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Abstract Since the abolishment of the imperial examination system (the IES) in 
1905, the system has been the target of severe criticism by most Chinese people. 
This paper is intended to clear up the misunderstanding of the IES in seven respects 
based on some ideas of rehabilitation of the IES over the past 100 years. In the 
author’s opinion, the IES is actually not so contemptible as most people think, at 
least it is not a bad system. The examination system was an attempt to recruit men 
on the basis of merit rather than because of social position or political connections, 
which is a great invention of China. Although it was abolished, the method to select 
talents by means of examination has not yet been and cannot be exterminated, and it 
is still proper to be used in the present society. The IES with a 1,300-year history has 
rich experiences and valuable lessons, which have implications to various 
examination reforms. 
 
Keywords The imperial examination, Examination, The admission examination of 
colleges and universities, Rehabilitation 

1 Introduction 

Since the late Qing Dynasty, it has been thought that the imperial examination 
system (IES) is a derogatory term, meaning a decadent, backward and strangling 
talents system in imperial times. For over a long period of time, the IES was 
introduced as the object of being criticized in most of the cases. When the system 
was terminated in 1905, the negative comments on the system seemed to have ended. 
Furthermore, the main evaluation over the past 100 years were negative. Therefore, 
some persons may possibly think it inconceivable and alarming when reading the 
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title “Rehabilitation of the IES” at first sight. However, as long as we investigate it 
calmly and objectively once again, we know that “to rehabilitate the IES” is not 
aimed at startling people, but restoring the historical truth with ample reasons and 
good grounds. 

The times of the IES ended 100 years ago. The days when the IES was revered is 
past. Today, 100 years after the IES was abolished, the times of criticizing the IES 
blindly and the phenomenon to speak evil of it should be put to an end. 

2 The voice of rehabilitation 

For a long time, people tend to put forward the idea of rehabilitating the IES. 
Generally speaking, the voice gets stronger and stronger, although it is intermittent. 

In the 1,300-year history of the IES, the system has been abolished several times. 
Each time soon after it was stopped, some persons demanded that the IES should be 
re-implemented. At the end of the nineteenth century and the early twentieth century, 
China was faced with “the great transformation that has never happened for several 
thousand years”, and the whole social and political circumstances were quite 
different from the ancient times. There was no cultural soil for the existence of the 
IES. In 1905, the IES was abolished and schools were springing up, leading to the 
doom of the IES. But only several years later, some people proposed restoring the 
IES. Among them, the following cases were quite influential. In 1907, Huang 
Yunfan brought up some ideas of restoring the IES in the name of “rectifying 
educational affairs” and Li Zhuohua presented a memorial to the emperor to 
accommodate the regulations of schools, “concurrently carrying on the Imperial 
Examination”. However, both proposals were rejected. After the Republic of China 
was founded, only a few people complained of the unfairness of the IES, but it was 
of little influence. The following are some illuminating examples that called for the 
rehabilitation of the IES in the late Qing Dynasty and the early period of the 
Republic of China. 

The famous personage who suggested recovering the IES earliest was Liang 
Qichao, who criticized the system violently in the 1989 Reform. However, in 1910, 
Liang Qichao said, “The IES is not an evil system but a great invention of our 
ancestors 1,000 years ago.” He brought up the rehabilitation of the IES overtly, and 
even said, “Recover the IES!” He suggested restoring the IES . (Liang Qichao, 1989 
p.68) However, people did not respond to what he said. Most of the people only 
knew his early opinion about criticizing the IES for a long time, but seldom knew 
that he once appealed for the rehabilitation of the IES. However, Liang’s realization 
of his regret for wrongdoing over his early errors is worthy of deep thinking. 

Du Yaquan, an important person of enlightening science and liberalism thinker in 
the period of the May Fourth Movement, pointed out, “I think it unnecessary to set 
up schools and to abort the IES then. If the IES were not abolished but reformed in 
the method of the examination, the effect will be better” (Tian Jianye, et al, 1998, 21) 
He was one of the earliest well-known persons who advocated that the IES should 
actually be retained.      

