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Praise for Soft

‘Reads like an elegant love letter to the human heart itself.’

The Spectator

‘Mount is absolutely gripping when he writes about the historical backlashes against sentimentalism.’

Telegraph

‘Soft is a compassionate, compelling and entertainingly eccentric survey of collective psychology and the madness of crowds.’

Frances Wilson, TLS

‘[An] erudite, immensely entertaining book...Mount makes for a delightful guide.’

Literary Review

‘Mount’s canvas is far broader and more densely crowded than is indicated by this brief review. There is much to agree with in the book…Again and again he refutes the doomsters and the naysayers, and does so with good humour, warmth and wit.’

John Banville, The Times

‘As cultural criticism, Soft is persuasively entertaining.’

Hannah Rose Woods, Observer

‘A highly readable history of culture and society’s emotional side calls for more sympathetic attitudes today.’

Financial Times

‘[An] erudite, immensely entertaining book… I have seldom read a work of cultural history that made me laugh out loud as frequently as this one did…’

News Beep

‘[A] superb study.’

The Tablet

‘This is both a thoughtful study and, as befits its subject, frequently moving.’

Richard Sennett, TLS

‘Witty, robust defence of the power of sentimentality to effect change.’

Irish Examiner

‘I didn’t cry after reading this splendid book, but I was entertained and I did laugh quite a lot.’

Church Times
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‘Homeless’, Oscar Gustav Rejlander, 1857





In memory of Tristram





But vain the Sword and vain the Bow,


They never can work War’s overthrow.

The Hermit’s Prayer and the Widow’s Tear

Alone can free the World from Fear,

For a Tear is an Intellectual Thing,

And a Sigh is the Sword of an Angel King,

And the bitter Groan of the Martyr’s woe

Is an Arrow from the Almighty’s Bow.

William Blake




‘The stillness of noon, the depths of twilight, and the dews and pearls of morning, are all to be found on the canvases of this most benevolent and kind-hearted man. On looking at them, we find tears in our eyes, and know not what brings them.’

John Constable on Thomas Gainsborough
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Introduction



THE UNFORGIVABLE SIN

‘What’s wrong with being sentimental? Sentimental means liking stuff.’

It’s hard to forget the shock of hearing Paul McCartney give this answer to a radio interviewer a year or so ago. I can’t remember the interviewer’s response. He was probably as gobsmacked as I was. Only the most famous living songwriter in the world (according to the music critic of The Times, Lennon and McCartney were the greatest songwriters since Schubert) could have got away with so blithely contradicting the entrenched shibboleth of modern high culture: that sentimentality is the ultimate unforgivable crime. For critical theorists, the slightest hint of sentimentality is enough to disqualify from serious consideration any novel, or artwork, or piece of music, political or philosophical argument or even remark in ordinary conversation. It is an insult more damning to the work in question than dismissing it as leaden, ill-constructed or confused.

As the editors of the Oxford World’s Classics edition of the eighteenth-century sentimentalist bestseller The Man of Feeling remark: ‘Of course, the word “sentimental” and its cognates these days always has a derogatory sense, a sense of an undesirable and sometimes embarrassing excess of feeling’.1 In their collection of essays, Faking It: The Sentimentalisation of Modern Society, Digby Anderson and Peter Mullen, both priests in the Church of England, declare: ‘There is a word for the decadent disposition in our culture which falls for 
the fake: it is “sentimentality”. The sentimentalist is a person in denial, and what he avoids or denies is reality.’2 Twenty years on, the exasperated laments for the decline of the British character are as loud as ever. In a recent Spectator cover piece, the screenwriter Gareth Roberts complains that ‘we have entirely lost our aversion to glutinous sentimentality … we are drowning in a sea of syrup.’3 Paul McCartney is by no means the only pop star to have been accused of being sentimental. But he may be unique in so boldly embracing the description. For there is no doubt that if there were a modern sin against the Holy Ghost, sentimentality would be it, and it’s a brave man who isn’t ashamed to own up to it.

