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The Suffragist 
Louisa May Alcott had spent all her life fighting for women’s rights. From a young age, 

her family held strong political views and advocated for the education of women and 
supported the suffragist and abolitionist movement (Walker, Jordan). As Alcott got older, she 
started to have a bigger impact on the women’s suffrage movement and wrote articles for The 
Woman’s Journal, a suffrage paper (How Louisa May Alcott Voted for the First Time). Through 
this she urged women to get involved in their local communities and voice their opinions and 
beliefs on government. 

“Let my name stand among those who are willing to bear 
ridicule and reproach for truth’s sake, and so earn some right 

to rejoice when the victory is won”

- Louisa May Alcott, 1885     
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Alcott’s first time voting took place in the year 1880, in which she was registered as the 
first woman to vote in the Concord School Committee Election (Walker, Jordan). This right to 
vote was only just given to women in 1879, therefore Alcott took this situation very seriously. 
She went door-to-door and gathered as many women as she could to participate in the vote, 
encouraging them to use their voice. Alcott then went on to write about the election and 
voting process in The Woman’s Journal, stating that the election was “… a perfectly fair 
proceeding” (Concord Women Cast First Votes). 

Although Alcott passed away before women gained the right to vote, she still continued 
to advocate for and encourage women to get as involved as they could in their local and 
federal government for the remaining time she lived. 

The Feminism of “Little Women” 
Alcott’s most well known and impactful 

novel, “Little Women”, has become a staple in women’s 
literature and history. Representing a more realistic image 
of women’s life during the 1800s, it became a piece of 
work that heavily resonated with women then, and 
women now.

It seems that women have to have very 
specific storylines and endings to be considered feminist. 
They have to have very specific beliefs and mindsets to be 
considered leaders of feminism. Alcott’s ending of “Little 

Women” has been heavily criticized for decades, and 
although I would have personally liked for Jo to not get married, her marriage does not make 
her, or Alcott, any less of a feminist. 

Jo grows monumentally throughout the novel, and Alcott shows this character growth 
through her initial selfish acts to her later tender and intimate moments. Alcott’s novel shows 
that life drastically changes and things become more difficult and complex to grasp as time 
goes on, and Jo’s handling of her life, feelings, and passions is what makes her a feminist. She 
does not ignore or put her desires to the side. Jo’s decision to marry does not make her any 
less progressive, determined, or bold. Instead it shows that women do not stay the same; that 
they are more complex than they are made out to be. That they’re allowed to change their 
minds and have intricate and elaborate feelings. It’s honest, which makes it feminist.
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Jo deciding to marry Professor Bhaer can, in itself, be considered a feminist move. Jo 
chooses to marry someone to who supports her career and wants to help it grow and flourish. 
Furthermore, Jo choosing to not marry Laurie helped to break the societal expectation of  
women following what their family and friends expect of them. Although now it may not be 
considered feminist, it must be remembered that during this time of first-wave feminism, it 
was a monumental move. 

“Don’t try to make me grow up before my time.” 

- Jo March

“I do think families are the most beautiful things in all the 
world!”

- Jo March

Greta Gerwig’s adaption of “Little Women” sets itself apart from previous film 
adaptations and delves into the intricate emotions of womanhood. I believe Gerwig does a 
phenomenal job in capturing Jo’s struggles in finding herself and what she wants in life, 
versus what the people around her want. I also believe her open ending, in which you do not 
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know whether Jo really marries Professor Bhaer, pays homage to Alcott, as she herself did not 
marry and personally did not want Jo to marry either. In fact, Alcott herself wrote in her 
journal, “Girls write to ask who the little women marry, as if that was the only aim and end of 
a woman’s life… I won’t marry Jo and Laurie to please anyone” (Tracey, Janey). But 
unfortunately, society in the 1800s demanded the novel to conclude in that way. 

“I’ve got the key to my castle in the air, but whether I can 
unlock the door remains to be seen.”

- Jo March

Women in the 1800s greatly enjoyed Alcott’s novel because they saw themselves 
reflected in the March sisters. Before this, there was not a great deal of literature that centered 
around women. And if there was, it was heavily regulated and constructed by men. 
According to an article written by Samantha Howell, women during the 18th and 19th 
century often used pseudonyms to  hide their real identity. Howell also expresses how many 
female writers felt unaccepted and belittled in the literature industry, and felt they needed to 
“prove the worthiness and importance of their works” to be accepted (Howell, Samantha). 

The reason Alcott’s novel touched so many women’s lives is because it actually 
showed something truthful and meaningful about the overall experiences and feelings about 
womanhood and what it meant to be a woman in society and have to meet certain 
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expectations. It was something all women could relate to and see themselves in. “Little 
Women”’s forwardness and boldness is what allowed it to create a mark in first-wave 
feminism and have it carry over into today’s society.
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