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Introduction

Cool. The concept is distinctly American, and it permeates almost every
aspect of contemporary American culture. From Kool cigarettes and the
Snoopy cartoon’s Joe Cool to West Side Story (“Keep cool, boy.”)
and urban slang (“Be cool. Chill out.”), the idea of cool, in its many
manifestations, has seized a central place in the American imagination.

By the 1990s, the word has come to mean many things, but it always
suggests approval. A university student writes on an examination that
Columbus received a hearty welcome on his return to Spain; when asked
why he made such an egregious historical mistake, he points to the
textbook, which states quite clearly that the explorer had received ““a
cool reception.” This anecdote encapsulates the recent history of the
word “cool.” The textbook writer had used the word according to its
dictionary definition—“‘restraint”—but the university student under-
stands it to mean “good.” Thus the positive connotation of “cool,”
along with its increasing usage, symbolizes our culture’s increased striv-
ing for restraint. Being a cool character means conveying an air of
disengagement, of nonchalance, and using the word is part of the process
of creating the right impression. The popularity of the word is accompa-
nied by other revealing usages: one can “lose” or “blow” one’s cool.
Cool has become an emotional mantle, sheltering the whole personality
from embarrassing excess.

Where did this preoccupation with dispassion, with “cool,” come
from? How did it arise and evolve? How was Victorian emotional
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culture, seemingly so ensconced, replaced with the current emotional
status quo? Whence came American cool?

This book addresses these questions by analyzing a major change in
American middle-class emotional culture, a change that took place be-
tween approximately the end of World War I and midcentury. In the
last half of the nineteenth century, a complex emotional culture flour-
ished among the Victorian middle class, exerting a powerful influence
on the entire range of social relationships. This influence extended into
the twentieth century, but by the 1920s Victorian standards were being
irrevocably transformed, preparing the way for a cooler approach to
emotional expression. American Cool exposes a major break in what
have been called “feeling rules”!—the recommended norms by which
people are supposed to shape their emotional expressions and react to
the expressions of others.

American Cool focuses extensively on the transition decades, from
the erosion of Victorianism in the 1920s to the solidification of a cool
culture in the 1960s. Beyond describing the characteristics of the new
directions and the ways in which they altered or amended earlier stan-
dards, the book seeks to explain why the change occurred.? It then
assesses some of the outcomes and longer-range consequences of this
change.

Emotional culture is an important topic in its own right, being a
component of those deeply held popular beliefs that are sometimes
summed up in the word “mentality.”3 Involving preachments and defi-
nitions by a variety of popularizers, emotionology* addresses emotional
goals in family settings, in childrearing, in work relationships, in codes
of politeness. It affects the way people describe their own emotional
standards and, often, the way they actually evaluate aspects of their
emotional experience. Interesting in its own right as a part of cultural
identity, emotionological change also affects social interactions and ele-
ments of emotional life itself. Both Victorian and twentieth-century
emotional culture helped define family law, for example, including the
criteria by which couples could seek divorce.®* Social protest and popular
leisure constitute two other areas in which changes in emotionology may
combine with other factors to create new patterns of behavior. Sorting
out the impact of emotional standards in these areas is not easy, but
some strong correlations can be identified. Analysis in each emotionolog-
ical period, Victorian and twentieth-century, will thus move from widely
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disseminated emotional norms to evidence of middle-class reception to
consequences in public behaviors.

And the analysis will address actual emotions, despite the difficulty of
separating them from the surrounding emotional culture. Most emo-
tionologists argue that cultural standards at least partially shape “real”
emotional life itself.® Emotional culture forms the basis for constructing
reactions to one’s own emotions, and in some respects the emotions
themselves. Emotions researchers loudly debate the balance between
“basic,” biological or natural emotions’ and those that derive from
social requirements and cultural norms.® No definitive resolution of this
debate is in sight. The present study certainly assumes that basic emo-
tions are not the whole story—that emotional experience contains a
strong cognitive and self-reflective element that is greatly affected by
the cultural standards applied to the experience. However, this study
also deals with the probability that cultural change must itself be as-
sessed in terms of its success or failure in dealing with some natural im-
pulses.

Certainly the assumption of considerable social construction is essen-
tial to the present study’s demonstration of significant change. An as-
sumption of basic emotion, in contrast, is not essential.’ But the issue of
basic impulse will reemerge when we chart some of the complex results
of change emerging from Americans’ pursuit of new outlets for passions
and from specific emotions that had been redefined.

For the shifts themselves were considerable, with far-reaching impli-
cations. In the 1890s American men were advised, by leading scientific
and educational authorities, to use their anger: “If [a man] reacts posi-
tively, out of that very stirring may come achievements and performance
of a high level.” Merely a half-century later, childrearing authorities
warned parents against encouraging temper in boys, for an angry man is
“possessed of a devil.” Motherhood, a sublime emblem of generous,
intense love in the late nineteenth century—‘‘she sends forth from her
heart . . . the life-giving current” —became by the 1930s an emotional
hazard: “Motherlove is a dangerous instrument.” On another love front:
Victorian men routinely wrote of their transcendent feeling. Theodore
Weld intoned, “I don’t love you and marry you to promote my happi-
ness. To love you, to marry you is a mighty END in itself. . . . I marry
you because my own inmost being mingles with your being and is
already married to it, both joined in one by God’s own voice.” A scant
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century later, men’s tune had changed, as love became essentially sexual:
“I snatched her into my arms and held her as in a vise. . . . I was madly
infatuated, tingling in every atom of my being.” Popular writers and
fraternity men alike contended that men should press themselves on
women even when the latter begged to stop; the man who could not do
this, as writer Charles Malchow put it, had “not progressed very far in
‘the art of love.” ”!® Changes in love and anger, signaling also basic
shifts in the emotional rules meant to define men and women, marked
the replacement of Victorianism with a new framework, not just in the
abstract but in the daily acts of raising children or dealing with the
opposite sex. Passion itself was redefined, becoming suspect unless it was
sexual. American Cool traces the nature and process of cultural change,
building the specific ingredients into a larger reevaluation of emotional
intensity.

This study focuses primarily on the middle class of business people
and professional families. Like many studies of the middle class, it is
biased toward evidence from Protestants in the North and West, but
regional factors will be considered to some extent, particularly as they
involve the South. The class limitations constitute the most important
point to emphasize. The Victorian middle class used its emotional cul-
ture to help differentiate itself from other groups, particularly working-
class immigrants. Changing middle-class standards in the twentieth cen-
tury were less blatantly class specific, and in discussing impacts we
will encounter some evidence of spillover into other groups and their
behaviors. Emotional culture forms an aspect of middle-class standards
that had some hegemonic power, both in its nineteenth-century version
and, more extensively though more subtly, in its twentieth-century for-
mulation. And of course, by 1950, some 85 percent of all Americans
were claiming to be middle class, which does not mean that they shared
the most widely accepted middle-class emotional norms (the claim was
above all an incomes claim) but certainly suggests the growing potential
resonance of bourgeois emotionology. The middle class did not entirely
triumph, however. Therefore, the distinction between my primary em-
phasis—the middle class—and American society seen as a complex
combination of classes, ethnic groups, and subcultures must be con-
stantly recalled. This book analyzes a class culture that had demonstra-
ble influence on national culture, but it is not a full study of the larger
and more diverse national experience.!!



Introduction 5

Even with this important limitation, the present enterprise is undeni-
ably ambitious. It claims that a general middle-class emotional style
shifted ground, with measurable manifestation in a host of specific emo-
tional areas, within roughly three decades. The subject of overall emo-
tional style is not unprecedented, but it is hardly commonplace. Despite
the relative novelty of historical study of emotion, three approaches to
the subject have emerged to date. The first involves examining another
topic that includes emotional components; emotions history was par-
tially launched by histories of familial relationships in the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries that inevitably extended to claims about emo-
tional change.!?> The second approach more explicitly focuses on emo-
tional standards and their periodization but limits itself to individual
emotions like love or anger. This approach has produced the clearest
advances to date in the historical understanding of emotion, defining
the causes and effects of change and the relationship between cultural
construction and natural and invariant emotional impulses. But the third
approach, which this study is intended to further, involves an effort at
larger synthesis. Still focused explicitly on emotional standards and their
results, this approach seeks to determine larger consistencies in emo-
tional norms that relate specific emotional standards to a broader style.
The Victorians had such a style, though it has often been erroneously
characterized in terms of blanket repression. The middle class in the
twentieth-century United States gradually but definitely revisited that
style, producing a new amalgam. This book examines this sweeping,
partially unwitting process.

The idea of a major twentieth-century emotionological transition
follows from, and relates to, several widely accepted findings about
American social and cultural experience. This study builds on these
findings, though it modifies them while dramatically extending their
scope.

It is generally accepted that a significant difference existed between
the social patterns that began to emerge in the United States during the
1920s and those that had predominated through the later nineteenth
century. Some have indeed dubbed the 1920s ““the end of Victorianism.”
Change is of course both constant and cumulative, which makes any
effort to identify particularly crucial transition decades difficult and
contestable. Nevertheless, this study is by no means unique in claiming
that the 1920s formed a point at which several varied trends converged.
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By the 1920s the United States had become predominantly urban, shift-
ing focus away from the classic small town. Classic individual entrepre-
neurship was also increasingly replaced with corporate management,
and consumer values were increasingly glorified. New approaches to
sexuality and a growing emphasis on personality over character consti-
tute two other trends identified with the 1920s that are still more closely
related to a redefinition of emotional standards. Recent work explaining
the 1920s rise of the Ku Klux Klan according to an inchoate realization
of how much was changing, of what desperate efforts might be necessary
to recapture older values, identifies this transition decade from yet an-
other, but clearly related, vantage point.!?

My exploration of change in middle-class emotional style did not
begin as an attempt to flesh out yet another aspect of the 1920s turn
away from Victorianism. Indeed, whereas existing periodization sche-
mas tend to posit a sudden Victorian collapse in the 1920s, this study
treats the decade as the beginning of a more extended transition. The
significant break in emotional culture coincided with changes in other
areas, for this break reflected these changes, thus illustrating the kind of
functional causation that social constructionists have characteristically
claimed without always providing historically precise illustration. Emo-
tional change, in other words, resulted from new social needs, and it
also helped promote change, turning this transition into a still more
extensive reevaluation of nineteenth-century conventions that reverber-
ated into subsequent decades.

The idea of a major change in emotional style stems most directly
from findings about shifts in specific emotional standards. My own
earlier studies, several of them collaborative, of anger, jealousy, and
fear all identified the 1920s as the point when Victorian signals were
reconsidered, in a process that extended for several decades.!* In ap-
proaching anger, my first venture into emotions history, my coauthor
and I had initially expected to see the more decisive changes later in the
twentieth century, associated for example with the heralded rise of
permissive childrearing. In fact, however, we found that the central new
themes began earlier. A subsequent investigation of jealousy uncovered
a very similar chronology though with many different specifics. Other
emotion or emotion-related histories that had focused largely on the
nineteenth century produced similar (if not always fully explored) claims
that something different began to take shape by the early twentieth
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century.’S This was particularly true of several studies of love, both
those directed to heterosexual romantic love and those focused on the
decline of the peculiar nineteenth-century fascination with motherlove
as a familial emotional icon.

My exploration of the transition in emotional style thus synthesizes a
variety of existing findings about explicit emotional change. Owing a
great debt to the many historians, sociologists, and social psychologists
who have identified the basic ingredients, this study seeks to retain the
advantages of the relative precision of these focused inquiries while also
ranging more broadly into general threads of change and tying the
origins of specific shifts to the origins of a novel overall emotionological
framework.

It is important to note that a small number of specific emotions
studies devoted to the United States have shunned an overall twentieth-
century periodization in favor of much smaller chunks of time that
coincide with specific childrearing fads!® or other short cycles. My study
argues that while shorter-term variations can be usefully identified, they
should not obscure the larger style shift. Indeed, by identifying part of
the nature and much of the timing of the twentieth-century transition in
emotional culture, inquiries into shorter-term variations have made the
need for a larger synthesis increasingly obvious. This synthesis identifies
the general themes previously identified while also extending into other
emotional domains less fully explored, such as grief.!” The challenge of
the specific studies is clear: what are the underlying ingredients that
appear, along with other, more limited attributes, in redefinitions as
varied as a new concern about anger at work and a growing aversion, in
middle-class men’s culture, to Victorian standards of romantic love?

A number of imaginative researchers have already ventured into the
challenging area of overall emotional styles and their alterations from
one period to the next. The best-developed case for a sea change in
emotional style focuses not on the twentieth century, however, but on
the eighteenth. Its analogy to the present effort will help clarify my
intent, and its content relates to the Victorian baseline as well.

There are two principal formulas applied to an eighteenth-century
emotional transition, both of which connect to more familiar aspects of
cultural change in the period. Norbert Elias’s civilization-of-manners
schema, recently applied to the nineteenth-century United States as an
extension of its West European point of origin, emphasizes an increasing



8 Introduction

discipline of emotions and bodily functions alike. Starting with the upper
classes, people learned new and more rigorous forms of impulse control.
Applied to emotions, the schema helps explain not only a general set of
goals but also more specific and measurable redefinitions, such as disgust
as an emotional reaction to “uncivilized” sanitary habits and personal
manners; a growing hostility to emotional spontaneity, manifested in
disapproval of excesses in traditional popular festivals and religious
behaviors; attacks on crude uses of fear in religion and childrearing; and
a growing revulsion against emotionally charged vengeance in punish-
ment and unwonted anger in both public and familial settings.'® Emo-
tional self-control, in sum, underlay and united a number of changes in
particular emotional goals, many of which have been explored in their
own right.