Weeping for the misfortunes of strangers, especially people who are far distant from us in time or place, comes in for a special thumping. Our age is denounced as a ‘society of spectacle’, in which we are prurient perpetual onlookers wallowing in other people’s misery, usually to demonstrate our own virtuousness. The implacable Jean Baudrillard thunders that ‘in the new Sentimental Order, the affluent become consumers of the ever more delightful spectacle of poverty and catastrophe, and of the moving spectacle of our own attempts to alleviate it’.4

But is it really illegitimate or phony to be touched by the misfortunes of strangers? We are, after all, often berated at the same time for our deafness to miseries suffered far away, and even those on our doorsteps, too. Over the past 200 years, the impact of sympathy, not least long-range sympathy, on the treatment of slaves, excluded minorities of all sorts and the wretched of the earth, has been memorable and cumulative.

Would it have been better, for example, if Uncle Tom’s Cabin had been suppressed, as some outraged Southerners demanded? It was the second-bestselling book in the United States in the entire nineteenth century, after the Bible. No other book did a tenth as much to make the continuance of slavery in the South seem loathsome and intolerable. Abraham Lincoln himself is said to have remarked on being introduced to Harriet Beecher Stowe after the outbreak of the Civil War, ‘And this is the little lady who started this great war’ (and if he didn’t say it himself, lots of other people thought 
it). Yet if ever a novel could be fairly described as sentimental, Uncle Tom’s Cabin is it. And there were plenty of critics at the time ready to denounce it as sentimental tosh − ‘a derivative piece of hack work’, designed to appeal to ‘women’s sloppy emotions’.

Those stern Victorians who loathed Uncle Tom’s Cabin would have loathed another tear-jerking bestseller published a decade later. The Revd Charles Kingsley called his story The Water Babies, A Fairy Story for Land Babies (1863). But as well as being a fairy tale for children, it is a didactic moral exercise and a telling plea for social reform. Tom is a poor orphaned chimney sweep who slaves for the horrible Mr Grimes. ‘He cried when he had to climb the dark flues, rubbing his poor knees and elbows raw; and when the soot got into his eyes, which it did every day of the week; and when his master beat him, which he did every day in the week; and when he had not enough to eat, which happened every day in the week likewise.’5 After Tom manages to escape, he goes to live with the water babies, perfectly formed human babies with tails who live in the ponds and streams, and there he is washed clean of all the dirt and the germs which brought so many sweeps to an early grave. The story is preachy and amusing and whimsical by turns, upsetting those who like their books cut and dried. It was hugely popular and became part of the campaign, led by Lord Shaftesbury, to regulate the employment of boy sweeps. The Chimney Sweepers Act of 1864 was further tightened, by Shaftesbury again, in another Act of 1875. By now, the employment of children was increasingly controlled, not only up the chimneys but in the factories and down the pit, where their lives had been no less miserable and unhealthy and the injuries they suffered no less fatal or crippling.

The Shaftesbury Society for the protection of children continues to this day. For a hundred years it used as its poster child to highlight the plight of homeless children a photograph taken in 1857 by the pioneer Swedish photographer Oscar Gustav Rejlander (1813−75) (which is the frontispiece of this book). This photograph, variously known as Homeless or Poor Jo or Night in Town, was one of the intensely emotional and varied works which earned Rejlander the title of father of art photography. He 
also made memorable portraits of Tennyson, Darwin and Lewis Carroll, and provided nine illustrations for Darwin’s The Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals (1872), six of which he posed for himself. If anyone embodied the idea that art is about feeling, it was Rejlander.6

