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Abstract  
Due to their representation of the Western myth, Native Americans, and women, Laura Ingalls 

Wilder’s semiautobiographical Little House novels have been a topic of debate since their 

publication between 1932 and 1971. However, scholars have overlooked the role the domestic 

education of girls plays in Wilder’s novels. The domestic education can be seen as a method 

for conveying myths of the Western woman to the Depression-era juvenile readers.  In this 

essay, I shed light on the portrayal of domestic education of the daughters in the novels. I argue 

that the domestic education teaches problematic lessons of womanhood that align with Wilder’s 

own ideas and values of women. These lessons are taught to both the fictional daughters and 

the real 1930s/40s children who consumed the books. Scholars have analyzed womanhood and 

relationships between children and parents in the novels, but I want to add the aspect of 

domestic education to those discourses by asking how do the parents raise their daughters to 

become American women. I argue that this can be seen through lessons on physical appearance, 

practical skill, and the American citizen. Through looking at primarily the latter half of the 

series, I aim to deconstruct the lessons represented and connect them to ideas of womanhood, 

both during the time they aim to represent and the time in which they were published.  
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Introduction 

The myth-like narrative that exceedingly romanticizes people’s experience living on the 

American Western frontier1 during the 19th-century has become a crucial part of American 

history. This mythic narrative contained ideas, as Heike Paul claims, of the Western frontier as 

a garden of Eden where settlers could achieve economic independence through farming, as well 

being a symbol for the authentic American life (312-314). The myth has partially been 

perpetuated through literature published during the years of the Great Depression. Many 

authors, for Carol Ryrie Brink, who choose to portray the Western experience, helped drive a 

narrative of the frontier that does not necessarily align itself with real historical accounts. 

Therefore, many authors help propagate a myth of life on the Western frontier. This practice of 

mythmaking surrounding life on the frontier has especially affected the narrative of women and 

girls’ lives. Margaret Walsh explains that historiography on the topic of the female settler’s 

experience was almost completely lacking until the late 1960s and early 1970s, giving time for 

an unrealistic narrative to form (243). 

 One prominent author that has had a large role in shaping said narrative of women 

and girls’ experience on the frontier is Laura Ingalls Wilder. The Little House series, written by 

Wilder between the years of 1932-1971, features the semiautobiographical, and heavily 

fictionalized, narrative of Wilder’s life growing up on the Western frontier. Wilder, in writing 

her novels, wanted to preserve and promote her childhood and her parents’ values. These values 

are described by Caroline Fraser as being values of “courage, self-reliance, independence, 

integrity and helpfulness” (509). Wilder felt that American society during the Great Depression 

needed these values to survive the economic hardships faced (Fraser 393).  

The values of her parents are most prominently weaved into the domestic education 

represented in the novels. The Little House books center on the main character Laura2 and her 

three sisters growing up, and the lessons they learn along their journey into adulthood. These 

lessons that they learn are primarily ones taught to them by their parents through domestic 

education meant to prepare them to become perfect American wives on the frontier. The 

concept of what Wilder regards as “perfect” in an American wife is influenced by the 

 
1 When referring to ‘West’ and ‘East’ (‘Western’ and ‘Eastern’) this author signals the Western and Eastern parts 

of the United States of America.  
2 Since the main character of the Little House series and its author share the same name, the character Laura 

Ingalls Wilder will be referred to as ‘Laura’ or ‘Laura Ingalls’, while the author Laura Ingalls Wilder will be 

referred to as ‘Wilder’ when not using the full name. 
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expectations of women during the Great Depression, the time in which Wilder wrote and 

published her books. Barbara Melosh explains that the Great Depression caused a big stagnation 

in the women’s movement (70). She claims that the strains of the Great Depression caused 

significant concerns for family stability, which led to “reaffirmation of traditional gender 

ideology” (Melosh 70). This stagnation in the women’s movement and greater want for 

traditional gender roles might have impacted what Wilder regards as “perfect”, when referring 

to the ideal American wife Laura and her sisters are to become. This essay examines how the 

domestic education is portrayed and how it reinforces the idea of a perfect American wife to a 

1930s/40s juvenile audience.  

 I argue that the domestic education teaches Laura and her sisters to become perfect 

American wives through lessons that enforce 19th-century gender roles and Wilder’s values, 

lessons that are extended to a 1930s/40s juvenile audience. The lessons the daughters learn 

serve as vessels in delivering the values Wilder wanted to perpetuate to the reader. Through 

their domestic education journey, the daughters are shaped into women that align both with 

19th-century gender roles and the values of Wilder at the time of the Great Depression.  

This essay’s central concepts, ones introduced in the previous paragraph, surrounding 

education in the home and the perfect American wife, are explained below. The daughters in 

the Little House books do receive traditional education sporadically throughout the series. Thus, 

when referring to “domestic education”, this essay does not refer to a sort of homeschooling. 

Instead, “domestic education” means education received in the home that centers on life-skills 

and values rather than traditional subjects such as math or history. Similarly, when referring to 

“lessons”, this essay defines two different types of lessons, explicit and implicit lessons. 

Explicit lessons are things that Laura and her sisters learn through things they are explicitly told 

by their parents. Pieces of advice the daughters are given are one example of explicit lessons. 

Implicit lessons, on the other hand, are things they learn through studying the behaviors of their 

parents or listening to conversations between parents. The concept of a “perfect American wife” 

is used in this essay as the goal of the domestic education Laura and her sisters receive. A 

perfect American wife means a woman that learns all lessons presented in the novels.  

