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In the Ch'ing dynesty (1644-1912) they were reestablished in 1646 and
were conducted withoutinterruption until their abolition in 1905, being
held one hundred and eleven times, including the special examinations.

One of the aims of the examination system was to set recognized
standards for holders of government-posts and thus limit the practice
of personal recommendation. This aim it achieved. Since it system-
atically exalted the Confucian ideal of loyalty, it made for submissive-
ness and for'political unity. By their acceptance of the system, alien
peoples in China gradually came to accept also the Chinese outlook
on life and to regard themselves as Chinese. The years of. prepara-
tion required for the competitions induced the literary-minded in all
walks of life and in every corner of the empire to pursue their studies
from youth to old age; in this respect the system was a more effective
incentive to study than compulsory education has been in modern
times. Though the system had the merit of overturning early the
power of the nobility and thereby democratized education, it never-
theless created a new class, the literati, who themselves became power-
tul and at times harmful to the common people. Perhaps its most
detrimental feature—not peculiar, however, to China-—was its unques-
tioned acceptance of established modes of thought and behavior, which
hindered the student from becoming self-critical in the sense of mak-
ing new comparisons not sanctioned by tradition. In no penod of
history has China lacked men of independent mentality; but it is not
without significance that such men frequenf.ly failed in ‘the examina-
tions and too often were compelled to pursue their critical interests.
in poverty and obscunty The recovery and reprinting of their
neglected writings is one of the fruitful and exhilarating tasks of this
generation.

keproduced by permission from the Re eport_of
the Librarian, 1938; pp.221-224, _
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Alien rulers of the Lino, Chin, Yiian and Ch‘ing dynasties at first
affected to despise the examination system, but in every instance they
later adopted it and, as in the case of the Chin (1115-1234), made
important improvements in it. In the beginning they set the papers
in their own tongue but, as their best scholars gained competence in
- tha richer medium of the Chinese language, they determined to com-
pete for the same honors as the native Chinese and thus demonstrate
that they, too, were civilized and qualified to rule the country.

The two lower degrees, known as hsiu-ts‘ai and chi-jén, evolved
over several centuries marked by many vicissitudes, particularly in the
 T'ang and Sung periods. By the opening of the Ming period (1368~
1644) the system was so adjusted that one who passed the examination
in a district was known as kswu-fs‘ai, one who passed at the provincial
capital became a chi-jén and one who was successful at the national
cdpital, a chin-shik, the three honors corresponding voughly to our
B. A, M. A. and Ph. D. degrees. Beginning in 1066, the examinations
in the national capital and the accompanying tests in the palace were
held every three years; when the hsiu-fs‘ai and chi-jén degrees were
definitely established, the examination for the former was held annu-
ally, for the latter triennially. The so-called pa-ku essay, in which the
theme was treated under eight heads, became a fixed form about the
year 1487 and was not abandoned until 1901. At the beginning it was
about 500 words in length but at times attained a length of 800 words. -
‘When this formalized essay was first instituted, it helped students to
develop the theme in a systematic and logical way, but its rigidity soon
became a hindrance to untrammeled thinking, particularly when later
the views of Chu Hsi (1130-1200) becnme the accepted norm in classi-
cal interpretation.

Mr. Téng finds that in the Tang period (618-907) the examinations
for the chin-shik degree were held 262 times and were omitted twenty-
two times. During the Five Dynasties (907-960) they were held forty-
seven times but were omitted twice by two of the five states. In the
Sung, Liao and Chin periods (960-1279) they were held 186 times (118
under the Sung, fifty under the Liao and eighteen under the Chin).
Between the Sung and Yiian dynasties they were discontinued for more
than seven decades (1237-1313), though several abortive attempts to
revive them were made in the Yiian period (1279-1368). During the
latter dynasty they were conducted seven times in the years 1315-1335
and nine times in the years 1340-1366. They were reinstituted by the
Mings in 1370 but were omitted from 1373 to 1384, being conducted
eighty-eight times during the whole of the Ming period (1368-1644).

v



to the official of a larger political subdivision, who examined the
aspirants anew. Those he selected were once more examined by a high
official in the capital and then appointed to the service. In the
Northern Ch'i period (550-577) the emperor himself presided over the
examination hall and it is reported that candidates whose papers were
written in slovenly fashion were forced to stand up in the hall and, on
occasion, made to drink ink. For a time the nine-grade system worked .
satisfactorily, but by about 400 A. D. the selection had gotten so fully
under the control of the nobility and the powerftil families that the com-
mon people had little opportunity to rise to the more important posts.

