudspeakers of a thousand shops commercializing Christ- 
mas, one feels a certain warm sympathy for Scrooge!) "Barbara Frietchie" 
is another example; the hymn "The Old Rugged Cross" is another; the 
"plume" at the end of Cyrano de Bergerac comes very close to being 
another; and so does the Holy Grail of Arthurian legend retold in the 
nineteenth century. 

All the examples just mentioned show tender emotions encompassing a 
symbol. Whether more harsh emotions would qualify as sentimental is 
debatable. But if we cannot regard Ahab's obsession with killing the sym- 
bolic Moby Dick as sentimental, and if we cannot regard the Master 
Builder's obsession with climbing the symbolic steeple as sentimental, and if 
we cannot regard the Hairy Ape's determination to get revenge on the 
symbolic Mildred as sentimental-I don't know what else we can call them. 

Much more frequently, sentimentality appears as an intense feeling sur- 
rounding certain words. All words are, of course, symbolic; but the senti- 
mentalist, forgetting what they symbolize, pivots his feelings on the words 
alone. "Democracy," "Americanism," "the American way," "progress," 
"liberty," "freedom," "free enterprise," "individualism"-and also "social- 
ism," "communism," "bureaucracy," "appeasement7'-words like these 
crackle through every political campaign, and sprinkle the pronouncements 
of editorialists and columnists. People by the millions grow emotional over 
these words, even to the point of slaying one another, without seriously 
considering what the words stand for, and indeed without having any ade- 
quate comprehension of what they stand for. This is sentimentality. 
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4. A rather ill-defined but none the less genuine form of sentimentality is 
the contemplation of a desired end without an accompanying willingness 
to put forth the necessary effort, or make the necessary sacrifices, to 
achieve that end. 

Lord, set my soul on fire, 
With holy zeal inspire, 
And make the world's revival 
My supreme desire- 

siigs the sentimentalist . . . and goes right on with his easy, comfortable, 
anything-but-zealous living. Everyone knows the would-be writer who 
longs to publish stories and novels, but will not put out the effort to write 
and revise, or even to learn elementary grammar; or the housewife who 
intends for years to take post-graduate courses in the local college, but 
never quite finds time off from her bridge-games to attend classes; or the 
scholar who plans some marvelous piece of research, but is always too 
busy with professional meetings and university committees to get around 
to it. 

It is for this kind of sentimentalist that novelists and playwrights 
(Shakespeare, for example, in that thoroughly sentimental play The Win- 
ter's Tale) like to picture virtue in distress-provided, of course, the 
distress is cheaply and conveniently relieved at the story's end. Identifying 
with the character who represents virtue in distress, the reader or the 
spectator sees a desired end accomplished by some magical accident or 
transformation of character that violates the first principle of realism. (And 
what is this first principle? I t  is "that if a way to the Better there be, it 
exacts a full look at the Worst.") This kind of sentimentalist enjoys, on 
the stage or in fiction, exhibitions of generosity-actually the stock-in-trade 
of the early "sentimental comedies" of Cibber, Steele, and their successors, 
as also of many a second-rate Victorian novel, and even some first-rate 
ones-such as almost any novel by Dickens that one cares to name. It is 
a generosity that costs the reader nothing, and leaves him with a cozy 
feeling that the world is, in the long run, the nice place that he hoped it 
was all along. Surely nothing can be much the matter with a world where 
generous wives forgive their faithless husbands, a rival in love sacrifices 
himself that his darling may live happily ever afterward, a faithful servant 
offers his life's savings to his ruined master, a generous duelist fires into 
the air, the elegantly dressed heroine rapturously embraces some little 
gutter snipe, and a sick child reconciles her estranged parents over her 
little bed. To enjoy contemplating a worId like that, where every end that 
one may desire comes so naturally and with such little effort on one's own 
part-is to be a sentimentalist. Perhaps it is unnecessary to add that, 
though literature making this kind of appeal to its public may be senti- 
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mental, the author of this literature may not be a sentimentalist; he may 
be a complete cynic who has learned to make a profit by appealing to 
sentimentalists. 

