Reflections on Little Women

Anne Hollander

Little Women has been a justly famous children’s classic for a
century, even though none of the characters is really a child when
the story begins. Amy, the youngest, is already twelve, well beyond
the age at which girls first read the book. In consequence, this
novel, like many great childhood books, must serve as a pattern
and a model, a mold for goals and aspirations rather than an ac-
curate mirror of known experience. The little girls who read Little
Women can learn what it might be like to be older; but, most
important, they can see with reassurance in Alcott’s pages how the
feelings familiar in childhood are preserved in later days, and how
individual character abides through life.

A satisfying continuity informs all the lives in Little Women.
Alcott creates a world where a deep “natural piety” indeed effort-
lessly binds the child to the woman she becomes. The novel shows
that as a young girl grows up, she may rely with comfort on being
the same person, whatever mysterious and difficult changes must be
undergone in order to become an older and wiser one. Readers
can turn again and again to Alcott’s book solely for a gratifying
taste of her simple, stable vision of feminine completeness.

I

Unscholarly but devoted readers of Little Women have often in-
sisted that the book is good only because of the character of Jo.
Most modern response to the novel consists of irritation at the
death of Beth and annoyance at Amy's final marital success, accom-
panied by universal sympathy for Jo's impatience with ladylike
decorum and her ambitions for a career. In current perception
these last two of Jo's qualities have appeared to overshadow all the
struggles undergone by the other sisters, in a narrative to which
Alcott herself wied to give an even-handed symmetry,

The character of Jo is the one identified 4.&9 Alcott, not only
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on the biographical evidence but through the more obvious in-
terest the author takes and the keener liking she feels for this par-
ticular one of her four heroines. For many readers the memory of
Jo's struggles remains the strongest later on. This enduring im-
pression, along with dislike of Amy and impatience with bashful,
dying Beth, may reflect the force of the author’s own intractable
preferences, not quite thoroughly transmuted into art.

But art there certainly is; and among those readers not them-
selves so averse to ladyhood as Jo or Alcott herself, or so literary
in their own personal ambitions, there are other problems and
conflicts in Little Women that vibrate in the memory. Alcott's
acuteness and considerable talent were variously deployed among
her heroines; and by using a whole family of sisters for her subject,
she succeeded better than many authors have since in rendering
some of the complex truth about American female consciousness.

It remains true that among the sisters Beth receives somewhat
summary treatment and the least emotional attention. She is there
to be hallowed by the others, and for that she is in fact better
dead, since her actual personal experiences are not very interesting
even to her creator, Her goodness serves as a foil to the moral prob.
lems of the others; we really cannot care what her life is like for
her. None of us, like none of them, is quite good enough. Beth's
mortal illness, moreover, is accepted with no advice whatsoever
from medical scienceé. She seems to die a moral death, to retire
voluntarily from life's scene so that the stage will be more spacious
for the other zctors.

The badness of the three other sisters, however, like their vir-
tues, is more interestingly distributed than is usually remembered.
If one can set aside the pervasive memory of impulsive tomboy Jo,
whose only fault now seems to have been being ahead of her time,
we can see Alcott’s moral scherne more clearly. The novel is not
just Jo's story; it is the tale of four Pilgrim’s Progresses—admittedly
with Beth fairly early out of the race, having won in advance. The
three others have all got thoroughly realistic “bosom enemiés,”
personal failings that each must try to conquer before their author
can let them have their rewards. It is clear enough that certain of
these failings privately seemed worse to Alcott than others, but she
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gives them all a serious look, keen enough to carry across generations
into modern awareness.

As the book transparently shows, Alcott cared a great deal about
troublesome anger and rebelliousness and nothing whatever about
shyness; but she does give a lot of thought to vanity, envy, selfish-
ness, and pride. She likes literature and music much better than
painting and sculpture; but she has a strong understanding of frus-
trated artistic ambition and the pain of not being very good at
what you love best to do, Meg, for example, is the only sister with
no talent, except a fleeting one for acting in childhood dramatics.
Her chief struggle is with envy, and it is manifestly a harder one
for a girl with no intrinsically satisfying and valuable gifts. She
has only personal beauty, in a period of American cultural history
when fine clothes really mattered.

In the second half of the nineteenth century feminine dress made
strong visual demands, and the elements of conspicuous consump-
tion had a vigorously gaudy flavor and an imposing social impor-
tance. Modest simplicity in dress and furnishing was unfashionable
and socially degrading; and M eg is keenly aware that her own good
looks would have more absolute current worth if they might al-
ways be framed and set off by the elaborate and costly appurte-
nances of contemporary taste. Fortunately, she is not only beautiful
but also basically good and so able to respond spontaneously to
true love in simple garb without any mercenary qualms when the
moment arrives, Later, however, as a matron of slender means, she
has some very instructive struggles with her unconquered demons,
Alcott is careful to demonstrate that such inward problems are
not solved by love, however true it may be.