Were the Victorians uniquely susceptible to appeals to sentiment? Could a photograph, or a children’s story, or a popular novel have such an effect in our own day? We need look no further than Cathy Come Home, the celebrated Wednesday Play, first screened to 12 million viewers in 1966. This powerful and affecting drama about a homeless mother who, after a series of disasters, loses custody of her three children essentially because she is homeless, written by Jeremy Sandford and directed by the indefatigable Ken Loach, brought the plight of homeless families to the forefront of public attention, although the problem had been there ever since the war. The furore led eventually to the Housing (Homeless Persons) Act of 1977. It also inspired the founding of the charity Crisis and gave wings to another charity directly aimed at the homeless, Shelter, which happened to have started up at exactly the same time. This is not to say that the problem has now been cured, but ever since the issue has never ceased to nag at the public conscience. Some sterner spirits remain unmoved. As recently as 2023, Suella Braverman, then Home Secretary, asserted that ‘we cannot allow our streets to be taken over by rows of tents occupied by people, many of them from abroad, living on the streets as a lifestyle choice’.7

Or you could take the film Victim (1961), in which Dirk Bogarde plays an agonized gay barrister who is being blackmailed by a former boyfriend. The theme of homosexuality had never been seriously tackled in a commercial film before. Bogarde’s harrowing performance, perhaps his finest ever, lent a powerful thrust to the campaign to liberalize the severe laws on homosexual conduct. The campaign had been running strongly since long before the publication of the Wolfenden Report in 1957, but the Tory government still shrank from acting, fearing a violent public reaction. In fact, public opinion was already shifting, and Victim gave 
it a powerful nudge. The Homosexual Law Reform Act of 1967 changed everything.

What sentimental fiction – books, TV programmes, plays – can do is to make the victims’ voices heard at one remove, ultimately to legitimize their agency. Peter Nichols’s play A Day in the Death of Joe Egg, first produced at the Glasgow Citizens Theatre in 1967, turns his own experiences of bringing up a handicapped daughter into something approaching a surreal comedy. It would perhaps be too much to claim that this much revived play led to the formation of the British Cerebral Palsy Society in 1969, or the beginnings of the Cerebral Palsy Games a few years later. One could also point to Christy Brown’s memoir of growing up with cerebral palsy, My Left Foot, which had come out back in 1954. What we can perhaps discern, though, is the growth of a climate in which the public was readier to hear the voices of the afflicted and to treat them on equal terms. Similar misfortunes are increasingly the subject of plays, books and films: the diseases of old age, such as dementia, in the film Away from Her, starring Julie Christie, and Florian Zeller’s The Father, brilliantly acted by Anthony Hopkins among others. The stony hearts who find this sort of thing uncomfortable write it off as ‘Criplit’, or, in the case of the numerous tales of appalling childhoods now filling the bestseller lists, ‘Mislit’. But they are outflanked when the victims happily adopt these generic titles for themselves.

All such breakthroughs must rely to some degree on emotive, heart-wrenching language, in short, on sentimentality. What its critics deride as ‘excess of emotion’ is precisely what is needed to shift public opinion. It is the weight of feeling that carries the ball over the line.

And if sentimentality is still to be considered a heinous sin, what precisely is the nature of this sin? The overwhelming consensus of the critics is that sentimentality is fake, inauthentic, because it is unearned. Oscar Wilde tells us in De Profundis that ‘a sentimentalist is one who desires to have the luxury of an emotion without paying for it’. In James Joyce’s Ulysses, Stephen Dedalus sends Buck Mulligan a telegram declaring that ‘The sentimentalist is he who would enjoy 
without incurring the immense debtorship for a thing done.’ The critic and the true creative artist condemn sentimentality for being cheap, because the sentimentalist hasn’t paid for it properly.

But this sweeping indictment is rather bizarre, perhaps itself even a little cheap. Why do emotions have to be paid for? What sort of transaction is in question? Surely when we talk about feelings, we usually think of them springing up naturally in response to experience, not as commodities to be bought and paid for.

