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Civil Service Examination and the
Ch’ing Government

(A Summary)

The Civil Service Examination system adopted by the Ch'ing dynasty is
essentially a continuance of the Ming system. The main part of the examination is
the composition of essays called shiwen purported to elucidate Confucian teach-
ings, in the form of the so-called eight-legged style. Shi-wen as a form of examina-
tion essays and the whole examination system were abolished in 1902 and 1905
respectively, after being criticized relentlessly in all their aspects. But the same system
which had been practised effectively for more than five hundred years before abolition
must have its raison d’etre. The following is a tentative explanation with respect to
that question.

1) Under the feudal and absolute rule of the €
of Ming, civil service ex n-

sty, as under that
oth government and
society. As the prer in the authority of the ruling
dynasty, these elites lso‘ requlred to serve the dynasty with unfailing loyalty.

2) The feudal ethical code taught in the Confucian classics was the core
material of the examination. Since the traditional social and political structure rested
upon this ethical code, it was expected that scholars saturated with Confucian teach-
ings would be the pillar of the traditional establishment, in government as well as
in society.

3) With certain limitations, civil service examination in the time of Ch’ing
was a series of fair and open competitions. Therefore, it provided the contemporary
society with an efficient channel of social mobility. As it instilled from time to time
new fresh elements into the elite class, it prevented the class from corruption and
helped maintain the stability of the existing social and political order

4) As the rules of the examination were _ver

andldates were
undoubtedly fettered in their mtelle al e ises “ability frequently
failed because of trivial sne ~
strict examination syste st be much more cornpeten-t than countmg on hereditary

social status.
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5) The uselessness and hollowness of shiwen was the most severely
criticised part of the Ch’ing examination system. But the requirements for useful
talents are often different at different timss. As pointed out above, the talents
whom the Ch’ing rulers wanted to be their elite subjects were scholars saturated with
Confucian teachings, who could be employed in governing others. They were scholar-
cificials, not practising professionals; even technical matters in government could also
be left to their humble subordinates to manage. This explains why shi-wen
repeatedly criticized and reproved, continued to be a subject of examination for more
than five hundred years. It had to be abolished, ogethéfl with the whole

demands.




