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The History Of Little Goody Two Shoes

Introduction: More Than
a Simple Childhood Tale

The phrase "goody two-shoes" is a staple of the
English language, often used today to describe
someone who is annoyingly virtuous or self-
righteous. However, the origin of this common
idiom is far richer and more fascinating than
most people realize. It stems from a beloved and
groundbreaking children's story published in
1765: The History of Little Goody Two-Shoes.
This diminutive tale is not merely a moral fable;
it is a landmark in the history of children's
literature, a reflection of Enlightenment thinking,
and a story that contains surprisingly progressive
themes for its time. To understand the full weight
of this story, we must travel back to the 18th
century, a period when the very concept of a
book written for the amusement and education of
children was still in its infancy.

The Birth of a Genre:
Children's Literature in
the 18th Century

Before the mid-1700s, literature for young people
was almost exclusively didactic. Books were
designed to teach manners, religious doctrine, or
practical skills, with titles like A Token for
Children (1671) which detailed the edifying
deaths of pious children. Fun and imagination
were considered frivolous, if not dangerous. This
began to change with the rise of the middle class
which
emphasized reason, education, and the potential

and Enlightenment philosophy,
for human improvement. Publishers in London,
particularly John Newbery, saw a gap in the
market. Newbery, often called the "Father of

Children's Literature,”" believed that children
could be taught virtue through amusement. His
small, affordable books, bound in colourful Dutch
paper, were designed to be attractive and
engaging.

The Mysterious Authorship of Little
Goody Two-Shoes

The authorship of The History of Little Goody
Two-Shoes has been a source of scholarly debate
for centuries. The work was published
anonymously by John Newbery. The most widely
accepted theory, supported by literary historians,
is that the author was Oliver Goldsmith, the
famous Irish novelist, playwright, and poet best
known for The Vicar of Wakefield and She Stoops
to Conguer. Goldsmith was a prolific writer for
Newbery, often contributing to the publisher's
various periodicals and educational series.
However, other candidates have been proposed,
including Giles Jones, a minor author and friend
of Goldsmith, and even Newbery himself. While
conclusive proof remains elusive, the wit,
progressive social commentary, and accessible
prose of Goody Two-Shoes align closely with
Goldsmith's known style and the philosophical
tenor of his other works. Regardless of the true
author, the book was an immediate and
phenomenal success, selling thousands of copies
and being reprinted in numerous editions well
into the 19th century.

The Plot: From Orphan to
Icon of Virtue and
Education

The story follows the life of a young orphan girl
named Margery Meanwell. As the title suggests,
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her journey begins in abject poverty. After the
death of her parents, Margery is left with nothing
but a single shoe. Her despair is symbolized by
her having only "one shoe," while the other
children have two. A kind clergyman, seeing her
distress, gives her a new pair of shoes. Overcome
with joy, she runs through the village, pointing at
her shoes and exclaiming, "Two shoes!" The
other children, and eventually the townspeople,
begin to call her "Goody Two-Shoes."

Margery is not just a passive recipient of charity.
She is a bright,
independent girl. She teaches herself to read

determined, and fiercely
using borrowed books and, as she grows,
becomes a teacher. She sets up a school for the
village children, using innovative and playful
methods. She does not just teach the alphabet;
she uses games, cut-out letters, and a system of
rewards to make learning fun. This was a
revolutionary concept for the time, directly
challenging the harsh, rote-based methods of
traditional schools.

Her virtue is not confined to the classroom.
Margery becomes a force for good in her
community. She uses her intelligence and kind
nature to:

o Settle disputes among her neighbours,
acting as an informal judge and
peacemaker.

o Expose false superstitions, such as when
she reveals that a ghost haunting a local
house is actually a group of thieves using
the legend to scare people away.

o Teach kindness to animals, rescuing a
raven and a dog that become her loyal
companions.

Through her unwavering goodness, intelligence,
and hard work, Margery rises from poverty. Her
reputation for fairness and learning attracts the
attention of a wealthy widower, Sir Charles
Jones, whom she eventually marries. The story
ends with her ascending to the role of a wealthy,
benevolent lady, proving that virtue and
education are the true paths to success and

happiness.

Analysing the Themes:
Education, Reason, and
Social Mobility

The History of Little Goody Two-Shoes is steeped
in the progressive ideals of the Age of
Enlightenment. It is far more than a simple
morality tale; it is a powerful social document.

