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Abstract: Little Women is one of the most popular American children’s books of
all times, and only rather recently have scholars (re)discovered the ways in which
it can also speak to adult audiences. Tracing the development of the March sisters
from “little women” to adults, the novel touches upon various aspects central for the
self-conception of the American nation in the second half of the nineteenth century,
ranging from an increasing influence of the capitalist marketplace to the changes
regarding women’s roles. This essay foregrounds the main character Jo, focusing not
just on Alcott’s criticism of the gendered restrictions that women had to face but also
on their implications for female writers. Moreover, this essay briefly discusses the
novel’s portrayal of the growing importance of consumption, ranging from its signifi-
cance for the characters’ identity to the commodification of literature.
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1 Context

Although Little Women (1868-1869) brought its author Louisa May Alcott (1832-1888)
both fame and fortune, it was largely ignored by critics. Reasons for this range from
a general neglect of children’s literature to the fact that its author is female and its
topic apparently ‘sentimental’ and ‘domestic’ (71 Sentimentalism). When scholars
turned their attention to Alcott, most of them were puzzled by what appears to be her
contradictory portrayal of female characters, particularly the novel’s most popular
character Jo March. Her turn from an independent ‘tomboy’ into the obedient wife of a
much older, unattractive husband has upset many readers; it has also led to a variety
of different, sometimes contradictory readings not just of the character Jo but also the
whole novel, some of which will be discussed below.

Alcott herself seems to have had mixed feelings about the novel. Thomas Niles, of
the publishing company Roberts Brothers, asked her to write “a girl’s book” in 1867
(Myerson and Shealy 1997, 158), which she began writing in May 1868, commenting
that “I begin ‘Little Women.” Marmee, Anna, and May all approve my plan. So I plod
away, though I don’t enjoy this sort of thing. Never liked girls or knew many, except
my sisters [...]” (Myerson and Shealy 1997, 165-166). Alcott delivered the rather hastily
written manuscript to the publisher in July 1868, and in October the first part, Little
Women; or, Meg, Jo, Beth, and Amy, was published. As contemporary reviews show
(see Clark 2004), it was very well received, recommended for children and parents
alike. Pressured by her publisher and her own success, Alcott almost immediately
sat down to write the second part, which she sent off in January 1869 and which was
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published in April (Eiselein and Phillips 2001, xiii). It also became a huge success and
subsequently both parts have been published together as one book. However, Alcott’s
personal writing reveals that she was even more ambiguous about the second than
the first part of the novel and, in fact, angered by her readers’ response: “Girls write to
ask who the little women marry, as if that was the only end and aim of a woman’s life.
I won’t marry Jo to Laurie to please any one” (Myerson and Shealy 1997, 167; emphasis
in original). In a letter to her uncle she complained that “publishers are very perwerse
& wont let authors have thier [sic] way so my little women must grow up & be married
off in a very stupid style” (Myerson and Shealy 1995, 121-122; emphasis in original).
In the end, she married them off, though not always in the fashion her readers had
expected. Nevertheless, the novel continued to be immensely popular. Despite her
own reservations, Alcott wrote two sequels, Little Men: Life at Plumfield with Jo’s Boys
(1871) and Jo’s Boys, and How They Turned Out. A Sequel to Little Men (1886), which
both focused on the life and children of readers’ favorite Little Women-character, Jo.

While Little Women provided much-needed financial security for Alcott and
earned her lasting fame, it appears that she did not like it too much and did decidedly
not consider it a ‘masterpiece.’ She preferred writing literature for adults, in which she
could focus on her own experience and ideas of reform, to writing “moral pap for the
young” (Alcott 1891 [1886], 50). Alcott published a remarkable number of literary texts
in a variety of styles and genres. Her first book was a collection of children’s stories,
Flower Fables (1855), followed by works such as Hospital Sketches (1863), based on her
own experience as a nurse during the Civil War, and Moods (1864), a work addressed
to an adult audience that featured a triangular love relationship. During this time,
she led “a double literary life” (Douglas 1999, 43): Alcott had written sensational tales
and thrillers anonymously and under the pen name A.M. Barnard since they did not
adhere to the conventional sentimental and domestic fare that Victorian middle-class
society approved of but explored what one could call its ‘dark and deviant’ under-
side. Stories such as “Behind a Mask, or A Woman’s Power” (see Stern 1975) feature
unconventional and powerful female protagonists alongside themes like seduction or
murder and help to shed a different light on Little Women and the values it apparently
celebrates. However, after the success of Little Women, she devoted herself grudgingly
to children’s fiction, and only occasionally, with works such as A Modern Mephis-
topheles (1877), did she take up her love of adult writing. These books received mixed
reviews, which probably contributed to Alcott’s decision to keep writing in a style
and about topics that did not really suit her. It might also explain why an author with
progressive, even radical views wrote literature that seems so firmly attached to the
conventions of her time.

Alcott’s upbringing was as contradictory as her double literary life and sheds val-
uable light on what she wrote. The second of the four daughters of Amos Bronson
Alcott and Abigail May Alcott, Louisa was not only subject to her father’s radical edu-
cational ideas but also part of one of the most important intellectual circles of nine-
teenth-century America. Despite such a privileged intellectual upbringing, Louisa
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also experienced genteel poverty. Amos was an educator and philosopher as well as a
respected member of the transcendentalist circle, yet he was notoriously unemployed;
Abigail came from one of the prominent Boston families and was active in a variety
of social endeavors. Living in Concord, the Alcotts were neighbors and friends with
fellow transcendentalists and writers Ralph Waldo Emerson, Henry David Thoreau,
Margaret Fuller, and Nathaniel Hawthorne, among others, so that the daughters came
in touch with some of the most progressive thinkers and writers of the time (Douglas
1999, 45).

Basing some of his ideas on the Romantic notion of children as pure and divine,
only corrupted by society’s negative influence, Bronson Alcott developed his educa-
tional theory. According to John Matteson, he “theorized that, if children could be
exposed from birth only to loving and morally strengthening influences, their innate
divinity might flourish” (2005, 452). He shunned physical punishment, a widespread
‘corrective’ principle at the time, and favored conversations with children during
which they could be led to “examine themselves through Socratic dialogue” (Douglas
1999, 46), which he also practiced at his progressive Temple School (1834-1839). In a
sense, his own daughters were another of his “experiments” (Douglas 1999, 45), whom
he raised according to his principles and about whom he kept meticulous notebooks
(Matteson 2005, 452). Unfortunately, Louisa’s temperament did not go well with her
father’s vision of the ‘divine’ child, inclined to self-reflection, betterment, selfless-
ness, and “perfection” (Matteson 2005, 453). Her rebellious and quick-tempered char-
acter had “Bronson cast her as the difficult daughter in the family” (Showalter 1991,
45). Thus, Louisa grew up with a self-image of being too impulsive, angry, and rebel-
lious for a ‘proper’ woman, a fault that she tried to ‘correct’ throughout her life and
that can also be found in Little Women’s heroine Jo.

