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From “Wise Mother Good Wife” to

“Good Wife Wise Mother”

An Analysis of Fssays on Higher Girls’ Schools
Published from 1895 to 1898

Reiko W. Sekiguchi

Among many elements which promoted the rapid modernization of Japan there was,
according to the author’s view, the conception of “good wife wise mother”, though it worked
favorably only for a short period. This phrase is generally, contrary to the author’s view, reviled
as only a remnant of older times. The phrase “good wife wise mother” spread all over Japan with
the prevalence of higher girls’ schools (Koto Jogakko)and continued to be a leading image of the
ideal woman until the near present. This article analyzes the essays on the higher girls’ schools
published by prime ministers, educational ministers, other politicians, leading educators, jour-
nalists etc. a couple of years before the institution of the Higher Girls’ School Law in 1899.
Chap. 1: The image of woman into which girls should be molded is expressed in these essays by
various words,but the roles of “mother” and “wife” are emphasized very often with the qualifying
word “wise”to the word “mother” and “good” to “wife”. The combination “wise mother good
wife” is a dominant usage of this period in contrast to the “good wife wise mother” of the later
period. This word order might imply an emphasis on the role of “mother”.

Chap. 2: Research into the reason why girls should be educated has elucidated the logical
structure: prosperity of the nation <« manpower «— competent mothers « girls’ education. Here
“mother” forms a key conception as contrasted to “wife”, which was deemphasized. This
“wise-mother-ism” can be traced already in the documents concerning Japanese educational
policy since the Meiji Restoration (1868).

Chap. 3: These secondary educational organizations for girls were named in various ways in the
essays.

Chap. 4: These educational organizations were conceived mostly to be attended by the girls of
the “middle society”.

Chap. 5: The curricula which were conceived for these schools were strongly connected with the
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roles which were expected of the women of the “middle society”, which was characterized by the
division of labor between husband and wife. When people began to think of the content of
education practically, household techniques came to be emphasized and “good-wife-ism” emerged,
overshadowing “wise-mother-ism”.

These discussions ripened into the Higher Girls’ School Law in 1899, which turned the age
from a period of theory of girls’ education to that of practice of girls’ education and at the same

time from a period of “wise-mother-ism” to that of “good-wife-ism”.
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