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I 

Introduction 

Cool. The concep t i s distinctly American , an d i t permeates almos t ever y 
aspect o f contemporar y America n culture . Fro m Koo l cigarette s an d th e 
Snoopy cartoon' s Jo e Coo l t o West  Side  Story  ("Kee p cool , boy." ) 
and urba n slan g ("B e cool . Chil l out.") , th e ide a o f cool , i n it s man y 
manifestations, ha s seized a  central plac e in the American imagination . 

By the 1990s , the word ha s com e to mea n man y things , but i t alway s 
suggests approval . A  universit y studen t write s o n a n examinatio n tha t 
Columbus receive d a  hearty welcome on hi s return t o Spain; when aske d 
why h e mad e suc h a n egregiou s historica l mistake , h e point s t o th e 
textbook, whic h state s quit e clearl y tha t th e explore r ha d receive d " a 
cool reception. " Thi s anecdot e encapsulate s th e recen t histor y o f th e 
word "cool. " Th e textboo k write r ha d use d th e wor d accordin g t o it s 
dictionary definition—"restraint"—bu t th e universit y studen t under -
stands i t t o mea n "good. " Thu s th e positiv e connotatio n o f "cool, " 
along wit h it s increasing usage , symbolizes ou r culture' s increase d striv -
ing fo r restraint . Bein g a  coo l characte r mean s conveyin g a n ai r o f 
disengagement, of nonchalance , and usin g the word i s part of the process 
of creating the right impression . The popularity o f th e word i s accompa-
nied b y othe r revealin g usages : on e ca n "lose " o r "blow " one' s cool . 
Cool ha s becom e a n emotiona l mantle , shelterin g th e whol e personalit y 
from embarrassin g excess . 

Where di d thi s preoccupatio n wit h dispassion , wit h "cool, " com e 
from? Ho w di d i t aris e an d evolve ? Ho w wa s Victoria n emotiona l 
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z Introduction 

culture, seemingl y s o ensconced , replace d wit h th e curren t emotiona l 
status quo? Whence came American cool ? 

This boo k addresse s thes e question s b y analyzin g a  majo r chang e i n 
American middle-clas s emotiona l culture , a  chang e tha t too k plac e be -
tween approximatel y th e en d o f Worl d Wa r I  an d midcentury . I n th e 
last hal f o f th e nineteent h century , a  comple x emotiona l cultur e flour-
ished amon g th e Victoria n middl e class , exertin g a  powerfu l influenc e 
on th e entir e rang e o f socia l relationships . Thi s influenc e extende d int o 
the twentiet h century , bu t b y the 1920 s Victoria n standard s wer e bein g 
irrevocably transformed , preparin g th e wa y fo r a  coole r approac h t o 
emotional expression . American  Cool  expose s a  majo r brea k i n wha t 
have bee n calle d "feelin g rules" 1—the recommende d norm s b y whic h 
people ar e suppose d t o shap e thei r emotiona l expression s an d reac t t o 
the expressions o f others . 

American Cool  focuse s extensivel y o n th e transitio n decades , fro m 
the erosio n o f Victorianis m i n th e 1920 s t o th e solidificatio n o f a  coo l 
culture i n th e 1960s . Beyon d describin g th e characteristic s o f th e ne w 
directions an d th e way s i n whic h the y altere d o r amende d earlie r stan -
dards, th e boo k seek s t o explai n wh y th e chang e occurred. 2 I t the n 
assesses som e o f th e outcome s an d longer-rang e consequence s o f thi s 
change. 

Emotional cultur e i s a n importan t topi c i n it s ow n right , bein g a 
component o f thos e deepl y hel d popula r belief s tha t ar e sometime s 
summed u p i n th e wor d "mentality." 3 Involvin g preachment s an d defi -
nitions b y a  variety o f popularizers , emotionology 4 addresse s emotiona l 
goals i n famil y settings , i n childrearing , i n wor k relationships , i n code s 
of politeness . I t affect s th e wa y peopl e describ e thei r ow n emotiona l 
standards and , often , th e wa y the y actuall y evaluat e aspect s o f thei r 
emotional experience . Interestin g i n it s ow n righ t a s a  par t o f cultura l 
identity, emotionologica l chang e als o affect s socia l interaction s an d ele -
ments o f emotiona l lif e itself . Bot h Victoria n an d twentieth-centur y 
emotional cultur e helpe d defin e famil y law , fo r example , includin g th e 
criteria b y which couple s could seek divorce. 5 Socia l protest an d popula r 
leisure constitute two other areas in which change s in emotionology ma y 
combine wit h othe r factor s t o creat e ne w pattern s o f behavior . Sortin g 
out th e impac t o f emotiona l standard s i n thes e area s i s no t easy , bu t 
some strong correlations can be identified. Analysi s in each emotionolog -
ical period, Victorian an d twentieth-century , wil l thus move from widel y 
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Introduction 3 

disseminated emotiona l norm s t o evidenc e o f middle-clas s receptio n t o 
consequences i n public behaviors . 