The research field for the Little House series is extensive and encompasses many 

different topics. Examples include topics such as historical context (Romines) gender and 

motherhood (Blackford), as well as including topics of moral growth (Mills) and the racist 

representation of Native Americans (Heldrich).   
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When exploring the topic of domestic education, Holly Blackford’s research on the 

relationship between the character Ma, motherhood and gender is a key essay that explores the 

role of the mother in Little House in the Big Woods (1932). She investigates how Ma is a 

representative of Victorian Eastern American values, and how Ma tries to instill these values in 

her daughters (Blackford 166). The intentions and role of the mother are fundamental for 

exploring domestic education in Wilder’s books. While Blackford’s research on the character 

Ma’s role as the mother is essential for this essay, her research is lacking in the fact that it only 

focuses on the first Little House book.  

The research on how self-reliance is portrayed in the Little House series is another 

subfield vital for this essay. Key texts on the topic include research done by Julie Tharp and 

Jeff Kleiman, as well as by Anita Clair Fellman. Tharp and Kleiman explore how the self-

reliance portrayed gives a false image of frontier life, and how that might have impacted 

contemporary American politics both in the 1930s/40s and today (55). Fellman, on the other 

hand, analyzes how the portrayal of self-reliance has contributed to the mythmaking 

surrounding the frontier (104). I aim to build on this research surrounding self-reliance by 

exploring how it might be represented through domestic education.  

One piece of research that is very important for this project is the biography of Wilder 

Prairie Fires (2017) by Caroline Fraser. Due to geographical constraints, I have myself not 

been able to view and read the archival material on Wilder used by Fraser in her research. For 

example, this essay uses, and builds upon, a speech Wilder gave to a women’s club where she 

talks about her values and the writing of the Little House books. I recognize how this is a 

liability, since this essay relies on Fraser’s interpretation of the material. However, without her 

research, this thesis would have been impossible to write since the vital archival material is not, 

from my findings, available online.  

Within the Little House franchise, many books have been published, and the following 

section will explain the limitations of this project regarding the franchise. This project limits 

itself to working with the original nine novels written by Wilder. Within the original lineup 

further limitations are made. The second novel Farmer Boy (1933) is not included since it 

follows the childhood of Laura’s future husband. Additionally, the last novel, The First Four 

Years (1971), is excluded as it is an incomplete, posthumously edited and published work.3 The 

 
3 After the death of Wilder’s daughter, Rose Wilder Lane, the rights to the Little House series were given to 

Lane’s friend Roger Lea McBride. In 1969 an unpublished manuscript, of the believed ninth Little House book, 

was found by McBride. The manuscript was later edited and published by McBride in 1971 (Fraser 500-501). 

Although there exists a large debate on if Wilder ever meant for this manuscript to be published due to its 

unfinished state and darker themes (Fraser 364).  



 
 
 

4 
 

narrative of the novel also holds little relevance to this project’s aim and research question since 

it follows Laura in adulthood. This leaves seven of the original nine, but focus will lie on By 

the Shores of Silver Lake (1939), The Long Winter (1940), and The Little Town on the Prairie 

(1941), since Laura and her sisters are closer to adulthood in them and receive more lessons on 

becoming a perfect American woman.  

Firstly, a historical background establishes some necessary context regarding the 

Western frontier needed to discuss and contextualize the primary material. Secondly, a 

discussion is made surrounding lessons on being an American citizen and how one is supposed 

to act. Thirdly, this project studies lessons on knowledge of practical skills, asking: during their 

domestic education, what skills are the children expected to master? Fourthly, lessons on the 

ideal physical appearance in the novel is explored, asking the question: what are the daughters 

in the novels taught regarding what the ideal American woman is supposed to look like? Lastly, 

a concluding discussion is made regarding all the parts mentioned. The discussion is structured 

in this way because it is important to first analyze how the American citizen is portrayed. As 

will be explored later, the discussion of the American citizen seeps into the foundation of both 

practical skill and physical appearance.  

 

The American Western frontier  

The frontier advance described in the Little House books belongs to the third period of 

American settlements and migrations. This wave of settlements crossed all the way to the 

Pacific Ocean and back, reaching new regions different in character than the ones previously 

encountered (“American frontier”). This third wave of settlements was accelerated by the 

Homestead Act that passed in 1862 (National Archives). This act granted any American citizen, 

or intended citizen, 160 acres of land completely for free if they could cultivate it and live on it 

for five years (National Archives). However, the environment of these last frontiers was drier 

than ones previously encountered, which meant agriculture and farming suffered. This brought 

great difficulties for the individual homestead to thrive. Because of this new kind of frontier, 

the prairie settlers during this period relied heavily on government aid and group action to 

survive (“American Frontier”).  

It was during this third period that women started appearing on the frontier in greater 

numbers. With the appearance of more women came a generation of frontier-born children, 

taught in the home primarily by their mothers (“American frontier”). The experiences and 
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historical context of the Western frontier holds strong importance for this thesis as it helps guide 

us to an understanding of the narrative created by Wilder.  

 

Lessons on becoming an American citizen 

In the Little House novels, Wilder establishes and affirms the lessons that need to be learnt 

regarding the American citizen, which help demonstrate ideas of the nation to the juvenile 

audience of the 1930s/40s, ideas that can be problematic. An example of this is the opening 

chapter of The Long Winter (1940), in which Laura receives an explicit lesson from Pa 

regarding the difference between animals and Americans. Pa explains how muskrats are told 

by God how to live, but God “gives us [Americans] a conscience and brains to know what’s 

right. …That’s the difference between us and everything else in creation” (The Long Winter 

13). This quote exemplifies Wilder’s stance in representing an idea of the ideal American 

citizen, specifically in terms of freedom. Unlike animals, Pa explains how Americans received 

conscience from God which allows them freedom and autonomy. The following discussion will 

further analyze lessons on the American citizen in the novels, exploring themes of freedom, 

government influence, and who is American versus foreign.  

