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Abstract:
The review article outlines the key issues and themes of the anthology Little 
Women at 150, edited by Daniel Shealy (2022), and describes its structure and 
contributions. It highlights the extensive introduction, which provides histor-
ical context and insights into Louisa May Alcott’s approach to Little Women 
(1868–1869). The paper also discusses the novel’s relevance in modern times, its 
cultural impact over the past 150 years, and the various scholarly perspectives 
presented in this monograph.
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O dziewczynie. 150 lat Małych kobietek Louisy May Alcott – 
literackie i kulturowe znaczenie powieści 
Shealy, D. (red.). (2022). Little Women at 150. University Press of Mississippi.

Abstrakt:
Niniejszy artykuł recenzyjny nakreśla kluczowe problemy i tematy antologii Little 
Women at 150 [150 lat Małych kobietek] pod redakcją Daniela Shealy’ego (2022) 
oraz opisuje jej strukturę i treść. Szczególną uwagę poświęcono obszernemu wpro-
wadzeniu, które przybliża kontekst historyczny oraz podejście Louisy May Alcott 
do Małych kobietek (1868–1869). W recenzji omówiono znaczenie powieści w cza-
sach współczesnych, jej kulturowy wpływ na przestrzeni 150 lat oraz różne nauko-
we perspektywy przedstawione w monografii.

Słowa kluczowe:
literatura XIX wieku, literatura amerykańska, powieść dla dziewcząt, Małe kobietki, 
Louisa May Alcott, pisarstwo kobiet

L ittle Women by Louisa May Alcott (1868–1869) is one of the most famous 
girls’ novels worldwide, and its influence remains unparalleled. The legacy 

of Little Women has expanded Alcott’s novel into a cultural phenomenon that 
continues to be studied, interpreted, adapted and, above all, read by genera-
tions. This review article discusses the multiauthored monograph Little Wo
men at 150, edited by Daniel Shealy (2022b) and published by the University 
Press of Mississippi. This volume is the result of a collaborative effort between 
the editor and eight Alcott scholars, who have spent years researching the au-
thor’s work and promoting her legacy: John Matteson, Roberta Seelinger Trites, 
Sandra Harbert Petrulionis, Beverly Lyon Clark, Anne K. Phillips, Christine 
Doyle, Joel Myerson and Gregory Eiselein. The body of research on Louisa May 
Alcott’s life and work is extensive and multifaceted, encompassing biographies 
(e.g., Matteson, 2008; Reisen, 2009), critical studies (e.g., Eiselein & Phillips, 
2001; Clark, 2004), thematic analyses, discussions of illustrations, and numer-
ous comparative studies. The enduring relevance of Little Women is further evi
denced by recent scholarly discussions within the frameworks of ecocriticism 
(Tsirakoglou, 2023) and queer studies (Quimby, 2003; Tuck, 2006; Wolverton, 
2022), reflecting the continuous interest and evolving perspectives of succes-
sive generations of scholars specialising in Golden Age children’s literature. 

The “Introduction” (Shealy, 2022a) provides detailed historical overview 
of the first edition of Little Women and discusses Louisa May Alcott’s approach 
to her own work. It offers an insightful synthesis of various issues related to 



189

About a Girl: Louisa May Alcott’s Little Women at 150th Anniversary…

Dzieciństwo. Literatura i Kultura 6(2) 2024, 187–195

the novel. An analysis in the “Introduction” reveals that Alcott viewed her 
work with a surprising degree of scepticism, providing a crucial interpretative 
context for literary scholars. In her letter from October 1868, Alcott (1987) 
referred to Little Women as “the little story” (p. 118) reflecting her perception 
of it as lesser literature – a view likely influenced by the prestigious literary 
environment of Concord and Boston where she grew up. Despite the novel’s 
enduring success, she considered juvenile fiction inferior and, near the end 
of her life, expressed regret for not having written the more serious novels 
she had envisioned (Shealy, 2022a, p. 5). Shealy underscores the cultural sig-
nificance of Little Women over the past 150 years, highlighting its influence 
on prominent figures such as Carson McCullers, Gloria Steinem, Theodore 
Roosevelt, Patti Smith, J. K. Rowling, and many others (p. 8). By examining 
how the novel has inspired these individuals, Shealy further demonstrates its 
enduring and widespread impact on culture and literature. Additionally, he 
emphasises the novel’s importance within the American literary landscape. 
The author also reviews the film and television adaptations of the book, noting 
its significant resonance in popular culture. Furthermore, the “Introduction” 
provides an overview of various English-language scholarly studies, serving 
as a guidepost for further in-depth research. Shealy also raises questions that 
shape our expectations for the book:

