
Sentimentalism 

 

Definition 

 

 An excessive and foolish expression of love, sadness, and similar emotions, 

especially in literature. Expression of emotion and feelings as opposed to 

rationality and reason.  

o Sentimentalism is closely related to Romanticism, and many have 

criticized sentimentalism in literature for being overly idealistic. 

o Sentimentalism arose in the early nineteenth century, especially among 

female authors. During the 1800's, many women gained influence through 

participation in various social reform movements, such as the Temperance 

Movement, abolition, and post-war reform. Many utilized sentimentalism 

in persuasive works of fiction depicting distraught women following their 

consciences and utilize friendship and love to overcome all evils.  

 

Examples 

 

One influential sentimentalist work is Uncle Tom's Cabin, by Harriet Beecher 

Stowe. This popular anti-slavery novel shed light upon the evils of slavery, 

allowing readers to grow attached to the selfless slave, Uncle Tom. The resolution 

occurs as a result of forgiveness, faith, love and Christianity; all are key qualities 

of a sentimentalist work. 

 

A famous sentimental poet was Charlotte Smith. The sonnet below is a typical 

example of the genre. 

 

SONNET XLIV: Written in the churchyard at Middleton in Sussex 

 
           Press'd by the Moon, mute arbitress of tides, 

              While the loud equinox its power combines, 

              The sea no more its swelling surge confines, 

           But o'er the shrinking land sublimely rides. 

           The wild blast, rising from the Western cave,   5 

              Drives the huge billows from their heaving bed; 

              Tears from their grassy tombs the village dead, 

           And breaks the silent sabbath of the grave! 

           With shells and sea-weed mingled, on the shore 

              Lo! their bones whiten in the frequent wave;   10 

              But vain to them the winds and waters rave; 

           They hear the warring elements no more: 

           While I am doom'd—by life's long storm opprest, 

           To gaze with envy on their gloomy rest. 
 

Further information: 

 

http://www.oxfordbibliographies.com/view/document/obo-9780199827251/obo-

9780199827251-0015.xml 

 