When exploring themes of what it means to be a true American citizen in Wilder’s 

works, it is important to first concisely establish the significance of representing how to be a 

citizen in children’s literature and its impact on juvenile readers. The significance children’s 

literature has on its readers is something Christopher Kelen and Björn Sundmark discuss, 

explaining that children’s literature is a key instrument for establishing children’s relationship 

with citizenship. It educates children on the culture and history of the nation and can be used to 

perpetuate certain notions of what it means to be a citizen (4). They also discuss how children’s 

literature can be used as a tool by people for conveying how the nation wishes to represent itself 

(4).  The people of the nation could want to represent the nation in a way that aligns with current 

events, something Danielle Russell notes (12). Russell describes how adults’ anxieties, the 

worries of the nation, often are reflected in children’s literature (12).  

This rings true for the Little House novels as Wilder’s own unease about the future of 

America at the time of writing the books is reflected in the way she portrays the American 

citizen. During the Great Depression, Wilder was worried about Americans losing touch with 

their self-reliance, something so heavily depended upon during the 1870-90s (Fraser 375). She 

saw people’s taking of government aid through the New Deal program as an insult to God and 

that Americans should accept the scarcity and not complain (Fraser 375). The New Deal was a 
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government aid program introduced by President Franklin D. Roosevelt which provided 

economic relief during the Great Depression (“New Deal”). The anger and anxiety Wilder held 

for America’s future impacted the way she portrayed the aspect of educating the citizen.  

Lessons on the American citizen’s right to freedom is concentrated in the chapter 

“Fourth of July” in Little Town on the Prairie (1941) in which Laura has a realization about 

what it means to be an American citizen. She has this both due to a speech she has heard 

regarding American history, and the fact that Pa starts singing about freedom after the speech 

has finished. The narrator expresses Laura’s thought process as:  

 

Suddenly she had a completely new thought. The Declaration and the song 

came together in her mind, and she thought: God is America’s king. She 

thought: Americans won’t obey any king on earth. Americans are free. ...., 

when I am a little older, Pa and Ma will stop telling me what to do, and there 

isn’t anyone else who has a right to give me orders. I will have to make myself 

be good. Her whole mind seemed to be lighted up by that thought. This is 

what it means to be free. It means you have to be good. (Little Town on the 

Prairie 75-76)  

 

The passage above has a strong connection with freedom and morality, and Laura learns an 

implicit lesson on what it means to have freedom from hearing the speech and her father’s 

singing. Laura connects freedom with morality, expressing how in order to be free you must 

strive for goodness. She also notes that since Americans do not obey any king, except for God, 

Americans must obey their own minds and make themselves be good (Little Town on the 

Prairie 76). Claudia Mills argues that this passage prepares Laura for the freedom she uses 

when becoming an adult and making the decision to live with her future husband in the last 

novel These Happy Golden Years (1943) (138). Mills’s argument is supported by the fact that 

Laura herself says that when she is a little older, maybe referring to marrying age, there “isn’t 

anyone else who has a right to give me orders” (Little Town on the Prairie 76). I believe Laura’s 

striving for freedom in adulthood shows the idea that any adult American who strives to be 

good can achieve freedom and independence, an idea that sounds very similar to that of the 

American Dream.  

The idea of the American Dream was popularized from James Truslow’s work The 

Epic of America (1931) and can be connected to the ideas of freedom expressed Wilder’s 
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passage indicated earlier. Truslow defines the American Dream as “a dream of social order in 

which each man and each woman shall be able to attain to the fullest stature of which they are 

innately capable,…regardless of the fortuitous circumstances of birth or position” (405). 

Truslow also notes that the American dream can only come true if the individual works hard 

enough for it (410). The statements written by Truslow sound eerily similar to what Laura 

expresses in her revelation in Little Town on the Prairie, saying that “Americans are free” and 

“No King bosses Pa he has to boss himself” (Litle Town on the Prairie 76).   

In the chapter “Fourth of July” in Little Town on the Prairie, Wilder conveys ideas of 

Americans versus Europeans similar to those presented in Truslow’s American Dream. Truslow 

expresses how the European upper class has great difficulty in understanding the American 

Dream that gives freedom to each American (404). Wilder makes statements that sound very 

familiar to that of Truslow, making the character Laura experience and hear about the “long 

and terrible list of the crimes of the King [of Great Britain]” (Little Town on the Prairie 74). 

After this list of crimes is read a speaker declares the United States as “the only country on 

earth where a man is free and independent” (Little Town on the Prairie 73-75). This passage 

from Wilder makes it clear, just like expressed by Truslow, that there is a distinct difference 

between Americans and Europeans where only Americans understand the true form of freedom, 

an implicit lesson Laura learns. Highlighting upper class Europeans specifically, both Wilder 

and Truslow point to their belief that the European monarchies and aristocracy misused their 

power; therefore, upper-class Europeans do not understand the concept of freedom.  

While it is impossible to talk about Wilder’s intention behind representing American 

freedom in this way, it is interesting to note on the timing of this representation. Biographer 

Caroline Fraser theorizes that the whole chapter “Fourth of July” was not written by Wilder; 

instead, it was written by her daughter Rose Wilder Lane (435). Lane worked as the editor of 

Wilder’s original manuscript of this novel, and Fraser argues that this chapter was part of Lane’s 

aspiration to reeducate American children on how to improve their situation through own effort 

without help from others, a “Pull yourself up by your bootstraps” mentality (435). She explains 

how Lane deemed this mentality the only way for the United States to pull through the Great 

Depression (Fraser 435).  

It is impossible for me to deny or confirm whether Lane or Wilder wrote the chapter. 