And who exactly is this ‘sentimentalist’? Wilde and Joyce and plenty of other critics make him sound like a person who practises the stuff regularly, perhaps even professionally, like a violinist or a devout Catholic. But most people are only intermittently sentimental, and only about some things and not about others. The same person may be sentimental about babies or Arsenal Football Club, and witheringly hard-headed and cynical about the Labour Party or the royal family. Right-wing conservatives pride themselves on being hard-nosed about most things, but they swoon at the thought of the Nation. One’s emotions about a single thing may be a confused mixture, too. In De Profundis, Oscar is sentimental, almost mawkish (a favourite epithet of the critics) about his love for darling Bosie, but brutally realistic about the selfishness and self-indulgence of the real-life Lord Alfred Douglas (Douglas went on to become almost as nasty as his appalling father, Lord Queensberry). In fact, Wilde himself acknowledges this potential confusion in his equally famous bon mot, that ‘the sentimentalist is always a cynic at heart. Indeed, sentimentality is merely the bank holiday of the cynic.’8 Wilde famously declared that ‘one must have a heart of stone to read the death of Little Nell without laughing’. But Wilde’s own stories such as The Happy Prince are soaked in sentiment. His sons recalled their father’s eyes filling with tears as he read them The Selfish Giant.9

And what precisely gives the Critic (let us award him a capital letter, since he clearly has such a good conceit of himself) the right to question the quality of other people’s emotions? A reaction to some traumatic event which seems to him ‘maudlin’ (another favourite epithet of the Critic’s) or excessively effusive may seem to others a natural human response.
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‘The Death of Little Nell’ by George Cattermole, from The Old Curiosity Shop, 1902

Nor is the Critic’s own language beyond criticism. ‘Woke’, for example, that contentious term that right-wingers are so fond of flinging at the nearest target, had its origins far back in President Lincoln’s day when ‘The Wide Awakes’ were founded in Hartford, Connecticut, as a militant pressure group in support of Lincoln and abolition. Woke received its modern revival in the 1938 Lead Belly song ‘The Scottsboro Boys’, about the trials of nine black teenagers wrongly accused of raping two white girls and sentenced to death. The legal battles went on for years, all the way to the Supreme Court, partly inspiring Harper Lee to write To Kill a Mockingbird. Lead Belly advises ‘everybody, be a little careful when they go along through there [Scottsboro] best stay woke, keep their eyes open’ − that is, watch out for lurking white racists. Today, Woke has been taken up by the Aggrieved Right as a term of abuse, to describe over-zealous efforts to eliminate various sorts of injustice and inequality. In fact, ‘wokery’ has become a synonym for sentimental do-goodery, along with ‘virtue-signalling’. But if we look back over the honourable history of the term, we might ‘be a little careful’ about flinging it around as an insult.


As we tiptoe through these choppy waters, we may begin to suspect that the Critic’s position may not be as secure as he or she (far more often he) thinks. Yes, of course, we are justified in deriding the gross commercial motives of TV producers, who set up their peep shows of someone being confronted with their long-lost daughter or their estranged brother. This has been a staple of popular entertainment since the mid-1950s when This Is Your Life started – and was immediately denounced by ‘Cassandra’, pen name of William Connor, in the Daily Mirror as ‘a ghastly, cloying, repulsive stunt’ and ‘a preposterous, sniveling charade’. But of course the reactions of the actual participants in the show are mostly heartfelt and authentic. We would be taken aback, shocked even, if such traumatic reunions provoked no more than a cool handshake and a ‘nice to see you again’. But what of the audience both in the studio and at home? Aren’t they being exploited for profit? Yes, they are, but that does not mean that they are also being degraded. Nor is their instinctive sympathy with the agonizing life stories of total strangers something to be ashamed of. Is it any more disgraceful to be moved by such spectacles than to be moved to tears by King Lear or Brief Encounter, which cannot even claim to be based on real people?