A second schema, compatible with the idea of emotional control but
supplementing and complicating it in important respects, involves a
concomitant reevaluation of the emotional functions of the family,
which also took shape in Western Europe and North America in the
eighteenth century or a bit earlier. The family began to extend into
areas beyond economic production and material welfare, and family
relationships gained new priority over community ties and other friend-
ships. This was another reason why anger and fear were reevaluated,
with particular emphasis on the need for control in parent-child con-
tacts, as part of an effort to create loving bonds and a lessened sense of
hierarchy within the family. Jealousy was also redefined to focus on
romantic relations rather than more general disputes over honor. Guilt
gained ground on shame as a source of emotional discipline because it is
possible to instill guilt initially as part of intense eiaotional contacts
within the family and to maintain it through threatened deprivation of
those contacts. The importance of love between parents and children
and of love as the basis for marital choice increased. Grief over the
deaths of family members became more central.!® Taken in tandem,
family reevaluation and civilization of manners provide a framework
for, and a causal link among, most of the vital shifts in emotional
standards that occurred in Western society toward the end of the early
modern period. This framework also illustrates the analytical potential
of seeking a big picture in dealing with emotional change, lest basic
ingredients get lost amid attention to detail.

Basic cultural frameworks normally have considerable staying power,
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and when gradual changes do occur, they remain within the existing
framework. As we will see, this was the case with Victorian variants
on the trends established before the industrial revolution. A genuine
framework change, however, did occur in the twentieth century, and
several scholars have already theorized about its nature.

Some have described the change as a transformation in basic Ameri-
can character taking shape around the middle of the twentieth century
or a bit later. David Riesman has argued that there was a general
shift from inner-directedness, strongly oriented toward achievement and
attuned to internal motivations and promptings, toward other-direct-
edness, emphasizing attunement to signals from peers and media as the
source of appropriate goals and standards. Christopher Lasch played a
variant on this theme in his briefly celebrated lament on the decline of
American character.? For Lasch, the inroads of meddling experts and
other changes in American society—including the weakening of the
family resulting from women’s new work roles—produced a decline in
strong individual motivation and an increase in shallow self-indulgence
and concern with peer approval. Neither Riesman nor Lasch heavily
emphasized the emotional corollaries of their claims, but clearly such
corollaries would exist. While the present study does not propose any-
thing quite so sweeping as a modal personality change, and while it
certainly eschews Lasch’s empirically dubious claims about a shift in
psychoanalytic dynamic, it does acknowledge a definite shift in emo-
tional norms from an implicit emphasis on individual drive toward a
greater concern with group conformity and attunement to peer reac-
tions. In fleshing out this argument and explaining the causation and
results of change, we tread at the edges of a trail blazed by earlier
analysis.

Emotions theorists have recently cleared a trail of their own, ven-
turing several overlapping arguments about a twentieth-century emo-
tional style markedly different from its Victorian predecessor. For a
time, American sociologists assumed a high level of repression in Ameri-
can emotional culture prior to the twentieth century, which gave way
during this century (there was little concern for precisely when) to a
radically different emphasis on self-expression and self-actualization.
Modernization, in this sense, meant jettisoning “traditional” limits on
venting emotion and delighting in a new individual freedom to let ev-
erything hang out. This formulation was not entirely wrong, but it
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was unquestionably oversimple, beginning with its faulty identification
of Victorianism with traditionalism and undiluted repression. Interest-
ingly, more recent sociological work on emotion has tended to eschew
broader formulas in favor of attention to specific emotions or to a
much more modest set of shifts and cycles within the twentieth century
itself.?!

Several Dutch and German sociologists, however, have picked up the
theoretical gauntlet with a vengeance, working on the twentieth century
within the broader historical perspective provided by Norbert Elias and
his model of an earlier transformation toward impulse control. For
example, Jiirgen Gerhards argues for a “postmodern” emotional culture
that escapes the bounds of Elias’s framework, though not simply in a
release from repression. Cas Wouters develops the idea of “informaliza-
tion” as the key description of the new emotional culture, in which
strict codes of behavior diminish in favor of a more complex, mutually
negotiated series of emotional self-restraints. Wouters even posits a cor-
relation between the shift in emotional standards and the dominant
mode of emotional analysis: “Just as Freud’s ‘discovery’ of ‘animalic’
emotions and motives occurred at the peak of their repression and
denial, by analogy, the ‘sociology of emotions’ began to spread when
rejection of repression and denial of emotions seemed to reach their
height.” Abram de Swaan, even before Wouters, referred to growing
informality and ad hoc negotiations about emotional display as part of
an increasing democracy in social relationships. He, too, distinguished a
decline in rigid rules against spontaneity, and like Wouters he argued
that more spontaneity could be tolerated because of lessened insistence
on hierarchy and growing confidence that most people knew without
prodding how to avoid undesirable excess.??

This, then, is the recipe for twentieth-century emotional change that
has already been prepared. It is plausible and correct in many respects.
Why not simply reheat it; why review the ingredients directly? Why, in
sum, a whole new cookbook? For the following reasons, all explored in
the subsequent chapters:

1. The idea of a twentieth-century movement away from impulse
control incorrectly reads Victorian emotions as repressive and nothing
more. This is not the case, at least as applied to the nineteenth-century
American middle class. It is essential to correct this baseline in order to
arrive at a true verdict on the twentieth century.
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2. Many of the generalizations emanating from Dutch researchers,
and echoed by Jiirgen Gerhards in Germany, rest on fairly slender empir-
ical evidence. Important studies are cited, particularly a Dutch attitudi-
nal survey in the 1960s. But generalizations have outraced data, some-
times producing sweeping claims based on remarks by the American
novelist Tom Wolfe.?® Further, important studies demonstrating new
forms of twentieth-century repression have not been incorporated in
the dominant model. Finally, the “informalization” model assumes a
transatlantic equivalence in emotional trends, with scattered American
and European evidence used interchangeably. A fuller examination of
specific cultures, like that of the American middle class, is imperative.

3. Evaluations of the timing of change are suspect, at least for the
United States. The Dutch work focuses on the 1960s as the transition
point. American Cool will argue that in the United States the more
decisive break began to emerge four decades earlier.?* Only by properly
identifying timing can we address causes and consequences.

4. The informalization model, while more right than wrong, simply
does not capture the full substance of the emotional culture that emerged
from the decline of Victorianism in the United States. Despite its attrac-
tive caution and complexity, it overdoes the liberating elements and, still
more important, downplays the vital corollary of growing informality
itself : the growing aversion to emotional intensity that such informality
requires. It is the very un-Victorian suspicion of intense emotional expe-
rience, far more than a simple renunciation of Victorian repression, that
forms the essence of the transition in American emotional culture. This
is what must be explained. Emotional restraint must be seen as itself a
causal force that has reshaped various relationships in contemporary
social life. Even more than the informalization proponents have realized,
fundamental features of the emotional culture that emerged from the
ashes of Victorianism are counterintuitive, involving actual emotional
constraints of which many middle-class Americans have remained un-
aware.

Source materials for this book cluster primarily, though not exclu-
sively, in what is generally known as prescriptive literature. Victorian
popularizers, and their readers, felt a need for guidance in various as-
pects of emotional socialization, and the popularity of the numerous
manuals directed at parents and youth has been well documented. Then,
in the 1920s, a new set of popularizing authorities entered the market-
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place The audience their work achieved forms one index of middle-class
Americans’ quest for some real innovation in emotional guidelines.

For the Victorian period the manuals referred to above form a vital
starting point. Most of them addressed various kinds of emotional stan-
dards.?* Popular short stories—particularly those with a strong moral
purpose as featured in Godey’s Ladies Book, Peterson’s, and the Ladies
Home Journal—etiquette books, and hortative stories for older children
and youth add to the prescriptive mix.?¢ Many of these genres continued
in the transition decades of the twentieth century, although the youth-
advice literature began to decline rapidly, and stories aimed at children
shifted toward escapism (which itself reveals a new emotional tone).?’
Marital advice manuals and popular magazines for men as well as for
women increased in volume and utility, while childrearing advice in
various forms remained essential. Also vital for twentieth-century emo-
tionology was the burgeoning prescriptive literature focused on emo-
tional standards at work. The cumulation of this various material, com-
bined with many other studies that provide additional evidence on key
points—such as recent interview and questionnaire data and private
letters from the Victorian period—yields a fairly full picture of emo-
tional culture and the range of its audience. The same material also
provides suggestive evidence about causation, when used in combination
with information about larger social and cultural trends available from
existing historiography for both the nineteenth and the twentieth centu-
ries and from additional research in areas such as popular health atti-
tudes. Supplemented by a more disparate range of materials, including
several key interview studies from the 1930s onward,*® this body of
evidence enables us to venture some conclusions about actual internal-
ization of the recommended standards and about the larger impact of
these standards in all areas of life, from leisure to law.

One final point, which no introduction should be without: So what?
What is the point of attending to emotional culture at all? Emotional
culture is hard to study, yet the game is worth the candle, and not only
because the quest is intrinsically challenging. In the first place, the study
of emotional culture makes an essential contribution to other kinds of
emotions research, aiding scholars who seek to understand what emo-
tions are and what roles they play. Emotions study is on the upswing of
late. Cognitive psychologists, even researchers on artificial intelligence,
probe links between emotional reactions and other forms of thought;
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though typically interested in formulas yielding high generalization, and
thus often partisans of the idea of inherent, basic emotions, they are not
immune to an interest in cultural change as a variable. Social psycholo-
gists, dealing with emotions in a collective context, have contributed
directly to historical study and have examined various categories of
emotional standards and behaviors that may or may not be open to
historical change. A growing group of sociologists, and some anthropol-
ogists, includes the most articulate advocates of the idea of social or
cultural construction, in which emotional standards and even internal
behaviors respond at least in part to evolving functional needs. Yet it
remains true that reasonably general, reasonably precise, and reasonably
analytical tests of the idea of basic emotional change are not numerous.
The present study contributes additional substance to the constructionist
venture and links with other kinds of inquiries into the relationship
between emotion and variations (including changes) in social context.
Emotions research also adds new and important dimensions to histo-
rians’ examination of several familiar developments, and it helps connect
these developments. Here, an example quite relevant to this study will
serve better than a general formulation. The concept of consumerism is
a staple in American social and cultural history. We all know that new
passions for acquisition had flamed by the 1920s; though it can be
argued that basic changes occurred somewhat earlier, important discus-
sions of precise timing need not obscure the basic point that growing
numbers of Americans, headed by the middle class, developed a new
relationship to goods and the process of obtaining them. We know also,
if in fairly general terms, that the rise of consumerism, as distinct from
earlier, more subsistence-based forms of acquisition, promoted or re-
flected broader changes in outlook.?’ But we are far from knowing the
full effects of growing commitment to consumerist behavior. A study
that explores the emotional corollaries of this trend, which is what this
book is in part, thus adds considerably to our grasp of the human
meaning of a familiar new social pattern. It is hardly surprising that
increased interest in acquiring nonessential goods had emotional conse-
quences, so that other kinds of emotional contacts changed as people
put more emotional energy into consumption. But these ramifications
have rarely been examined. Catching the connection as it took shape—
that is, treating the connection historically—is an essential step in im-
proving understanding. Further, growing consumerism was connected to



14 Introduction

other developments, familiar in themselves and coincident in time, such
as changing religious values. By looking at the larger framework for
measurable shifts in emotions culture—Dby looking beyond a single ma-
jor factor such as consumerism—emotions history can reveal how con-
comitant changes were brought home to real people in that substantial
segment of their lives pervaded by emotional reactions and evaluations.
Emotions history does not, however, simply measure the results of
other changes in human terms. It also adds to the explanation of change.
Emotions research, particularly in the constructionist school, tends to
downplay this vital facet of emotion, looking mainly at the context for
emotional standards and at the ways standards shape individual lives.
Emotions are treated either as isolated phenomena or as dependent
variables; their own impacts are not assessed. From the historical side,
much social history has focused on emphasizing the rationality of vari-
ous groupings. One of the first claims in social history, for example, was
that lower-class rioters were not impelled by blind passion, that they
chose targets carefully according to well-defined goals. These goals cer-
tainly differed from modern, middle-class goals; there was no disputing
the importance of cultural context. But within this context cool rational-
ity prevailed. Only recently have social historians developed any real
interest in going beyond rationalism to look at other kinds of reactions
and relationships. But their probes remain tentative and characteristi-
cally confined to family patterns and other private behaviors. The poten-
tial for examining the wider consequences of emotional change—for
taking emotions seriously as a source of social behaviors, within families
to be sure but also in a variety of other, more public settings—has not
been tapped. This kind of emotions history is not, it must quickly be
noted, in conflict with rationalist social history. Emotions are not irratio-
nal; they relate to the cognitive process in that they involve thinking
about one’s own impulses and evaluating them as an intrinsic part of the
emotional experience itself.3° When changing emotional standards thus
affect social protest, as I will argue occurs in the twentieth century as a
consequence of the emotional transition this book explores, the result is
not that protest becomes more or less rational. Emotions form part of
the motivational package that includes culturally logical goals and care-
ful choice of targets. They do, however, have a causal force of their own,
and in this respect, as in numerous other areas, we short-change our
power to explain if we leave out the impact of emotional culture. When
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this culture changes, as it did in the second quarter of this century, other
results follow. We will see elaborate results in law, protest, leisure, and
other areas—some of which add fundamentally to general understand-
ing of the behaviors involved and the needs that underlay them.

