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Abstract
Postcolonial theory has traditionally focused on texts emerging directly from colonized regions.
However, contemporary critics increasingly acknowledge that imperial ideology also operates
within metropolitan and post-independence cultures, shaping social structures and cultural
consciousness. Although the United States achieved political independence in 1776, scholars
argue that colonial power structures continued to shape its cultural, economic and ideological
development, particularly through inherited value systems, literary forms and moral discourses.
This critical insight allows postcolonial analysis to extend beyond formerly colonized territories
to include nations such as the United States, whose cultural identity evolved in constant
negotiation with imperial histories. Louisa May Alcott’s Little Women is widely celebrated as a
domestic and feminist novel which offers a valuable insight for examining these lingering
imperial ideologies within nineteenth-century American culture. Set in post-independence
America, the novel demonstrates how colonial ideologies persist not through political
domination but through cultural values embedded in everyday practices, moral instruction and
domestic routines. From a postcolonial perspective, Little Women reveals how imperial power
operates within domestic spaces. By shaping subjects who internalize discipline, hierarchy and
moral authority as natural and universal thereby transforming private life into an ideological

training ground. The current paper discusses how Little Women subtly reinforces cultural
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imperialism and American exceptionalism through its representation of domestic labour, moral
discipline, class aspiration and gendered responsibility. Drawing upon post-colonial theorists
such as Edward Said, Homi K. Bhabha, Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, Frantz Fanon and Ania
Loomba, the study demonstrates how the novel’s domestic sphere functions as a site of
ideological governance rather than a neutral or purely sentimental space. While appearing to
promote moral individualism and familial harmony, the text simultaneously naturalizes
hierarchical values inherited from colonial discourse thereby legitimizing authority through
ethical norms. While this novel functions as a tool for ideological governance, this paper
highlights the moments of hybridity and resistance that threaten to destabilize its colonial logic.
By identifying these internal contradictions, the paper argues that the domestic sphere is not a
monolith of imperial authority but a site of constant negotiation. The study also offers a more
nuanced understanding of how domesticity simultaneously serves and complicates the reach of

cultural imperialism.

Keywords: Post-colonialism, domestic ideology, American nationalism, cultural imperialism,

gendered morality, hybridity, subaltern

Introduction

Post-colonial criticism provides a valuable
framework for examining how power
operates subtly within cultural texts that
appear apolitical or morally neutral.
Postcolonial studies are concerned with the
contestation of colonial domination and the
legacies of colonialism. These contests and
legacies are not confined to the moment of
decolonization but continue to shape
cultures, identities, and power relations long

after formal empire has ended (Loomba 12).

In this sense, Little Women contributes to
American national identity and cultural self-
definition in ways that echo colonial
ideology. The United States presents a
unique case within postcolonial discourse, as
it achieved political independence while
remaining culturally influenced by Europe.

This dual position produces what may be
described as a cultural paradox: the
simultaneous assertion of independence and
dependence. American literature of the

nineteenth century frequently negotiates this

Antony, J.S. & Bharathi, B.A.

34




7 . N
2
N/
=

I

o Shodh Sari-An International Multidisciplinary Journal

@2026 International Council for Education Research and Training

ISSN: 2959-1376
tension by constructing a moral identity that

appears distinctively national while quietly
relying on inherited European standards of
refinement, education and taste. Domestic
fiction plays a crucial role in this process by
embedding ideological norms  within
everyday life thereby ensuring their
internalization across generations.

Moreover, the domestic sphere functions as
a powerful site of ideological reproduction
precisely because it appears private and
apolitical.  Unlike  apparent  political
institutions, the family operates through
affective bonds, moral instruction and
habitual practices, making its influence both
intimate and pervasive. As a result, values
transmitted within the household often
acquire the status of natural truths rather
than historically contingent constructs. This
paper situates Little Women within this
framework, arguing that its domestic
narrative  participates in the subtle
consolidation of cultural authority.
Literature Review

Critical discussions of Little Women have
largely been shaped by feminist scholarship
that highlights themes of gender roles,
domesticity and women’s agency in

nineteenth-century America. Many critics
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interpret the novel as a progressive text that

challenges traditional expectations,
particularly through the character of Jo
March, whose aspirations for authorship and
independence disrupt normative models of
femininity. While such readings have
significantly contributed to understanding
the novel’s engagement with gender, they
often treat the domestic sphere as a private
and apolitical space, without fully
examining its  broader  ideological
implications.

Postcolonial theory provides an alternative
critical lens that shifts attention from
individual agency to the structures of
cultural power shaping that agency. Edward
Said emphasizes that imperial influence
extends beyond direct political control and is
sustained through cultural narratives that
present certain values as universal and
unquestionable.