However, it is evidently clear that whoever wrote it wanted to represent the nation as a strong 

institution during the troubles of the Great Depression and thus intended on giving the 

adolescent readers of the 1940s the same revelation the character Laura experiences. Kelen and 
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Sundmark describe how it is vital for the child’s becoming a citizen for them to understand the 

country’s history and how they play a part in it (3). The chapter in Little Town on the Prairie 

makes this history known and raises children who might believe in America’s future, just like 

the character Laura does.   

Truslow’s ideas of the American Dream can also be seen in Wilder’s opening chapter 

of The Long Winter, where Pa teaches Laura how Americans are free to build whatever house 

they want, compared to animals who are told by God how to live and what house to build (13). 

Pa says that if the man builds a subpar house, it not God’s fault, but the man’s because his house 

is “his look-out; he’s free and independent” (The Long Winter 13). This, like the part in Little 

Town on the Prairie previously discussed, sounds like Truslow’s ideas of the American Dream; 

they are free to build whatever house they want, much like how the American Dream allows 

Americans to build the life they want. Similar to Truslow, Wilder affirms that the American 

has the opportunity to build whatever house, and life, he wants. Thus, like Truslow, Wilder 

teaches that if the American fails it is only their own fault, which is significant since Truslow’s 

work Epic of America (1931) was published immediately preceding Wilder’s publishing of the 

Little House books.  

One important aspect regarding what the daughters are taught about the American 

citizen in the novels is that of relying on bureaucracy. The daughters learn through implicit 

lessons how Americans are not to depend on the government to help them, something 

perpetuated through the text to the reader. Instead, Americans should rely on their own self-

reliance, and the self-reliance of the small community they live in, to get by during tough times. 

In The Long Winter, when the town the Ingalls family lives in is hit with a very tough winter, 

the food supply starts running low for the households in the community. The community is 

promised to receive aid through a train containing barrels of necessities from the church for all 

households (The Long Winter 169). However, because of the heavy snowfall, the train cannot 

get through to the community and the aid never arrives (The Long Winter 168). The town is 

only saved from starvation because two young American men, in the chapter called “Free and 

Independent”, decide to brave the vicious weather, risk their lives, and buy wheat for the entire 

community (The Long Winter 269). This part of The Long Winter teaches Laura and her sisters 

an implicit lesson never to depend on larger institutions and instead determines the importance 

for Americans to have self-reliance. The chapter’s name also signals to the readers that it is 

men’s freedom and independence that allows this action to take place. Julie Tharp and Jeff 

Kleiman describe how the discourse of little government influence and self-reliance brought 
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forth by Wilder perpetuates an ideology that aims to withdraw government assistance from 

families that need it (61). Kleiman and Tharp’s research on Wilder’s maintenance of the 

importance of self-reliance and little government influence shows that this portrayal has 

harmful consequences for American families since it is used as justification to remove financial 

government assistance from low-income households. This harmful depiction is illuminated 

through the implicit lesson taught to the daughters in The Long Winter signaling never to count 

on aid to arrive from government or large institutions, feeding untrust in said bureaucracy.  

Further harmful depictions of self-reliance, specifically about not relying on modern 

conveniences, can be found in another lesson taught in The Long Winter. During a conversation 

about how the town is going to get by without the train, Pa communicates to Ma and his 

daughters how times are now “too progressive” and that “Everything has changed too fast” (The 

Long Winter 192). Pa adds that it is leaving people ill-equipped to deal with disasters because 

they are too dependent on things like “Railroads and telegraph and kerosene and coal stoves” 

(The Long Winter 192). This explicitly teaches Laura and her sisters not to depend on these 

things as they are seen listening to the conversation. He perpetuates the idea that Americans 

should be conservative in their application of modern conveniences to their lives. The American 

should stay prepared so that when disaster strikes and modern conveniences are no longer 

available, there is no need to depend on the government or large institutions to help. This 

mindset of independence and self-reliance relate to Wilder’s own values and the economic state 

of American households during the Great Depression. 

Lessons on what it means to be American versus foreign are taught by Ma to Laura 

and her sisters, lessons that can be viewed as problematic for the 1930s/40s, as well as modern 

day, juvenile reader to learn. In the opening passages of The Long Winter, Pa is preparing to 

harvest the hay, struggling with the amount and the limited time to do so. Laura offers to help 

Pa with the harvest, something that Ma doubtfully agrees Laura can do. The narrator describes 

how Ma is hesitant to agree because “She did not like to see women working in the fields. Only 

foreigners did that. Ma and her girls were Americans, above doing men’s work” (The Long 

Winter 4). This suggests that it is not only Laura’s identity as a woman that makes Ma question 

her working in the fields, it is Laura being an American woman that is the problem. In other 

words, Ma is in this instance teaching an explicit lesson and reminding Laura of the expectations 

she is granted in comparison with non-American women.  

Turning to Wilder’s own values regarding government influence in the American 

family, one can begin to see a pattern for why the lessons in The Long Winter are depicted to 
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teach the fictional Laura and the real 1940s reader self-reliance. In a speech to the Sorosis Club 

in Missouri, winter 1935 or 1936,4 Wilder herself expressed a strong admiration for her parents’ 

ability to survive without aid from the government, explaining how the government does not 

owe anyone survival but that they need to owe that to themselves (Fraser 393). Wilder’s belief 

that government intervention is a sign of weakness, even in times where it is necessary to ensure 

survival, shines through. However, Tharp and Kleiman argue that Wilder chose to remember 

her experiences of hardship in a selective way to inspire the adolescent readers of the 

Depression years to “buck up and work hard and look ahead to better days” (55). This argument 

aligns itself both with what Wilder says in her speech, as well as the lessons taught in The Long 

Winter. Wilder might have sought, through her writing, to inspire children of the 1930s/40s to 

learn self-reliance and build mistrust regarding government influence.  