And the analysis will address actua l emotions , despite the difficulty o f 
separating the m fro m th e surroundin g emotiona l culture . Mos t emo -
tionologists argu e tha t cultura l standard s a t leas t partiall y shap e "real " 
emotional lif e itself. 6 Emotiona l cultur e form s th e basis for constructin g 
reactions t o one' s ow n emotions , an d i n som e respect s th e emotion s 
themselves. Emotion s researcher s loudl y debat e th e balanc e betwee n 
"basic," biologica l o r natura l emotions 7 an d thos e tha t deriv e fro m 
social requirement s an d cultural norms. 8 No definitive resolutio n o f thi s 
debate i s in sight . Th e present stud y certainl y assume s tha t basi c emo -
tions ar e no t th e whol e story—tha t emotiona l experienc e contain s a 
strong cognitiv e an d self-reflectiv e elemen t tha t i s greatl y affecte d b y 
the cultura l standard s applie d t o th e experience . However , thi s stud y 
also deal s wit h th e probabilit y tha t cultura l chang e mus t itsel f b e as-
sessed in terms o f its success or failure i n dealing wit h som e natura l im-
pulses. 

Certainly th e assumption o f considerable socia l constructio n i s essen-
tial t o th e presen t study' s demonstratio n o f significan t change . A n as-
sumption o f basic emotion, i n contrast, i s not essential.9 But the issue of 
basic impulse wil l reemerg e whe n w e chart som e of the complex result s 
of chang e emerging fro m Americans ' pursui t o f new outlets fo r passion s 
and fro m specifi c emotion s tha t had been redefined . 

For th e shift s themselve s wer e considerable , wit h far-reachin g impli -
cations. I n the 1890 s America n me n were advised , b y leading scientifi c 
and educationa l authorities , t o us e their anger : "I f [ a man] reacts posi -
tively, out of that very stirring may come achievements and performanc e 
of a  hig h level. " Merel y a  half-centur y later , childrearin g authoritie s 
warned parent s agains t encouraging temper in boys, for an angry man is 
"possessed o f a  devil. " Motherhood , a  sublim e emble m o f generous , 
intense lov e i n th e lat e nineteent h century—"sh e send s fort h fro m he r 
heart .  . . the life-givin g current"—becam e b y the 1930 s a n emotiona l 
hazard: "Motherlov e i s a dangerous instrument." On another love front : 
Victorian me n routinel y wrot e o f thei r transcenden t feeling.  Theodor e 
Weld intoned , " I don' t lov e you an d marr y yo u to promot e my  happi -
ness. To lov e you , to marr y yo u i s a  might y EN D in itself . . . . I  marr y 
you becaus e m y ow n inmos t bein g mingle s wit h you r bein g an d i s 
already marrie d t o it , both joine d i n one by God's ow n voice." A scan t 
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4 Introduction 

century later , men' s tune had changed , a s love became essentially sexual : 
"I snatche d he r int o m y arm s an d hel d he r a s in a  vise. . . . I  was madl y 
infatuated, tinglin g i n ever y ato m o f m y being. " Popula r writer s an d 
fraternity me n alik e contende d tha t me n shoul d pres s themselve s o n 
women eve n whe n th e latte r begge d t o stop ; th e ma n wh o coul d no t d o 
this, a s write r Charle s Malcho w pu t it , ha d "no t progresse d ver y fa r i n 
'the ar t o f love. ' " 1 0 Change s i n lov e an d anger , signalin g als o basi c 
shifts i n th e emotiona l rule s mean t t o defin e me n an d women , marke d 
the replacemen t o f Victorianis m wit h a  ne w framework , no t jus t i n th e 
abstract bu t i n th e dail y act s o f raisin g childre n o r dealin g wit h th e 
opposite sex. Passion itsel f was redefined, becomin g suspect unless it was 
sexual. American  Cool  trace s th e natur e an d proces s o f cultura l change , 
building th e specifi c ingredient s int o a  large r reevaluatio n o f emotiona l 
intensity. 

This stud y focuse s primaril y o n th e middl e clas s o f busines s peopl e 
and professiona l families . Lik e man y studie s o f th e middl e class , i t i s 
biased towar d evidenc e fro m Protestant s i n th e Nort h an d West , bu t 
regional factor s will  b e considere d t o som e extent , particularl y a s the y 
involve th e South . Th e clas s limitation s constitut e th e mos t importan t 
point t o emphasize . Th e Victoria n middl e clas s use d it s emotiona l cul -
ture t o hel p differentiat e itsel f fro m othe r groups , particularl y working -
class immigrants . Changin g middle-clas s standard s i n the twentiet h cen -
tury wer e les s blatantl y clas s specific , an d i n discussin g impact s w e 
will encounte r som e evidenc e o f spillove r int o othe r group s an d thei r 
behaviors. Emotiona l cultur e form s a n aspec t o f middle-clas s standard s 
that ha d som e hegemoni c power , bot h i n it s nineteenth-centur y versio n 
and, mor e extensivel y thoug h mor e subtly , i n it s twentieth-centur y for -
mulation. An d o f course , b y 1950 , som e 8 5 percen t o f al l American s 
were claiming t o b e middle class , which doe s no t mea n tha t the y share d 
the mos t widel y accepte d middle-clas s emotiona l norm s (th e clai m wa s 
above al l an income s claim ) bu t certainl y suggest s the growing potentia l 
resonance o f bourgeoi s emotionology . Th e middl e clas s di d no t entirel y 
triumph, however . Therefore , th e distinctio n betwee n m y primar y em -
phasis—the middl e class—an d America n societ y see n a s a  comple x 
combination o f classes , ethni c groups , an d subculture s mus t b e con -
stantly recalled . Thi s boo k analyze s a  clas s cultur e tha t ha d demonstra -
ble influenc e o n nationa l culture , bu t i t i s no t a  ful l stud y o f th e large r 
and mor e diverse national experience. 11 
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Introduction 5 

