
t  S e n tim e n ta lism  em erg e d  in e igh teen th -cen tu ry  E u ro p e  as a m o ra l ph ilo soph y  fo u n d ed  on  the 
b e lie f  that in d iv id u a ls  are able to fo rm  re lation sh ip s an d  co m m u n itie s  b ecau se  they can , by an 
e ffo rt o f  the im ag in a tio n , u n d erstan d  one a n o th e r ’s fee lin gs. A m e rican  au th o rs o f  both  sexes 
w h o  accepted  these v iew s cu ltiv ated  re a d e rs ’ sy m p ath y  w ith o th ers in o rd e r  to p ro m o te  self- 
im p ro v em en t, m o tiv ate  action  to re lieve su ffe r in g , re in force  social un ity , an d  b u ild  n ation al 
id en tity . E n tw in e d  w ith  d o m estic ity  an d  im p e r ia lism  an d  fin d in g  exp re ssio n  in lite ra tu re  an d  
in p u b lic  an d  p riv ate  ritu als, sen tim en ta lism  b ecam e A m e r ic a ’s d o m in a n t id eo logy  by the early  
n in eteen th  cen tu ry . S en tim en ta l w ritin g s  an d  p ractices h ad  political u ses, som e re fo rm ist and 
so m e repressive . T h e y  p layed  m a jo r  roles in the fo rm atio n  o f  b o u rg eo is  con sciou sn ess.

T h e  first n ew  collection  o f  sch o larly  e ssay s on A m e rican  sen tim en ta lism  since 1999, this v o lu m e  
b r in g s  togeth er ten  recent stu d ie s , e ig h t p u b lish ed  here for the first tim e. T h e  in tro d u ctio n  
assesses the cu rren t state  o f  sen tim en ta lism  stu d ie s; the a fte rw o rd  reflects on sen tim en ta lism  as a 
lib era l d isco u rse  cen tral to co n tem p o rary  p o litica l th o u g h t as w ell as literary  stu d ie s. O th er co n 
tr ib u to rs , e x p lo r in g  top ics ch aracteristic  o f  the field  today , exam in e  n in eteen th -cen tu ry  a u th o r s ’ 
trea tm en ts o f  e d u ca tio n , g r ie f , soc ia l in eq u a litie s , in tim ate  re la tio n sh ip s, an d  co m m u n ity .

T h is  v o lu m e  has several d istin ctiv e  fea tu res. It illu stra te s se n tim e n ta lism ’s ap p ro p ria tio n  o f  an  
array  o f  literary  fo rm s (ad v ice  lite ra tu re , p erso n al n arra tiv e , an d  essays on  ed u catio n  an d  u rb an  
poverty , as w ell as poetry  an d  the n ovel), ob jects (m em o ria l v o lu m e s),\a n d  cu ltu ra l p ractices 
(co m m u n al s in g in g , ben evolen ce). It in c lu d es fo u r essay s on poetry , w hich  is less freq u en tly  
s tu d ie d  than  fiction . In  ad d itio n , it id en tifie s in tern al co n trad ic tio n s th at even tu ally  frac tu red
se n tim e n ta lism ’s v iab ility  as a b e lie f  sy stem ----yet su g g e sts  th at the p ro tean  sen tim en tal m o d e
acco m m o d ate d  itse lf  to rev ision ary  an d  iro n ized  literary  u ses, th u s p ersistin g  lo n g  a fte r  tw en 
tieth -cen tu ry  critics p ro n o u n ced  it a casu a lty  o f  the C iv il W ar. T h is  co llection  a lso  o ffe rs  fresh
p ersp ectives on three esteem ed  au th o rs not u su ally  c la ssified  as sen tim en ta lists----S a ra h  P iatt,
V /a lt  W h itm a n , an d  H en ry  Ja m e s— th u s d e m o n stra tin g  th at sen tim en tal top ics an d  tech n iq u es 
in fo rm e d  “ re a lism ” an d  “ m o d e rn ism ” as they em erg e d . O ffe r in g  close re ad in g s o f  n in eteen th - 
cen tu ry  A m erican  texts an d  p ractices, th is book  d em o n stra te s  both  the lim its o f  sen tim en ta lism  
an d  its w ide an d  la st in g  in flu en ce. -