During the time of publishing the Little House books, when the economic effects of 

the Depression hit American households hard, Wilder expressed how “The old fashioned 

character values are worth as much today as they ever were to help us over the rough places. 

We need today courage, self-reliance and integrity” (As quoted in Fraser 393). 

Correspondingly, these values are expressed through the lessons taught in The Long Winter, 

showing how important Wilder thought this trait be for young Americans to learn at the time 

of the Great Depression. Both passages mentioned describe that when the government, or other 

large institutions like the church, fails – which they inevitably do – the American saves their 

own by relying on their own skills and local community to pull through.  

 

Lessons on practical skills  

The portrayal of domestic education of practical skills in Wilder’s works stems from both the 

gender roles on the frontier as well as the political landscape at the time in which the books 

were published. This essay argues that the lessons taught regarding practical skill can be 

problematic in the way they depict shame surrounding homemaking, unrealistic expectations 

of self-reliance, and Native American practices when learned by a 1930s/40s adolescent 

audience. When referring to practical skills in this context, this essay means skills traditionally 

associated with homemaking. In the following discussion, lessons related to practical skills will 

be explored regarding themes of prioritizing homemaking, textiles and laundry, as well as self-

reliance as a skill.  

 
4 As explained by Caroline Fraser, the original manuscript for this speech has been lost, therefore there exists 

uncertainty regarding the official year it was given (581).  
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Firstly, it is important to establish that Wilder’s portrayal of practical skill was 

impacted by her opinions of womanhood and the New Deal during the 1930s/40s. Ann Romines 

notes that during the Depression years Wilder, in partnership with her daughter Rose Wilder 

Lane, took up a special interest in women’s skills in family farming and traditional women’s 

culture (109). It is significant to note that the Little House books coincide with the years of the 

domestic program The New Deal, a program that Wilder was in strong opposition to, due to its 

reforms in agriculture (Fraser 392). The reforms Wilder was against controlled and rationed 

agricultural production of crops on a federal level, instead of the individual farmer (Fraser 373). 

Being a farmer herself, Wilder disagreed with the amount of government influence on 

agriculture (Fraser 392). Alongside the New Deal years there was a resurgence of ideals 

regarding “traditional” women’s duties where women were expected to be homemakers, and 

that the economic strains of the Depression contained ideas of feminism specifically regarding 

women working outside the home (Romines 109). Steven Conn writes that Wilder and her 

husband struggled economically during the Depression, having lost all their savings in the Stock 

Market Crash of 1929 (63). Wilder’s ideas of traditional women’s culture, in combination with 

her struggles during the Depression, and her opposition to the New Deal might have motivated 

her to portray the lessons Laura learns regarding practical skills in the Little House novels in a 

way that aligned with her ideas and values.  

Turning now to Wilder’s works, one theme central to that of practical skills is the 

completion of chores and the lesson that homemaking should be prioritized above everything 

else. On the very first page of By the Shores of Silver Lake (1939), the narrator affirms the 

importance this holds in the novel. When a person comes to visit the house, the narrator 

expresses how “Ma sighed. She was ashamed of the untidy house, and so was Laura” (By the 

Shores of Silver Lake 1). Despite the family having been severely ill with scarlet fever, with the 

eldest daughter Mary going blind from it, there is still an expectation that the house should be 

tidy. It is also significant that only female characters feel this shame, it is never conveyed that 

Pa feels shame regarding the state of the house. This implicitly teaches the reader, and affirms 

to Laura, that women should feel ashamed if their home is untidy regardless of the reason for 

why it is so, where not even serious illness is an excuse. The passage signals that it is shameful 

for a woman not to complete her chores, which include keeping the house clean, something that 

Laura has been taught previously as she is seen agreeing with Ma.  

The notion that it is shameful to not complete chores align itself with a passage in The 

Long Winter (1940), where Ma expresses how domestic chores should always be prioritized. 
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After a day of housework, Laura and Carrie are disappointed that it is too late to read a story. 

When this occurs, Ma says “‘Work comes before pleasure’” and the narrator conveys this as 

something “Ma always said.” (The Long Winter 173). Ma teaching the girls that work comes 

before pleasure asserts Victorian expectations of women. Barbara Welter describes how 

Victorian womanhood developed in the United States during the 19th-century, and how women 

were expected to take care of the home (163). Welter writes that women were expected to only 

occupy themselves with homemaking, and that domesticity was a virtue women were supposed 

to align themselves with (161-162). Women should make the home a cheerful place, ensuring 

that by taking on the role of the Angel in the House (Welter 163). The concept of the “Angel in 

the House” stems from author Coventry Patmore’s narrative poem Angel in the House (1856), 

where Patmore depicts a woman’s true role as the comforter in the home (Welter 163). As the 

home was seen as the woman’s true place, it is not surprising that Ma teaches her daughters to 

feel shame when the home is untidy and to prioritize domestic skills above all else, especially 

above one’s enjoyment.  

Ma is playing a part in perpetuating Victorian ideals of women to her children, ones 

that Wilder chose to include as the women’s movement stagnated during the Great Depression. 

As previously explored, Barbara Melosh writes that the Depression and New Deal years are not 

associated with a strong gender equality movement, but are instead characterized by hostility 

towards the movement (70). Thus, the era left space for a resurgence of traditional gender roles 

(Melosh 70). How Wilder chooses to portray the women’s role in the home correlates with the 

gender roles that reemerged during the time the books were written and published. The lessons 

discussed extend these gender roles to the juvenile audience of the 1930s/40s.   

