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In 1877 Miguel Luis Amunategui, noted historian and Chile's Minister of
Education, observed aptly that while the Chinese bound their
daughters' feet, his countrymen bound their daughters' minds.
Amunategui's dictum reveals an official concern for women's education
that was unique in nineteenth-century Latin America. Chile's efforts to
remove the "bindings" from the minds of its young women are impor
tant in several respects. Education was in fact the linchpin of an ambi
tious strategy to revamp and modernize every aspect of Chilean society.
Because of the centrality of formal education in this experiment and the
intensity of thinking on the subject, when women's education was ad
dressed in official circles, female roles were being defined as part of a
coherent national ideology. The Chilean experiments in education thus
provide a rare opportunity to observe explicit, detailed reflection on
women's roles. Unequivocal official commitment to public education in
Chile also resulted in the creation of a large bureaucracy that in turn col
lected immense quantities of data on household size, family income, oc
cupation, and related subjects. Much of this data concerns women and
insofar as it documents the "social bedrock" so often obscured to schol
ars, it is immensely useful for women's history. 1

The purpose of this essay is to suggest that education may pro
vide the documentary and analytical window that many have sought in
viewing the roles of women in nineteenth-century Latin America.
Nineteenth-century record keeping was haphazard. Hence, while our
knowledge of women in the colonial period and the twentieth century is
expanding, the nineteenth century remains a great lacuna. Not that the
subject of women's education has entirely been neglected. On the con
trary, an impressive number of studies exist on the subject, but such
works generally are either traditional biographies of educators or house
histories that reveal little about the content or meaning of women's edu
cation. The state of scholarship in this field calls to mind above all else
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Asuncion Lavrin's admonishing historians to reexamine old sources in
order to assess the roles of women in Latin America. 2

What might be termed the "new history of education" is princi
pally concerned with the interplay of society and education. For prac
titioners of this new history, the study of education is not an end in it
self, but a key to a broad range of social phenomena. Nor should this
situation be surprising because education, perhaps more than any other
institution, involves value formation and reflects the concerns of a soci
ety.

The data base for a history of education in nineteenth-century
Chile is extensive. In 1843 the Chilean government established a highly
centralized system of national public education. The records this bu
reaucracy kept fall into two general categories: the first includes docu
ments on the formulation and implementation of education policy; the
second is a mass of in-house data that educators collected to measure the
effectiveness of national education strategies. Together, the two sources
provide a unique, dynamic record of one of the most ambitious educa
tional schemes of that era. The documents outline with great clarity an
almost constant evolution and adaptation in response to internal and ex
ternal demands.

The first documentary category includes several types of informa
tion of value for women's history. The Chilean educational effort is re
vealed in the records to have been a rational, methodical plan to moder
nize and reform a traditional society. Under the influence of positivism
in the 1860s, it culminated in the "estado docente," or "teaching state"
concept, wherein the government devoted much of its resources to the
reform of society through the educational system.

The capstone of the Chilean network was to be the University of
Chile, conceived as an academy of scholars with supervisory powers. A
second level in the institutional hierarchy was occupied by the Instituto
Nacional, a public preparatory school, and by a system of liceos that pro
vided secondary training for boys in provincial areas. The government
also maintained a network of vocational, normal, and technical schools.
At the system's base was a national network of free primary schools for
boys and girls. For those students wishing to supplement the basic
five-year course in primary education without advancing to degree
granting programs, the government provided a system of escuelas
superiores that offered three years of intermediate instruction and were
located in larger provincial towns."

Initially, the Ministry of Education did not commit itself to post
primary education for women. Not until the mid 1870s did the system
provide for the admission of women to institutions of higher education,
although it did establish a normal school for women, a necessity because
of the prevailing sex segregation at the primary level. The lack of provi-
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sion for women's higher education reflects with some accuracy the offi
cial conception of women's roles. Chile's liberal social ideology basically
cast women in roles as wives and mothers for whom higher education
was superfluous. Sex-role differentiation was undoubtedly a major
influence in this conclusion." It should be added, however, that the
Chilean Ministry of Education operated under budgetary constraints
during the wars with Spain, Peru, and Bolivia in the 1860s and 1870s and
during the recession of the 1870s. In such times of crisis, education
budgets were cut severely and instruction for women suffered most
acutely."