Louisa May Alcott’s Little Women occupies
a central position in American literary
history as a novel that defines nineteenth-
century ideals of femininity, morality and
domestic harmony. Published during the
aftermath of the American Civil War, the

novel reflects a nation engaged in social,

economic and ideological reconstruction.
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While critical attention has primarily

focused on the novel’s feminist themes, its
portrayal of female agency and Jo March’s
literary ambition comparatively little
attention has been given to its participation
in broader cultural and imperial discourses.
The proposed concept of Homi K. Bhabha is
particularly relevant to domestic fiction,
where ideological norms are transmitted
through intimate family relationships rather
than apparent political instruction. As he
stated, colonial power “is exercised through
a regime of truth that encourages the
colonized subject to recognize and
reproduce the norms, values, and practices
of the dominant culture as natural and
universal (Bhabha 91).

Women in Little Women are positioned as
custodians of moral and cultural values. This
gendered responsibility reflects  what
postcolonial theorists describe as the
feminization of cultural preservation within
imperial contexts.

Women are frequently positioned as the
symbolic bearers of the nation and its
traditions, and are therefore required to
uphold cultural, Moral and ideological
values. Their bodies and roles become

central to the reproduction of social order,
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making them crucial to the maintenance of
dominant power structures. (Loomba 154)
Beth March exemplifies this role most
clearly. Her silence, obedience and self-
effacement are idealized throughout the
novel. Beth is described as “the little home
dove” whose greatest joy lies in serving
others (123). Her illness and eventual death
sanctify her self-sacrifice, transforming
passivity into moral heroism. From a
postcolonial perspective, Beth’s lack of
voice resonates with Gayatri Chakravorty
Spivak’s concept of the ‘subaltern’, those
whose subjectivity is erased within
dominant  narratives  (287).  Beth’s
idealization reinforces the notion that moral
purity requires the suppression of individual
desire. Her character thus functions as an
ideological anchor, stabilizing the novel’s
moral framework while rendering alternative
subjectivities invisible.

Amy March’s artistic ambition provides a
particularly rich site for postcolonial
analysis. Amy’s desire for refinement and
cultural legitimacy is closely tied to
European art and education. She aspires to
classical beauty, sculpture and formal
painting, revealing an assumption that

cultural excellence resides in Europe rather
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than America. This orientation exemplifies

what Bhabha describes as ‘mimicry’ means
the partial imitation of the colonizer’s
culture  that  simultaneously  reflects
admiration and inadequacy (86).

Amy does not reject her American identity
rather she seeks validation through
European standards. Her artistic journey
aligns with Frantz Fanon’s observation:
“The colonized man is elevated above his
jungle status in proportion to his adoption of
the mother country’s cultural standards”
(18). However, Alcott complicates this
dynamic by portraying Amy’s eventual
rejection of superficial fame. Amy realizes
that artistic success requires discipline and
moral responsibility rather than mere
imitation. Amy reflects on her artistic
ambition with characteristic = honesty,
declaring that she wished to be great or
nothing, yet she gradually realizes that true
achievement requires discipline,
perseverance and moral seriousness rather
than mere desire for fame. This development
reflects Bhabha’s concept of ‘hybridity’,
wherein new cultural identities emerge

through negotiation rather than pure

imitation (112).
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In addition, the March family’s upward
mobility  reinforces the ideology of
American exceptionalism which equates
moral virtue with material success. Their
progress is framed as the result of discipline,
perseverance and ethical conduct, thereby
transforming socioeconomic advancement
into a moral narrative. Edward Said argues
that such narratives obscure historical power
structures by presenting success  as
inevitable and deserved (21). In the novel,
structural inequalities are depoliticized and
economic struggles are reinterpreted as
opportunities for moral development rather
than as consequences of systemic
conditions.

The discussion also draws attention to the
broader implications of imperial ideology as
articulated by Edward Said,

Imperialism after all is an act of
geographical violence through which
virtually every space in the world is
explored, charted, and finally brought under
control. But there is more than that:
imperialism is supported and perhaps even
impelled by impressive  ideological
formations that include notions that certain

territories and people require and beseech

domination. (Said 9)
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In this light, Little Women can be seen as

participating in cultural imperialism by
naturalizing specific values as universal
norms. The domestic narrative, while
seemingly apolitical, plays a crucial role in
disseminating these values and reinforcing a
moral order aligned with national identity.
Further, the role of Marmee as the moral
centre of the household illustrates how
authority is internalized through guidance
rather than enforcement. Her emphasis on
patience, humility and self-discipline
encourages the daughters to accept hardship
as a means of moral growth.

