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A Garden of Sweet Flowers:

Educational Philosophy in Louisa May Alcott’s Little Men
     It would not seem far from the truth to say that Little Men is, at least in part, an autobiography of Louisa May Alcott, for by the time she had written it at the age of 39, she had lived much of its story.  It would also seem reasonable to maintain that the philosophy of education expressed in Alcott’s book is largely the philosophy of her father, A. Bronson Alcott, the American transcendental philosopher, as this is the atmosphere in which Louisa was both educated and raised.  For this reason, this paper will refer a great deal to the educational philosophy of Bronson Alcott; however, the ideas in Little Men are not solely reflective of the elder Alcott’s  views alone.  There is a certain moral slant that is decidedly Louisa’s, and the pages of Little Men present her characteristic combination of pride and modesty, an amalgam of both father and daughter, in theory and practice, through the lives of both.

     In order to analyze the philosophy of education presented in Louisa May Alcott’s Little Men, it is necessary to study the philosophy of her father, Bronson Alcott.  One of the most notable idealist educators of the nineteenth century, he has been described by Madeleine B. Stern in her 1986 Afterword to the book Little Men as “extraordinary, perceptive, imperturbable and exasperating” (p. 331).  Alcott’s pedagogical theories were tried out on Louisa and her three sisters, and Louisa’s childhood was molded by a mixture of both her father’s radical tenets and her mother’s understanding, progressive, and long-suffering nature.  Bronson Alcott’s first practical exposure to alternative methods of instruction came when he lived among Quakers, where he underwent his Christian “awakening.”  In his 1991 paper, “Bronson Alcott’s Experiment in Practical Transcendentalism,” John Crouch expresses Alcott’s ideas as an “intricate philosophy of God, humans, and nature, spirit and matter, morality and knowledge”  (Crouch, 1991, p. 1).  He came to see humans, like lower forms of nature, as a combination of Spirit and matter.  Spirit imposes form on matter and continually acts to change all beings, making them more finely formed and more like itself.  Alcott saw God as pure Spirit; thus, he taught that one’s individual conscience must be the supreme ruler, as it represents spirit, and one’s material passions and appetites must be resisted.  He was a strict disciplinarian, but his discipline was not physical.  He punished through orderly indictment, argument, disapproval, and requests for public apologies.  His vision of individuals and society dictated that all discipline must come from within.

     Bronson Alcott believed that originality produced strength and found it ridiculous that students recited statements of fact without being able to define their terms.  In an 1830 pamphlet he argued that education must be adapted to “the order in which [the] faculties appear”  (Dahlstrand, 1982, p. 7).  He outlined four vital consecutive stages of growth: the animal nature, the affections, the conscience, and the intellect.  He argued that a child first must be allowed to roam, play and interact with the physical world, without premeditation, but with protection from bodily harm.  The affections were perhaps the most important faculty: since people learn by free association, everything good and true must be presented as pleasant.  To facilitate the being’s natural development was to show reverence for its designer; thus, the principle qualification for such a facilitating teacher was not formal education, but “patience, benevolent fairness and the ability to set a pure moral example” (Alcott, 1830, p. 18).  When his success attracted the overtures of Philadelphia’s school board president, Roberts Vaux, Alcott displayed a self-confidence that experts and reformers would later consider suicidal.  He proposed to “operate chiefly on the characters of the children,” ensuring a life of “pure feeling and correct action” (Herrnstadt, 1969), but since the results would not be immediately obvious, he demanded parents with the necessary patience.

     Alcott found his evangelical Christianity compatible with John Locke’s theory that people learn only through their senses; however, he did not limit himself to the usual five senses, but urged children to exercise, develop and sensitize their sixth sense, conscience.  In fact, he seemed to champion the argument that the teacher, in a natural atmosphere of “familiar and affectionate conversation” (Alcott, 1830, p. 21), should act as the student’s conscience.  To this end, Alcott conducted his classes by a living intercourse of questioning, making each child’s individual decisions appear all-important.  He believed that a teacher must use ordinary objects and speak simply; thus, he advocated teaching through stories with explicit morals, noting that Jesus taught through parables.  His favorite instructional technique was to appeal to the imagination through pictures, often demanding that the students give meaning to his words through their own graphic visualization.  

     Spelling out his philosophy of education in the framework of Hegel and Christian millennialism, Alcott perceived education as a mission to “bring about the millennium of human perfection, revealing to a man the true idea of his being so that he might perfect his own spirit” (Crouch, 1991, p. 5).  In practical terms, this meant that a teacher should be simple and extemporaneous, like Jesus and Socrates.  Teachers needed fewer rules and more practicality.  Alcott repeatedly suggested to the children that in birth they had been pure, and infancy was related to heaven.  The most striking example of this is contained in his letters to his young daughters, in which he addresses them as if they are perfect creatures.  The letters are not complacent, however; but instead express concern that the girls continue to develop their perfection by resisting temptation.  On Louisa’s seventh birthday he observed that her only “true pleasure” came from obeying her “CONSCIENCE”  (Herrnstadt, 1969).  