Finally, because emotional standards play a significant role in
translating other changes into human routine and in contributing to
change, a study that seizes on a recent basic transition inevitably contri-
butes to an understanding of emotional patterns, and some wider behav-
iors, in the United States today. The transition that began to take definite
shape in the 1920s still reverberates in ways that have been partially
delineated elsewhere.3! Without claiming to explore the connection fully
where emotions are concerned—this is a study of the transition and not
of contemporary emotional patterns—I intend to suggest some probable
implications. In the transition that formed a new emotional culture, we
find a mirror in which we can see and understand some of our own
features and compare them with the emotional faces of our Victorian
forebears.



2

The Victorian Style

The image of repression has long haunted Victorian culture. Most recon-
structions of twentieth-century Victorianism assume a blanket repres-
siveness. Partisans of the civilization-of-manners schema developed by
Norbert Elias assume that Victorianism simply extended and stiffened
already-brewing efforts to constrain impulse and rigidify emotional and
physical habits. John Kasson illustrates this connection for the American
middle class in the nineteenth century by exploring etiquette standards,
recommended audience behavior, and emotional control. Twentieth-
century popularizers began a process of labeling Victorian repressiveness
early on, attacking, for instance, old-fashioned notions of childrearing.
Even before Dr. Spock in the 1940s, traditional insistence on children’s
docility was criticized, and greater openness to expression and attention
to childish needs were urged. Victorian school discipline came under
attack in the 1920s, with recommendations for greater flexibility and
responsiveness to individual traits. By the 1960s, contrasts between
contemporary freedom for self-expression and repressive Victorian
gloom became a staple, particularly, of course, in discussions related to
sexuality.! In scholarship and popular opinion alike, Victorianism and
constraint often go hand in hand.

Defining Victorianism as repression is a considerable oversimplifica-
tion. In some respects, the twentieth-century fascination with labeling
and condemning Victorianism owes more to the needs of this century
than to the characteristics of the previous one. Blasting Victorian shibbo-
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leths is a convenient means of trying to persuade contemporary Ameri-
cans that they are truly free—and in the process concealing the many
constraints that in fact have been introduced in our own time. Victori-
anism was to some extent invented after the fact, to simplify the twenti-
eth century’s own self-satisfaction; with such a repressive past, progress
became easy to claim.

The imagery is not all wrong. The Victorian emotional style contained
strong repressive elements. So do all emotional styles, but even so,
Victorian repressiveness in some respects went unusually far. Children
were routinely enjoined to obedience, a recommendation that could
cover a host of parental efforts to keep their offspring in line. Many
Victorian childrearing manuals seem amazingly undetailed by current
standards, largely because the injunction to obedience could cover such
a multitude of sins. Sibling spats, for example, were almost never men-
tioned, and a leading reason for this was that the larger dictate, to
obey parents’ commands, reduced the need for attention to such petty
emotional or behavioral details.> Correspondingly, when attention to
sibling quarrels began to increase, by 1920, one reason was that the
blanket insistence on obedience was now dismissed as outdated and
repressive, requiring a new, more nuanced attention to specific problem
areas.

In addition to the routine insistence on obedience, Victorian popular-
izers showed their repressive side in many other ways. Women in partic-
ular were to be kept in emotional check, and this standard contributed
to many of the symptoms of distress disproportionately present in the
nineteenth-century middle class, including the kind of hysterical paraly-
sis suffered by repressed figures like Alice James. Victorian men and
women alike frowned on spontaneity; uncontrolled impulse was a mark
of poor breeding and a real social and personal threat. To this extent the
civilization-of-manners schema fits Victorian goals fairly well. Emotions
required monitoring, and children were taught this lesson early on.
Generalized injunctions to obedience were combined with serious warn-
ings about the dangers of displaying anger within the family, particularly
toward parents. The margin of tolerance was narrow. Even as Victorians
moved away from physical punishment—which was a constriction of
parental spontaneity widely preached from the early nineteenth century
onward—other disciplinary systems, including isolation of children,
maintained a severe pattern of will breaking.? Finally, Victorian popular-
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izers talked a great deal about the importance of rationality and calcula-
tion, which fits a century devoted increasingly to business planning,
growing organizational sophistication, and heightened faith in formal
education. One of the real differences postulated between men and
women involved men’s natural superiority in matters of the head and
women’s corresponding inferiority because of weak-minded sentimental-
ity—and the resultant imagery, along with its gender impact, con-
strained both men and women to distrust emotional tugs.

There is no convenient reversal for the Victorianism/repression over-
simplification. Victorians cannot be seen as emotionally tolerant, cer-
tainly not as freewheeling. Accurately characterizing their emotional
style requires subtlety and must acknowledge a strong repressive ele-
ment. Aspects of Victorianism have been invented to bolster twentieth-
century self-confidence, but the characterizations are by no means en-
tirely off the mark.

Revisionist views of the Victorian style have already been applied to
sexuality, and the close relationship between this area and emotion
warrants a brief comparison. Traditional scholarship on Victorian sexu-
ality played the repression chords resoundingly; Victorians, or at least
Victorian women, were turned into virtual museum pieces of unimag-
ined repression. Victorian popularizers, like Lord Acton in Britain or
some of the American faddists like Kellogg, were trotted out to show
how Victorian women were told that all sexual impulse was wrong and,
in women, unnatural, dangerous to propriety and physical health alike.
For a time, the scholarship on Victorian sexuality could be summed up
in the image of the respectable woman told to endure the indignity of
the sex act by lying back in a darkened room and “thinking of England.”
This standard was supplemented, for males and females alike, by instruc-
tions not to damage health by contemplating sex more than once a
week, to shun sex before age twenty-three, and to avoid masturbation
like the plague it was—this last injunction being enforced by bizarre
physical constraints on male adolescents and even institutionalization
for insanity.* Surely Victorianism and repression were identical where
sex was concerned. Actual Victorians might evade the repressive stan-
dards—male users of the double standard and consumers of prostitution
and pornography were most commonly cited—but even they were indi-
rectly constrained, condemned to furtiveness and to the separation of
“respectable” male-female contacts from healthy sexuality.
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Yet it turns out that this image, amusing or appalling as it might be
to twentieth-century eyes, was simply not accurate. Victorian prescrip-
tions did include some extremists, but they were atypical. Popular advice
varied, and it generally recognized that a moderate sexual appetite was
legitimate. Women were considered less sexual than men, to be sure, but
even for women, physical and mental health required some regular
sexual expression; occasional procreation was not the only goal. Writers
on marriage, though hardly in the Masters and Johnson league, assumed
that sexual satisfaction was an important ingredient in marital love. A
few revisionist historians have gone so far as to assert a quiet Victorian
sexual delight, citing married women who acknowledged not only their
reliance on sexuality and their dismay when sex relations had to be
curtailed for reasons of birth control but also their frequency of or-
gasm—a frequency that, if taken literally, actually surpasses contempo-
rary twentieth-century self-reports. Yet extreme revisionism can go too
far.’ Victorian attacks on child and adolescent sexuality were quite real,
and they had some impact even in married adulthood, when a less
repressive regime was widely advocated. Victorians did respect the valid-
ity and importance of sex, but they distrusted overemphasis on it and
sought other primary bases for heterosexual relationships. A fully accu-
rate formula for the subtleties of Victorian sexuality has yet to be
worked out, but while it would include due notice of some special
repressive features (and the needs that underlay them, such as birth
control and social and gender hierarchy), it would not simply end with
the repressive theme. Just as a twentieth-century flight from sexual re-
pression is a simplistically misleading conception, so the Victorian ac-
knowledgment of sexuality’s validity must be included in any character-
ization.

Students of Victorian emotionality have launched a reevaluation simi-
lar to that applied to sexuality. Although some recent work plays up the
repressive theme alone, the idea of Victorian emotional repressiveness
has been substantially modified. The various modifications need to be
drawn together and then integrated into a more accurate vision of the
nineteenth-century baseline. Yet the analogy with sexuality must be
made with caution. Victorian sexual repressiveness was by no means
complete, but it was more pervasive than was repressiveness in the
emotional arena. In fact, Victorians hoped to use emotional opportuni-
ties to deflect certain kinds of unwanted sexuality, particularly in court-
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ship.® Thus the repressive model is farther off the mark where emotions
were concerned than where sexuality was involved. This distinction is
vital to an understanding not only of Victorianism but also of the
changes that followed in the twentieth century.

For Victorian acceptance of emotion was in principle quite whole-
hearted. Natural emotions were basically good, though they must be
controlled and properly targeted. Even less fortunate emotions, like
anger or even fear, whether natural or not, could be put to good use.
“No person should be afraid of his finer feelings,” wrote one Pittsburgh
minister in 1880, capping a long evolution away from early nineteenth-
century sermons in which a more traditionally Calvinist gloom about
this world and its works had prevailed. Victorianism was born, after all,
in an atmosphere shaped by romanticism and its appreciation of emo-
tion, or at least of sentimentality. To be sure, Victorianism was also
shaped by the Enlightenment emphasis on the importance of reason.
However, the driest kind of rationalism was modified at the level of
practicing intellectuals, and it had never caught on widely among the
reading public.” In contrast to sexuality, then, emotion was not regarded
with anxiety and suspicion. Management and appropriate use, not sys-
tematic limitation, were the guiding principles.

The Victorian emotional style began to take shape in the 1820s,
building on many of the emotionological principles that had developed
in the previous century, including a strong emphasis on family emotion-
ality.® For about two decades, a new genre of family advice literature,
partially secular though heavily informed by Protestantism, suggested a
sentimental tone that, beginning in childhood, could maintain family
harmony. Prescriptive writers, like Catharine Sedgwick, writing from a
Protestant perspective but generally without emphasis on religious goals,
emphasized several emotional criteria for an appropriate family life,
some of which they explicitly contrasted with more traditional stan-
dards.’ Loving relationships were essential.!® The 1830s saw the genesis
of an unprecedented fascination with motherlove. The Reverend John
Todd told the readers of Mother’s Magazine in 1839 that “God planted
this deep, this unquenchable love for her offspring, in the mother’s
heart.” From this love, in turn, would come the inculcation of appro-
priate affection in the children themselves, male and female alike. “It is
the province of the mother, to cultivate the affections, to form and guard
the moral habits of the child, for the first ten years of life, and to all



The Victorian Style 21

intents and purposes the character of the man or woman is substantially
laid as early as that period of life.” !* The equation of love and morality
was virtually a commonplace in prescriptive literature from the 1830s
onward, though in fact it was a substantial innovation in a culture that
had traditionally doubted that human affection could be compatible
with an appropriate focus on things divine.

The emphasis on love spilled over to other family relationships. Por-
trayals of siblings emphasized their deep affection. A staple of popular
middle-class fiction involved sisters so deeply loving that the introduc-
tion of an outsider in their midst, in the form of a successful suitor for
one of the sisters constituted a great crisis of emotion. Deep affection
was also routinely portrayed in discussions of brother and sister, though
here qualified by the different strengths each gender could bring to a
relationship. The Rollo series for boys involves many an episode in
which Rollo saves his sister from some disaster, demonstrating courage
and affection simultaneously.!?

Love between spouses also received high praise as one of the chief
benefits of family life. “Men find so little sincere friendship abroad, so
little true sympathy in the selfish world, that they gladly yield themselves
to the influence of a gentle spirit at home.” Love and serenity were
closely linked in this image, providing the essential emotional underpin-
ning for a growing commitment to hearth and family. Emphasis on the
special emotional qualities of women was linked to the other durable
image being generated at this point—the idea that women had special
domestic qualities, including appropriate emotional warmth as wives
and mothers.!3

The focus on loving families prompted other emotional standards as
well. Most obviously, emotions that might jeopardize affectionate family
life were now discredited, and a good-bad dichotomy based on family
impact was developed. Here, too, trends in the prescriptive literature
built on the earlier shift in emotional culture toward family centeredness
and self-control, but with new fervor deriving from the heightened em-
phasis on family intensity.

Fear was reassessed. A standard argument from the 1830s onward
held that children would have no reason to develop fear “unless it was
put into their heads.” Fearful adults, or even worse, reprobate adults
who used fear as part of discipline, were seen as disrupting children’s
emotional tranquillity. The obvious solution was to urge adults, particu-
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larly mothers, to swallow their own fears lest they induce them in their
children, “embittering the whole existence of her offspring.” And all
adults must be prevented from deliberately scaring their children: “She
who can tell a frightful story to her child or allow one to be told, ought
to have a guardian appointed over herself.” No obedience was worth
the poison of fear when affectionate, gentle guidance could win even
better results without negative emotional side effects. Even safety was
no excuse for inducing fear. A child made afraid of spider bites might
get bitten just as easily as a child who had not been terrified, and bites
are preferable to a “fear that troubles one all life long.” Servants who
delighted in scaring children came in for particular criticism, as the
middle class and popular culture began to diverge. “It is utterly impossi-
ble to calculate the evil” that imposing fears could wreak on sensitive
souls. Instances of actual death resulting from children’s fears were cited
in warnings about a host of traditional disciplinary measures that must
be rejected as an “undefined species of horror.” Loving motherhood, not
corroding terror, provided the emotional lodestar for parents. As the
God-fearing qualities of religious virtue began to decline in mainstream
American Protestantism, a fearful individual was no longer considered
appropriately pious. Rather, he or she was emotionally crippled, incapa-
ble of taking the kinds of initiatives or displaying the kinds of confidence
desirable in middle-class life. Most obviously, if fear became an emo-
tional link between parent and child, long-term affection would be
excluded even if short-term discipline was served. Fear, quite simply,
became an emotional abuse of parental authority, a theme that contin-
ued through the twentieth century in virtually all the prescriptive liter-
ature.!