Even wit h thi s importan t limitation , th e presen t enterpris e i s undeni -
ably ambitious . I t claim s tha t a  genera l middle-clas s emotiona l styl e 
shifted ground , wit h measurabl e manifestatio n i n a  host o f specifi c emo -
tional areas , withi n roughl y thre e decades . Th e subjec t o f overal l emo -
tional styl e i s not unprecedented , bu t i t i s hardly commonplace . Despit e 
the relativ e novelt y o f historica l stud y o f emotion , thre e approache s t o 
the subjec t hav e emerge d t o date . Th e firs t involve s examinin g anothe r 
topic tha t include s emotiona l components ; emotion s histor y wa s par -
tially launche d b y historie s o f familia l relationship s i n th e seventeent h 
and eighteent h centurie s tha t inevitabl y extende d t o claim s abou t emo -
tional change. 12 Th e secon d approac h mor e explicitl y focuse s o n emo -
tional standard s an d thei r periodizatio n bu t limit s itsel f t o individua l 
emotions lik e lov e o r anger . Thi s approac h ha s produce d th e cleares t 
advances t o dat e i n th e historica l understandin g o f emotion , definin g 
the cause s an d effect s o f chang e an d th e relationshi p betwee n cultura l 
construction an d natura l an d invarian t emotiona l impulses . But the thir d 
approach, whic h thi s stud y i s intende d t o further , involve s a n effor t a t 
larger synthesis . Still focused explicitl y on emotiona l standard s an d thei r 
results, thi s approac h seek s t o determin e large r consistencie s i n emo -
tional norm s tha t relat e specifi c emotiona l standard s t o a  broade r style . 
The Victorian s ha d suc h a  style , thoug h i t ha s ofte n bee n erroneousl y 
characterized i n term s o f blanke t repression . Th e middl e clas s i n th e 
twentieth-century Unite d State s graduall y bu t definitel y revisite d tha t 
style, producin g a  ne w amalgam . Thi s boo k examine s thi s sweeping , 
partially unwittin g process . 

The ide a o f a  majo r twentieth-centur y emotionologica l transitio n 
follows from , an d relate s to , severa l widel y accepte d finding s abou t 
American socia l an d cultura l experience . Thi s stud y build s o n thes e 
findings, thoug h i t modifie s the m whil e dramaticall y extendin g thei r 
scope. 

It i s generall y accepte d tha t a  significan t differenc e existe d betwee n 
the socia l pattern s tha t bega n t o emerg e i n th e Unite d State s durin g th e 
1920s an d thos e tha t ha d predominate d throug h th e late r nineteent h 
century. Some have indeed dubbe d th e 1920 s "the end of Victorianism. " 
Change i s o f cours e bot h constan t an d cumulative , whic h make s an y 
effort t o identif y particularl y crucia l transitio n decade s difficul t an d 
contestable. Nevertheless , thi s stud y i s b y n o mean s uniqu e i n claimin g 
that th e 1920 s forme d a  point a t which severa l varie d trend s converged . 
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6 Introduction 

By the 1920 s th e Unite d State s ha d becom e predominantl y urban , shift -
ing focus awa y fro m th e classi c smal l town . Classi c individua l entrepre -
neurship wa s als o increasingl y replace d wit h corporat e management , 
and consume r value s wer e increasingl y glorified . Ne w approache s t o 
sexuality an d a  growin g emphasi s o n personalit y ove r characte r consti -
tute two othe r trend s identified wit h th e 1920 s that are stil l more closel y 
related t o a  redefinition o f emotiona l standards . Recen t work explainin g 
the 1920 s ris e of th e K u Klu x Kla n accordin g t o a n inchoat e realizatio n 
of how muc h was changing, of what desperat e efforts migh t be necessary 
to recaptur e olde r values , identifie s thi s transitio n decad e fro m yet  an -
other, bu t clearly related , vantage point. 13 

My exploratio n o f chang e i n middle-clas s emotiona l styl e di d no t 
begin a s a n attemp t t o fles h ou t ye t anothe r aspec t o f th e 1920 s tur n 
away fro m Victorianism . Indeed , wherea s existin g periodizatio n sche -
mas ten d t o posi t a  sudde n Victoria n collaps e i n th e 1920s , thi s stud y 
treats th e decad e a s th e beginnin g o f a  mor e extende d transition . Th e 
significant brea k i n emotiona l cultur e coincide d wit h change s i n othe r 
areas, fo r thi s brea k reflecte d thes e changes , thus illustratin g th e kind o f 
functional causatio n tha t socia l constructionist s hav e characteristicall y 
claimed withou t alway s providin g historicall y precis e illustration . Emo -
tional change , i n othe r words , resulte d fro m ne w socia l needs , an d i t 
also helpe d promot e change , turnin g thi s transitio n int o a  stil l mor e 
extensive reevaluatio n o f nineteenth-centur y convention s tha t reverber -
ated int o subsequent decades . 