Another great personage is Sun Yat-sen who praised the IES soon after it was 



302 Front. Educ. China (2006) 2: 300−315 

stopped. After the foundation of the Republic of China, he spoke highly of the 
justice of the ancient examination system in China on various occasions and 
emphasized the importance of examination for the government to select officials. He 
mentioned several times in his speeches on Five Rights that the examination systems 
of European and American countries mainly followed Britain, but when tracing its 
source, Britain learned it from China. Therefore, the ancient examination system in 
China was the oldest and best one to select real talents used by a variety of nations. 
After visiting many eastern and western countries and witnessing the warlords’ 
decisions of selection and appointment of officials in terms of their rights, Sun 
reached the conclusion that after the Recommending System (察举制) (according to 
the candidates’ hereditary rank or nobility, aristocrats and families of power) was 
abandoned, examination was carried on in the Tang–Sun Dynasties, and the imperial 
examination was conducted in the light of laws, talents coming forth in large 
numbers in poetry and prose, and eight-part essays; although the subjects of the 
examination were not applicable, the system was obviously good in itself. Sun asked 
for the rehabilitation of the IES directly. (Sun Yet-sen, 1986, 445)He not only 
appreciated the IES itself, but also affirmed the contents of the imperial examination. 
Sun Yet-sen’s opinion led to the foundation of the Republic Examination Institute. 
In fact, it was the revival of the IES.  

Later on, some well-known scholars made cogent remarks about the IES. For 
instance, Hu Shi thought that one of the historical bases of democratic China was the 
IES. He Said, “The system was so objective and fair that candidates who repeatedly 
failed to pass the examinations rarely complained of the injustice of the system 
itself… It was a just system since the exams were practically the path for common 
people to a privileged life. Be they the sons of the poorest or richest families, they 
could rise through a regular process of competition to the highest positions of honor 
and power in the empire. Throughout the centuries under this system, there has 
established a deep-rooted tradition in the minds of the Chinese people that 
government should be in the hands of those who are best fitted to govern; and that 
officers and officials of the state are not born of any special class but should be 
selected through some system of competitive examination open to all who are 
prepared to take it”  (Hu Shi, 2001, 323)4 As far as the 1898 Reform was 
concerned, Hu Shi said, “When Kang-Liang carried out the reform, they absorbed 
foreign culture vaguely and generally, but didn't know what the essence was. School 
is the place to cultivate talents, which cannot replace the examination system. That 
the school takes the place of examination is a kind of blind reform. As a result, there 
is not an objective and open criteria of selecting talents for 25years”(Geng Zhiyun, 
1991, 178) 

Qian Mu issued The Test Systems in Chinese History in 1951, in which he said, 
“the IES did have various defects and abuses, and has to be adapted to circumstances, 
but it was much overdoing to uproot the system in the late Qing Dynasty just 
because some people fully wanted to implement the political reforms. Till the 
Republic of China (1912–1949), no appropriate standard for making use of 
personnel existed. Hence a great many social evils appeared. People were competing 
with each other on the personnel matters; factions were jostling against one another; 
government officials were ganging together for clandestine, illegal activities and 
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petticoat influence and so on. It has to be admitted that just because we took the 
history so lightly, regarding everything formerly was no good, we made a gross 
error” (Qian Mu, 1984, 114-115) In 1955, in The Successes and Failures in the Past 
Dynasties of China, Qian Mu pointed out that “the test system is a relatively 
important one in Chinese political systems in any case. Besides, it has been 
continuous for over 1,000 years from the Tang to the Qing. During the whole span, 
reforms and evolution regularly took place, accumulating countless people’s wisdom, 
keeping development in the historical process. It could be anything but accidental. In 
fact, even in the late Qing Dynasty, westerners got to adopt such a system to make 
up the flaws in their election among the political parties, while we just totally 
discarded the test system which had a foundation of more than 1,000 years, without 
any leeway for regretting and caring. What an incredibly surprising thing it was” 
(Qian Mu, 2001, 89)  