A key facet of the new campaign against fear in childrearing involved
the presentation of death. American Calvinists had long emphasized
death images as a means of inculcating religious obedience in children.
Elements of this theme persisted into the nineteenth century, with au-
thors like James Janeway writing that unrepentant children were “not
too little to die,” “not too little to go to hell.” !5 But middle-class opinion
was shifting rapidly, and the idea of sinful children who deserved to be
frightened by terrifying images of death became increasingly distasteful.
By the 1820s, clergymen who refused to accept the growing, romantic
belief in childish innocence were frequently confronted with rebellious
congregations, so that many changed their tune or at least sought refuge



The Victorian Style 23

in silence. Lyman Beecher and others helped steer Protestantism away
from emphasis on original sin and its corollaries infant damnation and
legitimate fear of death. Avoidance of fear again related to the larger
emotional package being developed by the early Victorians. In 1847
Horace Bushnell ventured a synthesis: “A proper nurture could counter-
act mere ‘tendencies’ to depravity if nurture began while wickedness was
weakest—that is, in infancy. ... Kindness, love and tender care by a
mother who exemplified all the virtues would adequately prepare the
child for salvation and a life of moral responsibility.” Lydia Child antici-
pated the sentiment in her Mother’s Book in 1831: “They [infants] come
to us from heaven, with their little souls full of innocence and peace;
and, as far as possible, a mother’s influence should not interfere with the
influence of angels.” The lessons obviously applied to the presentation
of death. “Great care is required that children do not imbibe terrific and
gloomy ideas of death; nor should they incautiously be taken to funerals,
or allowed to see a corpse. It is desirable to dwell on the joys of the
righteous in the presence of their heavenly Father, freed from every pain
and sorrow, rather than on the state and burial of the body, a subject,
very likely, painful to affect the imagination.” Happiness was the key:
death was to be presented as a joyous release and an opportunity to
achieve the greatest possible serenity. Thus a child might be told, on the
death of a playmate: “she would like to live but she was ready to go . . .
she had a happy life in this world but felt sure that a still happier one
awaited her in the next.” ! Epitaphs, similarly, were altered to displace
fear with religious cheer:

Go peaceful Spirit rest

Secure from earth’s alarms
Resting on the Saviour’s breast
Encircled by his arms.!”

The overall message concerning fear was unambiguous: it must not
disrupt the positive emotional bonds between parent and child. Fear was
an “infirmity” that was “most enslaving to the mind, and destructive of
its strength and capability of enjoyment. . . . How cruel, then, purposely
to excite false terrors in those under our care.” 18

Anger was the second emotion to be excised from family life.!” At
least as much as fear, anger could corrode the affection essential to the
family. Fiction in the popular women’s magazines around midcentury,
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and advice literature even earlier, crystallized this belief in an endless
series of accounts of the horrors of first quarrels. “Cultivate a spirit of
mutual and generous forbearance, carefully abiding anything like angry
contention or contradiction. Beware of the first dispute, and deprecate
its occurrence.” “Quarrels of every sort are exceedingly destructive of
human happiness; but no quarrels, save those among brethren in the
church, are so bitter as family quarrels; and . . . should be so sedulously
avoided.” Women particularly received advice about their role in pro-
moting domestic serenity, for it was noted that, unlike their husbands,
they were cushioned from the frustrations of business life. Wives’ good
temper was vital because men needed solace from their harsh workday
realities. But men were held to the same domestic standards. William
Alcott, in an advice book for husbands, intoned: “The reign of gentle-
ness. . . . is very much needed in this jarring, clashing, warring world.”
Phrenologist Orson Fowler noted wives’ sensitivity, such that a single
“tart remark” might make her wretched. Anger, quite simply, was too
dangerous to play with, for even a little dispute might so contradict the
loving tranquillity of the home, the “soul blending” that a real marriage
involved, that irreparable damage might ensue. “Let [the First Quarrel]
be avoided, and that hateful demon, discord, will never find a place at
the domestic hearth. Let it have its existence, no matter . . . how brief its
duration, the demon will feel himself invited and will take his place, an
odious, but an abiding guest, at the fireside.”2°

First-quarrel stories drove the point home by describing ensuing disas-
ter. An angry wife makes a husband so ill that he almost dies, though in
this case reform saves the marriage. A man’s anger leads to his wife’s
death and also to the ruin of most of his children. A wife, repenting her
stubborn anger too late, sees her husband go off to India, where he dies.
Another wifely outburst causes a man to seek solace in the woods, where
he is almost killed by a falling tree. Another angry wife almost dies
herself: her face reddens with rage, every vein swells and stands out,
every nerve quivers, foam covers her lips, and finally she falls as blood
gushes from her nose and mouth. The theme of possession by rage, and
accompanying references to demons, recalls an earlier set of beliefs
about the causes and consequences of emotional excess, but the principal
focus at this point was family misery. The result was an extremely
rigorous standard, in which true love and harmony forbade a single
harsh remark between husband and wife, and avoidance, rather than
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conciliatory strategies, held center stage. Here was Victorian emotional
repression at a peak. For not only was anger to be shunned, but the
early Victorian formula also held that one party was always to blame in
any lapse: anger identified the bad person, which left the good, calm
party free from responsibility. Anger showed bad character, pure and
simple. And while occasional remarks suggested that men might not be
as gentle as women because of men’s work responsibilities outside the
home, there was no particular emphasis on a wife’s obligation to suffer
anger in silence. The gender difference with regard to anger lay in the
notion that men had to work to live up to standard while truly feminine
women had an inherent gentleness that excluded even the need to exer-
cise self-control. Correspondingly, though this was rarely explicitly
stated, an angry woman was worse than an angry man.?!

Anger between parents and children was condemned as thoroughly as
that between spouses. Indeed, proper childrearing would so exclude
anger as to create the personalities (presumably, particularly in women)
that would later allow the marital standards to hold sway. Given grow-
ing assumptions about childish innocence, it was thought that if parents
controlled their own anger, children would not learn anger themselves.
“I say to any father or mother, are you irritable, petulant? If so, begin
this moment the work of subjugating your temper.” “Fretfulness and
[l temper in the parents are provocations.” Fortunately, self-control
and, above all, maternal love, calm, and cheer could save the day; few
manuals between 1830 and 1860 dwelled on childhood anger as a
particular problem. In the event that parental models might fail, pre-
scriptive writers offered uplifting children’s stories featuring George
Washington’s efforts to control his temper and good boys who avoided
responding angrily to taunts. But mother was key. “A mother must have
great control over her own feelings, a calmness and composure of spirit
not easily disturbed.” “And can a mother expect to govern her child,
when she cannot govern herself?” T. S. Arthur, that ubiquitous advice
giver of midcentury, put it more simply still: “As mother is, so will be
children.” And the goals of avoiding or subjugating anger applied to
boys as well as girls. When children were being discussed, emphasis on
the bestiality of anger and its inappropriateness in family life took
precedence over any effort to delineate gender traits. Anger was bad,
and a good family would escape it. Correspondingly, though the connec-
tion was not elaborately explored, anger in a husband or wife was
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frequently blamed on a bad upbringing that left the individual “spoiled”
or “capricious.”??

As with anger and fear, so jealousy came under new scrutiny when
early Victorians applied the familial lens to emotional standards. Re-
definitions of this emotion had been anticipated in the earlier reevalua-
tion of family emotionality, but because jealousy was not seen as posing
the same kind of threat to family harmony as anger or fear, it received
less articulate attention. But the implicit shift was considerable even so0.%

In the first place, when jealousy was mentioned it was now focused
primarily on love relationships, particularly among courting couples and
married adults. (Children’s jealousy came in for little comment at this
point.) Earlier ideas about jealousy in defense of honor or jealousy as a
spur to righteous action (this last a recollection of the emotion’s original
etymological link to zeal) simply disappeared amid the new concentra-
tion on family emotionality.

In the second place, romantic jealousy, when discussed, was now
uniformly condemned. Earlier Western tradition had been ambivalent on
this point. Some authorities, like Shakespeare in Othello, had attacked
jealousy’s tendency to possess a person and poison a couple’s relation-
ship, while others had praised jealousy’s capacity to add spice to love
and even to bring about greater commitment in love. Amid early Victori-
ans, ambivalence officially withdrew: when jealousy was formally as-
sessed, it was condemned. For jealousy contradicted the purity of love,
adding a selfish and possessive quality that fouled this now-precious
emotion. “There is no real love where there is no abandon and complete
confidence.” Love, whose “truest, purest, highest form is that of strong,
unselfish affection blended with desire,” “‘ennobles” the individual; it is
“the beautifier, the glorifier, the redeemer.” Marriage itself was “com-
plete union of amity and love, of life and fortune, of interests and
sympathies, of comfort and support, of desires and inclinations, of use-
fulness and happiness, of joys and sorrows.” Small wonder, then, that
popular commentary occasionally reminded middle-class readers of the
dangers of jealousy. Godey’s Ladies Book ran a verse on “The Jealous
Lover” in 1841, terming the emotion the “worst inmate of the breast; a
fell tormentor thou, a double pest, wounding thy bosom by the self-same
blow thy vengeance wreaks on the imputed foe.” An occasional story
showed how baseless jealousy might ruin a romance while causing great
personal agony. Young women’s jealousy of sisters or cousins who
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were being courted occasionally set the theme for a moralizing fictional
comment. In one case, a woman is briefly assailed by the ‘“old demon in
her breast” but rises above it, rejoicing to God for “awakening her to a
nobler life and higher aims than that of mere self-gratification.” Because
real love so obviously made jealousy unnecessary by the mutual devotion
and selflessness it entailed, jealousy was seen as requiring far less atten-
tion than anger. But the evils of jealousy, which could spoil love and
prevent proper self-control, were quite similar. “We may even blight and
blacken our happiness by jealousy, which is really an admission of our
own inferiority, of our own cowardice and conceit.” >*

Finally, early Victorian emotionology began a process by which jeal-
ousy came to be viewed as a disproportionately female problem. To the
extent that romantic jealousy had long been seen as a sign of weakness,
this attribution had some precedent. Other traditional uses of jealousy,
however, as in the pursuit of honor, had been disproportionately mascu-
line. No more. Women’s family focus and their own sentimental, loving
nature made them particularly susceptible. “As in matters of the heart in
general, females are more susceptible to the passion than men.” By
the same token, some popularizers argued that women should exercise
particularly repressive vigilance: ““Jealousy is, on several counts, more
inexcusable in a woman than in a man.” Because women’s principal
emotional contribution was selfless love, and because as a practical
matter jealousy might drive a suitor or spouse away, women needed to
keep their possessiveness under wraps. Other stories, while implicitly
confirming jealousy as a female issue, suggested a bit more leniency. A
housewife’s manual in 1858 described a woman’s growing jealousy of
her husband’s preoccupation with work. She is ashamed of her feelings
but grows increasingly distracted by them. Finally the husband becomes
aware and includes her in his work (in appropriately simple terms).
Jealousy in this case is not good, but it can be handled by a compassion-
ate male response with the result that a marriage is recemented.?> When
jealousy was considered female and therefore somewhat understandable,
and when it might quietly enforce a couple’s unity, it was open to
constructive adjustment. Here was another reason why, though officially
reproved and considerably redefined, jealousy drew less concerted fire
from Victorians, early and late, than did anger or fear. Again, the
litmus was the impact on family ties, which in this case, in practice,
proved modest.
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Overall, the early Victorian emotional style was disarmingly simple,
though potentially demanding. Building on the earlier focus on family
ties, it also incorporated an initial reaction to the growing separation of
work from home. However, although emotional life outside the family
was evoked in references to life’s storms and the pressures on men as
agents in this murky world, standards for nonfamilial emotions were not
set. Real emotion meant family, and family meant solace and calm.?®
Emotions that supported this, various forms of love being atop the
list, were good and were praised without reservation. Emotions that
threatened it were bad and were condemned. Adults were urged to
restrain themselves and spare their children in this ominous second cat-
egory.

The result could be oppressive. Women especially were urged into a
single, exiguous emotional mold: they must love, but they had no other
legitimate emotional outlet. Anger, in particular, was denied them, and
even fear had to be tightly controlled. At the same time, they encoun-
tered some criticism for disproportionate emotionality, a vague claim
that nonetheless served as an additional constraint. But men had severe
emotional chores as well, even though their emotional nature was not so
narrowly defined. For both genders, difficult emotions were degraded as
bestial or animal-like, and loss of control harked back to demonic pos-
session.

Whether this culture’s prescriptions were thoroughly repressive might
be debated, for the early Victorian style certainly did not seek to limit all
emotion, nor are we certain about readers’ actual acceptance of prescrip-
tive advice. Yet, while the standards added up in principle to a tidy
package, from childish innocence to marital and parental harmony, their
very idealism invited dismay over sordid realities. These standards led to
criticism of emotional reactions by other family members and, even
more, to criticism of one’s own impulses, with repressive consequences.
Quite apart from the obvious attack on “bad” emotions, the sanctity of
harmony and the drumbeat emphasis on serenity offered emotional
rewards of a sort, but also a deadening uniformity—and they put a
serious damper on any emotional flare.

Important elements of the initial Victorian formula persisted into
later nineteenth-century emotionology, including some of its gender im-
plications and the real tensions between emotionality and a longed-for
calm. But the early Victorian statement was not the final word. From
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the later 1840s onward, new ingredients were blended in. The mature
Victorian emotional style, which would in most respects persist into the
early twentieth century, inserted previous emotional standards into a
much more complex amalgam. Family no longer ruled so completely,
though its special domain was acknowledged, and the primacy of tran-
quillity yielded to a growing delight in appropriately targeted emotional
intensity. The Victorians became increasingly, though selectively, pas-
sionate.