5. Especially dangerous, both in real and in literary life, is that form 
of sentimentality which glorifies, pardons, or ignores some really serious 
faults of a person because he possesses a single saving grace. Many a girl 
has married a man for no other reason than that he danced well, or had 
fine teeth, or was big and muscular, or wore a uniform, or was a medical 
doctor. Many a politician has been elected because he loved dogs or was 
handsome or had a charming grin. Many a tale (beginning, in the nine- 
teenth century, with the narratives of Byron, and, in the same century, 
reaching a climax, perhaps, with the stories of Bret Harte) has achieved an 
astronomical circulation because its hero, though an admitted villain with 
an unspeakable past, was generous---or was dark-eyed and poetic--or was 
witty-or was courageous-or could smile enticingly. And many a motion 
picture has had its millions of spectators because its gangster-hero, or 
tough sea-captain-hero, or suave gambler-hero, exhibited at some critical 
moment some streak of humor or small gleam of decency that made the 
audience forget all his villainies. It was in answer to sentimentalists of this 
type, who would have exonerated CharIes I because he had a saving grace 
or two, that Macaulay wrote his fine and celebrated paragraph: 

We charge him with having broken his coronation oath; and we are told 
that he kept his marriage vow! We accuse him of having given up his people to 
the merciless inflictions of the most hot-headed and hard-hearted of prelates: 
and the defense is, that he took his little son on his knee and kissed him! We 
censure him for having violated the articles of the Petition of Right, after 
having, for good and valuable consideration, promised to observe them; and we 
are informed that he was accustomed to hear prayers at six o'clock in the 
morning! I t  is to such considerations as these, together with his Vandyke dress, 
his handsome face, and his peaked beard that he owes, we verily believe, most 
of his popularity with the present generation. 

Earlier in this essay I mentioned the contemporary dramas Becket and 
A Man for All Seasons as examples of sentimental literature. They are 
sentimental because they ask us, by implication, to admire men who are 
backward-looking, self-opinionated, determined to have their own way, 
opposed to freedom for others, committed to upholding a moribund 
politico-religious system, careless of whose lives they ruin-but excusable 
because they are willing to die for a principle. Even if the dramatists had 
had some other saving grace to offer besides willingness to die for a 
principle, Becket and Sir Thomas More would still have been, in these 
dramas, sentimentally inspired characters. But the circumstance that "prin- 
ciple" is the essence of their self-immolation makes matters even worse. 
James Harvey Robinson is right when he says that "The modern 'principle' 
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is too often only a new form of the ancient taboo. . . . The person who 
justifies himself by saying that he holds certain beliefs, or acts in a certain 
manner 'on principle,' and yet refuses to examine the basis and expediency 
of his principle, introduces into his thinking and conduct elements that 
are frequently as recalcitrant and obscurantist as the primitive taboo, and 
are really scarcely more than an excuse for refusing to reconsider one's 
conviction and conduct." The characters in these two dramas might prof- 
itably be contrasted with Dr. Stockmann, in An Enemy of the People, 
another man willing to be destroyed for what he believed. Dr. Stockmann, 
however, was not motivated by principle, but by hard fact and humani- 
tarianism; it was the other characters in the play who, holding fast to 
rationalized "principles," refused to reconsider their conduct. Neither Dr. 
Stockmann nor his creator, in this play, is a sentimentalist. 