One begins to sense that the Critic is basically hostile to all displays of emotion. His world view is like Brighton rock, hard all the way through, with only the sticky-sweet coating of irony that you find in the works of Andy Warhol and Jeff Koons. More unappealing still, his denunciations seem driven at least in part by a wish to show himself superior to the soppy herd. I think the American philosopher Robert Solomon is right to detect a certain lurking snobbery, both social and intellectual. As he points out, ‘“cheap” means “low-class”. And the suggestion is that we should be “above” such sentiments … Irony and skepticism are the marks of the educated; sentimentality is the mark of the uneducated … the “high” class of many societies associate themselves with emotional control and reject sentimentality as an expression of inferior, ill-bred beings, and male society has long used such a view to deride the “emotionality” of women.’10


There’s an embarrassing gap, too, in the Critic’s analysis: the total absence of a historical dimension. The reality is that people have thought very differently in different centuries about the uses and abuses of emotional display. This reality offends our strongly felt intuitions. We instinctively resist the idea that emotions could have a history. It would seem ridiculous to many people that there should exist a Centre for the History of the Emotions at Queen Mary University, London. But it does exist, and its director, Professor Thomas Dixon, has written an excellent history of crying in this country, Weeping Britannia (2015), which I shall draw on heavily. We prefer to think that grief and joy, hatred and love, come naturally to our hearts and minds, without being shaped by outside pressures. Yet this is not so. As Denis de Rougemont put it many years ago, in his extraordinary, shocking and still highly contentious book Love in the Western World,11 ‘“Everything changes except the human heart,” say the old sages, but they are wrong. Metaphorically speaking, the human heart is strangely sensitive to variations in time and space.’ To put it in concrete terms, displays of emotion, whether in public spaces or in private between individuals, are partly governed by fashion and convention. The outward expressions of every type of emotion, and the rituals governing them, respond to historical shifts of which people at the time may scarcely be aware. Conversely, at the same time these pressures on emotional display also interact with and impact back upon social and political actions and trends. It’s a two-way exchange between the hearts and minds of individual men and women and the pressures of society.

What we shall find repeated through the cultural history of Europe over the past millennium is a movement between feeling and unfeeling, between passion and dispassion, from melting to hardening and then eventually back again. This movement seems to run through the whole of society, through literature and art, influencing politics and legal systems, saturating morality and religion and family life. Sometimes people seem vaguely or even fully aware of what is happening around them, and embrace or recoil from it, according to taste and temperament. Sometimes the movement 
appears to flood over them while they are barely conscious. But the surge in one direction or another is extraordinarily powerful, and so is the reaction, which is often instantaneous and simultaneous, producing ferocious clashes. ‘Culture wars’, as we call them today, are nothing new. In fact, Western culture often seems to exist in a state of permanent internal conflict.

What we shall find too is that the new shift does not develop gradually or naturally out of the old orthodoxy. On the contrary, it is propelled by a furious revulsion against the old stuff. The history of culture typically proceeds by backlash. The prophets and gurus of the New, whether in art, literature, politics or religion, define themselves against the Old. Nothing could exceed the scorn of the New Critics like Cleanth Brooks and Robert Penn Warren for Shelley’s skylark and Wordsworth’s daffodils. In politics, the New Left is scorching in its critique of the Neoliberalism of the 1980s, just as scorching as the Neoliberals in their day were of the Socialists of the 1940s. In art, the torchbearers of Modernism like Clive Bell and Clement Greenberg deplore the Victorian Realists; in fact they deplore figurative artists altogether, just as Luther and Cromwell deplored the saints and ceremonies of the old Catholic Church which were so dear to the ignorant peasants. They all insist that the old stuff is not simply stale and outdated, it is meretricious and pernicious, and, of course, sentimental; there is not a shred of merit to be found in it. Only rarely will you find a critic with the breadth of sympathy to seek out the virtues in the discarded, someone like Frederick Pottle, the great Boswell scholar of Yale. He could understand why Edgar Allen Poe and Robert Browning thought Shelley’s Indian Serenade ‘exquisite’ and ‘divine’, while Brooks and Warren thought it was tosh, and why Dr Johnson and Thomas Gray thought Dryden was a great poet and Matthew Arnold and A. E. Housman thought he wasn’t. ‘I shall maintain that all critical judgments are relative to the age producing them’ was Pottle’s guiding rule.12 He was happy to call himself a ‘relativist’, which in the zealot’s lexicon is a vile insult, almost as bad as being called an ‘indifferentist’. In the Catholic Church, ‘indifferentism’; the idea that there are many different roads to salvation, 
is officially a heresy, and heresy has to be stamped on wherever it rears its hoary head.