Mature Victorianism: The Uses of Dangerous Emotions

One general index of mature Victorianism emerged about midcentury,
when standard setters displayed a growing interest in putting dangerous
emotions to good use. The bad-good dichotomy remained, still defined
mainly by compatibility with family solidarity, but the later Victorians
became more interested in emotional challenge and emotional motiva-
tion, and this caused them to reevaluate desirable emotional range.

The emergence of a more nuanced approach to anger was a key
component in this change. Even in the early period, a few advice writers,
while hewing to the party line on anger as a family scourge, suggested
that complete absence of anger was undesirable in men. William Alcott
wrote, “I should not envy those, who were so indifferent—so wanting
in sensibility—as never to have a single feeling of displeasure”; and he
criticized those who felt that the best temper was one “incapable” of
being moved. A story in Peterson’s drove home a similar point, as a
young wife mused that ““Tom was spirited and quick-tempered—great,
loving hearted men always are.”?’

From the late 1840s—T. S. Arthur’s 1848 manuals for young men
and women signaled some of the change—these themes were more
explicitly picked up, as Victorian culture developed a new ambiguity
where anger was concerned. The basic message was simple, though its
ramifications were potentially complex: anger was a bad emotion at
home, but it was a vital emotion in the world of work and politics.
Women should remain anger free, in keeping with their domestic roles,
but men were set the challenging task of curbing their anger within the
family while utilizing its potential to spur actions necessary to competi-
tion or social justice. At the same time, invocations of childish innocence
began to decline as popularizers saw a real and vital natural anger that,
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at least in men, must be tamed without being excised. Darwinian find-
ings played a role in this redefinition of childhood from the 1860s
onward, as popular literature began to acknowledge a “natural” anger
that must be confronted, not simply preached away.?®

Some early Victorian advice persisted, notably in the constant concern
that parents curb their anger in dealing with children. Emotional control
remained essential, and it was up to parents to initiate this control by
regulating their reactions.

Anger could still be excoriated, though the demonic imagery tended
to fade. And while family harmony remained a crucial reason for anger
control, the justifications now broadened to a wider social realm. Anger
was now a public problem as well, a shift that would be extended
further after 1920. Thus childish anger necessitates serious “counsel and
punishment, an atmosphere of grief and disapproval,” for it can lead to
“wars, rapine and misery.” “Anger is not lovely,” and children’s rages
create such ugly physical symptoms that the person seems “a child no
longer, but a creature under demoniacal possession.” Children must not
be permitted to gain anything by showing anger, for they must learn
to solve problems by other means. Motherlove was still invoked, but
childrearing manuals began to pay more attention to practical advice on
how to avoid irritations and insufficient sleep. Etiquette books, in con-
trast to family advice manuals, continued to stress the importance of
temper control, particularly avoiding arguments and monitoring conver-
sational style.?

The crucial revision, however, involved the notion of anger’s use-
fulness. Even the etiquette books distinguished between polite conversa-
tion (“‘general society”) and other social settings, such as earnest discus-
sions with friends. Other literature, however, suggested the crucial
norms more clearly. Horatio Alger’s books on work and mobility urged
the importance of aggressive, competitive behavior, in which serenity
had little place. Darwinians like G. Stanley Hall simultaneously con-
demned anger’s destructive potential, even its threat to physical health,
while also urging that “a certain choleric vein gives zest and force to all
acts.” In the same vein, early in the twentieth century the American
Institute of Child Life warned against anger in a pamphlet directed
toward the parental role in temper control, while simultaneously ventur-
ing that the emotion should be “‘a great and diffuse power in life, making
it strenuous, giving zest to the struggle for power and rising to righteous
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indignation.” Boys’ stories and children’s advice literature pushed the
same theme: ““the strenuous soul must fight or grow stagnant or flabby”;
“better even an occasional nose dented by a fist ... than stagnation,
general cynicism and censoriousness, bodily and psychic cowardice.” A
child-study manual in 1903 took up a similar view toward anger and
fighting; a boy with no tendency to fight would be unnatural, a “nonen-
tity”’: for, in the long run, “competition is a form of fighting that is very
permanent all their life.” Pushing more toward social justice, the Na-
tional Congress of Mothers urged girls to maintain good cheer and
prepare a tranquil home but wanted mothers to school their sons in
“righteous indignation”; for with such training, even a violent temper
can be a “splendid force” providing “royal service.”3°

The key was proper control and direction, which gained pride of
place over the earlier blanket cautions. Parents were urged to react
strictly to defiant childish anger but to avoid breaking their sons’ spirits.
Stories showed boys angrily attacking bullies and other legitimate tar-
gets, while sports such as boxing were specifically recommended as an
ideal means of preserving anger while channeling it into healthy activity.
The goal was to teach controlled use, so that properly socialized adults
would be masters of a fund of anger, with the experience to target it
appropriately. In the mid-1890s G. Stanley Hall approvingly cited a
teacher who argued for more anger in schools, in precisely this spirit:
“There is a point where patience ceases to be a moral or pedagogical
virtue but becomes mere flabbiness.” Into the 1920s childrearing manu-
als combined sincere condemnations of anger’s role in crime and vio-
lence, which should be prevented by proper discipline and large doses of
maternal affection, with praise for anger’s role in motivating and ener-
gizing. Here, the emotion had value for individual and society alike: “If
he is stirred, if he reacts powerfully, out of that very stirring may come
achievements and performance of a high level.”3!

Along with the reassessment of anger, fear was also reevaluated from
the late 1840s onward. The early Victorian admonitions against using
fear to discipline persisted, but they were now supplemented by active
praise for the fearless child. In 1847 Horace Bushnell urged that children
must not be taught to fear parent or God, but he added a new and
explicit note on the “natural state of courage” that children could utilize
in their familial and religious lives. Not merely absence of terror, but
active courage now served as the goal, and while parental caution played
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a role in developing this more active emotional stance, it must be supple-
mented by children’s own encounter with, and triumph over, the power
of fear. Family writers rarely expounded on this theme at great length.
T. S. Arthur’s uplifting but curt appeal, “Train up your children to be
virtuous and fearless. Moral courage is one of the surest safeguards of
virtue,”3? was a characteristic sample. Yet the idea of active engagement
with fear as a source and test of emotional bravery became an increas-
ingly common staple.

The same theme resounded in popular boys’ fiction through the last
two-thirds of the nineteenth century. Oliver Optic, one of the most
widely sold writers in the boyhood genre, offered a representative story:
a lad stops a plunging horse, shrieking lady atop, without considering
his own danger. He has had neither time nor wish for deliberation, but
he has emerged with a new kind of emotional confidence. “He was a
boy who would not fight even in self-defense, but he had the courage to
do a deed which might have made the stoutest heart tremble with
terror.”” Harry Castlemon’s boy in the pilot house exhibits similar brav-
ery: “We have seen that he felt fear. Had it been otherwise he must have
possessed nerves of steel, or have been utterly destitute of the power of
reasoning; but that fear did not so completely overpower him as it had
but a short time before. . . . On the contrary, it nerved him to make the
greatest exertions.” Courage involved control over emotion amid great
intensity. Fear became an essential experience in the inculcation and
testing of bravery.3?

In the aftermath of the Civil War, military settings routinely drove
the message home in boys’ stories. An injured lad was urged to “‘keep up
a good heart. ... A little pluck does more for a wound than a good
many bandages.” Invocations of mother and prayer provided the basis
for courage in this and other cases. In another instance, a boy faces a
mad dog, “cool and courageous in the moment of danger,” then in a
later trembling reaction realizes that a kindly God had sustained him.3*

Fear differed from anger, of course, in that its role in character
development was more indirect. Whereas anger could be usefully chan-
neled, fear had no direct utility. Its role was more subtle, providing the
test that allowed males to learn their own moral and emotional courage.
The links between fear and anger were nevertheless real. Both emotions
provided moments of great intensity vital to effective living. Both could
be used for motivation and moral development, if properly mastered.
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The spirited Victorian boy was one who did not avoid fear, but faced it
and triumphed over it, while using anger as a spur to action.

The connection between fear and anger showed clearly in the evolu-
tion of the word “sissy,” which by 1900 had clearly come to mean an
effeminate boy who was too cowardly or unaggressive or both. The
word had been coined in the 1840s as an affectionate term for “sister,”
but in the 1880s it began to become a derisive term for spineless boys
and men, almost exclusively in the United States.>¢

As the role of fear evolved in the Victorian emotional lexicon, it was
seen as less problematic. While parents were still reminded not to
frighten infants unnecessarily, no elaborate discussions were considered
necessary. Most late Victorian prescriptive writers, like Felix Adler (the
last popular childrearing manualist who wrote in an almost purely Vic-
torian mold), assumed that older children could learn essential goals
through literary example and appropriate parental advice. The goal was
moral courage, an emotional resource that could overcome physical
cowardice and so conquer the “paralyzing” effect of fear “‘by a powerful
effort of the will.” Character training, derived from good reading and
good teachers, would do the trick.?’

The Victorian reversals on fear and anger were not matched by a
revised outlook on jealousy. Because this emotion was more feminine
and more fully attached to love, earlier warnings largely prevailed, tem-
pered by some practical advice on the need to help a partner overcome
jealousy by reassurance. Even with jealousy, however, the later Victori-
ans evinced a strange, almost anachronistic fascination with emotional
power that, without establishing a really new emotionology, was linked
to the larger preoccupation with intensity.

Typically, the setting was a murder trial in which a man had killed
the lover of his wife or fiancée. The period between 1859 (the Daniel
Sickles trial) and about 1900 saw a series of such courtroom dramas,
widely publicized and greeted by general popular acclaim, in which well
and expensively defended men argued that jealousy had overcome them
to the extent that they could no longer control their actions. While the
specific defense rested on loss of control and technical insanity, the
larger argument suggested that here was another emotion whose power
could lead to just and vigorous action. “For jealousy is the rage of a
man; therefore he will not spare in the day of vengeance. . . . Those who
dishonor husbands are here warned of their doom. . . . Jealousy, which
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defies and bears down all restraint, whether it be what we technically
call insanity or not, is akin to it. It enslaves the injured husband, and
vents itself in one result, which seems to be inevitable and unavoidable.”
So argued the successful attorney for Daniel McFarland, whose acquittal
in 1870 won warm approval from hundreds of well-wishers. Daniel
Sickles’s lawyer, while duly noting how jealousy took possession of his
client like a “consuming fire,” similarly pointed to the justness of jeal-
ousy: “He would have been false to the instincts of humanity if that rage
of jealousy had not taken possession of him.” Here, too, the jury ac-
cepted the plea.’®

The mature Victorian emotional style accepted and admired the
power of passion, for this emotional arsenal underlay the strong wills
and vigorous actions that identified good and successful male character
and that yielded positive economic and political results. Untrammeled
passion that mastered a person’s reason was not acceptable; in this
regard the use of jealousy defenses, rare in any event, was genuinely
exceptional—though this exception may be explained by the role of
jealousy in protecting home and family. But where emotions brought fire
to the person who controlled them, and where they entailed no disrup-
tion to a calm and loving family, they were positively courted. Manage-
ment, not repression, was the key, so that dangerous emotions were kept
in their proper place—largely away from the hearth—and used to
achieve rationally chosen ends.

Love

Later Victorianism also built growing fervor into the vision of love,
particularly romantic love. This was another area in which intensity
won active support, here involving women equally with men. The early
Victorian definition of romantic passion was not fully revised, as were
those of anger and fear. But there was change, as calm sentimentality
was supplemented by a transcendent emotional charge.

Continued emphasis on motherlove formed part of the framework for
the growing attention to emotional goals between the sexes. Its potent
impact on boys as well as girls established a link between motherlove
and children’s ability to form deep affective ties. In fulfilling her varied
special tasks—*it is the province of the mother, to cultivate the af-
fections” —mother set standards for all her offspring. As Catharine
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Beecher put it, “the mother holds, as it were, the hearts of her children
in her hand.” And while mothers offered a host of qualities, including
serenity and morality, the central ingredient was “disinterested love, . . .
ready to sacrifice everything at the altar of affection.” Not only family
but also the community and the wider world would be transformed by
this deep, redeeming passion. As Mother’s Magazine gushed, “Love—
flowing from the hidden spring in a mother’s heart . . . [flows] deeper
and wider as it goes, till neighborhood, friends, and country are re-
freshed by its living waters.” Instructing by example, the mother
“teaches our hearts the first lesson of love . . . around [her] our affections
twine and closely and surely, as the young vine clasps itself about the
branch that supports it: our love for [her] becomes so thoroughly a part
and portion of ourselves, that it bids defiance to time and decay.”
Children of a loving mother would come to “revere her as the earthly
type of perfect love . . . they cannot but desire to conform themselves to
such models.”3?

Motherlove was intense; it knew no bounds. It was “untiring,” ““im-
perishable,” “unquenchable,” and “irrepressible.” Its very intensity im-
printed the mother indelibly on her offspring: “Yes! You will live in
your children.” “Working like nature . . . she . . . sends forth from [her]
heart, in pure and temperate flow, the life-giving current . . . her warm
affections and irrepressible sympathies.” The religiouslike qualities of
this love were no accident; they were deliberately signaled by many
advice writers, evangelical and secular alike.

