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A Comparative Study on Chinese Ancient Imperial Examination

system and Contemporary Civil Service Examinations

Abstract

This essay try to make a systematical and comparative study of
Chinese Ancient Imperial Examination System and Contemporary
Examination of Civil Servant in their natures, appearances, formats,
functions and impacts based on research fruits at home and abroad,
scientifically summing up the characteristics of their differences,
commonness particularity and its regularity. The purpose of this essay
is to draw experience and lessons from the ancient imperial
examinations, in order to provide theoretical support for the
contemporary civil service and human resources establishment and to
suggest possible innovations in the method of selecting civil servants. In
particular, through comparative studies, this essay wishes to provide
information and references for solving the problems emerged in
building the local and minority civil service community and selecting
and training talented people to be civil servants. Further more, this
paper will provide some specific advice and theories for policy making
and regulation establishment. This essay has six parts, and roughly
160, 000 words. The summary of each part is provided below:

Part One: National administration selecting andmaking
appointments, in different times and places. The ancient imperial

examination and the current civil service examination are the two most
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important methods of selecting civil servants. The two systems reflect
their times, and have fundamental differences of their own. The former
is originated from the ancient political administrative theory and
practices “selecting the wise and appoint the talented” . Cha Ju
institution in Han Dynasty is the original form of this practice. It was
first exercised in Han, formally established in Sui, inherited and
further developed during Song, Yuan, Ming and Qing period, and
finally abolished in the reform of the late Qing period. It lasted for
more than 1, 300 years, and had great impact to the ancient Chinese
society both politically and culturally. It became an important part of
the traditional Chinese political establishment. However, it was not
well-equipped for the great * changes” occurred in late Qing period
and was henceforth abolished. The latter; the contemporary civil
servants examination was developed through China’s great opening and
reforms. It is an important part of the contemporary Chinese civil
servants system, and one of the most distinguished parts in the
contemporary Chinese national political establishment. From the
publication of Temporary Regulations of Civil Servants in the 1990s
until April the 27", 2005, when the Tenth National People’s
Congress passed the People’s Republic of China Civil Servants Law ,
the civil service examination has lasted for ten years. Even though it
isnt a very long time, and many problems and shortages have
appeared during this period of time, its impact and vitality has
become more and more obvious as the national administrative reforms

developed further.
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Part Two; Differences and similarities of the contents, forms and
organizations ; Standardized and Formalized. In terms of contents, forms
and organizations, the ancient imperial examination and the
contemporary civil service examination share the same features as both
of them are standardized and formalized. However, they show more
differences in specific terms. After years of gradual reforms, the ancient
system became well developed. Its contents came from Confucius
classics, and the whole exam system was well regulated, operational ,
efficient and standardized. The later is still developing to a more
standardized and formalized version. Its contents are comprehensive but
also specific, and the organizational process is orderly, concentrated,
scientific, modernized, and human-oriented. The main difference
between the two is that they belong to different times, and this is
reflected in the different details and contents of their standards and

forms.

Part Three: Similarities in the selecting process: public, just,
competitive and selecting for the best. These principles are reflected in
the qualification of the examinees, the contents of the exams, and the
whole examination process which includes taking exams, examining
papers, and employment. However, in details, the two still diverge
in both contents and forms. The imperial exams is aimed at to serve the
political interest of the feudal society, therefore the principles it
applies are seriously limited by their time. In contrast the purpose of
the contemporary civil servants examination is to help improve the civil

servants system and building a more democratic socialist society,
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therefore, its selecting principles are more scientific and objective.

Part Four; The functions of the exams and their social impacts;
“leave or stay depends on how well you have bid by the rules of
exams” and entrance pass. The ancient imperial examination and the
contemporary civil service examination have essentially the same
purpose. In terms of ils instrumental rationale, they both use
examination results as the crucial standard of their selecting. At the
same time, because both examinations are intended to select
“officials” with positions of power, it is inevitable that it's going to
attract many facets of political and personal interests, and leave
imprints on all parts of society. The ancient imperial examinations were
intended to select “officials” , and had its impact on politics, culture
and education etc. , whereas the contemporary civil service
examinations select civil servants, it is more of a profession than the
mere " official 7 titles. Its impact on politics, society, culture and

education can not be underestimated.

Part Five. Historical experiences vs. contemporary lessons,
inspirations and innovations. The imperial examinations were abolished
because its contents and forms became stale and rigid, unable 1o
adapt to changes, more importantly, it was bound by the limits of the
feudal society it depended on, therefore fell behind its time.

The contemporary civil servants examinations also have many
problems and drawbacks. We should learn from the historical lesions

presented by the fall of the imperial examination system, and
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henceforth change our civil servants examination in theory and in

practices, technically and politically.

Part six; Ancient imperial examinations and the contemporary
civil servants examinations in minority areas. China is a unified country
with many ethnicities and a great respect for historical traditions. Due
to these facts, the imperial examinations also had a great impact on
the minority areas, in particular, it reinforced the strong ties between
different ethnicities and helped to develop a strong national and culture
identity. Similarly, the civil service examinations also have broad
impact on minority areas. It will help to improve the autonomy system
in minority areas and develop the inner society relations. The problems
it will face, however, are typical of the system as a whole, but at the
same time unique. Therefore, it calls for special policy, regulations

and practices to solve those problems.

Key words: Imperial Examination System, Civil Service

Examinations, personnel selection in state administration
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