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Review Essay: the Historical Significance
and Interpretation of the Chinese
Examination System,
on Benjamin Elman’s Book,

A Cultural History of Civil Examinations

in Late Imperial China

Lee, Thomas Hong-Chi’

Abstract

This review essay begins by summarizing the content of Elman’s substantial
and important book. It is pointed out that Elman opened up a number of important
issues that have not been studied before. The reviewer points out, above all, that
Elman seeked to give a positive view about the cultural significance of China’s
civil service examination system, especially the eight-legged essays, in the Ming
and Ch’ing times.

The reviewer points out that Elman’s new argument about social mobility is
that it did occur, but primarily within the elite circle. Elman is trying to balance the
optimistic assessment of the social mobility created by the examination system, as
argued by Ho Ping-ti, et al, and the quite negative opinion, held by Hartwell and
Hymes, et al, that the system resulted in very little mobility. The reviewer believes
that while Elman’s effort is admirable, it could be further strengthened by studying,
above all, the informal channels (especially office-purchasing) that were open to
non-degree holders, so as to explain why mobility was happening only within the
elite circle.

The reviewer further points out that, while the examination system affected the
development of scholarship, the connection between the two was exaggerated. The
“eight-legged essays” cannot have been created out of a vacuum in the

* Chair Professor and Director, Center for the Study of East Asian Civilizations, National
Taiwan University; Professor of History and Director, Asian Studies Program, The City
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mid-fifteenth century, simply because Wang Ao performed very well in the
examinations. The reviewer also believes that philological studies (especially
including textual criticism in classical learning) perhaps did not start at the time
when examiners began to use expressions such as “meticulous and in accordance
with authority” (7 # #) to mark scripts. The reviewer believes that expressions
like this should not be read as “critical towards texts” (#3%). The reviewer,
nonetheless, points out that Elmans’ discovery of the use of “##" as starting in
the sixteenth century is a major contribution.

The reviewer then examines Elman’s opinion about eight-legged essays, and
questions if they could really be relied on to assess the candidates’ knowledge
about nature and science. He also insists that the style, limiting itself to the
exposition of the classics actually fettered the opportunity for a candidate to
develop an imaginative mind, much less a coherently argued article. Elman did not
cite any scholar who has held a positive view about “eight-legged essays.” Ch’ien
Mu was cited as approving the use of them, but Ch’ien was really only arguing that
the essays could at least be more “fairly marked”.

All in all, the reviewer praises the substantial efforts made by the author to
give his readers a balanced view about the examination system, and to give them
access to an enormously impressive collection of materials.

Keywords: civil service examination, social mobility, critical towards texts, philological
studies, eight-legged essays, knowledge about nature and science.
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