As with other intense emotions, motherlove required self-control.
While expressions of love itself could be fervent, a more generalized
emotionality was not recommended; mothers must be calm, avoid anger,
shun displays of fear. Here, too, at least in the domestic realm, moth-
erlove showed its relationship to the broader Victorian emotional style:
“We must bring our own feelings and our own actions under a rigid
system of discipline, or it will be in vain for us to hope to curb the
passions and restrain the conduct of those who are looking to us for
instruction and example.” The resulting tension between praise for
women’s natural, perfervid emotional endowment and suspicion of
women’s potentially excessive emotionality was never fully resolved.
Maternal self-control was essential in conveying the good qualities of
motherlove to the child without the complications of idiosyncratic emo-
tionality or disconcerting emotional expressions. Intensity should under-

3 66
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lie, not dominate. Here, too, the relationship with the general Victorian
style was apparent in the recommendation that natural impulse combine
with focus and control.°

Along with the growing emphasis on men’s ability to utilize anger
and fear, masculine emotion was increasingly connected to motherlove
in middle-class popular culture in the later nineteenth century. (Girls
required less attention because they presumably shared their mothers’
natural emotional endowment and easily followed the maternal model.)
A standard popular story, common in boys’ fiction and adult fiction
alike, involved men who strayed from home in youth or young adult-
hood, sometimes causing their mothers great pain in the process, but
who retained the fervent image of motherlove throughout their wander-
ings, only to find how it sustained them and ultimately brought them to
redemption. Love, here, was salvation. Even at his most reprobate, the
young man retained his mother’s love as “the only humanized portion
of my heart. ... I shall never be an infidel while I can remember my
mother.” Many men wrote to women’s magazines precisely in this vein,
carrying fiction into fact: S., for example, recalled how his mother’s love
and prayers brought about his religious conversion, bringing salvation
quite literally. In a lower key, the same message was transmitted in boys’
stories that referred to mother and prayer in the same breath, as sustain-
ers in the face of fear.*!

The sublimity of mother’s love was echoed in the growing literature
on love between man and woman. In all the advice literature in the later
nineteenth century, motherlove contrasted with, although it did not
necessarily preclude, sexual attraction. As Eliza Duffey claimed in The
Relation of the Sexes, while granting the importance of sexuality, “Is it
not possible that there may be a love strong enough and abiding enough,
untinged by [sexual] passion, to hold a husband and wife firm and fast
in its bonds, and leave them little to desire? I believe it; I know it.” ]
believe in marriage all through—the soul, the mind, the heart, and the
body, and I would make the last the weakest and least indispensable
tie.” And the popular medical adviser Henry Chavesse added: “But
while we thus speak of pure and passionate love, we may refer to the
animal passion, which in no way is akin to love.” The phrenologist
Orson Fowler tried his hand at the same topic, distinguishing love from
mere physical attraction. “True love ... appertains mainly to . .. this
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cohabitation of soul with a soul. ... It is this spiritual affinity of the
mental masculine and feminine for each other.”#? Religiouslike intensity
was love’s hallmark, though proper incorporation of physical expression
was allowable. Popularizers disagreed about how openly to acknowl-
edge sex in the equation, but they united in distinguishing love from sex
and in highlighting the soulful fervor of love.

Writers addressing women sometimes presented the goals of love with
a special gender twist. Because of their sacrificing, maternal propensities,
women could more readily live up to the love ideals than men, whose
greater carnality was a constant distraction. Again, Eliza Duffey:
“Women are not like men in sensual matters. They . . . do not love lust
for lust’s sake. Passion must be accompanied . . . with the tender graces
of kindness and . . . self-denial or they are quickly disgusted.” “Women
... have more of the motherly nature than the conjugal about them.”43
But beneath the agreed-upon focus on a transcendent, essentially spiri-
tual, certainly selfless love, there was disagreement over women’s sexual-
ity among the Victorian popularizers. Stories in the women’s magazines
frequently addressed the ennobling power of love, but they did not
necessarily distinguish men from women in this emotional area, and they
were widely read by both genders. Furthermore, advice literature di-
rected to middle-class men picked up the same focus on fervent, spiritual
love. A religious tract noted: “Love is the secret element or power in
universal life,” with spiritual love serving as ““the bond of wedded souls
in heaven.” A few popularizers commented not only on men’s dis-
tracting sensuality, which caused men to spoil love by failing to disci-
pline lust, but also on their tendency to lapse from the most fervent
devotion after marriage or their failure to show deep feeling in contrast
to women’s greater frankness. “Men who feel deeply, show little of their
deepest feelings.” But this motif had been common even in the early
Victorian decades, and after about 1850, the male control/female fervor
theme became too simple. T. S. Arthur noted that men and women loved
different objects because of their different natures but claimed that the
love itself was equally deep. Love is “the richest treasure of our nature,
the most human, and yet the most divine, of our aspirations.” As Freder-
ick Saunders put it, pure and refined love is “unequaled by any other
emotion.” “When there is great love, and it is shared by two . . . every
difficulty is cleared away, and concord ends by hoisting its banner over
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a man’s house”; “love is the strength of strengths.”” Arthur himself noted
how love perfected both genders through the “mystical and holy” union
it provided.*

Love was, for mature Victorian culture, a universal emotional solvent.
Properly spiritual, it knew no bounds. It united the otherwise different
emotional natures of men and women in deep communion. It constituted
one of life’s greatest goals. Here, as Karen Lystra has pointed out, is
decisive evidence of the central role of open, intense emotion in Victo-
rian culture. In discussions of love the Victorians built on an eighteenth-
century definition as they castigated not only selfishness but also re-
straint. The pleasure of love lay in openness, revelation, and, ultimately,
the emotional transcendence involved in union with the other. More
even than motherlove, this definition of romantic love (and some Victo-
rians disputed the term “romantic” as too prosaic) required no limits.
Even publications by previously dour religious groups, like the Pitts-
burgh Presbyterians, carried love’s banner with poems about couples in
a swirling mountaintop fog, “their pale cheeks joined.”*’ Love became
a panacea.

Grief

Victorian engagement with emotional intensity showed clearly in the
embrace of grief. Grief was, in the first place, a vital component in the
cultural arsenal. It was frequently discussed, a staple not only of story
but also of song. Grief was heartrending, as Paul Rosenblatt has demon-
strated.*® The depth of grief followed directly, in fact, from the emphasis
on great love, for Victorian convention held that even the temporary
absence of a loved one was a real sorrow. As Nathaniel Hawthorne put
it in a letter to Sarah Peabody in 1840: “Where thou art not, there it is a
sort of death.” Death itself, correspondingly, would move one to the
core. Despite its pain, the essence of grief was a vital part of Victorian
emotional life. Children were prepared for it by frequent references,
while adults developed various conventions to permit its open expres-
sion. In its intensity and its link to love, grief indeed could have a
bittersweet quality: immensely sad, but almost a welcome part of a full
emotional experience. It could express and enrich the very love Victorian
culture sought. As a Protestant minister put it in a family advice manual
of 1882: “It may truly be said that no home ever reaches its highest
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blessedness and sweetness of love and its richest fullness of joy till
sorrow enters its life in some way.” 4’

Efforts to present grief and death to children in a benign though
sorrowful context continued through the later nineteenth century.® In
McGuffy’s Fourth Eclectic Reader (1866), sixteen of twenty-nine “poeti-
cal lessons” dealt with death, including one entitled “What Is Death?”’:

Child. Mother, how still the baby lies.
I cannot hear his breath;

I cannot see his laughing eyes;

They tell me this is death.

They say that he again will rise,

More beautiful than now;

That God will bless him in the skies;
O mother, tell me how.

In this case, the mother responds with the image of a butterfly emerging
from a lifeless chrysalis. In other poems, again in school readers, the
dominant theme was the reunion of loved ones after death in heaven.

Oh. we pray to meet our darling
For a long, long, sweet embrace.
Where the little feet are waiting—
And we meet her face to face.

Tragic death scenes remained commonplace in stories for children, as
they were asked to live through the sorrows of illness and passing while
being assured that an outpouring of emotion was valid and ultimately
healthy: “Elsie’s grief was deep and lasting. She sorrowed as she might
have done for the loss of a very dear brother, ... a half remorseful
feeling which reason could not control or entirely relieve; and it was
long ere she was quite her own bright, gladsome sunny self again.”
Louisa May Alcott wrote of a sister’s “bitter cry of an unsubmissive
sorrow,” of “sacred moments, when heart talked to heart in the silence
of the night, turning affliction to a blessing, which chastened grief and
strengthened love.”*’ Mother’s assurances, repeated references to pro-
tecting angels, and the increasing theme of familial reunion in heaven all
linked the power of grief to hope and love; but the power was not
evaded. Stories of death were now disengaged from fear and from moral
admonitions about life’s transiency to become part of the characteristic
Victorian emotional style, in which intense emotions served as a desir-
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able part of life and, ultimately, an enhancement of human ties. The
starkness of death disappeared under sentimental overlays in these por-
trayals, but the inescapability, even the benefit, of a period of deep grief
was generally confirmed.

The same themes pervaded popular parlor songs in the Victorian
decades. The 1839 song “Near the Lake Where Droop’d the Willow”
became an immense success in American concerts and inspired several
decades of imitations. The song focused on a girl loved in youth, who
had died long ago:

Mingled were our hearts forever, long time ago;
Can I now forget her? Never. No, lost one, no.

To her grave these tears are given, ever to flow,
She’s the star I missed from heaven, long time ago.>°

In contrast to eighteenth-century songs about death, which were set in
the artificial pastoral world of shepherds and written in the third person,
Victorian grief songs were personal and immediate. Death and its after-
math became a field for emotional exploration. Minstrel shows dealt
with the emotions of death, often without much reference to plot or
character. Deathbed scenes, the emotional ties between dead and living,
and the idea of ultimate reunion in heaven all figured prominently.
Literally hundreds of songs about dying girls were published, particu-
larly in the 1860s, when they obviously served as a combination of focus
for and distraction from the terrors of the Civil War: “Wait for me at
heaven’s gate, Sweet Belle Mahone”’; “Though we may meet no more on
earth, Thou shalt be mine above”; “Angels guard her with your wings.
... Bid her dream love-dreams of me—Till I come, sleep, Eulalie.” But
along with the sentimentalized heaven came real sorrow on earth, with
frequent emotion-laden visits to the cemetery: “I’'m kneeling by thy
grave, Katy Darling; This world is all a bleak place to me”’; “All night I
sat upon her grave, And sorely I did cry.”>!

Oh, a huge great grief I'm bearing,
Though I scarce can heave a sigh,

And I'll ever be dreaming, Katy Darling,
Of.thy love ev’ry day till I die.5?

The pervasive themes of grief and pathos formed an important part
of Victorian culture, making the sorrow of bereavement seem natural,
even desirable, though also to some degree consolable. Grief could soar,
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as love did. At the risk of trivializing grief (and certainly Christian
doctrines concerning the afterlife), Victorian emotional culture em-
braced this sorrow openly, returning to it with almost endless fascina-
tion at least until the final decades of the nineteenth century.

Victorian Intensity

No single work, either expert or popular, conveniently summed up
Victorian emotional culture. In examining the real though complex con-
sistency of the amalgam that emerged after 1850, we are piecing together
a wholeness that the Victorians themselves did not explicitly encounter.
One result of the patchwork approach to popular presentations of Victo-
rian emotional style was, inevitably, a host of inconsistencies. For exam-
ple, men as well as women were urged to have intense emotions, and yet
Victorian statements could imply that male superiority rested directly in
the ability to control and suppress emotions. This inconsistency doubt-
less reflected some genuine ambiguity about how to defend gender goals
in the emotional arena. Anachronistic standards also continued to in-
trude, including an occasional epitaph or story designed to discipline
children through fear of untimely demise.

Nevertheless, once the transition away from the simpler emotional
view of the early Victorians was complete, advice literature, mainstream
Protestant sermons, and moralistic popular fiction presented a fairly
uniform picture about anger, fear, jealousy, grief, and love. There were
no clear dissenting voices in the most widely read directives. An evangeli-
cal segment, to be sure, maintained a somewhat more traditional view
of discipline through fear as part of their religious stance. Utopian
communities also dissented, though less directly. In arguing for coopera-
tiveness instead of competition, they did not adopt the mature Victorian
idea of channeled anger. Nor did they countenance intense love as a
means of joining a couple (and therefore emotionally isolating it from
the community). On the other hand, they actually intensified the new
view of jealousy in arguing against possessiveness, including sexual pos-
sessiveness.”> These subcultures, both of which related to the main-
stream middle class, must not be forgotten.

Nor, of course, should the class base of the dominant Victorian
emotional style be lost from sight. Popularizers intended their wares for
all readers, but there is no question that their emphasis was class based.
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As we will see in the following chapter, evidence suggests that many
Victorians translated their emotional culture into assumptions that
lower classes and immigrants were incapable of the finer feelings it
embodied. Victorian emotional style became part of a cultural arsenal
that allowed middle-class publicists both to preach at the lower classes,
confident of the superiority of their emotional standards, and also to
condemn them for failing to live up to the necessary control or to
express the ethereal qualities of true love. While the Victorian style did
not address alternative norms, which testifies both to substantial middle-
class agreement on goals and to the dominant cultural position of the
middle class, there is no reason to assume that it displaced various
working-class and ethnic alternatives or that the Victorians really ex-
pected it to do so. The history of ethnic and lower-class emotionologies,
immensely desirable, has yet to be written, though some material on
expressions of parental and romantic love warns us not to expect total
differentiation.’*

At any rate, a surprisingly coherent emotional culture was purveyed
to the middle class during the second half or two-thirds of the nineteenth
century. The culture had two main foci: the need for control, for direct-
ing emotional fervor to appropriate ends; but also the need for intensity,
for the spark necessary to a full life and to the functions essential in
modern society. Emotional excess was obviously condemned, but so was
emotional flaccidity. The Victorians sought, as basic ingredients of good
character, the capacity for deep feeling along with the capacity to direct
that feeling to appropriate targets.