Don’t be troubled, Meg, poverty seldom
daunts a sincere lover. Some of the best and
most honored women I know were poor
girls, but so love-worthy that they were not
allowed to be old maids. Leave these things
to time. Make this home happy, so that you
may be fit for homes of your own, if they
are offered you, and contented here if they
are not. (115) This aligns with Homi K.
Bhabha’s notion of the “civilizing mission,”
which sought to impose cultural order under
the guise of moral improvement (86).
Domestic labour, in this context, becomes a

site of ideological training, reinforcing the
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belief that personal virtue arises from self-
denial and endurance.

With a post-colonial lens Little Women
reveals that the novel participates in the
reproduction of cultural authority rather than
existing outside ideological systems.
Beneath its sentimental portrayal of family
life lies a framework that normalizes
hierarchy, discipline and national morality.
Domestic labour, gendered responsibility
and moral self-regulation function as tools
of ideological governance, reinforcing
values inherited from colonial discourse. At
the same time, the novel contains moments
of tension and resistance. Characters such as
Jo and Amy complicate its moral vision,
revealing the challenges of negotiating
cultural

identity within dominant

frameworks. These contradictions
underscore the difficulty of constructing an
American identity that is both independent
and culturally authoritative.

This study addresses this gap by bringing
postcolonial theory into dialogue with
domestic fiction. It argues that Little Women
should not be viewed solely as a sentimental
or feminist text, but also as a cultural

narrative that participates in the production

and circulation of ideological values. By
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doing so, the paper contributes to a broader

rethinking of how power operates within
literary texts that appear personal or
apolitical.

Research Methodology

This study adopts a qualitative and
interpretive  research  design  grounded
primarily in close textual analysis. The
analysis focuses on key narrative elements
such as characterization, thematic patterns
and narrative voice in Little Women, with
the aim of examining how ideological
meanings are constructed and conveyed
within the text. Rather than treating the
novel as an isolated literary artefact, the
study situates it within its broader historical
and cultural context through a contextual
reading strategy.
The contextual framework involves
engaging with nineteenth-century American
socio-cultural ~ values, including self-
reliance, moral discipline and ideals of
domestic  virtue. These elements are
examined not merely as background details
but as integral components of larger
ideological formations that shape the text’s
representation of gender, class and morality.

By combining close reading with contextual

interpretation, the study seeks to provide a
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more comprehensive account of the novel’s
cultural and ideological significance.
Methodologically, the study is exploratory
and interpretive rather than observational. It
does not rely on quantitative data or
generalizable findings. Instead, it prioritizes
depth of analysis and critical insight. The
use of a postcolonial framework enables the
analysis to move beyond surface-level
interpretation and to identify subtle forms of
ideological regulation embedded within the
narrative. In doing so, the study foregrounds
the ways in which power operates through
cultural norms, discourse and representation,
offering a nuanced understanding.

Research Findings

An important finding of this study is that
domestic  ideology  operates  through
normalization rather than enforcement.
Values such as sacrifice, obedience and
industriousness are presented as inherently
desirable, reducing the need for explicit
authority. This internalization ensures the
continuation of ideological structures
without resistance.

Additionally, the presence of contradiction
within the narrative suggests that ideological

systems are never fully stable. Characters

like Jo and Amy reveal the tensions inherent
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in conforming to prescribed roles while

seeking personal fulfilment. These tensions
create spaces for reinterpretation and
potential resistance.

Discussion

The findings of this study underscore the
relevance of the concept of the “empire
within” in understanding how power
operates in Little Women. Rather than
functioning through apparent territorial
domination, power in the novel is sustained
through internalized cultural norms that
regulate behaviour and belief. The domestic
sphere emerges as a central site for this
process where ideological values are
normalized and reproduced through
everyday practices. This suggests that
imperial influence is not always visible but
is often embedded within routine moral
instruction and social expectations, thereby
reinforcing hegemonic structures without
explicit obligation.

The analysis further highlights the
paradoxical position of nineteenth-century
America as both a postcolonial nation and
an emerging cultural authority. Although
politically independent, American society
remained deeply influenced by European

cultural standards. This tension is reflected
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in the novel’s simultaneous assertion of
American moral superiority and its
continued engagement with European ideals
of refinement. For example, Mrs. March’s
articulation of  ideal womanhood
emphasizing beauty, virtue, marriage and
moral restraint demonstrates how personal
values are aligned with broader national and
ideological frameworks.