What did Louisa May Alcott create that transformed Little Women, a novel about 
an impoverished family, into one of the classic imaginative works of children’s 
literature? Is Little Women still relevant in the twenty-first century? What is the 
reason for the novel’s enduring popularity? Did Alcott’s earlier fiction influence 
her most famous work? What was the effect of Little Women on readers and writ-
ers in other countries? Why does the character of Jo March resonate so much 
with readers? Does the novel still have important ideas to convey to young read-
ers on the verge of adulthood?” (p. 11).

However, these questions, which could certainly be addressed within the indi-
vidual essays, do not reflect the primary objective behind the creation of this 
book. While any monograph aims to function as a cohesive whole, the lack of 
a clearly defined purpose in the “Introduction” sometimes gives the impression 
of a random collection of essays. The reasoning behind their arrangement is 
also unclear, and Shealy does not address this in his section. Therefore, I will 
discuss them in my own thematic order, grouping them into pairs or threes 
based on their thematic connections. 

The first essay, “Class, Charity, and Coming of Age in Little Women” by John 
Matteson (2022), primarily focuses on interpreting the novel through the lens of 
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social class. This perspective underlines a harmonious and interdependent social 
order, reflecting the belief in the inherent value and purpose of every social role 
within the community. The novel, through its narrative and character interac-
tions, subtly reinforces this ideology by portraying a society where cooperation 
and shared responsibility are paramount. This echoes the Puritan view of a di-
vinely ordained social hierarchy, one that functions cohesively for the common 
good and spiritual upliftment (p. 19). Matteson (p. 20) juxtaposes Little Women’s 
class consciousness with John Winthrop’s A Model of Christian Charity (1630) 
and Friedrich Engels’s The Origin of Family, Private Property and the State (1884). 
The conclusions of this comparison are laid out clearly: in Little Women, Alcott 
preserves the notion that, while familial bonds are essential, they are insufficient 
on their own. She emphasises the necessity of forging broader social connections 
beyond the confines of the immediate household, recognising that a child’s up-
bringing requires the support of a larger community – it takes a village to raise 
a child. The biographical context from Alcott’s life is also introduced, a common 
theme throughout the essays. The relationship between the March family and the 
Hummels is presented as a social compact of charity, highlighting the objectifica-
tion and disempowerment of a poor immigrant family.

It is interesting to note that Matteson’s essay is perfectly complemented 
by the third essay in the monograph, “‘Faithfulness Itself ’: The Imperative for 
Hannah Mullet in Little Women” by Sandra Harbert Petrulionis (2022). The 
author analyses the character of Hannah Mullet, the March family’s domes-
tic servant (also from a social class perspective), who has been largely omitted 
from previous discussions (including by Matteson) and pushed to the mar-
gins of the story. The essay begins by describing the moments when Hannah 
appears in the book and her actions, then examines how this character has 
been almost entirely overlooked in academic research and portrayed on screen 
and in illustrations. The reconstruction of existing research on this second-
ary character is truly impressive, as is the in-depth comparative interpretation 
of Hannah and Marmee. The author also argues that Hannah is Irish (p. 72), 
a claim grounded in Alcott’s anti-immigrant sentiment towards the Irish. Ac-
cording to Petrulonis:

