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Coming-of-age story
Realism

Take-Aways
	Alcott’s most well-known and loved novel, Little Women pairs heartwarming life lessons with more radical ideas about women’s roles in 19th-century America.
	Sisters Meg, Jo, Beth and Amy March learn to bear relative poverty following the warm example of their mother, Marmee, while their father is away at war. Jo, who wants to be a writer, befriends her rich neighbor, a boy named Laurie. Beth becomes ill and never fully recovers her health. Meg marries and has twins. Jo travels to New York and meets the kindly Professor Bhaer. Jo rejects her dear friend Laurie’s proposal. He travels to Europe where, after Beth’s death, he falls for, and marries Amy, an artist, traveling there with her elderly mentor. Jo discovers she loves Mr. Bhaer. They marry and open a boys’ school.
	Both Alcott’s transcendentalist father and her social activist mother shaped Alcott’s worldview.
	Alcott wrote Little Women quickly and with reluctance. Both she and her publisher were surprised by its immediate, overwhelming popularity. She followed it with Little Men, about the boys in Jo’s school. It was also excellent but less popular.
	Alcott drew inspiration for Little Women from her mother’s childhood memories and those of her own.
	Little Women makes domestic labor highly visible, showing it as necessary and important.
	Alcott uses both Jo and Laurie to illustrate the sometimes artificial nature of gender norms.
	Little Women portrays marriage as an equal partnership – a radical notion in its time.
	Little Women both reflects and critiques the 19th-century “separate spheres” ideology, that men and women inhabit different realms. This idea all but barred women from public life and encouraged submissive, domestically minded femininity.
	“I’ve got the key to my castle in the air, but whether I can unlock the door remains to be seen.” (Jo)


What It’s About
The Trials and Triumphs of Coming-of-Age
Little Women is many things: a coming-of-age story; a collection of anecdotes illustrating life in Civil War-era America; a pastiche of domestic and didactic fictions; a reflection on living morally and a proto-feminist critique of 19th-century “separate spheres” ideology. Louisa May Alcott’s best-known, beloved novel draws readers into the world of the four March sisters – Meg, Jo, Beth and Amy – and their mother, Marmee, and follows the girls as they grow from impulsive teens into mature young women. Alcott’s episodic narrative showcases the girls’ individuality and ambitions, their triumphs and trials, their shortcomings and evolving characters, and their relationships with one another, with their mother and with society at large. Its voice is in a manner that is, alternatingly, humorous, uplifting and, sometimes, heartbreaking.
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