The ide a o f a  majo r chang e i n emotiona l styl e stem s mos t directl y 
from findings  abou t shift s i n specifi c emotiona l standards . M y ow n 
earlier studies , severa l o f the m collaborative , o f anger , jealousy , an d 
fear al l identifie d th e 1920 s a s th e poin t whe n Victoria n signal s wer e 
reconsidered, i n a  proces s tha t extende d fo r severa l decades. 14 I n ap -
proaching anger , my  first  ventur e int o emotion s history , my  coautho r 
and I  had initiall y expecte d t o see  the more decisiv e change s late r i n th e 
twentieth century , associate d fo r exampl e wit h th e heralde d ris e o f 
permissive childrearing . I n fact , however , w e found tha t th e centra l ne w 
themes bega n earlier . A  subsequen t investigatio n o f jealous y uncovere d 
a ver y simila r chronolog y thoug h wit h man y differen t specifics . Othe r 
emotion o r emotion-relate d historie s tha t ha d focuse d largel y o n th e 
nineteenth centur y produced simila r (i f not always fully explored ) claim s 
that somethin g differen t bega n t o tak e shap e b y th e earl y twentiet h 
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Introduction 7 

century.15 Thi s wa s particularl y tru e o f severa l studie s o f love , bot h 
those directe d t o heterosexua l romanti c lov e an d thos e focuse d o n th e 
decline o f th e peculia r nineteenth-centur y fascinatio n with  motherlov e 
as a familial emotiona l icon . 

My exploration o f th e transition in emotional styl e thus synthesizes a 
variety o f existin g findings  abou t explici t emotiona l change . Owin g a 
great deb t t o th e many historians , sociologists , an d socia l psychologist s 
who hav e identifie d th e basi c ingredients , thi s stud y seek s t o retai n th e 
advantages o f th e relative precision o f thes e focused inquirie s while als o 
ranging mor e broadl y int o genera l thread s o f chang e an d tyin g th e 
origins of specifi c shift s t o the origins of a  novel overal l emotionologica l 
framework. 

It i s importan t t o not e tha t a  smal l numbe r o f specifi c emotion s 
studies devote d t o th e Unite d State s have shunned a n overall twentieth -
century periodizatio n i n favo r o f muc h smalle r chunk s o f tim e tha t 
coincide with specific childrearing fads 16 o r other short cycles. My study 
argues that while shorter-ter m variation s ca n be usefully identified , the y 
should no t obscur e th e large r styl e shift . Indeed , b y identifyin g par t o f 
the nature and much of th e timing of th e twentieth-century transitio n in 
emotional culture , inquirie s int o shorter-ter m variation s hav e mad e th e 
need for a  larger synthesis increasingl y obvious . This synthesis identifie s 
the general theme s previousl y identifie d whil e als o extending int o othe r 
emotional domain s les s fully explored , suc h a s grief.17 The challenge o f 
the specifi c studie s i s clear : wha t ar e th e underlyin g ingredient s tha t 
appear, alon g wit h other , mor e limite d attributes , i n redefinition s a s 
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 numbe r o f imaginativ e researcher s hav e alread y venture d int o th e 
challenging are a o f overal l emotiona l style s an d thei r alteration s fro m 
one perio d t o th e next . Th e best-develope d cas e fo r a  se a chang e i n 
emotional styl e focuse s no t o n th e twentiet h century , however , bu t o n 
the eighteenth . It s analog y t o th e presen t effor t wil l hel p clarif y m y 
intent, and its content relates to the Victorian baseline as well. 

There ar e tw o principa l formula s applie d t o a n eighteenth-centur y 
emotional transition , bot h o f whic h connec t t o more familia r aspect s o f 
cultural chang e i n th e period . Norber t Elias' s civilization-of-manner s 
schema, recentl y applie d t o th e nineteenth-centur y Unite d State s a s a n 
extension of its West European point of origin, emphasizes an increasing 
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8 Introduction 

discipline of emotions and bodil y functions alike . Starting with the uppe r 
classes, people learned ne w and mor e rigorous form s o f impuls e control . 
Applied t o emotions , th e schem a help s explai n no t onl y a  genera l se t o f 
goals but also more specific and measurabl e redefinitions , suc h as disgus t 
as a n emotiona l reactio n t o "uncivilized " sanitar y habit s an d persona l 
manners; a  growin g hostilit y t o emotiona l spontaneity , manifeste d i n 
disapproval o f excesse s i n traditiona l popula r festival s an d religiou s 
behaviors; attacks on crud e uses of fea r i n religion an d childrearing ; an d 
a growin g revulsio n agains t emotionall y charge d vengeanc e i n punish -
ment an d unwonte d ange r i n bot h publi c an d familia l settings. 18 Emo -
tional self-control , i n sum , underla y an d unite d a  numbe r o f change s i n 
particular emotiona l goals , man y o f whic h hav e bee n explore d i n thei r 
own right . 