I want my daughters to be beautiful,
accomplished, and good. To be admired,
loved, and respected. To have a happy
youth, to be well and wisely married, and to
lead useful, pleasant lives, with as little care
and sorrow to try them as God sees fit to
send. To be loved and chosen by a good man
is the best and sweetest thing which can
happen to a woman, and I sincerely hope my
girls may  know  this beautiful
experience...Money is needful and precious
thing, and when well used, a noble thing, but
I never want you to think it is the first or
only prize to strive for. (114)

Her advice positions domestic femininity as
both a moral ideal and a cultural imperative,
thereby reinforcing the internalization of
socially sanctioned roles.

Moreover, the depiction of domestic labour,

discipline and gendered responsibility
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reveals how ideology is sustained within the

private sphere. The household functions as a
microcosm of larger social structures where
values such as  self-sacrifice  and
industriousness are not imposed but
willingly enacted. This process transforms
the domestic space into an ideological
apparatus that ensures continuity across
generations. In this context, the novel
exemplifies how cultural imperialism
operates through consent and normalization
rather than force.

The study also identifies moments of
ideological negotiation, particularly in the
characterization of Amy March. Her
marriage to  Laurie  represents a
reconciliation of transatlantic cultural values
where European refinement is reinterpreted
through American ideals of productivity and
moral responsibility. She challenges this
attitude, insisting that privilege carries
responsibility. She urges Laurie to “to do
something very splendid” with his
opportunities (48), emphasizing moral
usefulness over idle refinement. Amy’s
insistence  that  privilege must be
accompanied by purpose reflects a shift

from passive consumption to ethical

engagement. This synthesis illustrates how
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cultural hybridity in the novel functions not
as resistance but as selective assimilation
within dominant ideological frameworks.
Similarly, Jo March’s role as a writer reveals
the constraints placed on creative autonomy
within capitalist and ideological systems.
While her writing offers a degree of
financial independence, it is shaped by
market demands and audience expectations.
Reflecting on her early writing career, Jo
frankly admits her compromise with popular
taste, stating, “People want to be amused,
not preached at, you know. Morals don’t sell
nowadays” (393). It highlights the regulation
of cultural production. From a critical
perspective, this suggests that even acts of
apparent resistance are mediated by larger
structural forces. Jo’s eventual
accommodation to domestic norms further
underscores the limits of individual agency
within hegemonic systems.

Finally, the novel’s limited engagement with
broader political realities, such as the Civil
War, further reinforces its focus on domestic
ideology. By foregrounding private life over
public conflict, the narrative sustains an
image of national harmony and moral
stability. This selective representation

allows the novel to maintain ideological
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coherence while

minimizing the
complexities of historical and social
tensions.

In conclusion, this study demonstrates that
Little Women operates as a significant site
of ideological production where domestic
life becomes a vehicle for cultural
imperialism. Through the normalization of
moral values, the novel both reinforces and
subtly negotiates dominant ideologies,

revealing the intricate interplay between

power, culture and everyday life.

Conclusion

This study reinterprets Little Women as
more than a domestic or sentimental text,
revealing it as a site where imperial ideology
is subtly produced and sustained. Drawing
on postcolonial thinkers like Edward Said
and Homi K. Bhabha, the analysis shows
how values such as discipline, obedience
and moral responsibility function as tools of
cultural authority within the domestic
sphere. At the same time, characters like Jo
and Amy introduce moments of resistance
and  hybridity, demonstrating  that
domesticity is also a space of negotiation

rather than complete ideological control.
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Overall, the study expands postcolonial
criticism by applying it to American
domestic fiction, arguing that literature plays
a key role in shaping and sustaining cultural
ideologies even in post-independence
contexts.

Recommendations

Future research can productively extend the
present study by undertaking comparative
analyses between Little Women and literary
texts from colonized contexts, with
particular attention to the functioning of
domestic ideology across different cultural
and historical settings. Such an approach
would allow scholars to examine both
parallels and divergences in the ways
ideological ~ values are  constructed,
negotiated and internalized. Placing the
novel within a broader transnational
framework makes it possible to trace how
domestic norms, often perceived as
culturally specific, are in fact shaped by
wider imperial and ideological forces. This
comparative  perspective is  especially
valuable in highlighting the global reach of
cultural imperialism and the subtle ways in
which it operates across diverse literary

traditions.
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In addition, there is considerable scope for
interdisciplinary ~ research  that  brings
together postcolonial theory, gender studies,
cultural sociology and historical inquiry.
Integrating these fields can offer a more
comprehensive  understanding of how
ideology functions across multiple domains,
including culture, identity and social
organization. Such an approach enables a
closer examination of how domesticity,
gender roles and class relations are not only
represented in literature but also sustained
through broader institutional and cultural
practices. By expanding the analytical
framework in this way, future studies can
develop more nuanced interpretations and
contribute to a deeper critical engagement
with questions of power, representation and

ideological formation.
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