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 In what ways did the debates over female education that took place at the turn of the twentieth century reflect changing ideas about the presence and role of women in society as well as emerging nationalist priorities?

After the Sino-Japanese War of 1894-95, the national view of the use of education within China began to take on a different angle; its previously insular concentration on the civil exams in order to maintain social control and the elitist class system turned outward, and a new focus developed on education as a means to strengthen the Chinese people and nation as a whole.  
Part of this new development included a revised sense of education for women.  While wealthy elite women had been offered training in the Confucian classics in the past,
 this was intended solely to make them more capable of raising sons who would be steeped in the classic literature and precepts and not for any personal enrichment.  Indeed, the totality of female existence (among the elites, at any rate) was a private one, with all of her talents being centred on the home, the family, and her own invisibility to the public eye.  The same could not be said for women in the poorer classes, who often learned the skills of bookkeeping and numbers in order to perform the accounting tasks required to perform the mercantile duties of their family businesses.

Once China’s stability was made tremulous by wars, however, the role of women within society began to shift from being passively educating/educated, virtuously talentless creatures
 to being more active stewards of family unity and strength.  Female education for elite women was by no means designed to offer autonomy or independent enrichment or even to give them skills for the public sphere; instead, it was intended to refine the idea of womanly virtue, consisting of the qualities of steadfast charity, obedience, compassion, and proper conduct.
  This restrictive curriculum was intended to prevent the development in women of “unrestrained freedom”, which—along with freedom to marry who she pleased, reckless invasion into spheres defined as “male”, and political involvement in public associations—were civil liberties that a woman should not be allowed.
  
Despite the fact that women’s roles in elite society were already so curtailed and constricted that training in “womanly virtue” was considered a huge and controversial step, women were simultaneously blamed for being a detriment to family health through what the Board of Education termed their “parasitic dependence”.
  Education would teach them skills in sewing, handicrafts, and silk farming as well as other household proficiencies—skills that were already possessed by many lower-class women.  In fact, female education had existed for a while at the local levels to provide basic literacy and vocational skills for girls and women; the new Board of Education push to standardize and shape female education was an attempt to regulate this phenomenon.

With the strong nationalist focus to train all peoples to contribute to a more united and powerful China, three of the main proponents of female education, Zheng Guanying, Jin Songcen, and Liang Qichao, emphasized the usefulness of a woman who had been trained.  Zheng placed the blame for the country’s social and moral lack upon the shoulders of women, whom he berated as being “backward” and “superstitious” gossips incapable of offering a man any assistance in running a household or managing finances.
  Jin also saw problems within China as a result of female failure, due to their plethora of unmanly and undesirable characteristics; the plight of the nation was entirely due to womanly weakness, dependence, narcissism, and indeed, total incompetence in the one area of responsibility she was allowed, the family homestead.
  In keeping with these contradictory and impossible demands of women, Jin also lauded females for a natural serenity and compassion, believing that since women were themselves marginalized they would be sympathetic to the causes of the lower classes, and that women possessed an innate power to inspire people to those causes.

These new roles for women, it seemed, carried more of the responsibility without diminishing any of the blame.  Anxious over the nation’s place within the shifting global power structure, elite Chinese men found in women a place to disgorge their own failures and install pressures to “fix” the country.  This is demonstrated in Liang’s ideas for the use of female education, which he maintained should not only create women worthy of their husbands but also mothers better able to serve and raise their sons and active producers who would “revive the country’s economic fortunes”.
  A daunting expectation indeed for a group of individuals deemed so fundamentally lacking in appropriate male-like natures that they were inferior even to their own sex, as the common view of Western women was much more admiring—going so far as to call white women “morally unimpeachable”!

Male ideas of what female education should be notwithstanding, the actual experience of elite women within schools was somewhat different than what was envisioned in its planning.  Finally able to take part in the public sphere—no matter how prohibitory the context—women wasted no time in alchemizing the virtue-and-household intent behind their education into pushing the boundaries of their male-imagined role within society.  Although there is a dearth of primary historical testimony from the women themselves and how they experienced and subverted the educational system, the anxieties recorded by men in this era speak to the difference between female education as it was designed and female education as it played out.  Some of these dreaded behaviours included feeling superior to boys, deciding not to become mothers, indulging their sexual desires, becoming economically self-sufficient, and leading independent unmarried lives.
  Scrambling to turn back what they had unwittingly unleashed, officials began to re-emphasize the idea of feminine virtue and family values as the central import of a woman’s life.
As far as the elite section of Chinese society was concerned, the strength of the new nation was both directly threatened by and dependent upon its women, who were blamed for its failings and burdened with its repair.  Women were now not only expected to be content with remaining in the private sphere and making the family their only priority, but to do this after being allowed a taste of formal education within the public sphere.  This was indicative of the new nationalism, which selected women as a convenient scapegoat for China’s defeats in the world theatre and quickly adopted the ideology of a stronger nation depending on a stronger and more productive population.  
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