The Radical Power of Education

At its core, the book is a passionate argument for
universal education, especially for girls. In an era
when formal education for women was limited
and often dismissed, Margery Meanwell becomes
a teacher and a scholar. She does not just learn;
she teaches others, demonstrating that knowledge
is a tool for empowerment. The book directly
links literacy with moral and social improvement.
Margery's ability to read and reason allows her to
see through superstition and solve problems,
elevating her above her circumstances.

Reason Over Superstition

One of the most famous episodes in the book
involves Margery exposing a "ghost." The local
community is terrified by noises and lights
coming from a supposedly haunted house. While
others are paralysed by fear, Margery
investigates. She uses her logic and courage to
discover that the "ghost" is a gang of criminals.
This theme directly reflects the Enlightenment's
emphasis on reason and empirical evidence over
blind faith and folklore. Margery is a little
rationalist, a heroine for the age of science.

Social Mobility Through Merit

Margery Meanwell begins as a destitute orphan
and ends as a wealthy gentlewoman. While this
might seem like a simple "rags to riches" fantasy,
it was a radical message for the 18th century. The
story suggests that social class is not a fixed
Through  her efforts—her
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intelligence, her kindness, and her dedication to
learning—she earns her place in society. This
idea of upward mobility through personal merit
was a cornerstone of the emerging middle-class
values that Newbery's books sought to promote.

The Linguistic Legacy:
How "Goody Two-Shoes"
Became a Common
Phrase

No exploration of The History Of Little Goody
Two Shoes would be complete without
examining its profound and lasting impact on the
English language. The popularity of the book was
so immense that the name of its protagonist
became a cultural shorthand. The term "Goody"
was a common 18th-century contraction of
"Goodwife," a title of courtesy for a married
woman of lower social rank. So, "Goody Two-
Shoes" literally means "Goodwife Two-Shoes."

1. Original Meaning: In the book, the name
was purely affectionate and positive. It
signalled Margery's joy, her innocence,
and her newfound fortune (having two
shoes). Being called "Goody Two-Shoes"
was a term of endearment.

2. The Shift in Tone: Over the 19th and
20th centuries, the phrase underwent a
complete semantic shift. As the original
story faded from general memory, the
name began to be used sarcastically. It
became associated with a person, typically
a girl or woman, who is ostentatiously
virtuous, priggish, or sanctimonious. The
positive connotation of earned success was
replaced with a negative connotation of
irritating perfection.

3. Modern Usage: Today, calling someone a
"goody two-shoes" is almost always an
insult, implying that the person is naive, a
sycophant, or a teacher's pet. It is a
fascinating example of what linguists call
"pejoration," where a word's meaning
degrades over time from positive to

negative.

The Enduring Cultural
Impact and Legacy

The History of Little Goody Two-Shoes was a
trailblazer. It helped to establish the novel as a
legitimate form of entertainment and instruction
for children. Its influence can be seen in countless
later works:

e The "Orphan' Archetype: Margery
Meanwell is a direct literary ancestor of
characters like Jane Eyre, Anne Shirley
(Anne of Green Gables), and even Harry
Potter. The archetype of the intelligent,
virtuous orphan who overcomes adversity
through character and wits was born here.

e The Female Protagonist: In an era of
male-dominated adventure stories, Goody
Two-Shoes was a female hero who
triumphed through brains and kindness,
not physical strength. She is a forerunner
to the modern, empowered female lead.

¢ Educational Reform: The book's
portrayal of a cheerful, engaging
classroom was a direct critique of harsh,
punitive schooling. It contributed to a slow
but steady shift in educational philosophy,
advocating for learning through play and
positive reinforcement.

Despite being largely unread today, the story of
Margery Meanwell remains a foundational stone
in the architecture of children's literature. It sits
on the library shelf between John Locke's
theories of childhood and the later works of

Lewis Carroll and Louisa May Alcott.

Conclusion: A Small Book
with a Giant Footprint

The History Of Little Goody Two Shoes is a
deceptively simple story that contains multitudes.
It is a product of its time, reflecting the optimism
and rationalism of the Enlightenment, yet it is
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also timeless in its themes of resilience, the value
of education, and the power of kindness. While
the phrase it gifted to the world has taken on a
negative tone, the original character was a
revolutionary figure: a poor, intelligent, and
virtuous girl who used learning to change her

world. The next time you hear the casual insult
"goody two-shoes," remember Margery
Meanwell, the little orphan who used her wits, her
courage, and a pair of shoes to build a better life.
Her story is a reminder that the most profound
changes often begin with the smallest steps—or,

in this case, with a joyful cry of "Two shoes!"