     Having an understanding of the background from which Louisa May Alcott came, through a study of her father, the reader may find frequent occasions of these ideas in her book, Little Men.  In fact, as suggested previously, the book is largely autobiographical, and Plumfield is reminiscent of the Temple School where Bronson Alcott launched a new educational philosophy upon a mostly unreceptive world.  In an early description of Plumfield in Little Men, Louisa Alcott writes, “In spite of many dark predictions, the school flourished, and manners and morals were insinuated, without the pupils exactly knowing how it was done” (Alcott, 1986, p. 13).  Plumfield was a place where children were expected to obey the rules and receive their reward in learning “to love goodness for itself” (Alcott, 1986, p. 149).  Stressing Bronson Alcott’s first stage of growth, however, play was heartily encouraged at Plumfield:

     “Dear little souls, do let them have one day in which they can howl and racket and frolic to   

     their hearts’ content.  A holiday isn’t a holiday without plenty of freedom and fun; and they 

     shall have full swing once a week,” Mrs. Bhaer used to say, when prim people wondered why 

     banister sliding, pillow fights, and all manner of jovial games were allowed under the once       

     decorous roof of Plumfield.  (Alcott, 1986, p. 13)

     The pedagogy applied by Bronson Alcott at the Temple School stressed “unfoldment” (Stern, 1986, p. 334) through self-expression in place of filling the mind with facts to be memorized.  This recalls Plato’s Doctrine of Reminiscence and the idealist notion of students possessing an “inner light” or intuition and is readily seen in the writings of Bronson Alcott.   Similarly, Louisa Alcott writes of the Plumfield philosophy that “[W]e don’t believe in making children miserable by too many rules and too much study” (Alcott, 1986, p. 20).  Expressing the same idea of bringing out what is already there, as opposed to filling the mind with ideas, Louisa Alcott frequently uses the garden metaphor in Little Men.  Mrs. Bhaer refers to the children at Plumfield as “a very promising Bhaer-garden” (Alcott, 1986, p. 160), and Alcott writes about Grandpa March (understood to represent Bronson Alcott) as cultivating in Demi “[T]he little mind with the tender wisdom of a modern Pythagoras—not tasking it with long, hard lessons, parrot-learned, but helping it to unfold as naturally and beautifully as sun and dew help roses bloom” (Alcott, 1986, p. 23).  Likewise, of Nan, she writes:

     [T]his little garden was full of sweet flowers, half hidden by the weeds; and when kind hands 

     gently began to cultivate it, all sorts of green shoots sprung up, promising to blossom  

     beautifully in the warmth of love and care, the best climate for young hearts and souls all the 

     world over.  (Alcott, 1986, p. 111)

     The Bronson Alcott philosophy of education encouraged conversations and discussions, often on sensitive subjects and difficult concepts.  It resorted to allegories and parables, and it endorsed the keeping of journals.  This is well exemplified in Louisa Alcott’s character, Mrs. Bhaer, who keeps a journal chronicling the week of each child at Plumfield.  On Sunday, each child is shown the account of his week, for better or worse.  Mrs. Bhaer explains this practice to Nat as follows:  “I call this my conscience book; and only you and I will ever know what is to be written on the page below your name.  Whether you will be pleased or ashamed to read it next Sunday depends on yourself” (Alcott, 1986, p. 33).  Later, Uncle Fritz uses the microscope as a metaphor for the more difficult concept of spiritual awareness, as he explains to Demi, “You must wait a long while before your eyes are clear enough to see the most invisible of God’s wonders.  But looking at the lovely things you can see will help you to understand the lovelier things you cannot see” (Alcott, 1986, p. 264).