The essentially open and competitive examination, therefore, had its
beginnings during the Sui dynasty (581-618) and reached its fulfillment
in the T‘ang (618-907). The evolution of the system in these two
dynasties is recounted by Mr. Téng in an article published by him in
the Shih-hsich nien-pao (‘‘Historical Annual’), v. 2, no. 1, 1934.
The chin-shih degree was first conferred in the period 605-617 A. D.,
one source placing it definitely in 606 A. D. After 622 the examination
for chin-shih took place annually or every third year; from the begin-
ning sons of merchants, artisans, barbers, actors and prostitutes were
ineligible. To compete in this final examination it was necessary to
have been graduated from a government school or to have passed a-
district or prefectural examination.

In the T‘ang period the requirements in the final examination were
(a) five essays on current events, (b) essays on the Confucian classics
and history and, after 681 A. D., (¢) an original poem and a composi-
tion in rhythmic prose called fu. Special examinations were also held,
covering a great variety of topics, including mathematics and law.

One of the abuses of this time was an examining technique known as
t*ieh-ching, first employed in 680. The student had placed before him
4 page from the classics with all but one line or one phrase covered and
then was expected to write or recite the entire context. This was
merely a test of memory, with little or no relation to the meaning of the
passage, and was finally abolished in 1072.

It was during this dynasty also that the examination for chin-shik
became a national event. The successful candidates—normally one
or two in a thousand—were hailed by multitudes in the capital; they
were tendered a feast in'the imperial garden and their names were
-carved on stone for the encouragement of future generations. From
that time on,.one could scarcely become a prime minister unless one
had a chin-shih degree; it became the stepping-stone to official position,
8 badge of social distinction—in short, the highest honor in the empire.



An English Abstract
of
The Chinese Examination System
bv

Dr. Arthur W, Humnmel

Mr. Téng Ssii-yii, who has been assisting in the past year in our
Biographical Project, is the author of & history of the Chinese civil-
service cxamination system, entitled Chung-kuo k‘ao-shih chih-tu shih.

'This work was published in 1936 by the Examination Ytan of the
National Governmnent at Nanking. We now have an adequately docu-
mented survey in Chinese of the development of this time-honored
system. The work is provided with convenient chronological tables
and with a bibliography of 243 works consulted.

The rudiments of a merit system for the selection of officials are
reported some centuries before the Christian era, if references in the
Classic of Ehistory, the Institutes of Chou and the Record of Rites can be
credited. But in 165 B. C. a system of recommendation and exsmi-
nation, laying emphasis on moral excellence, was actually instituted. .
‘Successful candidates were classified into hsien-liang, the capable and
the good, and feng-chéng, the foursquare and upright, who dared to
speak frankly in admonishing the emperor. The emperor set for them
oral and written examinations to ascertaih their views on state affairs,

In 134 B. C. each principality was ordered to select a hsigo-lien, or .

filially pious and incorrupt person, these persons being assigned without
examination to some public service. But later, as candidates for
hsiao-lien became numerous, the candidates were examined as to their
ability to draft official dispatches and were restiicted as to age and
held down to a number in proportion to the general population. The
classics were only occasionally used in the examinations for hsien-liang
and hsiao-lien, which tests were both oral and ‘ritten.

Toward the close of the Later Han period (25-220 A. D.) selection
on the basis of virtue became so subject to hypocritical abuses that it
was decided to examine candidates in accordance with a so-called nine-
grade system (chiu-p‘in chung-chéng), which was cffective until about
600 A. D. A local official, by personal selection, divided the candi-
‘dates of his districtinto nine grades and submitted his recommgndation

CIIT



-~ A HISTORY OF CHINESE EXAMINATION SYSTEM

By
Teng Ssu-ylil

.Indiana University

Taipei
1966
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