In contrast to their reformist sensibility on antislavery and women’s rights, Al-
cott and her mother both expressed antipathy toward Irish men and women […]. 
For her part, in her private writings, Louisa Alcott disparages the unprincipled 
“Irish incapables” […]; in her fiction, she routinely portrays them negatively […]. 
In Alcott’s adult novel Work, the Irish domestic workers appear wholly unfa-
vourably (p. 73–74).
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The author analyses the family’s actual attitude towards Hannah, examining 
all the scenes where she either plays a key role or is overlooked, with attention 
to what is explicitly stated (e.g., in the form of microaggressions) and what is 
left for the reader to infer. Hannah’s labour and dedication allow Marmee to fo-
cus on nurturing her daughters, highlighting the essential yet often overlooked 
role of working-class women in Alcott’s novels. Through her in-depth research, 
Petrulionis has accomplished a title-worthy work, and one can certainly con-
sider her contribution outstanding. 

Between these two chapters is an essay seemingly intended to connect 
them: “Louisa May Alcott’s Emersonian Use of The Pilgrim’s Progress. Little 
Women as Palimpsest” by Roberta Seelinger Trites (2022). The first section of 
the essay primarily explores Alcott’s inspirations, specifically Ralph Waldo 
Emerson and Henry David Thoreau, and their relationships with Alcott. Trites 
places particular emphasis on the concept of self-reliance, underscoring its im-
portance in both Emerson’s and Alcott’s works. The second section provides an 
analysis of one of Alcott’s lesser-known works, her debut novel Moods (1864), 
through the palimpsestic lens of John Bunyan’s Puritan text The Pilgrim’s Pro-
gress (1678), drawing parallels with Little Women. The author elucidates how 
the nine chapter titles in Little Women reference incidents or ideas from The 
Pilgrim’s Progress. Furthermore, the essay explores the expression of transcen-
dental philosophy in Alcott’s language and its relevance to the experiences of 
the women characters in the novel, as well as to Alcott herself. This analysis 
complements and expands upon previous research on the intertextual connec-
tions between these works, such as Caroline Hunt’s (2001) entry in The Louisa 
May Alcott Encyclopedia (Eiselein & Phillips, 2001).

“Marriage in the Nineteenth Century: The Influence of Margaret Full-
er’s The Great Lawsuit on Little Women” by Christine Doyle (2022) can be 
read as an essay that complements Trites’s work. Doyle initially discusses 
the personal relationships of Louisa May Alcott and her mother, Abby, with 
Margaret Fuller, an icon of the women’s right movement and a well-known 
transcendentalist. However, the most significant part of the essay is devoted 
to interpreting the marriages in Little Women through the framework set out 
in The Great Lawsuit (1843): household partnership, intellectual partnership, 
mutual idolatry, and single women, or the so-called “old maids” (p. 146–157). 
Doyle defends Jo’s marriage to Friedrich Bhaer, which to this day is some-
times read by critics and fans as a controversial submission to Victorian pa-
triarchy (Ninčetović, 2024), showing how it represents the highest form of 
equal partnership proposed by Fuller, while also addressing gender issues 
specific to the 19th century.
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The issues surrounding Jo’s marital union are further examined in “‘This 
Was Something Altogether New’: On Jo March’s Adulthood and Little Wom-
en’s Final Chapters” by Anne K. Philips (2022). She demonstrates how Jo’s de-
velopment into womanhood and her role as a wife diverge from conventional 
romantic tropes through a detailed analysis of various scenes from the novel’s 
concluding chapters. As Philips asserts: “While those significant scenes have 
often been alluded to by scholars, they operate and correspond to one another 
in ways that have not been previously understood” (p. 122), presenting a bold 
yet valid claim. The author also engages with Frank T. Merrill’s 1880 illustra-
tions, comparing them with Frances Brundage’s 1929 drawings (pp. 129–136), 
which primarily depict the relationship between Jo and Friedrich. Despite po-
tential discrepancies between reader expectations and Alcott’s own intentions, 
a close reading of the novel’s final chapters reveals that Jo ultimately receives 
what she needs, rather than being betrayed by her creator, as the author dem-
onstrates clearly and convincingly. 

