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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 American
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.

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 regular




writer for the magazine Atlantic Monthly. During the
American Civil War (1861-65) 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 magazines
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 appealed 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 “Little
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.
Towards the end of her life, she was often ill, but she
continued to write until her death in 1888.

Little Women

We have suggested that the most eager readers of Little
Women were girls. They were not the only readers, but it
is rather important to cansider what provision there was
for young people’s reading.