While her father’s theories and the family’s poverty were a major influence on
Louisa, the lively intellectual environment around her was another. Louisa grew up
among the luminaries of transcendentalism, in a household in which critical thinking
was literally more important than one’s daily bread, and in which ideas such as self-re-
liance, non-conformity and (intellectual) independence were discussed and lived
extensively. However, despite Louisa’s intimate familiarity with such new and radical
ideas, she criticized them, experiencing first-hand the clash of such concepts with
her own situation as a nineteenth-century woman limited by society’s gender-specific
ideologies such as the cult of domesticity and the ideal of true womanhood (see e.g.
Welter 1966). Both ideologies were intertwined with norms and values propagated by
the middle classes. Changing economic structures had led to a gender-based sepa-
ration of labor and the respective ‘spheres.” Men worked more and more outside the
house, earning wages which supported their families; women in contrast worked
inside the home, responsible for housework and raising the children. Such a division
of labor did not only reinforce female dependence (on fathers, brothers, husbands)
but also seemed to support the idea of men’s and women’s ‘natural’ proclivities for
certain types of work: men were supposed to be active and aggressive, managing the
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harsh world of politics and the marketplace, while women ‘ruled,’” submissively and
tenderly, at home, creating a space of refuge from the corrupt influences of the public
sphere. Yet, this ideology, which restricted women to responsibilities associated with
the private sphere, was used by women in a number of ways to question the strict
separation of spheres. Particularly the idea that women were best suited to serve as
moral guardians helped them to make a case for their ‘natural’ right to claim a public
voice, most notably in writing literature and in the various reform movements aimed
at improving society.

Ideological constructs like the separate spheres were very powerful since they
were reproduced and circulated in popular genres such as the domestic and senti-
mental novel (71 Sentimentalism). Moreover, despite the moral pedestal onto which
women were put, their influence in the public and the possibilities to act politically
were quite limited. For a long time, women had not been considered independent
subjects: upon marriage, the law considered a woman’s identity to ‘merge’ with her
husband’s, which had far-reaching implications. Not only were women denied the
right to vote as it was argued that husband and wife spoke with one voice anyway; it
was also difficult for women to hold property independently since everything that a
wife owned or inherited legally belonged to her husband. Such gendered ideologies
and their implications were only slowly changing, and Alcott was part of a generation
of writers intent on improving women’s situation.

Alcott’s family background also immersed her in reading and writing literature
from an early age on. Part of Bronson’s educational experiment was self-reflection in
the form of journal writing; not just Bronson and Abigail but also their daughters kept
journals which their parents read and commented on (Douglas 1999, 45). This ‘family
journal’ was part of a process of introspection, a constant surveillance of one’s self
with the aim of self-betterment, which in the Alcott household meant above all else
self-denial and self-sacrifice for the sake of others (Matteson 2005, 452). Hence, while
creative impulses were supported, desires that took material form were shunned
(Matteson 2005, 452). In a way, Bronson made a virtue of necessity: making little to
no money, he had to rely on others - his wife, her family, even his own daughters —
to be able to pay his bills and tried to show his daughters that material posses-
sions were superfluous, even hurtful to one’s personal development and striving
(Showalter 1991, 44; Douglas 1999, 45; Matteson 2005, 453). However, it seems that
what he impressed most upon Louisa was a sense of fierce independence, an aware-
ness of the necessity to provide for herself and her family, which is mirrored in the
character of Jo March.

Jo also reflects the fact that Alcott was a voracious reader with access to not just
her parents’ but also Emerson’s library. Little Women abounds with literary references
and can be seen as a re-writing of genres popular at the time, from children’s litera-
ture to sensational stories. Particularly the domestic or sentimental novel is an impor-
tant context for Alcott’s work. Often denigrated as an exaggerated and tearful display
of ‘typical’ female emotionality, it has been re-evaluated by feminist critics who have
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shown how such novels exploit readers’ empathy to further their (political) agenda
for social change (see e.g. Baym 1978; Kelley 1984; Tompkins 1985; A15 Stowe, Uncle
Tom’s Cabin). Similarly, the genre’s focus on the domestic, often taken to disqualify
it as ‘merely’ interested in women’s affairs, negotiates questions of individual and
national identity. As a micro-image of the nation, the domestic setting served as a
stage on which the restrictions that women had to face could be publicly criticized.
As such novels showed, the (male) transcendentalists’ celebration of non-conformity,
independence, and self-reliance, prominent in mid-nineteenth century America,
could only be taken so far by women, who were still expected to conform to a variety
of restrictive ideals.

2 Close Reading

I use the Norton Critical Edition of Little Women (2004 [1868]) here since it reprints
the original manuscript and not the revised (British) edition from 1880, in which a
number of small but significant changes were made regarding language, charac-
terization etc. (cf. Phillips and Eiselein 2004). One major theme in Little Women is
growing up as a woman in society. In this sense, it is a female Bildungsroman focus-
ing on women’s roles and proper place in society and thus, it is not surprising that
men hardly play a role. Yet, in the context of a patriarchal social structure, the virtual
absence of ‘the patriarch’ is noteworthy. It is women who successfully ‘run’ every-
day business in the novel, including but not limited to the family home, which is
the novel’s major setting. While a focus on the domestic is in line with the theme
of women and their place in society, the novel is by no means limited to this: next
to women’s rights (very much a concern of the public), Little Women takes a closer
look at contemporaneous developments regarding mass consumption as well as the
commodification of literature itself.

Little Women traces the development of Josephine (“Jo”), Margaret (“Meg”), Amy,
and Elizabeth (“Beth”) March from adolescence to their marriages, and particularly its
first part is modeled on Alcott’s own life. While part one chronicles the March family
for only a year, the second part picks up the girls’ stories three years later, showing
their transitions into families of their own. Set in New England during the Civil War,
the novel opens on the day before Christmas. Mr. March serves as a chaplain in the
army and is absent for half of the novel, until illness forces him to return. During his
absence, Mrs. March (“Marmee”) and her daughters fend for themselves, making ends
meet with work of their own: Mrs. March does charity work, Jo acts as a companion
for her Aunt, and Meg teaches the children of a well-to-do family; Amy is still going
to school, and frail Beth stays at home. In the weeks and months after Christmas, the
novel focuses on the girls’ project to better themselves, their dreams and desires as
well as the sacrifices that this betterment involves. Along the way, they get to know
their wealthy neighbor’s grandson Laurie and ‘adopt’ him into their circle. Most of
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the novel takes place in the family’s home, with occasional stints in other people’s
homes, which mostly serve as a contrast to the Marches’ simplicity and frugality.

Famously, the book opens with Jo complaining that “Christmas won’t be Christ-
mas without any presents” (11). Although the girls understand the symbolic gesture
behind their mother’s proposition not to have any presents because of the war, their
heartis not in it, and they resent having to sacrifice their wishes. After more complaints
about the responsibilities they have inside and outside the home, the girls reconsider.
Inspired by their mother’s worn old slippers, they decide that each girl should get
their mother a surprise present: Meg wants to buy her a pair of gloves, Jo Army boots,
Beth handkerchiefs that she will hem herself, and Amy a bottle of cologne.