Nineteenth-century Chileans were especially concerned with
their national image vis-a-vis other societies because they hoped to at
tract European immigrants. Chilean educators in large part accepted
Domingo Sarmiento's judgment that the most accurate measure of
civilization is the position that a society affords its women. Chilean lib
eral educators and politicians of the 1870s viewed the role of their
women as clearly comparable to that of women in other nations, a no
tion expressed frequently in celebrationist literature. 6

Another source of nineteenth-century elite opinion on female
roles were University of Chile theses that treated the social and legal
position of women. Perhaps the central assumption of these treatises
was that the domain of women was the family. In this view, women
were respected, influential members of society who were expected to
confine their activities within a narrowly defined orbit. 7

Another kind of information that may be gleaned from the first
documentary category is found in the detailed day-to-day record of edu
cational administration, the Boletin de Instrucci6n Publica: Decretos y Leyes.
These published data reveal that after conducting an initial five-year na
tional school census, the ministry discovered that five times more males
than females were enrolled. This finding led to an emphasis on the cre
ation of new primary schools for girls throughout the 1850s. 8

The Boletin also provides important glimpses of women's roles as
conceived by educators. Although official policy decidedly cast women
as wives and mothers, the government also recognized the need of
women from lower social strata to support their families. This realization
resulted in a series of vocational certificate programs for women.
Courses in obstetrics, sewing, dressmaking, tailoring, hat and cigarette
making were developed and, with the exception of obstetrics, were
staffed by women."

The Boletin is a source of extremely detailed information on
women-the kind of information from which social history can be re
constructed. The Boletin includes community petitions for girls' schools,
government responses, and records of school construction, staffing, and
enrollments. Equally detailed data are provided on teacher promotions
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and reassignments. The Boletfn records, for example, that male and
female teachers of comparable rank were paid the same salaries. It also
reveals that women taught classes for handicapped children and drafted
textbooks on such subjects as metric education, which were sometimes
adopted for public school use. Female teachers also won commenda
tions and were awarded financial bonuses for classroom excellence. 10

Another source of published information on the attitudes of
national-level educators is found in the minutes of the Consejo de la
Universidad de Chile. This council served as a national board of educa
tion and advised the Minister of Education on a wide range of subjects
including curricula and textbooks. Although theoretically responsible
for the gamut of educational activities, the council actually dealt only
with higher education. It was not until 1877 that the council addressed
itself to an issue that concerned women-the question of the appropri
ateness of women's higher education. This issue arose when Valparaiso
citizens petitioned to have the private school that their daughters at
tended officially recognized and funded by the government and asked
that its graduates be permitted to take standard government-supervised
final examinations. Because successful completion of the examination
was the basic requirement for admission to the university, the council's
decision to administer the exam and to fund this and similar liceos was a
significant step.P

Public pronouncements by cabinet-level education officials reveal
that the question of higher education for women had become bound up
in partisan politics. Underlying the issue was the increasingly heated
debate between liberals who sought the further secularization and mod
ernization of Chilean society and clerical conservatives who hoped to
preserve the status quo. Addressing an assembly of parents at the Liceo
de Nifias in Valparaiso, Miguel Luis Amunategui argued that the gov
ernment had too long spent "millions on the education of our men but
centavos on the education of women." As a result, he said, the educa
tion of women was "superficial and incomplete."12

