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Introduction

Louisa May Alcott was born in Pennsylvania on November 29, 1832, but her family soon moved to Massachusetts, the center of the nineteenth-century transcendental movement. Transcendentalists Henry David Thoreau and Ralph Waldo Emerson were to be lifelong friends and neighbors.

Louisa’s parents, Bronson and Abigail, were fervent abolitionists and advocates of women’s rights, and when Louisa was 15, the Alcotts worked with the Underground Railroad, helping escaped slaves move north. Bronson, a teacher, was frequently out of work due to his progressive beliefs, such as accepting a black student into his school, and Louisa soon became responsible for helping to support her parents and three sisters. Because of her father’s sometimes irresponsible zealotry, Louisa learned early on to rely on herself and made a vow never to marry.

Teaching was one respectable way for a young lady of her time to earn money. Being a writer was another. Louisa began her career as an author with rather lurid and daring short stories which she published under a nom de plume. When her publisher insisted she try writing a children’s novel, Louisa reluctantly put aside her fiery short stories and wrote Little Women, the novel for which she became best known. It was a tremendous success and is still enjoyed by people around the world. Thanks to Little Women and its sequels, Little Men and Jo’s Boys, Louisa was able to help her family financially throughout their lives.

As an early feminist, being independent was crucial to Louisa. She worked as a nurse during the American Civil War and fought for women’s right to vote, becoming the first woman in Concord to register to vote. Louisa May Alcott never set out to be a writer; she became one out of necessity to support her family. Nevertheless, she managed to write one of the most memorable and enduring children’s books ever, which is still being read 150 years after its publication.

 


Chapter One

The Alcott Family

“Peddling is a hard place to serve God, but a capital one to serve Mammon.”

—Amos Bronson Alcott

Louisa’s life was heavily influenced by her parents. Her father Amos Bronson Alcott, born in 1799, realized early on that he wanted to become a teacher. Before managing to find work as an educator, he eked out a living as a peddler of goods by going door to door. His own lack of formal education made him realize the important role education played in people’s lives. His views on teaching the young were contradictory to the prevailing beliefs of the times, however, and Bronson frequently found himself out of work.

Bronson believed that the content of early education had the power to form a person for life, a concept that is accepted in modern times but was not understood in the nineteenth century. He also insisted that the young should enjoy learning and attempted to turn his lessons into a pleasant experience. This did not sit well with many of the Calvinist parents of his students, who believed that man was born sinful, punishment was man’s natural fate, and only corporal punishment could banish the sin out of children. In other words, children needed to be spanked to be kept in line. Bronson would eventually test his theories on his own children and included art, music, dance, and other subjects in their general education.

When Bronson took a job as a teacher in Cheshire, Connecticut during the mid-1820s, his controversial methods soon attracted attention from fellow social reformer Samuel Joseph May. Like Bronson, Samuel was a fervent advocate of education, women’s rights, and the abolition of slavery, and the two became fast friends.

When Samuel introduced Bronson to his sister, Abigail, she called Bronson’s style of education “very attractive” and found him to be “an intelligent, philosophic, modest man.” But although Abigail was quickly smitten with Bronson, they were awkward around each other. Bronson refused to pursue Abigail until he was certain he would not be rejected, and after one of their meetings, Abigail wrote in her diary that his “reserve chilled me into silence.” It would take two years from their first meeting for them to work up the nerve for a kiss.

Bronson’s hesitant attitude caused Abigail tremendous dismay, and she constantly wondered if she was good enough for him and how she could improve. This flawed nineteenth-century belief—that women had to earn the approval of men, but not the other way around—would eventually trickle down to Louisa and become a significant theme in her writing.

Although Bronson was progressive for his time, he still held the notion that women were meant to subjugate their desires to the desires of their men—a fact which became apparent when Abigail’s sister died. Abigail was understandably devasted, but Bronson wrote in his diary that “I have led her thought regarding herself to regarding me.” In other words, despite her grief, her attention needed to be on him. Bronson firmly believed that his advice would make her a better person. When Abigail escaped to her brother’s house for solace, Bronson wrote to her about his theories on women. Women, he explained, were responsible for the moral compass of a household. Men were responsible for the intellectual mood.

Louis Godey, a contemporary publisher on social rules and marital advice, wrote, “Be to her faults a little blind; be to her virtues very kind; let all her ways be unconfined; and place your padlock on her mind.” This liberal advice to treat one’s wife kindly also advised men to not let their wives think for themselves. Bronson’s daughters, especially Louisa, were to struggle with that concept later in life. These dynamics, which were the norm for the times, would eventually find their way into Louisa’s Little Women.

Finally, Abigail took the initiative in the relationship. She went to Boston to recommend Bronson for a number of teaching positions. When he finally opened another school, Abigail insinuated herself into his new life by continuously helping him with day to day activities. She remained a constant presence. At last, in May of 1830, the two were married.

