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LITTLE WOMEN



Introduction

Louisa May Alcott
Louisa, the second of Bronson Alcott’s four daughters,
was born in 1832. Her father was well known as one of the
leaders of the American “transcendentalist” movement.
His special interest was in the improvement of education.
He had very many ideas about equal treatment for every-
body in schools, and about the end of slavery and the rights
of women. He was ahead of his time, and therefore many
of his ideas failed, and his family was always poor until the
success of Louisa May Alcott as a writer. In fact, the
experiences of the four March girls in Little Women are
very much like the experiences of Louisa and her sisters.
Bronson Alcott firmly believed that we must “trust the
intelligence of children” in educating them. One proof of
the truth of this belief, which is still respected by Ameri-
can educationists, was in the education of Louisa herself.
She had a great love of books. When the family moved to
Concord, one of their neighbours was the famous poet and
transcendentalist writer Ralph Waldo Emerson. He liked
Louisa Alcott and allowed her to use his library with its
many books. She spent as much time as she could there,
but she had to work to help her family. She worked as a
servant, as a dressmaker, and as a teacher. All the time,
she wrote.
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At last, in 1852, a magazine printed — and paid for —
one of her stories. Her stories for children, and especially
her fairy stories, were well liked, and she became a regu-
lar writer for the magazine Atlantic Monthly. During the
American Civil War (1861 — 1865) she worked as a nurse in
Washington D. C., and her letters from the hospital, with
their very touching descriptions of wounded soldiers and
their problems, had more and more readers. The letters
were collected and printed as a book, Hospital Sketches , in
1863, and Louisa May Alcott became famous.

Little Women appeared in 1868. The literary maga-
zines treated it as learned literature, and they disliked it.
The critics in magazine after magazine attacked it. The
book was too sentimental, they said, meaning that it ap-
pealed to the readers’ feelings instead of exercising their
minds. But the readers themselves, mainly girls and young
women, were happy to have their tender feelings moved.
The book was bought in very large numbers, and readers
watched the bookshops and libraries for the next book by
Louisa May Alcott. The story of the March girls (the “Lit-
tle Women”) was continued in Good Wives, Little Men,
Jo’s Boys and Aunt Jo’s Scrap Bag. Other books poured
from Louisa’s pen, and she became an extremely successful
writer.

All through her life, Louisa worked hard for an end to
slavery in America. In her later years, as a famous writer,
she gave strong support to movements in favour of
women’s rights and against the misuse of strong drink. To-
wards the end of her life, she was often ill, but she contin-
ued to write until her death in 1888.

Little Women _
We have suggested that the most eager readers of Lit-
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7 .
tle Women were girls. They were not the only readers, but

it is rather important to consider what provision there was
for young people’s reading.

Before 1868, when Little Women appeared, there
were indeed certain books written especially for children
and young people. Because of the religious (Puritan)
teaching of the early American settlers and the beliefs of
writers like Rousseau (his Emile had a strong effect on ed-
ucational thinking), nearly all these books were written to
teach, and especially to teach good thought and behaviour.
There was not much to satisfy young people’s thirst for sto-
ries (about action and real people) to exercise the imagina-
tion. For these, before the year 1800, young people had to
go to books that had been written for the general reader:
books like The Pilgrim’s Progress (1678), Robinson Crusoe
(1719), Gulliver’s Travels (1726). After 1800, fairy sto-
ries began to appear for young children: Grimms’ Fairy
Tales (1823 in English), and the fairy .stories of Hans
Andersen (1846 in English).

Older children loved Washington Irving’s Legend of
Sleepy Hollow and Rip Van Winkle (1819). These were not
written for children, but they offered young people the
chance to see action in the imagination and to enjoy won-
dering what would happen next. And that is what Louisa
May Alcott offered her readers: the characters seemed
real; the readers could put themselves in the place of
(identify with) one of them and share his or her thoughts
and feelings.

The March sisters in Little Women are separate peo-
ple, each with her own way of thinking. This was perhaps
unusual at the time, more than a hundred years ago. In
most middle-class families the girls had to be good and
obey their parents, not to show independent character.