A second schema , compatibl e wit h th e ide a o f emotiona l contro l bu t 
supplementing an d complicatin g i t i n importan t respects , involve s a 
concomitant reevaluatio n o f th e emotiona l function s o f th e family , 
which als o too k shap e i n Wester n Europ e an d Nort h Americ a i n th e 
eighteenth centur y o r a  bi t earlier . Th e famil y bega n t o exten d int o 
areas beyon d economi c productio n an d materia l welfare , an d famil y 
relationships gaine d ne w priority ove r communit y tie s an d othe r friend -
ships. Thi s wa s anothe r reaso n wh y ange r an d fea r wer e reevaluated , 
with particula r emphasi s o n th e nee d fo r contro l i n parent-chil d con -
tacts, a s par t o f a n effor t t o creat e lovin g bond s an d a  lessene d sens e of 
hierarchy withi n th e family . Jealous y wa s als o redefine d t o focu s o n 
romantic relation s rathe r tha n mor e genera l dispute s ove r honor . Guil t 
gained groun d o n sham e a s a  source of emotiona l disciplin e becaus e i t is 
possible t o instil l guil t initiall y a s par t o f intens e emotiona l contact s 
within th e famil y an d t o maintai n i t throug h threatene d deprivatio n o f 
those contacts . Th e importanc e o f lov e betwee n parent s an d childre n 
and o f lov e a s th e basi s fo r marita l choic e increased . Grie f ove r th e 
deaths o f famil y member s becam e mor e central. 19 Take n i n tandem , 
family reevaluatio n an d civilizatio n o f manner s provid e a  framewor k 
for, an d a  causa l lin k among , mos t o f th e vita l shift s i n emotiona l 
standards tha t occurre d i n Wester n societ y towar d th e en d o f th e earl y 
modern period . Thi s framewor k als o illustrate s th e analytica l potentia l 
of seekin g a  bi g pictur e i n dealin g wit h emotiona l change , les t basi c 
ingredients ge t lost amid attentio n t o detail . 

Basic cultural framework s normall y hav e considerable stayin g power , 
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and whe n gradua l change s d o occur , the y remai n withi n th e existin g 
framework. A s w e wil l see , thi s wa s th e cas e wit h Victoria n variant s 
on th e trend s establishe d befor e th e industria l revolution . A  genuin e 
framework change , however , di d occu r i n th e twentiet h century , an d 
several scholars have already theorized abou t its nature. 

Some hav e describe d th e change a s a  transformation i n basi c Ameri -
can characte r takin g shap e aroun d th e middl e o f th e twentiet h centur y 
or a  bi t later . Davi d Riesma n ha s argue d tha t ther e wa s a  genera l 
shift fro m inner-directedness , strongl y oriented toward achievement an d 
attuned t o interna l motivation s an d promptings , towar d other-direct -
edness, emphasizing attunemen t t o signal s fro m peer s and medi a a s the 
source o f appropriat e goal s an d standards . Christophe r Lasc h playe d a 
variant o n thi s them e i n hi s briefl y celebrate d lamen t o n th e declin e o f 
American character. 20 Fo r Lasch , th e inroad s o f meddlin g expert s an d 
other change s i n America n society—includin g th e weakenin g o f th e 
family resultin g fro m women' s ne w work  roles—produce d a  decline i n 
strong individua l motivatio n an d a n increas e i n shallow self-indulgenc e 
and concer n wit h pee r approval . Neithe r Riesma n no r Lasc h heavil y 
emphasized th e emotiona l corollarie s o f thei r claims , bu t clearl y suc h 
corollaries woul d exist . Whil e th e presen t stud y doe s no t propos e any -
thing quit e s o sweepin g a s a  moda l personalit y change , an d whil e i t 
certainly eschew s Lasch' s empiricall y dubiou s claim s abou t a  shif t i n 
psychoanalytic dynamic , i t doe s acknowledg e a  definit e shif t i n emo -
tional norm s fro m a n implici t emphasi s o n individua l driv e towar d a 
greater concer n wit h grou p conformit y an d attunemen t t o pee r reac -
tions. I n fleshin g ou t thi s argumen t an d explainin g th e causatio n an d 
results o f change , w e trea d a t th e edge s o f a  trai l blaze d b y earlie r 
analysis. 

Emotions theorist s hav e recentl y cleare d a  trai l o f thei r own , ven -
turing severa l overlappin g argument s abou t a  twentieth-centur y emo -
tional styl e markedl y differen t fro m it s Victoria n predecessor . Fo r a 
time, American sociologists assume d a  high level of repression in Ameri-
can emotiona l cultur e prio r t o th e twentiet h century , whic h gav e wa y 
during thi s centur y (ther e wa s littl e concer n fo r precisel y when ) t o a 
radically differen t emphasi s o n self-expressio n an d self-actualization . 
Modernization, i n thi s sense , mean t jettisonin g "traditional " limit s o n 
venting emotio n an d delightin g i n a  ne w individua l freedo m t o le t ev -
erything han g out . Thi s formulatio n wa s no t entirel y wrong , bu t i t 
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was unquestionabl y oversimple , beginnin g wit h it s fault y identificatio n 
of Victorianis m wit h traditionalis m an d undilute d repression . Interest -
ingly, mor e recen t sociologica l wor k o n emotio n ha s tende d t o esche w 
broader formula s i n favo r o f attentio n t o specifi c emotion s o r t o a 
much mor e modes t se t o f shift s an d cycle s within th e twentiet h centur y 
itself.21 