In the books, Ma often refers to a right and wrong way to do certain chores, often ones 

revolving around textile care, teaching her daughters that there is a right way for an American 

woman to perform a skill.  In Little House on the Prairie (1935) Pa suggests, after hauling a 

tubful of water from a nearby creek, that Ma should do the laundry in the creek instead of the 

tub as he has seen Native women do their laundry that way. Ma strongly disagrees with this 

suggestion stating, “‘If we wanted to live like Indians, you could make a hole in the roof to let 

the smoke out, and we’d have the fire on the floor inside the house” (Little House on the Prairie 

76). This affirms that, even in practical skills and homemaking, Ma deems that there is a right 

way, a proper American way, to complete a task that is deemed more civilized. Even if washing 

the clothes in the creek would be more effective, since Pa would not have to haul water, it is 

not appropriate according to Ma since it is foreign. This way of textile care is viewed as too 
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rural in the eyes of Ma who aligns herself with the Victorian ideals of gentility, which is an 

interesting view regarding the time the book was published.  

Most of Wilder’s Little House books were published in the aftermath of the Indian 

Reorganization Act of 1934. This act sought to decrease government control over the Native 

American population and entailed reforms that returned Native land to the tribes from 

homesteaders on the prairie (“Indian Reorganization Act”). While it is impossible to discuss 

the intention behind Wilder’s portrayal of Native Americans, it is interesting how the very 

harmful portrayal coincided with federal changes that gave the Native American population 

more autonomy. It is important to shed light on how this portrayal, that characterizes the Native 

American population as too wild and rural, might have impacted children of the 1930s/40s who 

learned the damaging lessons Pa and Ma teach on Native Americans.  

As mentioned in the discussion regarding the American citizen, self-reliance is a 

consistent idea within Wilder’s works, and one that seeps into the foundation of practical skills 

as well. This notion that the frontier woman should be self-reliant is conveyed by Ma to Laura 

and her sisters, with one instance appearing in The Long Winter illustrating this idea. When the 

family runs out of kerosene to light their lamp during the dark winter, Ma is the only one with 

a solution, making what she calls a “buttonlamp” (The Long Winter 196). The buttonlamp is 

made from grease, fabric, and a button and works similarly to a standard kerosene lamp (The 

Long Winter 196-197). Ma shows a type of ingenuity that impresses the whole family with Pa 

calling her “a wonder” (The Long Winter 197). This type of ingenuity portrays a self-reliance 

that Ma has, a trait she passes on to her daughters through explicitly teaching them practical 

skills like making the lamp. Ann Romines notes that the experiences and lessons Laura learns 

in The Long Winter affirm her role in women’s culture. Romines discusses how Laura, through 

viewing how Ma keeps the home running despite the difficulties of the harsh winter, becomes 

aware “of how a women must keep things going,” and that “The winter has taught her that this 

gendered role is something,…she too must wear.” (Romines 45). It is possible that this specific 

instance with the ingenuity surrounding the buttonlamp was written as a reference to the 

hardships faced by households during the Great Depression, and how, at the time, women 

needed the same type of ingenuity that Ma has to keep the household running.  

This idea of homemaking despite difficulties and utilizing skills of self-reliance is 

again portrayed in Little Town on the Prairie (1941) when the family’s crop gets destroyed by 

blackbirds. Pa brings in some of the blackbirds he has shot and expresses how he has never 

heard of anyone eating this type of bird before (Little Town on the Prairie 101). However, Ma 
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both teaches Laura how to cook the bird and makes a meal that the family describes as “the 

tenderest, most delicious meat that had ever been on that table” (Little Town on the Prairie 

101). Anita Clair Fellman argues that Wilder portrayed the fictive Ingalls family as way more 

self-reliant in comparison to the real-life Ingalls family she belonged to (Fellman 110). Fellman 

describes how Wilder downplays and undervalues the role of community and government on 

the real historical frontier, choosing to isolate the fictional Ingalls family and emphasize their 

self-sufficiency (Fellman 104). As Holly Blackford points out, a “make-do” mindset was very 

appealing to audiences during the 1930s due to the economic difficulties of the Depression 

(Blackford 151). One can speculate if Wilder had ulterior political motives for isolating her 

fictional family, motives that aligned themselves with the political climate her books were 

published in. One can question if these motives are portrayed in Ma’s lesson on how to cook 

the blackbird.  

Like mentioned in the discussion regarding self-reliance and the American citizen, 

Wilder was influenced by her values in portraying self-reliance in the Little House novels. Julie 

Tharp and Jeff Kleiman argue that Wilder chose to portray self-reliance in this way to teach the 

juvenile readers of the Great Depression that frontier life was much more demanding than the 

era they were living through (Tharp & Kleiman 55). I believe this statement to be true for the 

domestic education regarding the lessons on practical skills that we see illuminated in the 

passages mentioned above. Wilder utilizes the Ingalls family as vessels to teach the young 

reader values of self-reliance from the frontier era, values that were again deemed necessary 

during the Depression. In portraying a self-reliant Ma, teaching her daughters to become self-

reliant women, Wilder chose to portray a myth of the frontier.  

 

Lessons on physical appearance 

Lessons regarding physical appearance emerge in many of the Little House books, and what 

these lessons entail can be regarded as problematic. These lessons drive harmful stereotypes of 

race and body image and thus enable young readers to learn these stereotypes through the 

character Laura as she herself learns them. The following discussion will bring light to, and 

explore, said lessons with themes related to hair, body shape, skin color, and gender.  

As presented earlier, historiography regarding frontier women was severely lacking 

until the 1960s and 1970s, where beauty standards is a topic specifically lacking. The topic of 

mythmaking surrounding beauty standards on the frontier is something discussed by Joan M. 