Amunategui's motivation was clear. The failure of government to
accept responsibility for the education of women placed this function
within the domain of conservative religious corporations. While
Amunategui propounded the practical necessity of education for
women, his goal was more precisely to enlist women as agents of sec
ularization and modernization. Amunategui and his liberal colleagues
regarded woman as man's "mother, his sweetheart and his wife," roles
in which she could accomplish pervasive socializatiori.P Beginning in
the 1860s, Chilean liberals undertook an ambitious plan to transform na
tional institutions that, unlike many analogous programs, assumed that
change could occur only after the citizenry had been broadly prepared.
Viewing the position of women in Chilean society as pivotal, liberals
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hoped to enlist them as front-line troops in their pedagogical campaigns.
Recruitment of women to their cause would thus create a constituency
for liberal theory and reform at the lowest common denominator of so
cial organization-the family. National educational policy, as recorded in
the minutes of the Consejo, reflects this view with consistency after
1877. Increasing numbers of liceos were established for women and the
number of women admitted to the university showed a concommitant
increase. 14

The detailed annual report of the Minister of Education provides a
final source of policy documentation. These reports reveal, for example,
that the single most significant decision concerning women's education
may have been the creation of "alternate" or platooned schools in rural
areas in 1872. This ruling required that girls and boys be taught on a
half-day basis in rural primary schools in order to utilize better scarce
classroom space. The following year, the ruling was amended so that
boys were taught three days a week and girls two. Although this ar
rangement appears discriminatory, these measures effectively extended
the opportunity for formal education to girls who had formally lived be
yond its pale. In 1880 the rural system was placed on a coeducational
basis.!"

This central role assigned to women in the modernization of Chi
lean society also resulted in their employment as teachers. When alter
nating and mixed schools were created, women were placed in charge of
them. The decision to place the system of rural primary education in the
hands of women grew from two considerations. First, women were
thought to have greater inherent patience in dealing with small children.
Second, women provided a pool of cheaper labor than their male col
leagues, who had more lucrative employment opportunities in other
fields and who were generally unwilling to work in primary education.
Yet, even as the decision was made to make women vehicles for
nationalism and change in rural areas, the policy was hedged with con
ditions. It was believed that women would have difficulty in maintain
ing discipline among male students. Female staff consequently were
permitted to teach only the youngest boys at first, later "graduating" to
more advanced levels. 16

These reports contain curious pieces of intelligence with great po
tential for social historians. For example, one Minister of Education dis
cussed at length an unexpected and undesirable result of women's edu
cation: primary-school graduates refused to enter domestic service or
performed badly when they did. He therefore proposed the creation of
domestic training schools to correct this lamentable state of affairs. So
cial mobility was an obviously unforeseen by-product of women's edu
cation.!?

Attached to the ministerial reports are elaborate appendices.
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These documents constitute a second category of information because
they are excellent sources of data on the consequences of education
schemes. Every liceo, every special school and vocational school, as well
as Chile's three normal schools for women all submitted elaborate an
nual reports. One of the most thoroughgoing sources of this variety is
the annual report of the inspector general of primary education. In these
reports, progress was usually measured against baseline data from
school censuses. (In Chile, censuses of every phase of educational activ
ity were conducted at ten-year intervals.) The censuses themselves are
exhaustive records of attendance, enrollment, matriculation, finances,
curricula-virtually every sort of data susceptible to tabulation. is

In conclusion, education may provide the data base that histo
rians of women have lacked for the nineteenth century in Latin
America-and indeed the entire Third World. Women have been consis
tent victims of the law of documentary elitism: because they have not oc
cupied positions of recognized importance, they have not generated re
cords, nor have records been kept on their activities. This tendency is
exaggerated in the nineteenth century, when record keeping reached a
nadir. Formal education is the one area of institutional activity that dealt
on a day-to-day basis with small people at the local level and generated
large volumes of paper. Much of this paper, by the very fact that it re
cords the activities of ordinary people, records the activities of women.
Moreover, education is not a culturally or socially peripheral activity.
Even when underfunded and ignored, it remains a point at which most
of the major social vectors intersect. Because education creates the cen
tral values and reflects the central concerns of an entire society, when it
touches the lives of women, it touches them in important ways.
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