The novel’s focus on material things and practices of consumption is quite strik-
ing, particularly in the context of Christmas, which had only been established com-
paratively recently, in the 1850s (Restad 1995, Ch. 3-5). The girls’ complaint reveals
how quickly this religious holiday had been secularized and commercialized - they
“reflexively associate the Christmas holiday with the pleasures of commercialism”
(Proehl 2013, 105). It also reveals the girls’ desire for material things and thus serves as
an indication of the novel’s investment in contemporary consumer culture. Moreover,
the opening characterizes the girls particularly through their desires and responses to
a gift-less Christmas and their ideas for a suitable present for their mother (Sherman
2001, 185-186). For all of them, happiness seems connected to consumption; indeed,
to various degrees, as the novel goes on to show, they define themselves with the help
of consumer goods, even in their artistic endeavors. Particularly with regard to Jo,
the novel highlights how much literature as an artistic practice is entangled with the
capitalist structures of the marketplace, something which leaves its distinctive mark
on both the art and the artist.

The girls’ material desires can also be seen as desires for self-fulfillment, which
stand in contrast to the requirement of sacrifice and self-denial that society tries to
teach young women. Hence the sisters’ wishes and aims in life come into conflict with
the social expectations implied in their future role as women, which is most visible
when Jo gives up writing. Beth is an exception to this pattern; indeed, her death can
be read as a lesson of self-denial gone too far. Marmee is instrumental in these lessons
of self-sacrifice as she functions as a model and a guide. Thus, on Christmas Eve,
she reads their father’s letter to the girls, which reminds them, in war-like language,
to “fight their bosom enemies bravely, and conquer themselves so beautifully” that
he can be proud of them (17). Marmee carries out this idea by reminding them of a
game they used to perform: based on John Bunyan’s The Pilgrim’s Progress (1678),
the game is a reenactment of the tale, in which the girls, equipped with bundles that
signify their “burdens,” travel from the house’s basement to the attic, which stand for
Bunyan’s “City of Destruction” and the “Celestial City,” i.e. the starting and end points
of an allegorical journey towards salvation. Linking Bunyan’s tale to her daughters’
lives, she suggests playing Pilgrim’s Progress “in earnest” (18). The game’s pilgrim-
age symbolizes the girls’ progress in bettering themselves, from “many troubles and
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mistakes to the peace which is a true Celestial City” and with burdens that represent
the duties they do not like and their own flaws, which are obstacles toward a life
as ‘good’ women (18). As a little help, they receive a Christmas present after all, “a
little guide-book” for their journey towards goodness (18). Whether this “beautiful
old story of the best life ever lived” (19) is the New Testament (e.g. Phillips 1999, 223)
or John Bunyan’s The Pilgrim’s Progress (e.g. Showalter 1991, 52), it serves as model
for the sisters’ development “towards the paradise of goodness” (Showalter 1991, 52;
cf. Aliaga-Buchenau 2004, 87). However, Bunyan’s tale is more than a metaphor for
the girls’ journey towards socially accepted womanhood. In a very concrete sense,
Pilgrim’s Progress can be seen as a guide of how to read Alcott’s novel, indicated by
the preface, in which Alcott rewrites Bunyan’s “The Author’s Apology for His Book”
(Bunyan 33-38), and the first chapter “Playing Pilgrims.” Moreover, several other
chapter titles and scenes refer to episodes from Pilgrim’s Progress. Linking the girls’
struggle to Christian’s journey toward salvation, Alcott rewrites Bunyan’s male pil-
grimage to “explore women’s experience” (Showalter 1991, 51), reflecting critically
and in detail what self-control and sacrifice meant for women.

Bunyan’s religious allegory is contrasted with a play that Jo has written and that
the girls stage on Christmas Day. “The Witch’s Curse, an Operatic Tragedy” (23-25)
references a play that Louisa May Alcott wrote together with her sister Anna (see
15n7). It is also, as Karen Halttunen aptly points out, “an explosive, violent melo-
drama” which allows the girls the “passionate self-expression” (1984, 233-234) that
their pilgrimage towards womanhood, with its lessons of self-control and sacrifice,
denies them. Indeed, with its moments of violence and passionate love as well as
elements of the supernatural, the play seems closer to Alcott’s own secret “blood &
thunder tale[s)” (Stern 1975, vii) than any religious model. It also shows that literature
might provide an escape from the restrictions forced upon the “little women,” which
becomes particularly clear in the character of Jo, for whom reading and writing are
acts of self-realization in a novel otherwise characterized by self-denial and -control.
The latter are such a large part of the novel that each of the girls’ successful sacrifice
is followed by yet another imperative to deny their own wishes (Fetterley 1979, 372).
Hence, the girls’ sacrifice of their Christmas presents is promptly followed by their
mother’s request to give up their Christmas breakfast for a poor family (21). While
most of these acts of self-sacrifice are rewarded (Douglas 1991, 61), cases in which
the girls’ self-control fails are ‘punished.’ The sisters’ experiment of neglecting their
housewifely duties, for instance, ends rather shockingly with the death of Beth’s
canary (92-96). Moreover, many of the restraints imposed on the sisters requires them
to give up who they are or want to become. In the following I focus on Jo’s develop-
ment, not just because she is the most interesting character with regard to this clash
between female self-fulfillment and expected gender role, but also because in many
ways, most obviously in her desire to be a writer, she seems a literary image of Alcott
herself, illustrating the difficulties that female professional writers encountered in
mid-nineteenth century America.
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Jo is the one character in the novel who most consistently questions gender roles
and norms. Renaming herself Jo, she behaves ‘like a boy’ and generally neglects
her appearance as a “young lady” (12). Emphasizing that “[i]t’s bad enough to be a
girl, any way, when I like boy’s games, and work, and manners” (12-13), she draws
attention to the restrictions that surrounded women in Victorian America. She fears
the gender-specific limitations that come with growing up, particularly the prospect
of marriage. As Beth observes, Jo “must try to be contented with making [her] name
boyish, and playing brother to us girls” (13), a role that will ultimately end when her
sisters marry. Jo also claims the role of provider, substituting her father on a number
of occasions with money coming from her publications. Hence, in addition to being
an outlet for her own creativity and passion, literature becomes important as a means
to independence. In other ways, too, literature is a vital part of Jo’s identity. She is
introduced as a bookworm, and frequently, we see her reading (27) or borrowing
books from Mr. Laurence’s extensive library (168). Even when working for her Aunt
March, she reads, getting the conservative lady to enjoy lighter fare such as The Vicar
of Wakefield instead of the usually more “instructive” things she has Jo read for her
(38; 40). Reading affords freedom to Jo: not only does she retreat from the family to
be by herself, sitting in trees or in her garret (27; 93), she also expresses emotions that
she usually hides, as, for instance, when she cries over The Wide Wide World (93).
Displaying her familiarity with the literary taste of her time, Jo seems to live in and
through literature.