6 .  What has just been said about "principles" points toward another 
type of sentimentality: unwillingness to question, or to affront, the pre- 
vailing moral system-or it could be the social system or the political 
system. This unwillingness does not originate in logic or in examination 
of evidence, but simply in faith. In 1877, at the peak of the Victorian era, 
George Meredith expressed this faith: "It is the first condition of sanity 
to believe . . . that our civilization is founded on common sense." It is on 
this assumption that practically all American and English novelists and 
dramatists operated until the coming of Ibsen-and afterward, too. When 
a fictional character broke the code, the author saw to it that he suffered, 
and suffered justly. As often as not, indeed, an author, rather than permit- 
ting a sympathetic character to defy the code, would permit him to suffer, 
or even to die. Melville is the only significant nineteenth-century American 
novelist who comes to mind as one who defied the code; Hawthorne 
experimented with defiance, but kissed the rod at last; Henry James, when 
the chips were down, almost invariably submitted. In Victorian England, 
Thackeray, like Hawthorne, struggled, but lost; the other major Victorian 
novelists do not seem even to struggle. Nor do the dramatists-Pinero and 
Jones, and even Wilde. Nor do the poets-except for the "FIeshly School." 
In the twentieth century the trend persists. One finds it in Edith Wharton 
and Ellen Glasgow, sometimes in Galsworthy, often in James M. Barrie. 
In The Age of  Innocence, for exampIe, Mrs. Wharton allows a11 the 
lovable characters to suffer rather than have them break the code; and in 
Galsworthy's Escape the fugitive from prison gives himself up rather than 
permit a minister to tell a lie in his behalf. Not until the 1920's in America 
did any general and widespread questioning of the code appear in fiction 
and drama; and it did not appear in English fiction till even later. 

7. Close kin to the preceding is the type of sentimentality that has 
profound faith in the reality of  quick conversions. In life conversions do 
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occur; but they come through a slow process of growth and regeneration 
acting in the heart over a span of years. To be sure, this process may reach 
a climax of growth, and break out of a sudden under violent emotional 
stress. This sort of thing may appear to the spectator to be a quick conver- 
sion; actually, however, it is very different from the sentimental conversion 
(such as some revivalists and some authors ask us to believe in) that 
allegedly occurs when a person who has been one thing half his life appears 
to change, in a period of thirty minutes, to the direct opposite of what he 
has been, and remains that way the rest of his life. Cibber, in Love's Last 
Shift, tried to make his audience believe in such a conversion; but, in the 
very same year (1696), Vanbrugh's The Relapse revealed what was 
undoubtedly the truth about the matter-which was that Cibber's reformed 
hero relapsed into his old sinful ways immediately. The only conversions 
that stick are those experienced by people who have been undergoing the 
conversion process for a long, long time. 

Nineteenth-century fiction and twentieth-century motion pictures are 
filled with examples of this type of sentimentality. Even Tolstoi and 
Dostoevsky yield to it on more than one occasion; Dickens is an old hand 
at it; George Eliot is not immune; Falkland, in Caleb Williams, is a good 
example of the character who is converted near the end of the book; 
Dreiser himself (in The Bulwark, for example) can be a converting senti- 
mentalist; and Kipling (in Captains Courageous, at least) comes danger- 
ously near to being one. Bertram, in All's Well that Ends Well, is so brashly 
converted at the end of the play that one wonders just how cynical Shake- 
speare was in performing this miracle of character revolution. Duke Fred- 
erick, in As You Like It ,  is another quick-converted Shakespearean char- 
acter. The Duke, having usurped the place of his brother and indulged 
in certain other lawless injustices, sets out to murder his brother; but on 
the way he meets a pious hermit, is converted overnight from his wicked 
ways, abandons the dukedom, and himself becomes a hermit devoted to 
pious meditation. It  is a perfect example of sentimentality, and is excusable 
(if excusable at all) only because of its charming impossibility in a play 
whose chief charm is its romantic impossibility. 