Jensen and Darlis A. Miller (178). They explain that women have been described in stereotypes 
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and symbols that distort the image of the real frontier women (Jensen & Miller 178). Jensen 

and Miller conclude four different categories “assembled for convenience” by early 20th century 

historiographers and writers which are women as: “gentle tamers, sunbonneted helpmates, hell-

raisers, and bad women” (Jensen and Miller 178-179). Relevant for the narratives portrayed in 

the Little House books is that of the stereotype “sunbonneted helpmates”, a stereotype that spans 

across all novels and that will be explored and defined later.  

Turning now to examine what Ma teaches her daughters about what hair is desirable 

in the American woman. Ma often refers to her own marriage to Pa, implying that if her 

daughters want to marry a man like him, they need to look a certain way. One instance in By 

the Shores of Silver Lake (1939) that sets the tone regarding lessons on physical appearance is 

when Pa is in danger and Laura wants to go to help him. Tensions are high, and Laura asks Ma 

if she may be permitted to go, and when denied Ma changes the topic of conversation:  

 

“I want to do something. I’d rather do something,” Laura said.  

“So would I,” said Ma. In the dark her hand began softly to stroke 

Laura’s head. “The sun and the wind are drying your hair, Laura,” Ma 

said. “You must brush it more. You must brush your hair a hundred 

strokes every night before you go to bed.”  

“Yes, Ma,” Laura whispered.  

“I had lovely long hair when your Pa and I were married,” Ma said. “I 

could sit on the braids.” She did not say any more. She went on stroking 

Laura’s rough hair while they listened for the sound of shooting.  

(By the Shores of Silver Lake 87-88).  

 

Ma’s response to Laura’s worry is to change the subject to something she can easily criticize 

her daughter on, which is her physical appearance, giving her daughter an explicit lesson on 

said appearance. It is never said in this part by Ma that long soft hair is expected if Laura is to 

marry well, but the implication is strong. Ma uses the verb “must” which gives this passage a 

sense of urgency regarding the importance of the appearance of Laura’s hair.  

Ma, more than once, refers to her own marriage to Pa when teaching the daughters 

about what physical appearance is desirable of an American woman, cementing Pa as the ideal 

American husband. An instance where this happens is in Little Town on the Prairie (1941), 

where the narrator conveys corsets as “a sad affliction” in Laura’s life, and that Laura could not 

bear to wear them at night like her sister Mary (Little Town on the Prairie 93). Ma wants Laura 
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to wear the corsets all night and warns Laura that her figure might not be desirable if she does 

not. After warning her daughter, Ma tells her “When I was married, your Pa could span my 

waist with his two hands” (Little Town on the Prairie 93-94). Yet again Ma refers to her own 

marriage when teaching her daughters how the ideal American women is supposed look. She 

is warning and lecturing Laura that she might not marry a man as good as Pa if she does not 

learn this lesson. In these instances, Pa is the ideal American man, and his daughters should 

follow their mother’s advice to find a man that can resemble him. It is implied that the ideal 

American man only chooses a perfect American woman to take as a wife. Since Pa could span 

his hands around Ma’s waist when they were married, it is granted that any good American 

man should be able to do that to his wife, therefore Ma teaches this to Laura. However, this 

expectation seems unreasonable since in Little House in the Big Woods (1932), Laura’s aunts 

tried and failed to achieve this physique (140). Despite how much truth there is to Ma’s 

statement about her waist, it is apparent that it is a story told to make sure her daughters wore 

their corsets. 

Since Wilder’s novels are meant for a juvenile audience, one needs to question the 

harmful stereotypes this might communicate to children who might not be able to deem them 

false. Laura herself grows self-conscious of her body after Ma’s lesson on wearing corsets and 

upon seeing her very thin, pale and blonde classmate Nellie Oleson. When getting ready to go 

to a birthday party, she looks at herself in the mirror and expresses that:  

 

She wished so much to be tall and slim that she almost hoped to 

see a slender, tall girl. But in the glass she saw a small, round girl 

in a Sunday-best dress of blue cashmere. […] But, oh! How she 

wished she were tall and willowy, Like Nellie Oleson. Her waist 

was as round as a young tree, her arms were slender but round, 

too, and her very small hands were rather plump and capable-

looking. They were not thin and languid like Nellie’s hands (Little 

Town on the Prairie 241-242).  

 

Despite Laura’s hands being “capable-looking” she deems them undesirable because they are 

not thin; this perpetuates a standard that beauty, in some instances, is more important than 

practical skill. In Little Town on the Prairie, Nellie Oleson portrays the Eastern beauty 

standards for women. Nellie, unlike the other girls, does not go outside during recess at school, 
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instead staying inside as not to tan. Nellie says: “In the East [New York], a lady always keeps 

her skin white and her hands smooth” (Little Town on the Prairie 133). In previous novels 

Laura has compared her looks to her older sister Mary. However, when Mary goes off to college 

and the classmate Nellie Oleson enters the picture, Laura, as well as Ma, starts comparing 

Laura’s body shape and skin color to her.  

 The sunbonnet stands as an integral part in the domestic education regarding 

physical appearance, specifically when discussing skin color. When Laura comes home after 

school complaining about how pale Nellie was, Ma encourages her to wear a sunbonnet to look 

like her (Little Town on the Prairie 135). Holly Blackford argues that Ma further perpetuates 

the beauty standards of the East to Laura, concluding that Ma “stands for the importation of 

Eastern standards of gentility” (Blackford 154). The sunbonnet becomes an important object in 

maintaining expectations of beauty to the daughters through Ma.  