These shifts and counter-shifts tend to accompany and illuminate the most seismic social developments – the Crusades, the Reformation, the Enlightenment, Imperialism, Modernism. To know what British or Western life was ‘really like’ at any particular period, it’s helpful to know the prevailing conventions about showing or not showing grief and joy, about the importance (or lack of it) attached to sympathy and empathy, above all, about when and how much to weep for the misfortunes of others. If we can understand a little more about how emotional display is, to quite a large extent, historically conditioned, then we may feel more inclined to question our own assumptions and inhibitions about such things.

This understanding of the connections between our history and our emotions suggests another task, of a still more daunting nature. If the conventions governing emotional display can impact upon politics, and they can, then we need to form a judgement as to whether this impact is benign or malign. We cannot just dismiss emotional display as deplorable sentimentality on purely aesthetic grounds – it’s icky, it’s over the top, it’s fake – we have also to judge, in each particular case, whether or not it’s good or bad for human flourishing. And that is what SOFT is ultimately about.

This book offers a very rough sketch of the ups and downs of sentimentality over the past millennium. It might also be called a map of the bumpy road to love.




ONE
The First Sentimental Revolution



Inventing Love

Even today, it remains a difficult idea to swallow, that love had a starting date. Yet C. S. Lewis had no doubt of it: ‘Everyone has heard of courtly love, and everyone knows that it appears quite suddenly at the end of the eleventh century in Languedoc.’1 Quite why this momentous event should have happened then and there, and not somewhere else and at some other time, he was less certain. ‘The new thing itself, I do not pretend to understand. Real changes in human sentiment are very rare – there are perhaps three or four on record – but I believe that they occur and that this is one of them.’2 Even those historians who are less confident about identifying such an epochal shift, like the great medievalist Colin Morris, do not deny that something remarkable happened in southern France around ad 1100: ‘An almost complete silence was followed by the beginning of a love literature which challenged in quality and surpassed in volume that of any earlier civilization.’3 The troubadours, that motley crew of hangers-on at the courts of Aquitaine, an assortment of aristos, peddlers and wandering minstrels, really were the pioneers: ‘For all their limitations, these men were the observers of the human heart in love, perhaps the first in the new Europe.’4

Where did it all come from? Denis de Rougemont, in Love in the Western World, argues that ‘the cultivation of passionate love began in Europe as a reaction to Christianity (and in particular to the doctrine of marriage) by people whose spirit, whether naturally 
or by inheritance, was still pagan.’5 He, too, was in no doubt about the uniqueness of the event, and its huge significance for posterity: ‘that all European poetry has come out of the Provencal poetry written in the twelfth century by the troubadours of Languedoc is now accepted on every side.’6 And this phenomenon was not confined to the dalliance of bored courtiers waiting for the next Crusade. ‘Courtly love comes into existence in the twelfth century during a complete revolution of the human psyche. It sprang up out of the same movement which forced upwards into the half light of our human consciousness, into lyrical expression by the human spirit, the feminine principle of Shakti [the creative power of the godhead in Hindu myth, always conceived of and personified as female], the worship of woman, of the Mother and of the Virgin.’7 The knight’s passionate love for his lady and the Christian’s passionate veneration for Our Lady took off at exactly the same period and faced the same intense hostility from the Church authorities.

By contrast, if we look back to earlier centuries, ‘we must conceive a world emptied of that ideal of “happiness” – a happiness grounded in successful romantic love – which still supplies the motive of our popular fiction’.8 The great classical authors had no elevated notion of love between a man and a woman. Ovid’s Ars Amatoria is little more than a playboy’s handbook. For the
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