8. The last type of sentimentality that will be considered here consists of 
obscuring the plain facts of life by surrounding them with high language 
and complacent idealism-or perhaps refusing to mention them at all. 
The South, a century ago, upheld the institution of slavery by arguing that 
slaves adored their masters, that masters loved and protected the otherwise 
helpless slaves, and that the slaves profited spiritually by being Christian- 
ized on the plantations; and at the same time the North entered a war of 
economic necessity, but succeeded in obscuring from itself the real nature 
of the war by calling it a struggle to liberate black men from the chains 
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of slavery. Today we enter into wars whose fundamental aim is to preserve 
an economic system, and then ennoble the wars by asserting that we are 
fighting to preserve liberty, or the dignity of man, or  our national honor, 
or the fatherland, or the freedom of the proletariat. President Roosevelt 
suggested that we call our Second World War the "War for Survival"; but 
the suggestion never caught on: it was insufficiently noble. Until the 
appearance of Sassoon's poetry in the First World War, it was the habit of 
us all to think and speak and write of soldiers who ''sink to rest / By all 
their country's wishes blessed7'-and of "heroes" who have "died on the 
field of honor.'' Recently, however, most of us have learned to think (at 
any rate) in terms a little less sentimental than before; and the old gentle- 
man who, with four sons fighting in the last war, said bitterly, "I had 
rather have a live son than a dead hero," was learning to speak with as 
much realism and as little sentimentality as did that unknown who wrote, 
three thousand years ago, that "A living dog is better than a dead lion." 
But even three thousand years ago, as in the Book of Job, there were 
people who were willing to gloss over meaningless horror by calling it "the 
will of God." Some still use that excuse for not disturbing themselves by 
looking reaIity in the face. No great harm is done when chis type of 
sentimentality manifests itself as mere euphemism-as when we speak of 
"a heart condition" instead of "heart disease," or refer to "senior citizens" 
instead of "old people," or say "he passed away" instead of "he died." 
But it makes considerable difference when politicians try to suppress 
varieties of opinion by calling for "national unity in the face of today's 
challenge to freedom"; or when our country supports tyrannical dictator- 
ships abroad by labeling them "the duly constituted authority"; or when 
many of us staunchly oppose humanitarian reform by proclaiming that 
projected reforms will "destroy the initiative, independence, and sense of 
personal responsibility" among the people. 

In literature we meet this type of sentimentality in the romantic and pre- 
romantic idealization of the "common man" and the "noble savage"; we 
meet it in Tennyson's and Thomas Edward Brown's (not George Crabbe's) 
poetic narratives of the English poor; we find it, up to about 1920, in tales 
of the antebellum South-all magnolias, crinolines, and darkies singing in 
the moonlight; it crops up in much local-color fiction that appeared in 
America in the last few decades of the nineteenth century and the first 
decade of the twentieth; and it still appears in the work of William Saroyan 
and the post-war Steinbeck.* 

" A  mirror-image of this kind of sentimentality appears when plain facts are 
befogged with language intended to appeal to illogical prejudice or  to excite 
ridicule. Peculiarly offensive is the comic treatment of the poor, and of minority 
groups in general, whose ignorance, helplessness, and unorthodox manners are 
made to seem ridiculous. The American Negro has long been the victim of such 
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Ignoring, or refraining from writing about, unpleasant facts is not neces- 
sarily sentimental. It  is sentimental only when it poses as truth, probability, 
an honest reflection of life. Love's Labor's Lost is not sentimental; The 
Winter's Tale, more subtly mature and ostensibly true to human nature 
than the earlier play, is sentimental, Prometheus Unbound is not senti- 
mental; "The Cotter's Saturday Night" is sentimental. "The Eve of St, 
Agnes" is not sentimental; "The Village Blacksmith" is sentimental. 

A modicum of sentimentality has always been present in English litera- 
ture. Even the early Anglo-Saxon poem "The Wanderer'' has elements of 
sentimentality; so do many of the anonymous medieval metrical romances; 
so do several of Chaucer's poems (e.g., "Man of Law's Tale," "Prioress' 
Tale," "Clerk's Tale"). But it is not until the Renaissance that sentimen- 
tality actually flowers out in English literature-in things like Lyly's 
Euphues, Sidney's Arcadia, Spenser's Faerie Queene, some of the plays 
of Shakespeare, some of the plays of Beaumont and Fletcher, Burton's 
Anatomy of Melancholy. 