Literature’s function as a space of freedom becomes even more obvious with
regard to Jo’s devotion to writing. Foreshadowing Virginia Woolf’s “room of one’s
own,” Jo has her own writing place:

Every few weeks she would shut herself up in her room, put on her scribbling suit, and “fall into
avortex,” as she herself expressed it, writing away at her novel with all her heart and soul, for till
that was finished she could find no peace. Her “scribbling suit” consisted of a black pinafore on
which she could wipe her pen at will, and a cap of the same material [...]. (211)

Here, as in other scenes (e.g. 121), Jo gives herself completely over to writing. More-
over, her “fall into the vortex,” as has been frequently noted, signifies not only an
inner urge to write, but suggests that the writing process has erotic dimensions. For Jo
writing means self-realization and is, therefore, an escape from the social restrictions
that come with her role as a young woman, even more because during such times,
her family does not dare to disturb her. Authoring plays that feature passionate and
heroic (male) characters, Jo creates the opportunity to live the passions and adven-
tures denied to her because she is a girl. She also appropriates stories and adapts them
to her own purposes. Hence, together with her sisters, she forms the “Pickwick Club”
(85), a literary society modeled on Charles Dickens’ The Pickwick Papers (1836-1837),
which features an all-male club, whose members report on their travels. In an ironic
twist, Alcott has the sisters stay at home, where they report on their ‘inner travels’ by
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publishing “original tales, poetry, local news, funny advertisements, and hints” that
link to their own faults and mistakes in the “‘The Pickwick Portfolio’” (85). In addition
to a means of self-expression, writing becomes important in a much more pragmatic
sense as a source of income. When she manages to publish “The Rival Painters,”
which references Alcott’s own first published story (1852), Jo exclaims “I am so happy,
for in time I may be able to support myself and help the girls” (128; emphasis in orig-
inal). This is the starting point of her writing career, producing “little romances” for
which she is paid “a dollar a column” but which she considers “rubbish” (191). Jo is
also ambitious and longs to “get rich and famous” by writing (118) and, therefore,
keeps working on a manuscript that was “one day to place the name of March upon
the roll of fame” (191). Nineteen years old, Jo feels like a “woman of means” and rel-
ishes the fact that she can generate a modest income with what she loves doing and
aims at turning it into a permanent means to support herself.

This first step towards the realization of Jo’s plans coincides with Meg’s marriage,
which breaks up the March family. Meg’s struggle to adapt to married life serves as a
telling contrast to Jo. Confined to her “tiny house” (192), which often seems more like
a prison than a home, Meg is kept working by John, who provides a steady supply
of clothes to mend, veal and mutton to cook as well as fruit to turn into jelly (219).
Yet, Meg’s work does not count, it “is not real work” (Fetterley 1979, 375). After a
first serious fight with him, incidentally about consumption, Meg is advised by her
mother: “Be careful, very careful not to wake this anger against yourself, for peace
and happiness depend on keeping his respect” (222). Just like her work, Meg’s female
anger is inconsequential as Marmee’s advice reveals, whereas John’s male anger is to
be feared and has to be taken seriously since it might have very real consequences for
her (Fetterley 1979, 376). As this episode shows, marriage for women does not so much
mean growing up than further ‘belittling,” confining them to the home and turning
them into dependent “little bride[s]” (200).

It is not surprising, then, that Jo announces on a number of occasions that she
will not get married (e.g. 287) and prefers to be “[a] literary spinster, with a pen for
a spouse, a family of stories for children, and twenty years hence a morsel of fame,
perhaps” (342); the phallic image of the pen also highlights the erotic character writing
has for her, illustrated in the image of the “vortex” into which she falls. Even when
Laurie, who has been set up as the perfect match for Jo throughout the narrative, pro-
poses to Jo, she refuses. This refusal has come as a surprise for generations of readers,
particularly since he is also Jo’s soulmate. Nevertheless Jo explains that, although
she loves him, “I don’t believe it’s the right sort of love, and I’d rather not try it” (285).
Jo’s characterization of her love to Laurie as not the “right sort of love” together with
her refusal to marry can be read as a rather overt indication of her homosexuality (cf.
Quimby 2003). Such a reading is underlined by the fact that she lives happily in a
world of women (cf. Trites 1999), in which she can take over traditionally ‘masculine’
roles and even dream about marrying her sisters to prevent the family from breaking
up. A second important point about her refusal is her love of independence, including



408 — Nicole Maruo-Schréder

her passion for writing: knowing that she “couldn’t get on without” her writing, she
confesses that “I’'m happy as I am, and love my liberty too well to be in any hurry to
give it up for any mortal man” (287). As the most rebellious of her sisters, Jo is well
aware of the gender-specific restrictions that marriage would bring.

Rather, Jo concentrates on the business of writing and is quite successful, which is
rendered ambiguous in a number of complex ways. Significantly, it is during a public
lecture, in which the intellectual content (ancient history) clashes with the audiences’
interest in mostly economic affairs (211), that she is made aware of the possibility
to earn money with her literary products. A young man reading a sensational story
(involving a Native American in war costume, a wolf, two young men stabbing each
other, and a “dishevelled [sic] female” 213) tells her that the author, Mrs. S.L.A.N.G.
Northbury, earns a lot of money with her stories. The name is a thinly-veiled reference
to E.D.E.N. Southworth, an immensely successful mid-nineteenth century novelist
who supported herself and her children by writing after her husband had deserted
her. Thus, while Alcott makes fun of the type of literature produced to satisfy the
taste of the masses, her reference also points to the aspect of earning independence.
Moreover, she highlights the implications that the increasing commodification of lit-
erature had on writers and their products (75 Media and Print Culture). As early as
1855, Nathaniel Hawthorne complained to his publishers that the literary scene had
been taken over by “a damned mob of scribbling women” whose work prevented his
own from selling well (Winship 2001; 713 Hawthorne, The Scarlet Letter). Literary
quality, particularly in the context of mass entertainment and popularity, has always
been a contentious subject. Jo, like Alcott herself, remains doubtful about the quality
of such stories, including her own, adopting other people’s evaluation rather than
trusting her own. Nevertheless, Jo submits one of her stories in a competition offer-
ing one hundred dollars for the best story. When the acceptance letter — including
the check for the prize money - arrives, “she stared at it as if it had been a snake”
(214), another indication that such stories — and the work of writing them - are to be
seen as problematic (cf. Fetterley 1979, 374). The image of the snake suggests danger,
and indeed, with the growing popularity of sensational and melodramatic literature,
anxiety about its corrupting influence on the masses, particularly female readers,
increased. Moreover, the sense of temptation inherent in the image alludes to the loss
of innocence, and indeed, the remainder of Jo’s literary career can be seen as a series
of (gender) transgressions.

While Jo begins “to feel herself a power in the house” because she can earn
money and “need ask no one for a penny” (215), her parents have more reservations
about her writing. Mrs. March “always looked a little anxious when ‘genius took to
burning’” (214), and Mr. March, himself quite unsuccessful with publishing his own
writing (215), openly disapproves after Jo has won the prize money: “You can do better
than this, Jo. Aim at the highest, and never mind the money” (214). Such a sentence
coming from a father who hardly manages to provide for his family is telling and can
be read as anxiety over his daughter’s transgression into his own responsibility and
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privilege. Although writing was an accepted female occupation, the growing influ-
ence that it gave to women still was a vexing issue for some men. Another problem-
atic issue becomes visible when Jo starts to write regularly for the “Weekly Volcano,”
a magazine whose name signifies the boiling passions and explosive events of the
stories it publishes. Writing sensational stories, Jo enters a world in which she does
not belong. When she, dressed in her best, enters the magazine’s office, she has to
take “dark and dirty” stairs to the disorderly smoky office, and the editors do not treat
her like a lady, neglecting to get up or remove their hats (273). The world of literary
business, in which only money, not morals count, is matched by the literary world
that Jo metaphorically enters, taking “a plunge into the frothy sea of sensational lit-
erature” (274). In order to generate material for her stories, Jo starts to explore areas
that are considered off-limits to proper women, reading newspaper reports about
“accidents, incidents, and crimes,” entering the world of poisons through inappro-
priate reading in the library, and taking to the streets to study faces and characters
(275). The magazine’s name suggests that this exploration is not just about gaining
knowledge normally considered to be inappropriate for middle-class women but also
about the experience of emotions. The Weekly Volcano’s “thrilling tales” (275) give
expression to pent-up emotions, which conflict with the regulated and disciplined
female self that Victorian society upholds as an ideal. Hence, by writing these stories
Jo lives “in bad society” and “desecrate[s] some of the womanliest attributes of a
woman’s character” (275). Literature’s negative influence takes hold over Jo outside
her assigned domestic sphere, in the semi-public space of the boardinghouse and
the ‘contaminated’ atmosphere of the big city. Moreover, the episode highlights that
writing is a practice on the borderline between the private and the public sphere, pro-
duced at home but printed and published for the market. As such it provides women
with pathways into the public, economic sphere, which would otherwise be denied to
them, and can thus mean an avenue of empowerment.