     Bronson Alcott’s philosophy of discipline is probably among his most odd and controversial.  Among other things, he advocated punishment by vicarious atonement, the malefactor being required to strike the teacher in reversal of the usual procedure.  This is vividly portrayed in a scene in which Mr. Bhaer punishes Nat for telling lies.  He says, “[W]hen you tell a lie I will not punish you, but you shall punish me…it may make you remember better to give me pain than to feel it yourself” (Alcott, 1986, p. 57).  The effect of this form of punishment upon the children at Temple must have been profound, for Alcott writes of the experience at Plumfield, “In a most impressive whisper Tommy told them, and they looked as if the sky was about to fall, for this reversing the order of things almost took their breath away” (Alcott, 1986, p. 59).  Finally, there are poignant religious allusions to this bizarre practice that do not go unnoticed, and as Alcott closes her chapter, she reflects with dramatic effect upon the belief of Bronson Alcott that an educator’s example should mirror that of Christ: 

     No one said a word about the scene of the morning, but its effect was all the more lasting for 

     that reason, perhaps.  Nat tried his very best, and found much help, not only from the earnest 

     little prayers he prayed to his Friend in heaven, but also in the patient care of the earthly 

     friend whose kind hand he never touched without remembering that it had willingly borne 

     pain for his sake. (Alcott, 1986, p. 61)

     Unlike many of his contemporaries, Bronson Alcott expounded a kind of absolute idealism that advocated feminism and denounced slavery, and Louisa Alcott appears to have shared her father’s passions.  As an abolitionist, she remarks, “[I]n this family, master and servant, old and young, black and white, shared in the Sunday song, which went up to the Father of them all”  (Alcott, 1986, p. 41).  There are also many hints of new feminist ideas, specifically in the character of “Naughty Nan.”  For although she is “full of spirits,” “quick witted,” and “endowed with a frantic desire for entire liberty,” she is destined for a productive future as “a capital doctor” (Alcott, 1986, p. 102).  Louisa Alcott writes:

     Whatever the boys dared her to do she instantly attempted, no matter how dangerous it might 

     be, and they were never tired of testing her courage.  Mr. Bhaer suggested that they should 

     see who would study best, and Nan found as much pleasure in using her quick wits and fine 

     memory as her active feet and merry tongue, while the lads had to do their best to keep their 

     places, for Nan showed them that girls could do most things as well as boys, and some things 

     better.  (Alcott, 1986, p. 110)

     Above all of the details of Bronson Alcott’s educational theories, the most significant to him is clearly the assumption that every child, regardless of his or her passions or appetites, is a portion of divinity, and this idea is expressed by Alcott in each of the children in Little Men.  Of the dozen or so boys who attend this school, each are perfect candidates for the revolutionary methods applied there, for each has some fault awaiting help:  Jack’s love of money, Ned’s bragging, Nat’s weakness, Stuffy’s appetite, and Dan’s wildness.  Reforms, manners and morals are gently insinuated throughout the course of the story; however, Bronson Alcott’s respect for children is reiterated by his daughter through the character of Mrs. Bhaer who never loses faith in the innate goodness of the child.  Reflecting upon her own situation, she states:

     [B]e very kind to him, no matter how gruff he seems.  I am sure that is the way to conquer 

     him.  He won’t bear sternness nor much restraint, but a soft word and infinite patience will 

     lead him as it used to lead me.  (Alcott, 1986, p. 142)
     Since Louisa Alcott was a thoroughly professional writer, she managed to embody many of her father’s educational precepts in her narrative while glossing over the complexities of his transcendental philosophy.  One of the ways in which she simplifies this philosophy is through the use of episodic technique, presenting a series of sketches in twenty-one chapters.  She even states her purpose at the onset, reminding her readers in chapter eight, “[T]here is no particular plan to this story except to describe a few scenes in the life at Plumfield…” (Alcott, 1986, p. 112).  Another way in which she smoothes the rough edges of her fathers philosophy is to meld it with her own, which though it bears great resemblance to her father’s, is significantly different.  Louisa conveys a unique perspective on the Utopian community her father envisioned, as she flavors her interpretation of the Temple School through Plumfield with both his influence and the stabilizing influence of her progressive mother.  As Madeleine Stern remarks: 

     Bronson Alcott’s Utopian vision has been shaped by the cosmic mother, Jo March Bhaer, to 

     the dimensions of her stoical mother.  The all-female sanctuary of Little Women has been 

     replaced by an all-male retreat with a woman in charge…and the punishments devised by the 

     cosmic mother in charge are not always derived from the philosophy of vicarious atonement. 

     (Stern, 1986 pp. 344-345)

Whatever its source, the effect of Louisa Alcott’s reiteration of her father’s philosophy, tinged with her own, has had an effect on educational philosophy that has been more far-reaching than expected.  In her book A Hunger for Home, Sarah Elbert comments regarding Plumfield:

     In effect, the author of Little Men steals America’s children.  She removes them from their 

     parents’ unreliable care and makes their school the center of learning in the fullest sense.  

     Public schools were to take another forty years to achieve what Plumfield represents: an 

     integrated social institution.  (Elbert, 1984, p. 44)

As a classic, Little Men touches the universal heart deeply, and as an educational philosophy, the ideas of both Louisa and Bronson Alcott continue to engage the critical mind.
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