Yet it was only after the Restoration that sentimentalism began spouting 
abundantly from the fountain of English literary genius. Shaftesbury, 
Thomson, Cibber, Steele-philosophy, poetry, drama, essay; Wesley, Gold- 
smith, Cowper, Richardson-religion, drama, poetry, novel: eighteenth- 
century English writing gushed sentimentality. But the interesting thing is 
that nobody disapproved. "What," asked Lady Bradshaigh, writing to 
Richardson in 1749, "what, in your opinion, is the meaning of the word 
sentimental, so much in vogue among the polite? . . . Everything clever 
and agreeable is comprehended in that word." 

What, indeed, is sentimentality? The good lady might have looked about 
her for an answer. The rebellion of the individual against authority that had 
characterized the Renaissance, the restless urge of the individual toward 
self-realization, the admiration or even glorification of man that found 
expression in all the great Elizabethans-this bore strange fruit in the 
eighteenth century. That old Renaissance faith in the worth and dignity 
of man was beginning to trickle down to include all men-the middle 
cIasses and the poor, as well as the upper classes and the rich. The shop- 
keeping class dominated the Government throughout most of the eighteenth 
century. George Barnwell, the first English tragedy with a genuinely lower- 

treatment; so has the Jew; and since Joseph Andrews at least, the English poor 
have been the butt of ceaseless middle- and upper-class sneers and snobbery in 
fiction, drama, and even the cartoons of P ~ O I C ~ Z .  This sort of sentimentalism-in- 
reverse (posing as anti-sentimentalism) can be more unrealistic, and therefore 
more of a threat to  the individual mind's evaluation of the world, than senti- 
mentality itself. 
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,-lass person as its protagonist, was produced in 1731; nine years later 
Richardson's first novel glorified a servant girl; at about the same time 
john Wesley's Methodism addressed the poorer classes, and insisted on 
the superiority of humble faith to aristocratic orthodoxy; Gray's "EIegy 
Written in a Country Churchyard," the most popular of all great English 
poems from the day of its publication in 1751, was written to show the 
intrinsic worth of the common man; scores, perhaps hundreds, of poems 
between Thomson3s Liberty in 1736 and Burns's "Scots, Wha Hae wi' 
Wallace Bled," fifty years later, proclaimed the doctrine of liberty and 
freedom for those who were oppressed; the teachings of Rousseau and of 
Voltaire profoundIy affected all contemporary English political thought; 
so did the revolt of the American colonies proclaiming the freedom of man 
in the language of Milton and Locke; prison reform, organized philan- 
thropy, and education for the poor became urgent necessities in the minds 
of most thoughtful men. In a word, the ferment of democracy was seething 
in England. 

It  was no accident that sentimentality, the very word for it as well as 
the thing itself, was born into its first self-conscious existence in the midst 
of that ferment. Sentimentality is democratic faith ad absurdurn. It puts an 
unstinting value on everything-not only on individual human beings, but 
also on mountain daisies, field mice, albatrosses, donkeys, and worms. 
The sentimentalist believes that everybody and everything is essentially 
good. The cynic, who is the antithesis of the sentimentalist, understands 
the world without loving it; the sentimentalist loves the world without 
understanding it. He can never forget that every toad "bears yet a precious 
jewel in his head"-that if you scratch any villain deep enough, if you 
melt away his hard shell of worldliness in a warm bath of tears, you will 
find beneath it a soft core of solid gold. 

Hence it is that to the sentimentalist some villain's apparent conversion 
is the most natural thing in the world. The villain does not really change 
at all: he only reveals his true nature at last. By the same token, the 
sentimentalist who excuses the criminal because of a single saving grace 
would argue that the criminal's love for his children or his dog or his 
friends onIy reveaIs the pure heart beating beneath its veneer of wickedness. 
The novelist-sentimentalist is even reluctant to show his characters break- 
ing society's laws or religion's commandments; he had rather have them 
(as he often does have them) "die first." 