The illustrations are also discussed in a  fascinating essay, “Mobilizing 
the Little Women: Images of Transport and the Domestic,” by Beverly Lyon 
Clark (2022), who explores how illustrators depict the gendering of mobility 
in the novel, specifically focusing on various forms of transportation as “at 
least a  partial metaphor for social and/or economic independence” (p.  89). 
Clark examines the work of illustrators of Little Women, including Frank Mer-
rill (1880), Elinore Blaisdell (1946), Reisie Lonette (1950), Mark English (1967), 
Tasha Tudor (1969), and Hodges Soileau (1985). The detailed analysis refers 
to depictions of boats, trains, carriages, wagons, horses, and bicycles, which 
are juxtaposed with the illustrators’ portrayals of the Marches’ house, com-
monly seen as an emblem of stasis and permanence. The essay concludes with 
the intriguing observation that illustrators sometimes suggest more nuanced 
meanings by depicting various forms of mediated mobility, thereby granting 
the characters a degree of agency and blurring the distinctions between do-
mesticity and mobility (p. 109). This portrayal fosters a sense of movement and 
transition for both the characters and the audience.

The theme of mobility is also explored in “Louisa May Alcott, Ethel Turn-
er, and Some Little Women Down Under” by Joel Myerson (2022), who offers 
a detailed comparative analysis. This essay juxtaposes Alcott’s Little Women 
with Ethel Turner’s novel Seven Little Australians (1894), an Australian work 
directly inspired by Alcott’s work. Myerson begins with a biographical com-
parison, highlighting similarities between the characters created by Alcott 
and Turner (p. 163), before transitioning to a comparative analysis of the two 
novels. The essay also incorporates colonial and historical contexts, examining 
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the critical and social receptions of both works. Myerson notes that both were 
criticised for their language use, and in Alcott’s case, for a perceived lack of 
religious content. The essay provides a comprehensive and insightful analysis 
of the two novels, addressing their respective controversies and shortcomings. 
Both authors share similarities in their personal lives and professional paths, 
writing to gain financial independence and remaining closely involved in the 
production of their works. While Little Women is regarded as the more so-
phisticated of the two, the novels also diverge significantly in their portrayals 
of people of colour. African Americans are largely absent from Little Women, 
while Aboriginal Australians in Seven Little Australians are marginalised and 
depicted in a limited, stereotypical manner. Notably, Turner later revised her 
novel, removing a  section concerning Aboriginals, which reflects her evolv-
ing sensitivity toward Australia’s Indigenous people (p. 175). The analysis ul-
timately enriches our understanding of the cross-cultural influences between 
the American and Australian literary landscapes. 

The concluding essay of the monograph, “Louisa May Alcott, Major Au-
thor: Little Women and Beyond” by Gregory Eiselein (2022), presents a com-
pelling argument for the relevance of Alcott’s novel in contemporary society. 
The content is exceptionally well-developed and engaging, with the initial 
rock‘n’roll conclusion being particularly captivating. Eiselein uses Little Wom-
en as the cornerstone of his analysis, delving into Alcott’s contributions across 
multiple genres and examining shifts in her reputation, especially over the past 
quarter-century years. The focus on feminist criticism in the late 20th century, 
as it pertains to the scholarly examination of Alcott’s work, aligns with the 
themes introduced by Shealy (2022a). This article serves as an effective finale, 
providing a comprehensive closure to the volume.

In conclusion, this monograph offers comprehensive and, at times, excep-
tionally insightful scholarship, as exemplified by the essay by Petrulionis (2022). 
It represents a  substantial contribution to both comparative literature and lit-
erary history, affirming that Alcott’s novel remains a significant and enduring 
work even 150 years after its initial publication. The contributors skilfully bridge 
historical context with contemporary literary analysis, offering a nuanced explo-
ration of themes such as gender, morality, and social reform. By engaging with 
Alcott’s life and legacy from multiple scholarly angles, the anthology not only 
celebrates Little Women but also invites further discourse on its place in both 
American and global literary canons. Through a range of perspectives, these es-
says deepen our understanding of Alcott’s influence and the continued relevance 
of her work. The collection’s scholarly rigor and analytical depth also emphasise 
the novel’s profound and lasting impact on literary studies.
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