Regional and Gender Variants

Agreement on the goal of controlled intensity allowed major features of
the Victorian emotional style to transcend, though not to obliterate, two
key cultural divisions within the nineteenth-century middle class: region
and gender. It is not yet possible to offer definitive statements about
these segmenting factors, particularly where region is concerned; but it
is possible to suggest how emotionology relates to the larger cultural
debates involved.

Recent work on gender and family has revived the question of the
distinctiveness of southern culture, particularly around the middle of
the nineteenth century. Regionalists appropriately insist that too many
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“American” studies, even when carefully confined to the middle class,
have relied disproportionately on materials from the Northeast. It is
unquestionably true that most of the advice literature and popular maga-
zines privileged authors from New England, the Midwest, and the Mid-
dle Atlantic states. But several important studies on middle-class values
in the South have argued that families in this group read much of this
material and shared many similar goals.>> The principal features of
Victorian emotional culture also suggest that there were more shared
standards, stemming in part from shared reading, than images of hot-
blooded Rhett Butlers and calculating New England moneychangers
might suggest. While further research explicitly focused on the South is
essential, it is clear that regional factors affected but did not hopelessly
entangle the Victorian style.

Southern distinctiveness did shine through in emotional criteria that
related to honor. While Americans generally could still resonate to jeal-
ous intensity in defense of honor (at least when the intensity involved
men disputing the sexual activities of “their” women), southern stan-
dards were more single-minded than was true in the rest of the nation.
Thus southerners preserved habits of dueling or at least fighting in order
to vent their jealous reactions against the claims or slights of others.
Men sought to redress wives’ infidelity through private, emotionally
charged action, as southern law castigated any “‘degrading” behavior on
women’s part. Courtship rivalries were common. The law in southern
states articulated the idea that jealousy could legitimately excuse vio-
lence, well past the point at which northern states began to rein in
this particular emotional approach to justifiable homicide and crimes
of passion.>

Some historians have argued that southern culture supported passion-
ateness in general, not just passion related to gender and honor. Michael
Barton, for example, in an impressive analysis of letters by Civil War
soldiers, concludes that the upper class in the South displayed an emo-
tional articulateness and vivacity that markedly contrast with the care-
ful, almost disembodied control that ran through letters by Union sol-
diers from virtually all social groups. He concludes, not surprisingly,
that emotional style constituted one additional arena in which, whether
they knew it or not, southerners and northerners disagreed.®” Again, the
existing state of research does not permit decisive dismissal of Barton’s
approach,*® though most available evidence points in the other direction.
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Southern Victorians wanted control along with their passion—this was
one of the changes in upper-class culture in Virginia by the early nine-
teenth century, as Rhys Isaacs has shown. And, as I have insisted,
northerners wanted passion along with their control. It is probable, in
fact, that differences in emotional culture were greater in the colonial
period than in the nineteenth century, precisely because many southern-
ers came to accept the idea of targeting emotionality more carefully
while northerners rediscovered the usefulness of channeled anger and
insisted on the delights of soaring love.’®

Southern families, in the middle and upper classes, certainly shared
with their northern counterparts an interest in respect and obedience
from children, which logically led to some emotional constraint. But
they did not seek abject docility, and fathers seem generally to have
aimed at a rapport in which sons could discern the legitimacy of appro-
priate emotion, including affection. Dickson Bruce, while emphasizing
some distinctive southern features, notes an ambivalence toward passion
in the South—a desire to promote strong emotional attachment to
family and a belief in the legitimacy of a passionate nature combined
with a real concern lest emotion overwhelm reason. The same ambiva-
lence, defined as an attempt to juggle control and intensity, effectively
describes the emotional style of the Victorian North. Middle-class fami-
lies in both regions generated a related ambivalence toward male vio-
lence. After the greater pacifism of early Victorianism, northern child-
rearing manuals (often read in southern cities as well) stressed the
necessity of encouraging the emotional impulses that would lead boys to
fight when the goals were just. Southern culture similarly taught its boys
that, while sheer hot-headedness represented a fatal loss of control,
violence was often inescapable.®?

It is wrong to assume either a southern nonchalance about restraint
or a northern emotional turgidity, or both. Northerners were a bit more
wary of jealousy than southerners seem to have been, though there was
some inconsistency even in the North. Both regions valued targeted
anger, though northerners might speak more about its uses in competi-
tion than in defense of honor. Both regions claimed adherence to ideals
of love, and both showed some acceptance of its concomitant, intense
grief. Soldiers from both regions displayed intense and unembarrassed
family affection. While northern Civil War soldiers tended to conceal
emotions experienced in battle from their wives and mothers, they wrote
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more freely of their fear and their efforts at courage to their fathers, so
that even here the idea of uniform emotional control is off the mark.
Thus Charles Francis Adams, in the best boys’ story fashion, wrote
proudly of his first response to combat, when he displayed “a vigor and
power which, under the circumstances, I had never hoped [I] pos-
sessed.” ¢! Such articulations of the concept of facing and mastering fear
were also common in southerners’ accounts.

The Victorian emotional style crossed regional boundaries in the
nineteenth century. Later developments, in which southern culture
proved more durably wed to Victorian standards than was true in the
North, reopened gaps between the regions for a time, and these later
differences help explain contemporary scholarly confusion about re-
gional differences in the nineteenth century itself.

If Victorian popularizers dwelt little on regional factors, they were
profuse in identifying emotional differences between the genders—
again, particularly after the somewhat androgynous early Victorian in-
terlude. No summary of emotional style can ignore the profound con-
trast between the standards assigned to men and those applied to
women. In fact, Victorian emotional standards depended explicitly on
gender differences. Women were supposed to supply an emotional
charge that men lacked while accepting men’s greater rational sense as a
constraint; and at the same time men needed women to help them
achieve certain kinds of control that they might naturally lack. Only
through the very different contributions of both genders could the twin
goals of passion and restraint be met. Yet despite these contrasts, the
underlying goal of emotional intensity under control did apply to men
and women alike.

Unquestionably, the passion/control dualism in the mature Victorian
emotional style applied most literally to men. While women were clearly
regarded as “more emotional,” both in popularized literature and in
scientific renderings such as those of psychologist G. Stanley Hall, actual
discussions of emotional force concentrated on men. Anger was regarded
as unfeminine in women, but men were supposed to be able to use anger.
Children’s stories, such as the Uncle Wiggily books popular during the
early decades of the twentieth century, routinely assumed the sweetness
of little girls (whether in human or in personified animal form) while
often noting temper problems of boys. The result was a clear image of
girls as emotionally preferable; but, translated to adulthood, the same
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imagery held that men had far more drive. Correspondingly, the boy or
man lacking the emotional spur was shockingly feminine, a sissy. Simi-
larly, within marriage, while popular literature occasionally cited the
justified wrath of a much-abused wife and certainly commended patient
husbands, the dominant tone urged particular care on the female side.
Within the sacred confines of family, men were supposed to keep their
temper, but it was acknowledged that their nature and their cares at
work might expose some rough edges. Women were much better suited
to the kind of self-control necessary to keep the home a tranquil place.
“If there isn’t one person in the house who simply shoulders more than
his share and goes on quietly saying nothing about it, there are going to
be friction and unhappiness”—and that one person was characteristi-
cally the wife, particularly in depictions after 1850. More simply put,
“the average American girl believes that womanly, domestic methods
are most effective.” And more directly still, from an early Victorian
address to young ladies, “An enraged woman [is] one of the most
disgusting sights in nature”—a theme that etiquette books repeated
through the century.? Whether this devotion to calm followed from
women’s real lack of anger or simply from their greater effort at self-
control was not always clear, but the message came through regardless:
women had no legitimate need for anger. All the devices developed to
ritualize channeling that were urged on middle-class families, particu-
larly aggressive sports like boxing, were concentrated on boys; girls
remained confined to the anger-free models developed early in the Victo-
rian period.

The passionate encounter with fear was another male preserve. Nine-
teenth-century popularizations did not mention courage as a female
attribute; this was true even in the early scouting movements, extended
past 1900. Boys were routinely told to face fear and conquer it. Girls
were simply not discussed, or at most were advised not to be more
fearful than necessary. Advice to mothers, to hide fears from children,
assumed that women could manage some control but had not undergone
the transforming emotional experience that would really make them
brave. Thus T. S. Arthur, urging adult women to conceal fear, clearly
implied that they would suffer from it. In his twin manuals directed
respectively to girls and to boys, only his boys’ book includes the charac-
teristically long section on moral courage; the girls’ pamphlet is mute on
this subject.®3> Boys’ stories, like the Rollo series, liked to show girls
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paralyzed by fear while their brothers dealt with danger. Courage was
nice, but courage in front of trembling females was even nicer. Again,
the word “sissy” clearly showed the distinctions between gender stan-
dards where the encounter with fear was concerned.®

The basis for the gender-specific rules on handling the dangerous
emotions lay, obviously, in assigned roles. Women, being domestic crea-
tures, did not need and, regarding anger, could not afford the emotional
range men required because of their work in the world. Public-private
emotional divisions were crucial to Victorian culture, and these provided
gender markers as well. The home was a haven in which disruptive
emotions had no place. Women should therefore be emotionally gentle.
The burden on men was in some ways greater, as they had to develop
two emotional faces, one domestic and the other economic and political.
But this same dualism gave them a far greater range for emotional in-
tensity.

The distinction is interestingly revealed in the recurrent popular com-
ments on jealousy. Men and women were held to differ here as well, as
jealousy became feminized. With regard to female jealousy, a certain
ambiguity developed that was not granted to men in Victorian culture: a
bit of jealousy might be expected from dependent, emotional women,
and a loving man might respond by changing behaviors even though the
emotion was petty and potentially disruptive. Men were more con-
strained with respect to low-level jealousy; there was no acceptance of a
jealous male in routine commentary. But when jealousy rose to heights
of passion, motivating vengeance, men alone held the keys. Women
could not, in law, use the claim of jealous rage to excuse attacks on their
spouses’ lovers. The few who attempted this defense were uniformly
convicted. Even where defense of family was concerned, intensity, again,
was male.

Thus women were seen as emotiona! but not passionate. The intensity
that would lead to dramatic, effective action was a masculine preserve.
As part of the larger imagery of female passivity, women’s emotions
were often seen as soft and desirably gentle. Men were not only more
highly sexed but were also possessed of more driving emotions, which
served both for economic competitiveness and as a foundation for broad
social action. Women, as befit their domestic sphere, had no such range.
Songs of grief persisted in using examples of women’s deaths, which
served to emphasize a male role in grief but also reminded the audience



48 The Victorian Style

of female frailty. Beliefs about female hysteria, though not commonly
discussed in the popular prescriptive literature, may have added to the
sense of women’s emotional boundaries.

Even motherlove, that deep wellspring that women alone possessed
by nature, was a sacrificing, subterranean emotion more than a driving
force. As Jan Lewis has demonstrated, motherlove lived in the children,
but it must not overwhelm them. Mothers “must beware of disclosing
[their] feelings, or at least, let there not be an apparent attempt to exhibit
them. . .. This would be most ruinous. Rather let [the child] feel that
there exists in your bosom a well spring of feeling and anxiety, which
others know nothing of, and which even he cannot fathom.” Women’s
maternal intensity, in sum, must be self-effacing; it did not motivate
powerful action. A woman endowed with “warm feelings” and “quick
apprehension” must exercise ‘“‘self-control” so that she might display
only a “calm good sense.” Emotion was not an unqualified good, and to
the extent that women were particularly emotional, they could compli-
cate their own maternal tasks. As John Abbott insisted, in discussing
“The Mother’s Difficulties,” “We must bring our own feelings and our
own actions under a rigid system of discipline, or it will be in vain for us
to hope to curb the passions and restrain the conduct of those who are
looking to us for instruction and example.” ¢

Unquestionably, male and female emotions were held to differ, as
were the functions of their emotions. The same rules that defined a
combination of passion and control also clearly specified areas where
women could not tread. Criticisms of women’s excessive, debilitating
emotionality surfaced recurrently.

Yet a full differentiation was not attempted, and even the male pas-
sion/female sentiment distinction should not be pressed too far. Men,
too, could fail through emotional excess, as when they displayed ungov-
ernable temper. They, like female hysterics, could be subject to medical
controls. Women, for their part, though disbarred from channeled anger
or the passions of courage, had intensities of their own. The fact that
mothers must monitor their display did not automatically differentiate
them from men, who were also required to be watchful. Though manip-
ulated for the child’s good, deep emotional expression could be part of
maternalism: “Another outlet for thy womanly heart: a mirror in which
thy smiles and tears shall be reflected back; a fair page on which thou,
God-commissioned, mayst write what thou wilt; a heart that will throb
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back to thine, love for love.”%” Here was some female equivalence for
the male joys of channeling anger toward a justified target or conquering
the pangs of fear through courage triumphant.

The point is that pronounced gender separation and a passion/control
combination coalesced in Victorian emotional culture. Control for
women was more severe, as it enforced domesticity and was constantly
associated with the insistence on sweetness and calm. But a version of
the characteristic tension applied to both genders.