The very fact that the sentimentalist puts an unwarranted value on 
everything blinds him to the essential triviality of certain things. To him, a 
dog is as important as a human being, a dead bird as tragic as a dead child, 
a guinea pig" life as vital to the world as medical knowledge. 

Out of this sentimental confusion of values rises the tendency toward 
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overexpression. The sentimentalist himself, of course, would not call it 
overexpression. Transported by his feelings, he never perceives-as the 
more carefully thoughtful person perceives-the exaggeration of his reac- 
tions. Drunk on enthusiastic loving-kindness, he talks as extravagantly as 
does a barfly drunk on an even warmer liquor. In this condition, he finds 
it as difficult to think straight as the barfIy finds it difficult to walk straight. 
Accordingly, he stumbIes into mental confusion, major absent-mindedness. 
Three of these confusions we have already noticed: he confuses his desire 
for a certain accomplishment with the accomplishment itself; he forgets 
that the symbol of a thing is not the thing itself; and he loses sight of plain 
facts in an aura of fine words. 

Sentimentality is essentialIy goodheartedness that results in a confusion 
of values. It is the vision of the world which a man with good impulses 
has when he leaves his intellectual spectacles in his pocket. 

And yet, and yet 
These Christs that die upon the barricades, 
God knows it I am with them, in some things. 

Perhaps it is being too optimistic to imply that sentimentalists die upon 
the barricades of criticism. Nevertheless, there is something of the Christ 
in the sentimentalist. That is why, although sentimentality never has been 
and never will be good literature, every worthwhile English and American 
writer in the two and a half centuries of English literature since Cibber and 
Steele has been in some measure a sentimentalist, I do not mean that he 
was always, or even nearly always, sentimental, for if he had been he would 
not be considered permanently worthwhile, and would have no worth- 
while defenders. But every one of these worthwhile writers has had a heart 
capable of sentimentality; that is, he has had a willingness to love humanity 
on trust, an eagerness to render mankind more than justice, a poetic vision 
that seldom allows him to see viciousness or ugliness or littleness every- 
where, a sense of wonder that makes him find goodness, beauty, and 
grandeur in the most unIikely places. 

It is a heart like that which makes possible both the sentimentalist and 
the great writer. The two differ only in their heads. The sentimentalist loves 
without understanding; the great writer Ioves and understands at the same 
time-as Chaucer loves and understands the Wife of Bath, the Squire, the 
Miller, the Franklin, or as Shakespeare loves and understands Falstaff, 
Hotspur, Dogberry, Antony, Cleopatra, Jaques, and the rest. No cloud 
interferes with the vision of these characters; there is no glossing over of 
fault, no excusing of weakness, no resorting to euphemism, but perfect 
understanding and at the same time perfect love. 
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Yet nobody, not even the greatest writer, can understand everything; 
he must sometimes, at least, live and love by faith alone, "believing where 
he cannot prove." And since intuition is often as fallible as so-called 

even the greatest writer must once in a while misplace his faith, 
and thus wander off the highroad of great art into the squalid alleys and 
byways of sentimentality. But the point is that unless he were weak enough 
to be sometimes so pixie-led, unless he had even a superfluity of love and 
faith, of wondcr and trust, of toleration and pity-he could never be a 
major writer. 

"What does it matter," said Sir Walter Raleigh on the scaffold, "how 
the head lie, so long as the heart be right?" It is so gallant a saying that 
one wishes that it were altogether sound. Yet, so far as literature is con- 
cerned, at least half of it is sound. For though a good heart and a poor 
head will gender only sentimentality, a good head and a poor heart will 
gender only pedantry or cynicism. Neither alternative makes an ideal 
choice. But if we were having to bet on the future reputation of a writer 
who is capable of producing unabashed sentimentality, and one who is 
capable of producing only pedantry or cynicism-our only chance of win- 
ning would be to place our money on the former. We might then find our- 
selves, in the long run, backing another Chaucer or Dostoevsky or Dickens. 
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