The sunbonnet had a strong relation to the beauty standards of Eastern American 

women during the late 19th-century, that of Victorian ideals, something that Elizabeth Segel 

discusses (66). Segel writes that the sunbonnet helped preserve and drive “The pale and delicate 

image of feminine beauty” (66).  Like Jensen and Miller discuss, the sunbonnet drives a 

stereotype of a gentle, docile, and beautiful pale woman who helps her husband succeed on the 

frontier – the “sunbonneted helpmate” (180-181). The lesson of Laura wearing her sunbonnet, 

I believe, connects to the expectation of what type of woman Laura is raised to become.  

The sunbonnet is not limited to perpetuating the stereotype of the “sunbonneted 

helpmate” but it also portrays a much more sinister stereotype of Native Americans. Starting in 

the third book Little House on the Prairie (1935), Laura and Mary are explicitly taught by Ma 

to keep their sunbonnets on outside, saying “if you girls aren’t getting to look like Indians! Can 

I never teach you to keep your sunbonnets on?” (122). This passage cements the explicit lesson 

that tanned skin is undesirable since it resembles Native Americans. Keeping the sunbonnet on 

to not resemble Native Americans is persistent throughout the rest of the series, with it being 

mentioned in nearly every single Little House book. For instance, in On the Banks of Plum 

Creek (1937) the older sister Mary teaches Laura on the way to their first day of school “keep 

your sunbonnet on! You’ll be brown as an Indian, and what will the town girls think of us?” 

(143). This passage indicates that the town girls are pale, and that this is the desirable standard. 

The thought of being perceived as a Native American is shameful to Mary, as she has been 

taught that it signals something uncivilized and wild.  
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The notion indicated in the previous paragraph is persistent throughout the series, with 

the last advice Laura ever receives regarding her domestic education being one regarding the 

sunbonnet. Upon leaving the family home to go reside with her husband in These Happy Golden 

Years (1943), she is told by her little sister Grace “Remember, Laura, Ma says if you don’t keep 

your sunbonnet on, you’ll be brown as an Indian!” (These Happy Golden Years 283-284). It is 

important to Ma that her girls are not confused with what she regards as wild, rural, and foreign, 

which are the Native Americans. Ma’s lessons on what Laura and her sisters should look like 

signals the importance of looking like an American citizen, something that clearly has stuck 

with the sisters Mary and Grace. This expectation of beauty helps further drive the narrative 

and stereotype that Native Americans are uncivilized and wild, with their physical appearance 

being connotated with something undesirable and shameful. This discourse is problematic and 

the juvenile audience of the 1930s/40s might not have been able to connote this as false.  

These lessons regarding the ideal physical appearance of an American does not apply 

to men, with Ma telling Pa in The Long Winter (1940) at the dinner table that “Beauty is only 

skin deep” and “Stop worrying about your looks” when he is self-conscious about his 

appearance (312). The fact that she only ever says that “beauty is skin deep” to Pa is significant 

as it shows how different her expectations of appearance are to men. All their daughters are 

present when this conversation takes place, thus one could argue that they explicitly learn from 

this Ma. This connects to the wider notion of beauty standard of the 19th-century, where men 

do not need to look like Americans to prove their American identity. There is an apparent 

hypocrisy that exists in the Little House books, with so little being expected of the appearance 

of the male characters, while the female characters need to prove their worth through their pale 

skin, soft hair, and a thin waist. Wilder’s women are expected to be the very picture of 

perfection, with Ma being Pa’s “sunbonneted helpmate”, because it is apparent that beauty 

cannot only come from within if you are a woman. Worth comes from specific expectations of 

beauty, teaching both Ma’s daughters and children reading the books how to become a man’s 

perfect helpmate, the perfect looking accessory to the American home.  

 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, I believe that there is tangible evidence to support the idea that domestic 

education in the Little House books teaches the daughters in the novels to become perfect 

American wives.  This is achieved through lessons that enforce frontier gender roles and the 

values of Laura Ingalls Wilder, which in turn are conveyed to a 1930s/40s child audience. This 
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can be seen through lessons on the American citizen, knowledge of practical skills, and the 

ideal physical appearance. Throughout all the lessons analyzed, there is constant reference to 

ideals that can be connected both to the time in which the novels portray, and, more importantly, 

the time in which they were published.  

Wilder’s ideas of womanhood, influenced by the political field of the Great 

Depression, seep into every fiber of the lessons represented in her novels. The Great Depression 

was characterized by a stagnation of the women’s movement and the encouragement of women 

to assume traditional gender roles. This stagnation, in combination with Wilder’s other values 

of self-reliance and independence, shape what is taught in the lessons Laura and sisters receive. 

While this essay is limited to the Little House novels, it would be interesting to study children’s 

literature similar in theme published during the Depression to see if domestic education is 

portrayed similarly.  

The books have been read by millions of children, and the books’ impact on them 

cannot be denied. Specifically, it is important to shed light on the large impact the books had 

on the children of the Depression era. Wilder seems to have had clear ideas of lessons she 

wanted the Depression-era child to learn through reading her novels: lessons that have 

problematic content, lessons that enforce traditional roles of womanhood where women are to 

live as homemakers and look a certain way, lessons that discriminate and further convey racist 

ideas of Native Americans, where they are taught and shown as being uncivilized and 

undesirable. All lessons represented in the novels come together to create an ideal: an ideal for 

American children to build on, an ideal for American children to live by. Wilder’s lessons of 

Americanism, practical skills, and physical appearance, illuminated through Laura and her 

sisters, will singe themselves as desirable in the mind of the American child. It is an ideal that 

will create the perfect little American homemaker for generations to come, perpetuating the 

myth of the Western pioneer woman and the frontier, which just might have been Wilder’s goal 

all along.  
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