Several Dutc h an d Germa n sociologists , however , hav e picked u p th e 
theoretical gauntle t wit h a  vengeance, working o n th e twentieth centur y 
within th e broade r historica l perspectiv e provide d b y Norber t Elia s an d 
his mode l o f a n earlie r transformatio n towar d impuls e control . Fo r 
example, Jurgen Gerhard s argue s fo r a  "postmodern" emotiona l cultur e 
that escape s th e bound s o f Elias' s framework , thoug h no t simpl y i n a 
release fro m repression . Ca s Wouters develop s th e idea o f "informaliza -
tion" a s th e ke y descriptio n o f th e ne w emotiona l culture , i n whic h 
strict code s o f behavio r diminis h i n favo r o f a  mor e complex , mutuall y 
negotiated serie s o f emotiona l self-restraints . Wouter s eve n posit s a  cor -
relation betwee n th e shif t i n emotiona l standard s an d th e dominan t 
mode o f emotiona l analysis : "Jus t a s Freud' s 'discovery ' o f 'animalic ' 
emotions an d motive s occurre d a t th e pea k o f thei r repressio n an d 
denial, b y analogy , th e 'sociolog y o f emotions ' bega n t o sprea d whe n 
rejection o f repressio n an d denia l o f emotion s seeme d t o reac h thei r 
height." Abra m d e Swaan , eve n befor e Wouters , referre d t o growin g 
informality an d a d ho c negotiation s abou t emotiona l displa y a s par t o f 
an increasin g democrac y i n socia l relationships . He , too, distinguished a 
decline i n rigi d rule s agains t spontaneity , an d lik e Wouter s h e argue d 
that mor e spontaneit y coul d b e tolerate d becaus e o f lessene d insistenc e 
on hierarch y an d growin g confidenc e tha t mos t peopl e kne w withou t 
prodding ho w t o avoid undesirabl e excess. 22 

This, then , i s th e recip e fo r twentieth-centur y emotiona l chang e tha t 
has alread y bee n prepared . I t i s plausible an d correc t i n man y respects . 
Why no t simpl y rehea t it ; wh y revie w th e ingredient s directly ? Why , i n 
sum, a  whole ne w cookbook ? Fo r th e followin g reasons , al l explore d i n 
the subsequent chapters : 

i . Th e ide a o f a  twentieth-centur y movemen t awa y fro m impuls e 
control incorrectl y read s Victoria n emotion s a s repressiv e an d nothin g 
more. Thi s i s no t th e case , a t leas t a s applie d t o th e nineteenth-centur y 
American middl e class . I t i s essential t o correc t thi s baselin e i n orde r t o 
arrive a t a  true verdict on th e twentieth century . 
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2. Man y o f th e generalization s emanatin g fro m Dutc h researchers , 
and echoed by Jiirgen Gerhards in Germany, rest on fairly slender empir-
ical evidence . Importan t studie s ar e cited , particularly a  Dutch attitudi -
nal surve y i n th e 1960s . Bu t generalizations hav e outrace d data,  some -
times producin g sweepin g claim s base d o n remark s b y th e America n 
novelist To m Wolfe. 23 Further , importan t studie s demonstratin g ne w 
forms o f twentieth-centur y repressio n hav e no t bee n incorporate d i n 
the dominan t model . Finally , th e "informalization " mode l assume s a 
transatlantic equivalenc e i n emotiona l trends , wit h scattere d America n 
and Europea n evidenc e use d interchangeably . A  fulle r examinatio n o f 
specific cultures , like that of the American middle class, is imperative. 

3. Evaluation s o f th e timin g o f chang e ar e suspect , a t leas t fo r th e 
United States . The  Dutc h wor k focuse s o n th e 1960 s a s th e transitio n 
point. American  Cool  wil l argu e tha t i n th e Unite d State s th e mor e 
decisive brea k bega n t o emerge four decade s earlier. 24 Onl y by properly 
identifying timin g can we address causes and consequences. 

4. Th e informalizatio n model , whil e mor e righ t tha n wrong , simpl y 
does not capture the full substance of the emotional culture that emerged 
from th e decline o f Victorianis m i n the United States . Despite it s attrac-
tive caution and complexity, i t overdoes the liberating elements and, still 
more important , downplay s th e vita l corollar y o f growin g informalit y 
itself: the growing aversio n to emotional intensit y tha t such informalit y 
requires. It is the very un-Victorian suspicion o f intens e emotional expe -
rience, far more than a  simple renunciation of Victorian repression , that 
forms th e essenc e o f th e transition i n American emotiona l culture . Thi s 
is what mus t b e explained . Emotiona l restrain t mus t b e see n a s itsel f a 
causal forc e tha t ha s reshape d variou s relationship s i n contemporar y 
social life . Even more than the informalization proponent s have realized, 
fundamental feature s o f th e emotiona l cultur e tha t emerge d fro m th e 
ashes o f Victorianis m ar e counterintuitive , involvin g actua l emotiona l 
constraints o f whic h man y middle-clas s American s hav e remaine d un -
aware. 

Source material s fo r thi s boo k cluste r primarily , thoug h no t exclu -
sively, i n wha t i s generall y know n a s prescriptiv e literature . Victoria n 
popularizers, an d thei r readers , fel t a  nee d fo r guidanc e i n variou s as -
pects o f emotiona l socialization , an d th e popularit y o f th e numerou s 
manuals directed at parents and youth has been well documented. Then, 
in th e 1920s , a  new se t o f popularizin g authoritie s entere d th e market -

This content downloaded from 
�������������58.97.216.197 on Thu, 05 Sep 2024 02:59:32 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



1z Introduction 

place Th e audience thei r work achieve d form s on e index of middle-clas s 
Americans' ques t fo r som e real innovatio n i n emotional guidelines . 