That (reading and writing) literature can engender ‘inappropriate’ experiences
and emotions is not the only negative aspect illustrated in these passages. Alcott pro-
vides an even more disturbing image when she describes the process of publishing
itself. When the magazine’s editor, for instance, suggests changes for Jo’s story, she
feels “as a tender parent might on being asked to cut off her baby’s legs in order that
it might fit into a new cradle” (274). This image echoes an earlier scene, in which Jo
follows her family’s suggestions for improving her manuscript: “the young author-
ess laid her first-born on her table, and chopped it up as ruthlessly as any ogre”
(216). Such violent images draw attention to the complex, often opposing agendas
of authors, publishers, critics, and audiences, and to the increasing influence of the
marketplace on the artistic freedom of authors and their literary products.

Tellingly, Jo is ‘saved’ from the negative influence of literature by none other than
her future husband, Professor Bhaer. While this unexpected turn of events is not ren-
dered as violently, it is still disturbing. When Bhaer discovers the newspaper that
publishes Jo’s stories, his response is rather harsh, claiming that such literature is
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harmful trash, sullying the souls of children and young people. Appropriately, when
he burns the paper in the chimney, Jo likewise burns with shame, an image that sug-
gests a perverse kind of purification that finally removes Jo’s (literary) rebellion. Sud-
denly, Jo judges her writing with “the Professor’s mental or moral spectacles,” and
when she imitates him and burns her precious stories, she nearly sets “the chimney
afire with the blaze” (280). Although the episode is rendered as Jo’s timely awakening
to the danger she is in, it can also be read as a rather forceful gesture to put Jo in her
place. It is right after this incident that Jo returns to her parents’ home, a domestic
space that she will only leave again as a wife, guarded by the Professor’s watchful
eye. And while there are a number of scenes that characterize Bhaer in a positive way,
his role as a guardian who replaces her parents’ moral authority should not be over-
looked. Indeed, he facilitates her transition from rebellious young writer to properly
domesticated wife who has given up writing — her true passion and source of financial
independence - because of its ‘bad’ influence. In a sense, she gives up her avenue of
empowerment in a world increasingly dominated by capitalist economic structures
when she stops writing. Nevertheless, I would not read this ending as Alcott’s capitu-
lation to middle-class ideologies. Rather, I would read the harsh and obvious contrast
between the two parts as a writerly comment on such ideologies, particularly as they
become apparent in literary patterns. Upset by her audience’s demand that Jo marry,
Alcott takes away the obvious and attractive ‘good match’ Laurie, thus preventing a
conventional happy ending in which marriage seems not just the only but also the
most attractive choice. Laurie — in many ways Jo’s “twi[n]” (Estes and Lant 1989, 106) -
is replaced by a fatherly figure of authority and control, who is not only rather unat-
tractive (effectively killing off all romantic notions of love and passion) but also takes
away Jo’s one source of pleasure, the writing of stories, highlighting the restrictions
and limitations marriage means to women. Thus, reading the contrast between the
two parts of the novel not just in terms of the story but also as an authorial comment
on the novel’s major topics — gender equality and women’s roles — helps to resolve the
sense that the end does not fit the beginning. The novel reflects in structural terms
what growing up for women can mean, namely a transition from relative childhood
freedom to the ever more restricted world of female adulthood. Still, Alcott gives us a
glimpse of a better future when Jo says “I haven’t given up the hope that I may write
a good book yet” (379) at the end of the novel.

3 Theoretical Perspectives

Not until the feminist revision of the canon in the 1970s and the resulting re-read-
ing of female authors and their work (Baym 1978; Tompkins 1985) did Little Women
become an object of academic discussion. Moreover, the discovery of Alcott’s “blood
& thunder” tales, providing an interesting contrast to her work for children, led to a
re-reading of her work. The focus of this early scholarship was Alcott’s negotiation
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of gender relations and roles. Since then, scholars have taken various approaches
to Little Women, ranging from its portrayal of consumption to issues of reading and
writing. What has puzzled twentieth-century critics is the apparent contradiction
between the novel’s two parts, which contrast Jo’s rebelliousness against the gendered
restrictions of her society and her submission to them when she marries. Scholars’
solutions to this apparent contradiction can be categorized into two different camps:
those who read the novel as subversive, i.e. critical of the restrictions pertaining to
‘proper’ women; and those who see the novel’s second part, especially its ending, as
turning the first part on its head, reinforcing the conservative ideal of womanhood
that it seemed to question in the first part. Judith Fetterley’s acute reading of the
tension between what she calls the overt and the covert messages of Little Women
stands out as one of the most nuanced arguments. Frequently, such readings are
paired with a certain disappointment in Alcott, whose progressive attitude to gender
ideals does not seem to fit the novel’s ending, a gap that is sometimes explained with
the demands of the literary market. Such a multiplicity of readerly responses testifies
to the complexity of the novel and the ways in which it continues to be relevant for
today’s readers, underlining its deserved status as a ‘classic.’

Generally, Little Women is seen as a female coming-of-age novel, portraying — in
many ways realistically ~ what it means to become a ‘proper’ woman in Victorian
America. Many scholars have pointed out that, despite their different characters, the
sisters are essentially required to undergo the same development, learning to curb
their own desires and emotions in order to become selfless women who put the needs
of others (community, family, men) before their own. The girls’ and particularly Jo’s
struggle with the demands of self-control and sacrifice are also frequently read auto-
biographically as they show parallels to Alcott’s own life, passed down to us in her
letters and journals (e.g. Myerson and Shealy 1995, 1997). While most scholars eval-
uate the way in which the novel portrays these demands as an obvious criticism of
restrictive gender ideologies in place at the time, Anne Phillips has argued that the
self-control the sisters leamn can also be read as a form of empowerment. Adapting
Jane Tompkins’ reading of the “mastery of self” portrayed in sentimental fiction as
a promise of salvation in the beyond, Phillips suggests that the sisters’ self-mastery
makes them similarly independent of their social circumstances (1999, 215). However,
the punishment of “maximum possible consequences for a minimal degree of [...]
selfishness” that Fetterley observes (1979, 381) emphasizes the girls’ status as inferior
beings within the social hierarchy, and Beth’s fate underlines the deadliness of “an
ostensibly empowering role of female altruism” (Murphy 1990, 573).