Meg, in any case, has no trouble being “womanly”; her rebellion
Is entirely against not having the riches that she rightly believes
would show her purely passive, feminine qualities to better advan-
tage. Motherhood, wifehood, and daughterhood are her aptitudes,
and she has to learn to accept the virtuous practice of them with-
out the scope and visibility that money would make possible.

Jo is famous for hating feminine trappings and for wanting to
get rich by her own efforts, and thus apparently has no real faults
by modern standards. “Womanliness” is not for her, because she
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is afraid it will require idiotic small-talk and mm_pﬂ:mwonm. me
roughness of manner for which Jo suffered was called ﬁEm&rrw

at the time, and thus the character earns a deal of %@mﬁg\ in
the present, when “lady” is a derogatory So&.. and most nineteenth-
century views of middle-class female behavior are c.u%u. general
condemnation. In fact, despite the red-flag term, Jo is never oo.?
demned by her family, or by her author, except for SH.EH we still
believe is bad in either sex: quickness of temper and impatience,

. lack of consideration and rage. Othberwise, her physical graceless-

ness is lamented but not chastised, and the only vaogwmawa that
seems really strange is against her rumning. This requires ex-
ion. .
E%MM nineteenth-century stricture against Ews:.am for ladies seems
to have been an aspect of sexual modesty, not simply a matter of
general decorum. In an age before brassiéres, when corseting con-
stricted only the thorax below the breasts,a S&&.mﬁmﬁ& lady n.ﬁmr.m
not indulge in “any form of motion more rapid Emm S&.WEW.
for fear of betraying somewhere below her neck Hw.a mop,ﬁon..um
the general system which gives to woman Wnn.vmnzrﬁ. prerogative
as well as her distinctive character.”* Bouncing breasts were ap-
parently unacceptable to the respectable eye, and at a.rm SB.a.oH.&.\
the restriction of bodily movement could ensure nw:w:. wnm@:Q.
Freedom-loving Jo is not loath to accept male instruction and
domination; she is delighted to submit to her father, just as the
others are. She is afraid only of sex, as she mmEo.:mz.mSm érmbﬁ.aﬂ
Laurie tries to approach her at all amorously. .ﬁo s fear of sex, like
her impatience, is one of the forms her immaturity takes, well past
the age when an interest in sex might seem natural, Hm.e,. fear erupts
most noticeably during the period when Meg, Sm_o is onH.% a year
older, is tremulously succumbing to John Brooke's attractions. Jo.
far from feeling any sympathetic excitement about ﬂg.m. or any
envy of the delights of love, is filled with a fury and a misery _uonH
of terror. She is mnot just afraid of losing Meg; she fears H,Mnm.m
emergent sexual being and, more deeply, rnu.oéﬁ. Later, s .m mm
shown as preferring literary romantic heroes to live ones, who mig HH
try to arouse her own responses. Very possibly many young girls
who read about this particular aspect of Jo's late adolescence may
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find that this, too, is a sympathetic trait, along with Jo’s hatred
of the restrictive feminine “sphere.”

The three older “little women” all have faults of a fairly minor
character—feminine vanity, impulsiveness, shyness—which are often
objectively endearing and are also apparently so to the author her-
self. These weaknesses are shown to be incidental to truly gen-
¢rous nacures: Meg, Jo, and Beth are all unquestionably loving
and good-hearted girls, Amy, the youngest, is basically different
and (to this reader at least) much more interesting.

Amy is undoubtedly the Bad Sister throughout the early parts
of the book. Alcott seems to have very little sympathy for her
shortcomings, which are painted as both more irritating and more
serious than those of the other girls. She is the one who is actually
bad, whereas the others are only flawed, thus:

Meg—pleasure-loving and vain

Jo—quick-tempered and tomboyish \ generous
Beth—shy and timid

Amy—conceited, affected, and selfish

One is tempted to believe that Alcott detests Amy for those same
traits that George Eliot seems to hate in certain of her own charac-
ters: blond hair, blue eyes, physical grace, and personal charm. And
Amy's faults are not at all endearing. This sister, judging from her
bebavior in the beginning, at least, is really both nasty and pre-
tentious—a true brat; and not only that, she is the only one seri-
ously committed to high standards of visual appearance, that well-
known moral pitfall. .