For th e Victoria n perio d th e manual s referre d t o abov e for m a  vita l 
starting point . Mos t o f the m addresse d variou s kind s o f emotiona l stan -
dards.25 Popula r shor t stories—particularl y thos e wit h a  stron g mora l 
purpose a s feature d i n Godey's  Ladies  Book,  Peterson's,  an d th e Ladies 
Home Journal —etiquette books , and hortativ e storie s fo r olde r childre n 
and yout h ad d t o the prescriptive mix. 26 Many o f these genres continue d 
in th e transitio n decade s o f th e twentiet h century , althoug h th e youth -
advice literatur e bega n t o declin e rapidly , an d storie s aime d a t childre n 
shifted towar d escapis m (whic h itsel f reveal s a  ne w emotiona l tone). 27 

Marital advic e manual s an d popula r magazine s fo r me n a s wel l a s fo r 
women increase d i n volum e an d utility , whil e childrearin g advic e i n 
various form s remaine d essential . Als o vita l fo r twentieth-centur y emo -
tionology wa s th e burgeonin g prescriptiv e literatur e focuse d o n emo -
tional standard s a t work . Th e cumulatio n o f thi s various material , com -
bined wit h man y othe r studie s tha t provid e additiona l evidenc e o n ke y 
points—such a s recen t intervie w an d questionnair e dat a an d privat e 
letters fro m th e Victoria n period—yield s a  fairl y ful l pictur e o f emo -
tional cultur e an d th e rang e o f it s audience . Th e sam e materia l als o 
provides suggestiv e evidence about causation , when use d in combinatio n 
with informatio n abou t large r socia l an d cultura l trend s availabl e fro m 
existing historiograph y fo r bot h th e nineteent h an d th e twentieth centu -
ries an d fro m additiona l researc h i n area s suc h a s popula r healt h atti -
tudes. Supplemente d b y a  mor e disparat e rang e o f materials , includin g 
several ke y intervie w studie s fro m th e 1930 s onward, 28 thi s bod y o f 
evidence enable s u s t o ventur e som e conclusion s abou t actua l internal -
ization o f th e recommende d standard s an d abou t th e large r impac t o f 
these standards i n al l areas of life , from leisur e to law . 

One final  point , whic h n o introductio n shoul d b e without : S o what ? 
What i s th e poin t o f attendin g t o emotiona l cultur e a t all ? Emotiona l 
culture i s hard t o study , ye t th e game i s worth th e candle , an d no t onl y 
because th e ques t i s intrinsically challenging . I n the first  place , the stud y 
of emotiona l cultur e make s a n essentia l contributio n t o othe r kind s o f 
emotions research , aidin g scholar s wh o see k t o understan d wha t emo -
tions ar e an d wha t role s the y play . Emotions stud y i s on th e upswing of 
late. Cognitiv e psychologists , eve n researcher s o n artificia l intelligence , 
probe link s betwee n emotiona l reaction s an d othe r form s o f thought ; 
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though typicall y intereste d i n formula s yieldin g high generalization , an d 
thus often partisan s o f th e idea o f inherent , basi c emotions, they ar e no t 
immune t o a n interes t i n cultura l chang e a s a  variable . Socia l psycholo -
gists, dealin g wit h emotion s i n a  collectiv e context , hav e contribute d 
directly t o historica l stud y an d hav e examine d variou s categorie s o f 
emotional standard s an d behavior s tha t ma y o r ma y no t b e ope n t o 
historical change . A growing group o f sociologists , and som e anthropol -
ogists, include s th e mos t articulat e advocate s o f th e ide a o f socia l o r 
cultural construction , i n whic h emotiona l standard s an d eve n interna l 
behaviors respon d a t leas t i n par t t o evolvin g functiona l needs . Ye t i t 
remains tru e tha t reasonably general , reasonably precise , and reasonabl y 
analytical test s o f th e idea o f basi c emotional chang e ar e no t numerous . 
The present stud y contributes additiona l substanc e to the constructionis t 
venture an d link s wit h othe r kind s o f inquirie s int o th e relationshi p 
between emotio n an d variation s (includin g changes) i n social context . 