Boston was an exciting place to be. It was a beautiful city, with lovely mansions and the Commons, a public park available to all. The harbor was filled with activities with merchant boats arriving and leaving. Soon, however, Bronson’s new school faltered again as parents refused to accept his radical teaching methods. The Alcott family relocated to Germantown, Philadelphia in late 1830, where Bronson opened another innovative school. Abigail was by this point pregnant the couple’s first child, a daughter named Anna. Louisa May Alcott, the second daughter, was then born one year later on November 29, 1832.

Anna, the first daughter, watched her father carefully for any signs of approval or disapproval. Even as a toddler, Anna understood that his love for her depended on his approval of her action. She learned quickly to behave in the proper manner and became his favorite child. Louisa, on the other hand, was more quick-tempered and frequently cried, which put her in second place for her father’s affection. While Bronson never resorted to physical punishment, the withdrawal of his love and affection from his daughters may have been even more hurtful.

Bronson continuously made notes on the physical and spiritual development of his growing family. He wrote that Anna, his favorite, was blond like her father, while Louisa was darker like her mother. Light hair, he concluded, equaled a higher level of morality.


Chapter Two

The Transcendental Movement

“Far away there in the sunshine are my highest aspirations. I may not reach them, but I can look up and see their beauty, believe in them, and try to follow where they lead.”

—Louisa May Alcott

Like in other schools in which he had taught, Bronson slowly lost his students in Germantown when parents became suspicious of his teaching methods. At first, the Alcotts sold off some of their belongings to help ends meet. Bronson firmly believed in the natural, God-given division between men and women, and it humiliated him that he was unable to provide for his family. He understood that if he were less rigid about his ideals, he could make a living. That, however, Bronson was unwilling to do. Principles came before pragmatic need, and his family needed to accept that.

Bronson begged the parents of his students to believe in his methods, but more and more parents placed their children elsewhere. Frustrated, the family returned to Boston and took rooms on Bedford Street. Elizabeth Peabody, an educator whose methods aligned with Bronson’s, found a few students for him from Boston’s best families.

In September of 1834, Bronson opened the Temple School at the Masonic Temple in Boston, where a number of students were boarded. Half of his students were girls, and he expected them to be a positive moral influence on the other half. Miss Peabody assisted for a few hours a day. However, the more she saw Bronson in action, the less she began to think of him. For example, he would encourage his students to confess some wrongdoing. Upon doing so, he had the young offender hit him. Miss Peabody saw this form of penance as a way to force the child to feel guilty at whatever anger he might be feeling. Bronson also openly discussed birth to a class of both girls and boys. Such frankness horrified her. Any allusion to sex was unthinkable during these staid times. Miss Peabody left Temple School in 1836 rather than endure any more of Bronson’s boldness.

In Boston during these years, the Unitarian Church was making some inroads into attracting followers. Contrary to the city’s established Protestant churches, Unitarianism was a liberal and individualistic approach to religion. The transcendental movement then grew out of Unitarianism in 1836 when New England intellectuals such as Ralph Waldo Emerson founded the Transcendental Club. Thanks to his friendship with Emerson, Henry David Thoreau, and Margaret Fuller, Bronson developed a strong interest in transcendentalism and joined the club soon after its founding.

Transcendentalists believed that a person could improve his or her life through hard work. According to Emerson, “It is one of the most beautiful compensations of this life that no man can sincerely try to help another without helping himself.” For Bronson, this would have translated into pleasing others, except that he was more concerned about being pleased than pleasing. Much of Louisa’s writing would later incorporate these beliefs, although she developed her own ideas on the subject. She was far more pragmatic than Bronson and was more concerned with what worked in daily life.

This transcendental group, which lauded the inherent goodness of all things, became an important part of Bronson’s










Conclusion

The third and last book in the Little Women series was published in 1886. Entitled Jo’s Boys, the book follows the lives of the Plumfield boys and Jo’s two sons. By the time of its publication, Louisa had already been struggling with chronic health problems for years, most likely stemming from the mercury poisoning she’d been exposed to while nursing the wounded during the American Civil War. On March 6, 1888, two days after the death of her father, Louisa passed away at age 55 in Boston. She was buried close to her dear friends, Thoreau and Emerson, in the Sleepy Hollow Cemetery in Concord.

Louisa May Alcott was born into a time when women were not supposed to be noticed. Women knew their purpose, and that was to support their husbands and raise their children. Louisa’s parents were radicals in their beliefs; they were abolitionists and encouraged their four daughters to excel. Still, excelling meant being good wives and mothers.

While her sisters followed that path, Louisa brushed aside any thought of marriage and frankly admitted she wanted fame and fortune. She assumed writing would get her what she wanted, and she was right. Her books, especially Little Women, sold well and enabled her to support her family. Feminists and suffragettes that came after her followed her lead in demanding independence from men. Still, Louisa May Alcott wanted more than not having to depend on a man—her desire for freedom extended to all, including slaves.