Despite the common assessment that the novel portrays a transition from relative
freedom in girlhood to increasing limitations culminating in marriage in a patriarchal
society (e.g. Auerbach 1999, 8), scholars have pointed to the novel’s matriarchal struc-
ture (e.g. Pauly 1984, 121); the father is either literally (Civil War) or metaphorically (in
his study) absent, and overall, men are peripheral to the whole plot (Douglas 1999, 58;
yet see Dalke 1985). It is, in fact, Marmee who is active both inside and outside the
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home, and even the role of breadwinner is most definitely not the father’s role. More-
over, the home Marmee creates is a democratic community (Elbert 1987, 200) in which
all members share privileges and responsibilities, negotiating the demands of indi-
viduality and communality. Such an image becomes particularly subversive consid-
ering that the home was seen as a micro-image of the nation, and Marmee’s success-
ful household management suggests that women should be more involved in public
matters. However, the novel also opens up the tension between women’s work (of
taking care of the home, family and friends etc.), which results in dependence despite
its importance, and men’s labor, which confers power and influence simply because
it is paid (cf. Sparks 1984, 115).

The novel’s treatment of art, particularly writing, which systematically collides
with the requirement of women’s work, is also frequently discussed. Almost all schol-
ars take Little Women to be partly autobiographical (e.g. Elbert 1987) and suggest
that Alcott explores the struggles that women writers had to face, ranging from the
problem of sparing enough time from (house)work for writing to the even more serious
question whether writing professionally would be in line with gender and class expec-
tations of the time. Alcott’s decision to remain unmarried in order to “paddle my own
canoe” (Myerson and Shealy 1997, 99) and retain liberties that marriage might have
taken away is maybe the most prominent aspect in scholars’ reading of Jo, who in the
second part of the novel not only marries against her earlier conviction but also gives
up writing because her future-husband finds her stories to be poisonous “trash.” This
has been interpreted as an apt illustration of the fact that marriage usually meant the
loss — legally and otherwise - of an independent self for women. Indeed, many schol-
ars read Professor Bhaer in a negative way, a figure of authority meant to discipline Jo
(Aliaga-Buchenau 2004, 92; Fetterley 1979, 382; Spacks 1984, 119). Others have seen
Bhaer as a more positive figure, a loving husband “unconfined by American codes of
masculinity” (Showalter 1989, 61) with whom Jo can democratically share the work
necessary to provide a good home (Elbert 1987, 210, 204). The ending, in consequence,
has also been read as either positive, a sort of utopia in which Jo can realize her own
vision of gender equality (Auerbach 1999, 22; Dalke 1985, 577; Douglas 1999, 62; Elbert
1987, 194), or negative, even hopeless: Estes and Lant, who suggest that beyond the
novel’s surface lies a gothic horror story, argue that although Jo continues to live fic-
tionally, she is spiritually murdered, erased from the story when she marries Bhaer
(1989, 101, 103). Karin Quimby puts forth a rather different argument, suggesting
that the unsatisfactory ending forces readers “to develop a queer reading praxis” that
sheds new light on the gender and sexual politics of the novel (2003, 4).

Connected to readings that see Little Women as being about the production of lit-
erature are those that analyze it more generally in the context of the literary scene of its
time. The novel has been compared to other novels, such as Mark Twain’s Huckleberry
Finn (Trites 2007; 724 Twain, Adventures of Huckleberry Finn), Horatio Algers’ Ragged
Dick (Pauly 1984), works by Jane Austen and Charlotte Bronté (see e.g. Seelye 2005) or
more generally to the genre of drama (Halttunen 1984), the guidebook (Klein 2000),



21 Louisa May Alcott, Little Women (1868) == 413

and the sentimental novel. Such readings frequently point out in how far Alcott uti-
lized revised literary traditions (71 Sentimentalism). Donna Campbell, for instance,
reads Little Women alongside Susan Warner’s The Wide, Wide World as echoing the
sentimental genre patterns with a twist that becomes visible in Jo’s disappointing
marriage: “[D]epriving the match of its romantic power, she subverts the intent of
the form’s convention” (1994, 125). Scholars also think that Little Women, often seen
as the perfect example of the sentimental novel, is more realistic than it is usually
given credit for, grounded as it is in the everyday world that the American middle
class would easily recognize as their own (e.g. Showalter 1989, 53; Williams 2006,
119). Richard Brodhead (2004, 625), moreover, has convincingly argued that Little
Women revolutionized children’s literature: even though it might seem overly didactic
to modern readers, it has a far more liberal, even humorous tone than earlier juve-
nile literature (cf. Eiselein and Phillips 2001, 181). Contrary to other texts that feature
perfect, saintly girls, Alcott’s novel presents its readers with girls who are good in a
much more realistic way, battling with flaws that make them human and believable.
In addition to the rewriting of literary traditions, Alcott’s literary references,
ranging from Shakespeare to Dickens, have been commented on. Particularly her
use of John Bunyan’s The Pilgrim’s Progress (1678) has been extensively analyzed. As
discussed above, this religious allegory, a depiction of Christian’s journey to salva-
tion, which is obstructed by a variety of temptations, plays an important role in Little
Women, both structurally and with regard to plot (Phillips 1999). As early as in her
preface, Alcott signals a rewriting of Bunyan’s male pilgrimage towards salvation to
focus on a female one (Showalter 1991, 51). Again, this rewriting has been evaluated
differently by critics: some critics find that this emphasizes women’s restrictions in
Victorian America (Halttunen 1984), others think that Bunyan’s model actually pro-
vides freedom (Phillips 1999). Rendering the pilgrimage as a game, moreover, has also
elicited criticism because it is read as an emphasis on “the triviality of [the girls’] trib-
ulations” (Murphy 1990, 572; see also Keyser 1999, 86). Still others have commented
on the fact that Bunyan’s Christian ur-text finds its parallel in a very secular pilgrim-
age, reflecting the increasing secularization of postbellum America (Sherman 2001).
Although approaches that focus on gender are the majority, a number of other
perspectives have been identified as important for the novel. Among the least dis-
cussed aspects is race, owing to the fact that it is largely ignored in the novel. Although
Mr. March has joined the Civil War and Jo quotes Uncle Tom’s Cabin, race-related dis-
courses play only a very indirect role in the novel, which Kristen Proehl has identified
as one of “the blind spots in the novel’s vision of social reform” (2013, 117; 74 Race
and Citizenship; 715 Stowe, Uncle Tom’s Cabin). When other ethnic groups are rep-
resented, they are objects of charity: Irish Americans, considered as ‘non-white’
people in nineteenth-century America, crop up in a number of places in the novel,
dirty, poor, and very much in need of help. African Americans play even less of a role:
only at the very end, the novel mentions that a black boy is among the charges of
charity attending Jo’s innovative Plumfield school. Considering the fact that Bronson
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Alcott’s school was ultimately closed down because he had allowed African American
students to attend, such a passing remark attains significance as a comment on a
de-segregated future America.