Emotions researc h als o add s ne w an d importan t dimension s t o histo -
rians' examination o f severa l familia r developments , and i t helps connec t 
these developments . Here , a n exampl e quit e relevan t t o thi s stud y wil l 
serve bette r tha n a  genera l formulation . Th e concep t o f consumeris m i s 
a stapl e i n America n socia l an d cultura l history . W e al l kno w tha t ne w 
passions fo r acquisitio n ha d flamed  b y th e 1920s ; thoug h i t ca n b e 
argued tha t basi c changes occurre d somewha t earlier , importan t discus -
sions o f precis e timin g nee d no t obscur e th e basi c poin t tha t growin g 
numbers o f Americans , heade d b y th e middl e class , develope d a  ne w 
relationship t o goods an d th e process o f obtainin g them . We know also , 
if i n fairl y genera l terms , tha t th e ris e o f consumerism , a s distinc t fro m 
earlier, mor e subsistence-base d form s o f acquisition , promote d o r re -
flected broade r change s i n outlook. 29 Bu t w e ar e fa r fro m knowin g th e 
full effect s o f growin g commitmen t t o consumeris t behavior . A  stud y 
that explore s th e emotiona l corollarie s o f thi s trend , whic h i s wha t thi s 
book i s i n part , thu s add s considerabl y t o ou r gras p o f th e huma n 
meaning o f a  familia r ne w socia l pattern . I t i s hardl y surprisin g tha t 
increased interes t i n acquirin g nonessentia l good s ha d emotiona l conse -
quences, s o tha t othe r kind s o f emotiona l contact s change d a s peopl e 
put mor e emotiona l energ y int o consumption . Bu t thes e ramification s 
have rarel y bee n examined . Catchin g th e connectio n a s i t took shape — 
that is , treatin g th e connectio n historically—i s a n essentia l ste p i n im -
proving understanding . Further , growing consumerism wa s connected t o 
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other developments , familia r i n themselve s an d coinciden t i n time , suc h 
as changin g religiou s values . B y lookin g a t th e large r framewor k fo r 
measurable shift s i n emotion s culture—b y lookin g beyon d a  single ma -
jor facto r suc h a s consumerism—emotions histor y ca n revea l ho w con -
comitant change s wer e brough t hom e t o rea l peopl e i n tha t substantia l 
segment o f thei r lives pervaded b y emotional reaction s an d evaluations . 

Emotions histor y doe s not , however , simpl y measur e th e result s o f 
other change s in human terms . It also adds to the explanation o f change . 
Emotions research , particularl y i n th e constructionis t school , tend s t o 
downplay thi s vita l face t o f emotion , lookin g mainl y a t th e contex t fo r 
emotional standard s an d a t th e way s standard s shap e individua l lives . 
Emotions ar e treate d eithe r a s isolate d phenomen a o r a s dependen t 
variables; thei r ow n impact s ar e no t assessed . Fro m th e historica l side , 
much socia l histor y ha s focuse d o n emphasizin g th e rationalit y o f vari -
ous groupings. One o f the firs t claim s in social history , fo r example , was 
that lower-clas s rioter s wer e no t impelle d b y blin d passion , tha t the y 
chose target s carefull y accordin g t o well-define d goals . These goal s cer -
tainly differe d fro m modern , middle-clas s goals ; ther e wa s n o disputin g 
the importance o f cultura l context . But within thi s context coo l rational -
ity prevailed . Onl y recentl y hav e socia l historian s develope d an y rea l 
interest i n goin g beyon d rationalis m t o loo k a t othe r kind s o f reaction s 
and relationships . Bu t thei r probe s remai n tentativ e an d characteristi -
cally confined t o family pattern s an d othe r private behaviors. The poten -
tial fo r examinin g th e wide r consequence s o f emotiona l change—fo r 
taking emotions seriously a s a source of socia l behaviors , within familie s 
to b e sur e bu t als o i n a  variet y o f other , mor e publi c settings—ha s no t 
been tapped . Thi s kin d o f emotion s histor y i s not , i t mus t quickl y b e 
noted, in conflict wit h rationalis t socia l history. Emotions ar e not irratio -
nal; the y relat e t o th e cognitiv e proces s i n tha t the y involv e thinkin g 
about one' s own impulse s and evaluatin g them a s an intrinsic part o f th e 
emotional experienc e itself. 30 Whe n changin g emotiona l standard s thu s 
affect socia l protest , a s I  will argu e occur s i n th e twentiet h centur y a s a 
consequence o f th e emotiona l transitio n thi s book explores , the resul t i s 
not tha t protes t become s mor e o r les s rational . Emotion s for m par t o f 
the motivationa l packag e tha t include s culturall y logica l goal s an d care -
ful choic e of targets . They do , however, have a  causal force o f thei r own , 
and i n thi s respect , a s i n numerou s othe r areas , w e short-chang e ou r 
power t o explai n i f we leave ou t th e impac t o f emotiona l culture . Whe n 
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this culture changes , as it did in the second quarte r o f this century , othe r 
results follow . W e wil l se e elaborate result s i n law , protest , leisure , an d 
other areas—som e o f whic h ad d fundamentall y t o genera l understand -
ing of the behaviors involved an d th e needs that underla y them . 

Finally, becaus e emotiona l standard s pla y a  significan t rol e i n 
translating othe r change s int o huma n routin e an d i n contributin g t o 
change, a  study tha t seize s on a  recent basi c transition inevitabl y contri -
butes to an understanding o f emotiona l patterns , and some wider behav -
iors, in the United State s today. The transition tha t began to take definit e 
shape i n th e 1920 s stil l reverberate s i n way s tha t hav e bee n partiall y 
delineated elsewhere. 31 Without claimin g to explore the connection full y 
where emotions ar e concerned—this i s a study o f th e transition an d no t 
of contemporary emotiona l patterns— I inten d t o suggest some probabl e 
implications. In  th e transitio n tha t forme d a  new emotiona l culture , w e 
find a  mirro r i n whic h w e ca n se e an d understan d som e o f ou r ow n 
features an d compar e the m wit h th e emotiona l face s o f ou r Victoria n 
forebears. 
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