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Abstract

In existence for 1,300 years, the imperial examinations system in China
was, in terms of both duration and influence, matched to the hereditary
system of imperial powers. The order issued by the Qing government in 1905
to terminate the examinations not only marked a turning point in modern
China’s social transformation process, it was also a watershed in the on-
going dynamic interactions between classical Chinese and traditional western
knowledge systems and learning practices. That lively debates about how the
examination system came to an end continue more than a hundred years after
it happened has much to do with the fact that a good deal about what exactly
transpired in the process remains unknown to us.

Over a period of about six decades toward the end of the Qing dynasty,
the Qing government tried to reform the imperial examinations. In the first
of the two phases of reform, the school system and the official curriculum
were overhauled to form a better fit with the examinations. However, poor
results of these efforts led the government to change course in the second
phase in which it tried instead to overhaul the examinations so they would
be better integrated with the existing school system and official curriculum.
The entire reform process was deeply influenced by and to some degree

intertwined with the political goings-on at the time. A number of high-
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profile issues and events helped shape the reform trajectory and determine its
eventual outcome. For example, debates about renovations of the Imperial
Examination Hall were critical in shifting the general orientation of the
reform, and while personnel reshuffling at the court and the joint petition
by six governors were catalysts for the government’s decision to halt the
examinations immediately, they also sowed the seeds for future reversal of
that decision. The original motivation behind the immediate suspension of
the exams was to integrate the school system and the examinations. The great
excess in imperial examinations in the closing years of the Qing dynasty was
not symptomatic of the alleged malaise that was the examination system
itself but rather the result of a failed attempt at coordinating the selection
and the cultivation of talents.

Measures put in place in the wake of the abolition of the examinations
had a broader scope than had originally been envisaged, giving rise
to controversies and misgivings. The move made the competition for
government jobs fiercer than ever and while many of those who had
established themselves in the circle were treated rather generously, in general
the psychological wellbeing of those affected, the maintenance of morale and
even the reconstruction of morals were largely overlooked. In the final years
of the Qing dynasty and the eatly years of the Republican era, those who had
obtained qualifications and credentials under the defunct examination system
not pushed to the peripheries of the power circle. On the contrary, many of
them were able to find their way into the upper echelons of the bureaucratic
hierarchy and occupy important government positions by availing themselves
of richer resources and more diverse channels of influence. The abolition
of the examination system did more than paving the way for reform of the
recruitment system for government jobs, it also facilitated the growth of
other sectors of the economy, notably the cultural sector. In this dynamic
process of two-way influence, changes in social conditions that had brought
about the abolition of the examination system were in turn expedited when

the curtain finally came down on it. Just as importantly, abolition cemented
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in the minds of many the notion that Chinese learning is useless while
western learning useful. As the latter, noted for its fine disciplinary divisions,
made further inroads into the practices of teaching and learning in Chinese
society, the former’s grip on the lettered class continued to loosen and its role
in disseminating knowledge and passing down values from one generation
to the next quickly diminished. The hastiness and even recklessness with
which abolition was pushed through, however, did give rise to a number of
problems to which the moral disarray and loss in value plurality in the past

over one hundred years can largely be attributed.
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