I have heard Amy described as “insipid,” as if literary blondness
must always guarantee a corresponding pallidness of character: but
in fact her inward conflicts are harder than those of her sisters,
since she has much graver faults to overcome. And she is successful,
not only in conquering her selfishness but in turning her love of
beauty to good spiritual account. It is not for nothing that Alcott
has given her a2 “determined chin,” wide mouth, and “keen blue
eyes,” along with the charm and blond curls that seem to blind all
eyes to her real strength and to inhibit the interests of most readers.
Amy has a hard time being good—all the harder because she has
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an easy time being pleasing—and gets hated for it into the bargain,
even by her author. But Alcott is nothing if not fair, and she is
scrupulous in her portrayal of Amy's trials, especially her efforts
to be a serious artist, even though she writes of “artistic attempts”
with considerable condescension. Alcott scems to find visual art
somewhat ridiculous, whereas literature is de facto serious.

Unlike Jo, Amy aims for the highest with a pure ambition. Jo
simply wants to be successful and to make money, but Amy says:
“I want to be great or nothing.”? She refuses to be “a common-
place dauber.” Her desire to be great is only finally and correctly
deterred by the sight of true greatness during her visit to Rome;
and so she gives up trying. This particular renunciation can also
clearly be seen as part of Amy's refinement of character, a praise-
worthy if symbolic subjugation of her overt sexuality. It may be
pointed out, incidentally, that we hear nothing of any humility on
the part of Jo in the face of great writing, since success, not creative
excellence, 15 her standard.

On the face of it, Amy is a frivolous, failed artist, while Jo is a
serious, successful ome. But in fact Amy's creative talent can be
seen as more zuthentic than Jo's, because Amy does recognize and
accept and even enjoy her own sexuality, which is the core of the
creative self. Alcott demonstrates this through the mature Amy's
straightforward, uncoy ease in attracting men and her effortless
skill at self-presentation, which are emblems of her commitment
to the combined truths of sex and art. Her childhood selfishness
and affectation are conquered quite early; she fights hard to grow
up, so that her love of beauty, her personal allure, and her artistic
talent may-all be purely expressed, undistorted by vanity or hope
of gain. Nevertheless, the too-explicit erotic drive in Amy must be
suppressed, and this can be symbolically accomplished by the trans-
mutation of her serious artistic aims into the endowments of a lady.

Jo's literary talent, on the other hand, is qualified in the earlier
part of the book, even as her sexuality remains willfully neutralized.
Her writing is not yet an authentic channel for the basic erotic
force behind all art, as Amy’s talent clearly is. Jo's writing rather
is the agent of her retreat from sex—she uses it to make herself
more like a man. Alcott expresses the slightly compromised quality
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of Jo's literary ambition (and of her sexuality) by having her pri-
ﬁpm.&? desire fame and financial gain, along publicly accepted lines
of masculine accomplishment. She writes for newspapers in order
to get paid, for instance, instead of struggling to write great poems,
which might never sell. Jo can write as a true artist only later, when
she finally comes to terms with her own sexual self and thus rather
belatedly grows up in her own turn,

In the end, after Amy gives up art, Alcott permits her to use her
taste and her esthetic skill for the embellishment of life with no
loss of integrity or diminution in her strength of character. It is
Amy, the lover of material beauty, not Jo. the lover of freedom,
who gets to escape and go traveling in Europe, but only after she
has earned the regard of all concerned for her successful conquer-
ing of self. Jo finally says, after Ay does the right thing in a com.-
promising social situation: “You've a d&al more principle and gen-
erosity and nobleness of character than I ever gave you credit for,
Amy. You've behaved sweetly and I respect you with all my heart.”
And Amy repeats what she has already said a bit earlier in a dif-
ferent way: “You laugh at me when I say I want to be a lady, but
I mean a true gentlewoman in mind and manners. . - I want to
be above the little meannesses and follies and faults that spoil so
many women” (p. 279). Amy actively and painfully resists being
spoiled, and so she wins—at first the trip to Europe and at last
the one rxich and handsome husband on the scene, not because of
her blond beauty but rather in spite of it. She proves a true March
daughter (and she, at least, is certainly not afraid of sex), and thus
Laurie may love her at last,

II

Laurie, the neighboring, rich young man, finds his most ‘impor-
tant function in the novel not as a possible husband for any sister
but as a student of The March Way of Life. Born to riches and
idleness and personally neglected as a child, this youth is clearly
destined for depravity, especially since he is half-Ttalian, and we
must know what that means. Alcott lets this fact, Plus a talent for
music, stand (as she lets Amy's talent for art stand) for sexuality
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itself, the whole erotic and artistically creative dimension in life,
Laurie, like Amy, seems always to be an acknowledged sexual being.
Alcott shows this quality in him, as she shows it in Amy, by making
him a lover of beauty who reveals his commitment to it through
a matural, unsought creative talent—in his case, inherited directly
from his Italian musical mother—and not in detached or cultivated
appreciation. In both characters, their own physical beauty repre-
sents the fusion of art and sex. . .