Class has been more extensively discussed as an important element in Alcott’s
vision of social space. Brodhead (2004), for instance, has pointed out the ways in
which the novel’s spatial arrangement reflects America’s changing class structure.
According to him, in mid-century domestic novels, the middle-class family is defined
against both lower and upper classes, with an emphasis on an “older household
economy based on domestic production” (2004, 626). In Little Women the lower class,
represented by the Hummel family, is still present, but the social group against which
the Marches are most vehemently defined are the Moffats. By the end of the 1860s, the
middle class had further differentiated itself, and Alcott goes to great lengths to show
these distinctions as they become visible in refinement, status as well as financial
resources. “[W]alking embodiments of conspicuous consumption” (Brodhead 2004,
627), the Moffats have much more money than the March family, but they are unre-
fined, even vulgar. Consumption becomes one of the ways in which such distinctions
are made visible, even within the home (see Foote 2005).

Therefore, Little Women can also be seen as a novel of “consumer education” as
Sarah Way Sherman (2001) has shown. She locates the novel “at the intersection of
Victorian religious and consumer cultures” and reads it as negotiating late-nineteenth
century growing consumerism by adapting older ideologies coming from “Protes-
tantism and its romantic/ sentimental descendants” (2001, 183). The novel displays
an “anxiety about the proper use of material objects and the qualities they signify”
(2001, 183), which can be seen in the numerous goods that are desired, attained, and
displayed throughout. The ways in which the girls interact with material objects are
central for their characterization (Auerbach 1999, 13), and they have to learn how to
properly use and read such objects (Sherman 2001, 195): superficial fashion (hallmark
of the nouveau riche) and true taste (the distinguishing mark of the genteel middle
class) have to be kept carefully apart (Sherman 2001, 194) in the increasingly complex
navigation of social spaces and class membership. The proper use and function of
consumer goods is also important with regard to the construction of (home) space.
According to David H. Watters (1999), the way spaces and their functions are con-
structed as well as furnished corresponds to the “architectural language of individual
expression” (1999, 190) as it was propagated in publications such as Andrew Jackson
Downing’s The Architecture of Country Houses (1850). The relation between class-
based ideologies of taste and consumer objects were thought to be reciprocal: not
only does “beautiful architecture expres|s] elevated ideas” (Watters 1999, 190), but a
house’s design and its furnishings serve to impress such ideas upon the inhabitants.
Thus, the March family home, with its simple but tasteful furniture and decorations,
is more than an invitation to participate in ‘fireside nostalgia’ (cf. Watters 1999, 191).
It becomes an image of the American family home in its ideal(ized) form, a model
for the increasingly complex negotiations of gender, class, and, to a much smaller
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extent, race. As the various approaches to Little Women show, such negotiations of
(individual and collective) identities are intricately intertwined with material culture
and the growing importance of consumption in the U.S. Ironically, Alcott’s novel,
which seems to focus so much on sacrifice and the suppression of (consumer) desires,
quickly became one of the most popular consumer items that helped to ‘guide’ young
women on their way to adulthood in this new age of consumption.

Bibliography

Works Cited

Alberghene, Janice M. and Beverly Lyon Clark, eds. Little Women and the Feminist Imagination:
Criticism, Controversy, Personal Essays. New York: Garland Publishing, 1999.

Alcott, Louisa May. Jo’s Boys, and How They Turned Out: A Sequel to “Little Men.” 1886. Boston:
Roberts Brothers, 1891.

Alcott, Louisa May. Little Women or Meg, Jo, Beth and Amy. 1868-69. Eds. Anne K. Phillips and
Gregory Eiselein. New York: Norton, 2004.

Aliaga-Buchenau, Ana-Isabel. “The Demonic Underneath the Angelic Little Woman: Louisa May
Alcott’s Little Women.” The “Dangerous” Potential of Reading: Readers and the Negotiation of
Power in Nineteenth-Century Narratives. New York: Routledge, 2004. 69-95.

Auerbach, Nina. “Waiting Together: Alcott on Matriarchy.” Little Women and the Feminist
Imagination: Criticism, Controversy, Personal Essays. Eds. Janice M. Alberghene and Beverly
Lyon Clark. New York: Garland Publishing, 1999. 7-26.

Baym, Nina. Woman'’s Fiction: A Guide to Novels by and about Women in America, 1820-1870. Ithaca:
Cornell UP, 1978.

Bernstein, Susan Naomi. “Writing and Little Women: Alcott’s Rhetoric of Subversion.” ATQ 7 (1993):
25-43.

Brodhead, Richard H. “Starting Out in the 1860s: Alcott, Authorship, and the Postbellum Literary Field.”
1993. Little Women. Eds. Anne K. Phillips and Gregory Eiselein. New York: Norton, 2004. 624-632.

Bunyan, John. The Pilgrim’s Progress. 1678. London: Simpkin, Marshall, and Co., 1856.

Campbell, Donna M. “Sentimental Conventions and Self Protection: Little Women and The Wide Wide
World.” Legacy 11.2 (1994): 118-129.

Clark, Beverly Lyon, ed. Louisa May Alcott: The Contemporary Reviews. Cambridge: Cambridge UP,
2004.

Dalke, Anne. ““The House-Band’: The Education of Men in Little Women.” College English 47.6
(1985): 571-578.

De Jong, Mary G. “Introduction.” Sentimentalism in Nineteenth-Century America: Literary and
Cultural Practices. Eds. De Jong with Paul Bernat Bennett. Madison: Fairleigh Dickinson UP,
2013. 1-12.

Douglas, Ann. “Introduction to Little Women.” Little Women and the Feminist Imagination: Criticism,
Controversy, Personal Essays. Eds. Janice M. Alberghene and Beverly Lyon Clark. New York:
Garland Publishing, 1999. 43-62.

Eiselein, Gregory and Anne K. Phillips, eds. “Chronology of the Life, Times, and Writings of Louisa
May Alcott.” The Louisa May Alcott Encyclopedia. Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 2001.
XV—XXi.



416 —— Nicole Maruo-Schréder

Elbert, Sarah. A Hunger for Home: Louisa May Alcott’s Place in American Culture. New Brunswick:
Rutgers UP, 1987.

Estes, Angela M. and Kathleen Margaret Lant. “Dismembering the Text: The Horror of Louisa May
Alcott’s Little Women.” Children’s Literature 17 (1989): 98-123.

Fetterley, Judith. “Little Women: Alcott’s Civil War.” Feminist Studies 5.2 (1979): 369-383.

Foote, Stephanie. “Resentful Little Women: Gender and Class Feeling in Louisa May Alcott.” College
Literature 32.1(2005): 63-85.

Halttunen, Karen. “The Domestic Drama of Louisa May Alcott.” Feminist Studies 10.2 (1984): 233-254.

Kelley, Mary. Private Woman, Public Stage: Literary Domesticity in Nineteenth-Century America.
Oxford: Oxford UP, 1984.

Keyser, Elizabeth Lennox. “‘The Most Beautiful Things in All the World’? Families in Little Women.”
Little Women and the Feminist Imagination: Criticism, Controversy, Personal Essays. Eds. Janice
M. Alberghene and Beverly Lyon Clark. New York: Garland Publishing, 1999. 83-96.

Klein, Sarah. “Bringing Up Jo: Little Women, Female Rhetorical Activity, and the Nineteenth Century
American Conduct Book Tradition.” Domestic Goddesses. Ed. Kim Wells. 2000. Web. http://
www.womenwriters.net/domesticgoddess/kleinalcott.htm (7 December 2016).