In romantic love, finally, men and women shared the field. Love was
the intense emotion meant to unite two different characters, but in this
case with equal fervor. While some Victorian advice suggested a slight
concern that men might not love as well as women (because they were
too reserved or distracted by other things and of course because their
lusts might get the better of them), the injunction for men to love deeply
was a standard fixture in the emotional culture. Women’s capacity to
love was seldom doubted, though an interesting subgroup, in men’s
advice literature after 1870, began to worry about women’s “other”
interests, including incipient feminism, as a distraction from love: “Why
do not women marry?” The idea of love, however, burned brightly still,
for the same author who fretted about rising divorce and distracted
women praised a pure love that was “unequaled by any other emotion.”
No restraint was necessary. Men and women could and should love with
equal, unbounded intensity. It was this very fervor, indeed, that could
bridge the gaps between the genders and reconcile different emotional
natures with the equal necessity of a tight marital bond. With the same
intensity, in effect, men and women would love different things. As T. S.
Arthur put it, a woman would fall deeply in love with the “moral
wisdom of her husband,” while men would fall just as deeply in love
with the affectionate nature of good women.5®

The passion/control combinations ascribed to emotionally correct
men and women differed greatly. They unquestionably privileged men in
a host of ways. Yet the formulas suggested for each gender were none-
theless somewhat comparable. Each had needs and outlets for intensity,
each must of course learn important management controls. And the
whole package was assembled by the one kind of intensity that could be
sincerely enjoined on men and women alike: the intensity of a deeply
spiritual, faithful, consuming love.
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Guilt

Victorian emotional culture capped its central themes by developing a
growing reliance on guilt as the central enforcement mechanism for
proper behavior, including suitable expressions of feeling. John Demos
has outlined the process by which middle-class Americans shifted from
primary reliance on shame to primary reliance on guilt between the
mideighteenth and the midnineteenth centuries.®® While the change en-
tailed a host of ramifications, reflecting declining reliance on community
cohesion in the northern states and the need to provide more family-
based and ultimately internalized emotional discipline, the relationship
to the larger evolution of emotional style was vivid. Guilt may be seen
as a reaction to the possible loss of cherished relationships, with expres-
sion of guilt helping to restore those relationships. The intensity of
family emotional ties in Victorian culture created precisely the environ-
ment in which the intensity of guilt could itself receive new emphasis.

The enforcement of shame in colonial New England went beyond the
fabled stocks, pillories, and badges that exposed offenders to public
ridicule. Even whipping, though producing physical pain, was carefully
scheduled in public to inflict scorn as well. Thus on one occasion a
female offender who was spared the whip because of infirmity was
ordered to stand at the whipping post “that she may in some measure
bear the shame of her sin.” 7 Concern about shame is revealed in many
lawsuits designed to avenge wounded honor, for the culture urged one
to measure up to external standards, and hence vigorously to redress
false assertions that one had failed to do so. The orientation to shame
began in childhood, as wrongdoers were abundantly exposed to the
mockery of siblings and peers, and continued in the insults that pervaded
neighborhood life.

This orientation shifted by 1850. Even a bit before this, Catharine
Sedgwick had offered a paradigmatic tale of family punishment.”! A boy
attacks a family pet with boiling water. The father sternly orders the boy
to go to his room—Dby this time, a form of punishment greatly preferred
over physical discipline. Aside from the act of removal, there is no
attempt to encourage shame even within the family. Indeed, after initial
horror over the scalded cat, the family expresses sympathy, “grief,” and
support. The point is for the boy to look within himself, to punish
himself, during a period (in this story, two full weeks) of removal from
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the family, and then to disclose his internal process by a sincere apology.
Internal emotional turmoil, not externally applied scorn, becomes the
central disciplinary theme.

The reform movements that proliferated during the nineteenth cen-
tury hung heavy with the themes of guilt. Temperance literature empha-
sized personal degradation and material and moral damage to family.
Realization of guilt was intended to motivate sincere commitment to
change—“conscience-stricken” was a favorite term used to convey the
passage through guilt. It was the harm done to others, particularly those
whom the drunkard loved most, rather than the scorn emanating from
others that gave substance to the message of guilt. New movements in
penology, particularly the idea of isolating criminals in prisons, and
sometimes within prisons through solitary confinement, similarly moved
from shame to guilt. One advocate of the solitary confinement system
wrote that “each individual [convict] will necessarily be made the instru-
ment of his own punishment; his conscience will be the avenger of so-
ciety.””?

Guilt did not, of course, fully replace shame, and an element of shame
continued to inhere in both family reprimands and public chastisements.
Guilt and shame are not entirely discrete in emotional terms, in any
event, nor need it be argued that shame is necessarily less intense emo-
tionally than guilt. It can be superficial, laughed off, as was not infre-
quently the case in colonial New England; but it can be deeply anguish-
ing as well. The inculcation of guilt, however, was intended to make
intense emotional and moral wrestling part of the fundamental experi-
ence of recognizing one’s own wrongs; and the wrestling was internal,
part of an emotional arsenal that was teaching people to acknowledge,
manage, and, finally, utilize the intense passions of which they were
capable. Indeed, inculcation of guilt could simply add to the depths of
shame. Victorian etiquette books, as John Kasson has demonstrated,
multiplied rules of dress and bodily control, thereby increasing the num-
ber of occasions on which private shame might be felt in public. When
these occasions were magnified by a conjoint feeling of guilt at the
omission, the overall emotional intensity, and its designed deterrent
effect, could be greatly heightened.”® Finally, inculcation of guilt, partic-
ularly at the familial level, depended on the larger loving environment
that Victorian emotionology preached. Isolation from family plus con-
sciousness of damage to loved ones was now experienced as a separation
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from a deeply positive emotional environment. Guilt, as an experience
of self-hate, flourished readily in this context, and again it differed from
the reactions that simple scorn from the outside world could generate.

Guilt, then, must be added to the other intense emotional attributes
encouraged by Victorian culture. The person who could not react pro-
foundly to his or her own shortcomings—the person who might depend
simply on regulation from the outside—was emotionally inadequate.
Just as a man of good character had the anger necessary to spur achieve-
ment, the courage to face fear, and the capacity to love, so he must, as
needs be, have the ability to feel guilt. The woman of good character
needed the capacity to love in several forms, and she also needed to be
capable of feeling guilty when other emotional norms like serenity of
temper escaped her. The harsh bath of guilt did not mean being over-
whelmed—for like other intense emotions, guilt must finally be mas-
tered through action, apology, and correction; it should not paralyze.
Again we see real consistency in Victorian emotional culture, in which
capacity for guilt related readily to other emotional goals.

Conclusion

Victorians approved of passion, and they used the word frequently.
They wanted men to have the passion to impel them to great deeds, and
they wanted women to share with men a certain spiritual passion in
love. The blander word “emotion,” which has gained currency in the
twentieth century, appeared rarely in Victorian discussion, where certain
kinds of quiet, moral impulses were described as sentiments and the
equally important, more vigorous surges came under the heading of
passion. Word use is tricky, of course, and Victorians used the word
“passion” more generally than we do. But they also used it openly,
without an inevitably accompanying caution and without confining it to
the sexual realm. In this respect, their vocabulary corresponded to the
real values culturally ascribed to targeted anger, courage, love, and grief.

Contrary to some bloodless stereotypes of the nineteenth century, the
Victorians even associated passion with civilization. They saw what they
termed more primitive societies (by which they meant every society but
their own) as calmer and more restrained. They granted that tight-knit,
sedate communities avoided certain problems, like frequency of suicide,
but they found the stimulus of modern urban life—where “all human
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passions are exercised with more fourfold constancy and intensity” —
both inevitable and desirable on balance.”

Victorian emotionality surely included more standards than those
applied to the dangerous emotions, to love, to grief, and to guilt. It
certainly emphasized disgust, when moral disgrace, uncleanliness, or
odor was encountered. It could include, particularly in early Victori-
anism and later among women, a proclivity to tearful sadness that
deserves exploration in light of the larger emotional culture. The emo-
tional charge behind the rise of humanitarian sentiment, which ulti-
mately became part of the Victorian emotional style broadly construed,
also needs further assessment, for its promptings of intense empathy
with distant peoples readily connected to other features of the emo-
tionology. We know that humanitarian urges were novel, arising in part
from changes in philosophical beliefs and economic systems. Their fit
with the new emotional culture needs more attention, for humanitarian-
ism served as an additional outlet for vigorous feeling. The full range of
Victorian emotional criteria has yet to be probed, and there may be
some further surprises. The main point is clear, however. Underlying the
extensive discussions of various kinds of emotional goals was a desire to
prevent untoward expression or excess combined with equal insistence
on the importance of appropriate emotional vigor. Northerners, men,
middle-class Victorians in general were told to expect to experience
passions, beginning in childhood, that they must learn to direct, use, and
savor. Victorian relish in intense, if focused, emotionality related to a
host of other interests—in strong wills, in romantic idylls, in evocative
cemeteries, in tales of heroism, and of course in true, loving woman-
hood. The Victorian era began with the recognition of emotion’s central
role—such that a leading Unitarian could seek to dispel charges of dry
rationalism with appeals to a “heart-stirring energy”—and the same
theme picked up momentum in subsequent decades.”

The emotional culture was purveyed in a variety of forms. Advice to
parents was intended to launch appropriate socialization, for after the
early period, in which childish innocence seemed only to require parental
restraint, Victorian prescribers judged that parents had more positive
lessons to impart, providing models of love and guidance in handling the
essential but risky emotions. The emotional culture did not, however,
assume that early childhood ended the process of emotional develop-
ment. This is why children’s stories assumed such a hortatory aspect,
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offering models for courage and warnings against both loss of control
and emotional vapidity. A related genre of youth advice manuals, some
authored by the same people who wrote children’s fiction, drove the
same lessons home and added pointers on love. Adult fiction, as found
in the women’s magazines that were popular among men as well, and
marital advice completed the picture.”®

Variations existed, to be sure. Advice manuals differed considerably
in the amount of space they gave to particular emotional issues. Jeal-
ousy, for example, might be passed over completely in youth advice
materials, or it might receive a few cautionary paragraphs. But main-
stream middle-class literature did not vary much in content, and when
variations did occur, they seemed to involve an author’s judgment about
whether or not her audience needed to be reminded of the basic rules.
There were no widely circulated dissenting views on the necessity of
properly directed emotional spark.

Not surprisingly, Victorian emotional culture interacted extensively
with formal scientific comment on emotion, as it began to emerge under
the aegis of Darwinian theory by the 1870s and 1880s. The chronologi-
cal relationship was clear: popularized Victorian culture came first. Psy-
chologists like James and Hall added a formal evolutionary twist in
looking for species functions for particular emotions, but they did not
create the underlying tone. Rather, knowingly or not, they echoed estab-
lished wisdom, and of course gave it added authority in the process.
James commented scientifically on the link between emotions and the
body, but then lapsed into standard advice about mastering emotions
through diligent practice without destroying passion.”” Hall, as we have
seen, precisely delineated the dangers but also the necessity of anger in
men. Like the larger culture around him, he equivocated somewhat on
jealousy, seeing in it female pettiness but also some motivation for action
and for family solidarity. Divisions in emotional characteristics between
men and women were faithfully replicated, though the Darwinian ex-
perts discussed gender distinctions somewhat more formally than the
more popular materials did, dwelling more extensively on female frailty.
But Hall could praise women’s affectionate warmth as well as their
docility, if in somewhat less rigorous scientific terms than those he
applied to the emotions behind masculine achievement. Overall, how-
ever, what had begun as a moralistic, half-Christian, half-secular advice
literature informed a generation of scientific research on emotion as well.
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In the first formal study of emotion after the decline of comprehensive
philosophies that had, through the seventeenth century, worked on elab-
orate emotional definition, scientists sponsored direct research on emo-
tion, and they generated findings that would actually help undermine the
Victorian synthesis later on. But the established wisdom on the impor-
tance of emotional vigor, qualified by differing gender traits, was if
anything amplified by the initial new scientific pronouncements.

Thus a characteristic Victorian advice giver of 1870 and a modern
purveyor of science around 1900 agreed in their emotional recommenda-
tions. Jacob Abbott, author of twenty-eight Rollo books and several
advice manuals, was a Congregational minister bent on practical inter-
pretations of Christianity, combining moral lessons with various kinds
of factual information. He was big on courage tested by fear, on con-
trolled anger, and on redeeming love. Alice Birney, writing in the early
1900s, was a consumer of the new psychology, having trained with Hall.
She participated in various organizations designed to provide mothers
with the latest expertise. Explicit moralisms and applied Christianity
were not for her. But the emotional content of her work was scarcely
different from that of Abbott. She too wanted loving mothers, sweet
daughters, morally indignant sons, and courageous boys (though as we
will later see she did complicate this last goal slightly).”®

The relationship between Victorian emotionology and other aspects
of Victorian culture was complex, which is one reason why it has
frequently been misconstrued. As Victorians sought to preserve emo-
tional depth while inculcating appropriate targeting and control, they
were also involved in a progressive attack on poor bodily discipline.
Their etiquette books, another expanding cultural genre that arose with
the other kinds of advice litérature and attempted to meet similar needs
in guiding middle-class families amid strangers and in unfamiliar urban
settings, pressed for increasing civilization. Spitting, lack of cleanliness,
sloppy posture, brazen stares, drumming of fingers—all were brought,
in principle at least, under growing control. Not only etiquette books
but also costume itself added to bodily discipline, providing tight collars
for men and tight bodices for women along with a host of rules about
proper accoutrements from head to toe. Far more space was devoted to
proper bodily control when <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>