This youthfu]l and passionate male neighbor, an obvious candi-
date for the dissolute life, comes under the variously superior moral
influences of all the females next door—Amy at this peoint, however,
being still a nasty child of little account, We are given a good, old-
fashioned demonstration of the redeeming power of love in the per-
sons of virtuous women. But it is, of course, love minus sex, an
American protestant love without unhealthy and :Sncuwmcwﬁmv#o
Italian overtones, love which uses music to calm the fevered spirit
of Saul and uplift the soul in German fashion, rather than to mnmw
the senses or the passions in Italian operatic style. An energetic
American lack of cynical European prurience, which Henry James
often so tellingly describes, is emphasized by Alcott in her account
of Laurie’s relations with the Marches. Fellowship, insisted on by
Jo, appears here as an American ideal for governing the no.n&:.n”
between the sexes. Passion had better be quiet; and perhaps it will
be if no one insists on it too much in advance. Later on, Laurie
tears up the opera he had tried to write about Jo. In mo_...sm this,
he seems to accept the incompatibility of sex and art with love
and virtue; and, like Amy in Rome, he renounces the former and
thus proves worthy to regain them—suitably transformed, of course,
by the latter. . )

The passionate, creative mHmEmEIw._menEum.. powerful, and la-
-den with danger-—-is set forth disapprovingly in both Amy and
Laurie as an aspect of selfishness, laziness, and generally repre-
hensible narcissism entirely lacking in all the book’s “good” char-
acters, however imperfect they otherwise are. The wn&oa.om the
book in part consists in the taming of this dangerous moﬂnn. in both
Amy and Laurie, a process which nevertheless then permits nrmE
to have one another and so cancel the threat they might otherwise
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represent to the rest of virtaous humanity. Amy, in an unusually
explicit scene near the end of the book, after she is safely married
to him, is shown stroking Laurie’s nose and admiring his beauty,
whereas Jo, during her long sway over him in the main part
of the novel, had done nothing but tease and berate him and
deflate his possible vanity and amorous temper. It is. only after
such harsh training for both these selfish and talented young beau-
ties that they may marry; and it is also obvious that indeed they
must. Laurie cannot marry Jo because he is immutably erotic, and
she refuses to learn that lesson: Amy is saved from the “prostitu-
tion” of a wealthy, loveless marriage, Laurie is saved from “going
to the devil” because the March morals have prevailed over them
both, and they agree in unison to that domination,

But it is also very clear that they have been permitted to have
no reciprocal influence, to teach nothing in return. In the course
of Litile Women, the creative strength and possible virtues of art
and eroticism are gradually discredited, subdued and neutralized.
Amy must give up art, Laurie must give up composing, and even
Jo must abandon the sensational creations of her fantasy-life—her
one such outlet—so that the negative and unworldly virtues may
triumph: denial of the self; patience in suffering and, more im-
portant, in boredom; the willing abjuration of worldly pleasures.
The two who have understood and acknowledged the creative,
positive power of pleasure in physical beauty have got each other,
and the rest can get on more comfortably without it and without
wanting it.

