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Late in her prolific career, New England author Elizabeth Stuart Phelps (1844-1911) predicted in the 1894 essay “Girls and Politics,” published in the children’s periodical The Golden Rule, that suffrage would come for the present generation’s girls.  She argues that they “should study politics because, when they are women, they will probably come into full citizenship” (1).  Fully one third of the more than fifty books and hundreds of essays, short stories, and poems Phelps published were written for children and adolescents, and girls were her especial concern.  She saw them as emerging women and citizens, and she wrote to entertain and to train them about what she believed to be their ever-expanding role in society: for example, the eponymous hero of her Gypsy Breynton novels enacts multiple reform agenda; the essay “Unhappy Girls” argues for equal educational opportunities for girls; and “Too Much Conscience” suggests that society has distorted women’s consciences, their ideas of duty and propriety as Phelps argues against the use of Christianity to keep women in the domestic sphere.  However, Phelps’s writing to the emerging woman contrasts sharply with that of her contemporaries, including Lydia Maria Child, Harriet Beecher Stowe, and Louisa May Alcott.  Each of these authors, liberal women who worked for wide reforms, published essays and fiction that keep the adolescent female from emerging into citizenship, that reinstate the girl into her society’s status quo, that make sure the young woman, in the case of Alcott, matters only a little.  This essay traces the complicated and conflicting attitudes towards the emerging woman in later nineteenth-century American literature for children.