Matteson, John. “An Idea of Order at Concord: Soul and Society in the Mind of Louisa May Alcott.” A
Companion to American Fiction 1865-1914. Eds. Robert Paul Lamb and G.R. Thompson. Malden,
MA: Blackwell, 2005. 451-467.

Murphy Ann B. “The Borders of Ethical, Erotic, and Artistic Possibilities in Little Women.” journal of
Women in Culture and Society 15.3 (1990): 562-585.

Myerson, Joel and Daniel Shealy, eds. “The Sales of Louisa May Alcott’s Books.” Harvard Library
Bulletin 1.1 (1990): 47~86.

Myerson, Joel and Daniel Shealy, eds. The Selected Letters of Louisa May Alcott. Athens, GA: The U of
Georgia P, 1995.

Myerson, joel and Daniel Shealy, eds. The Journals of Louisa May Alcott. Athens, GA: The U of
Georgia P, 1997.

Pauly, Thomas H. “Ragged Dick and Little Women: |dealized Homes and Unwanted Marriages.”
Critical Essays on Louisa May Alcott. Ed. Madeleine Stern. Boston: G.K. Hall & Company, 1984.
120-125.

Phillips, Anne K. “The Prophets and the Martyrs: Pilgrims and Missionaries in Little Women and
Jack and Jill.” Little Women and the Feminist Imagination: Criticism, Controversy, Personal
Essays. Eds. Janice M. Alberghene and Beverly Lyon Clark. New York: Garland Publishing, 1999.
213-236.

Phillips, Anne K. and Gregory Eiselein, eds. “A Note on the Text.” Little Women. 2004, 381-385.

Proehl, Kristen. “Sympathetic Jo: Tomboyism, Poverty, and Race in Louisa May Alcott’s Little
Women.” Sentimentalism in Nineteenth-Century America: Literary and Cultural Practices. Eds.
Mary G. de Jong with Paul Bernat Bennett. Madison: Fairleigh Dickinson UP, 2013. 105-119.

Quimby, Karin. “The Story of Jo: Literary Tomboys, Little Women, and the Sexual-Textual Politics of
Narrative Desire.” GLQ 10.1(2003): 1-22.

Restad, Penne L. Christmas in America: A History. Oxford: Oxford UP, 1995.

Samuels, Shirley. “Introduction.” The Culture of Sentiment: Race, Gender, and Sentimentality in
Nineteenth-Century America. Ed. Shirley Samuels. New York: Oxford UP, 1992. 3-8.

Seelye, John. Jane Eyre’s American Daughters: From The Wide, Wide World to Anne of Green Gables:
A Study of Marginalized Maidens and What They Mean. Newark: U of Delaware P, 2005.

Sherman, Sarah Way. “Sacramental Shopping: Little Women and the Spirit of Modern
Consumerism.” Prospects 26 (2001): 183-237.

Showalter, Elaine. “Little Women: The American Female Myth.” Sister’s Choice: Tradition and Change
in American Women'’s Writing. The Clarendon Lectures 1989. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1991.
42-64.


http://www.womenwriters.net/domesticgoddess/kleinalcott.htm

21 Louisa May Alcott, Little Women (1868) = 417

Spacks, Patricia Meyer. “Little Women and the Female Imagination.” Critical Essays on Louisa May
Alcott. Ed. Madeleine Stern. Boston: G.K. Hall & Company, 1984. 114-119.

Stern, Madeleine, ed. Critical Essays on Louisa May Alcott. Boston: G.K. Hall & Company, 1984.

Stern, Madeleine, ed. Behind a Mask: The Unknown Thrillers of Louisa May Alcott. New York: William
Morrow & Company, Inc., 1975.

Tompkins, Jane. Sensational Designs: The Cultural Work of American Fiction, 1790-1860. Oxford:
Oxford UP, 1985.

Trites, Roberta Seelinger. Twain, Alcott, and the Birth of the Adolescent Reform Novel. lowa City: U of
lowa P, 2007.

Trites, Roberta Seelinger. “‘Queer Performances’: Lesbian Politics in Little Women.” Little Women
and the Feminist Imagination: Criticism, Controversy, Personal Essays. Eds. Janice M.
Alberghene and Beverly Lyon Clark. New York: Garland Publishing, 1999. 138-160.

Watters, David H. “‘A Power in the House’: Little Women and the Architecture of Individual
Expression.” Little Women and the Feminist Imagination: Criticism, Controversy, Personal
Essays. Eds. Janice M. Alberghene and Beverly Lyon Clark. New York: Garland Publishing, 1999.
185-212.

Welter, Barbara. “The Cult of True Womanhood: 1820-1860.” American Quarterly 18.2 (1966):
151-174.

Williams, Susan S. Reclaiming Authorship: Literary Women in America, 1850-1900. Philadelphia:

U of Pennsylvania P, 2006.

Winship, Michael, “Hawthorne and the ‘Scribbling Women’: Publishing the Scarlet Letter in the

Nineteenth-Century United States” Studies in American Fiction 29.1 (Spring 2001), 3-11.

Further Reading

Armstrong, Frances. “‘Here Little, and Hereafter Bliss’: Little Women and the Deferral of Greatness.”
American Literature 64 (1992): 453~474.

Auerbach, Nina. “Little Women.” Communities of Women: An Idea in Fiction. Cambridge: Harvard UP,
1978. 55-75.

Clark, Beverly Lyon. “A Portrait of the Artist as a Little Woman.” Children’s Literature 18 (1989):
81-97.

Crowley John W. “Little Women and the Boy-Book.” New England Quarterly 58 (1985): 384-389.

Gaard, Greta. “‘Self-Denial Was All the Fashion’: Repressing Anger in Little Women.” Papers on
Language and Literature 27 (1991): 3-19.

Sicherman, Barbara. “Reading Little Women: The Many Lives of a Text.” History as Women’s History:
New Feminist Essays. Eds. Linda K. Kerber, Alice Kessler-Harris, and Kathryn Kish Sklar. Chapel
Hill: U of North Carolina P, 1995. 245-266.

Standing, Sue. “In Jo's Garret: Little Women and the Space of Imagination.” Little Women and the
Feminist Imagination: Criticism, Controversy, Personal Essays. Eds. Janice M. Alberghene and
Beverly Lyon Clark. New York: Garland Publishing, 1999. 173-183.

Stimpson, Catharine R. “Reading for Love: Canons, Paracanons, and Whistling Jo March.” Little
Women and the Feminist Imagination: Criticism, Controversy, Personal Essays. Eds. Janice M.
Alberghene and Beverly Lyon Clark. New York: Garland Publishing, 1999. 63-81.

Susina, Jan. “Men and Little Women: Notes of a Resisting (Male) Reader.” Little Women and the
Feminist Imagination: Criticism, Controversy, Personal Essays. Eds. Janice M. Alberghene and
Beverly Lyon Clark. New York: Garland Publishing, 1999. 161-172.



	Nicole Maruo-Schröder - 21 Louisa May Alcott, Little Women (1868)
	1	Context

	2	Close Reading

	3	Theoretical Perspectives

	Bibliography

	Works Cited
	Further Reading