I

At the core of all the interesting moral distributions in Little
Women is not sex, however, but money. The riches of patience
and self-denial are especially necessary to the self-respect of the
women in this particular family because it has lost its material
fortune, but not because it has always been poor. It is significant
that the modest Marches are not “congenitally” poor at all, and
they have very little understanding of the spiritual drain of that
condition. Being really poor is very different from having lately
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become relatively poor, in an increasingly affluent society like that
of later-nineteenth-century America. American wealth in Alcott’s
time was in the process of reaching the outrageous stage that was
later to require antitrust legislation, income tax, and other basic
socioeconomic adjustments suitable to a democratic nation. The
unworldly girls in Little Women must hold fast to what they hope
are immutable values and to the capacity for inner steadfastness
in a shifting and increasingly materialistic society. They are people
with Old Money now vanished—a situation that could bring with
it those advantages that Jeisure offers, such as education, reflection,
the luxury of moral scruples, and the cultivation of the feelings.
Indeed, these are the Marches’ only legacy, and they must use and
enjoy and hope to rely on them, always asserting their superiority
over material riches newly, mindlessly, and soullessly acquired.
All this provides a foundation for an enduring American moral
tale, one which continues to register as authentic even in a world
changed out of all recognition. A notable absence in modern life
of irksome rules for female decorum still cannot cancel the validity
of the view that money may come and likewise go; that the status
it quickly confers may be as quickly removed; and that some other
sources of satisfaction and self-esteem had better be found.
When the March girls are first introduced, the two oldest are
already following the first steps to modern American female success
by earning money. But they are not pursuing careers, they are
simply augmenting the family income; and a particular message
comes through very clearly in every page of Little Women. Whereas
impoverished American men may make use of drive, intellect, am-
bition, personal force, and the resources of public endeavor in or-
der to gain the basic honor due to selfrespecting males, poor
wornen have only the resources of traditionally private female power
and passive virtue. And these, as suggested in the case of Meg’s
enviousness, are best cultivated in circumstances of material ease.
Poor middle-class women may not simply cut loose and try to make
their way by their wits and strength of mind, as poor men may
do, to preserve their self-esteem in degraded circumstances. Im-
poverished women have to bear not only poverty but the shame
of poverty, because they may not wipe it out through positive ac-
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tion. As Amy admonishes Jo, poor women cannot even wield their
moral power so successfully as rich women can, smiling and frown-
ing according to their approval and disapproval, affecting the be-
havior and presumably elevating the souls of their male friends,
As Amy explains it, poor and thus insignificant women who ex-
press moral scruples and judgments may risk being thought of as

prades and cranks, while rich women can perhaps do some good.

Excellent goals for impoverished women seem to be to observe life
closely but to keep their own counsel, to refine their own private
Jjudgments, and to develop an independence of mind that requires
no reassuring responses. The female self may thus develop in its
own esteemn without requiring either male or material support.
Wealth—inherited, married, or earned—can thus be incidental to
female personal satisfaction and sense of worth, and so can mar-
riage. No attitude about money must be taken that might cloud
the judgment: and so the judgment must be continually strength-
ened, even while prudence may govern the scope of speech and
action. Money may be thought of as an obviously desirable thing
but clearly detachable from virtue, including one’s own. One may
marry a wealthy man or may inherit a fortune, or one may never
do either; but one keeps one's personal integrity and freedom in
all cases. Again, Alcott does not attempt to instruct the really poor,
only the potentially impoverished. Being “a true gentlewoman”
in this transcendent version of the American way is seen in part
to consist of being supported only from within. Money and mar-
riage are uncertain, especially for women: character lasts for life.
Alcott further demonstrates that to achieve a good character the
practice of patience, kindness, discretion, and forbearance among
one’s fellows must totally absorb one’s creative zeal. Such zea) may
not be expended on.the committed practice of any art, or any in-
tellectual pursuit which might make the kind of demand that
would promote the unseemly selfishness of the creative life. Al-
cott’s Jittle sermons against the seductions of serious art and ab-
stract thought, at least for women, are peppered throughout Little
Women, but she is most explicit in chapter thirty-four. Jo bas been
present at a serious philosophical discussion in the city; she feels
fascinated and “pleasurably excited” until Professor Bhaer defends
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Truth, God, Religion, and all the Old Values. Then she is cor-
rected: “She began to see that character is a better possession than
money, rank, intellect, or beauty” (p. 520), or indeed, talent, one
might believe Alcott privately added, in case it, too, should fail
the severer tests of life.

Thus does Alcott excuse herself for not being a genius and jus-
tify the minorness of her own gifts. The linked faculties of erotic,
artistic, and intellectual scope—again, especially for women—are
sweepingly dismissed in favor of the cardinal virtues. These, she
shows us, not only bring their own rewards but deserve and sweeten
all other kinds of success. She is careful to offer her pilgrims no
serious and interesting external temptations—no quick artistic tri-
umphs, no plausible and exciting seducers, no possibilities of easy
luxury; no compelling pressure of any kind toward the compromise
of honor. Therefore we get no vivid image of the bitter costs virtue
may exact, the very real losses entailed by those lasting gains she
so eloquently describes and advocates. She may perhaps have felt
them too keenly for words.

Notes

1. Attributed to William A. Alcott, an influential educator and writer on
educational subjects in the mid-nineteenth century. The phrase is quoted in
Robert Palfrey Utter and Gwendolyn Bridges Needham, Pamela’s Daughters
{New York: Russell and Russell, 1936), p. 384, an extremely interesting survey
of changing tastes in literary heroines.

2. Louisa May Alcott, Little Women (1868-69; rpt. Boston: H._._E.m. Brown E.mm
Comparny, Centennial ed. [1976]), p- 366. Subsequent references will appear in
the text.