Since the 1980s, the studies on the IES have become more and more active along 
with the liberation of human thoughts and freeing surroundings of academic studies. 
As time went by, people were no longer easily influenced by the indignation as they 
were at the beginning of the century. Maybe partly because it is farther from the 
abandonment of the IES at the end of the Qing Dynasty, many scholars began 
making sober analyses and rational judgments on the IES. Much more importantly, 
the positive and negative experiences from the keeping and discarding of selecting 
talents through tests, as well as the malpractices appearing in the non-regulated 
process of selecting officials or government functionaries, impel people to 
reconsider the rights and wrongs of the IES more profoundly. After the objective 
studies, it is known that people’s bad impressions on the IES are from the useless 
versions, which were formed just because the government in the late Qing Dynasty 
wanted to abandon the IES so much that they seemed too focused in righting a 
wrong.  

As an instance, Yang Xuewei, a researcher and director of the National Education 
Examinations Authority for more than ten years, once mentioned that he had the 
same impression on the IES when he was in school in the 1960s since all the books 
he read and reports he listened to then were talking about the IES and tests systems 
as bad things. Until he began dealing with a career relating to the tests and consulted 
some materials, he realized he had an incomplete understanding. He even suggested 
that the IES was included as another of China’s major ancient invention that 
contributed to the world, alongside the compass, gun powder, papermaking and 
painting. The IES played an important role in spreading the Confucian scriptures, 
the fusion of Chinese nationalities and the uniting of our motherland. So we should 
have a historical and practical viewpoint towards the comments on the IES. (Yang 
xuewei, 1999, 17~19) 

Some scholars hold that we should reconsider the effects and roles of the IES in 
history, and should not mix up its functions and practical contents. As to the system 
itself, the IES turned out to be a masterpiece of Chinese traditional culture. Just as 
other essences, the positive part of the IES really deserves to be inherited and 
developed by us. (Ge Jianxiong, 1996, 263-265) Having positively researched the 
space–time distribution and relations of the Jinshi (进士 successful candidate in the 
highest imperial examinations) and talents during the Ming and Qing Dynasties, 
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some scholars believe that impartiality and educational function of the IES should be 
reevaluated. In fact, as the system itself and the actual enrollments are considered, 
its objectiveness and justness were still holding the main trend even at the end of the 
Qing Dynasty. Most Jinshi (进士 ) were not the kind of “ignoramuses” or 
“mediocrities”. There is no doubt whether the contents of the IES embodied 
sufficient intelligence or not . (Shen Dengmiao, 1999, 59~66) 

Although the IES originated from ancient China, its principle of selecting talents 
fairly does have some “modernity”, or some features transcending the monarchal 
ages. Some scholars think that the end of the IES doesn’t necessarily mean that its 
reasonable factors are also passing away simultaneously. Many valuable ideas, 
embodied in the IES, possess permanent vitality. Quite a few thoughts, especially 
the fair competition, wide-ranging participation, and selecting officials based on the 
talents, not only turn out to be progressive ideas in the feudal societies, but also rise 
above the space–time and developing periods of societies, and finally become 
fundamental ideologies of the whole human society. They are the most precious 
heritage that history left us, as well as a grand donation to the treasure-house of the 
world’s minds and cultures”  (Guo Changzhi, 1999, 20~23) 

Some other scholars believe that since the Warlord Age and the governmental 
system afterwards are not better, even always worse, than the IES, and the test 
system in the modern official system has a great deal of similar formulas to the IES, 
the voice of redressing people’s opinions of the IES becomes louder . (Qin Hui, 
1996, 60~65) Experiencing an unstable political situation and continuous reforming 
of governmental systems for almost one century, when they look back to history, 
people begin to realize that the method of choosing talents for the country through 
tests, which is exactly adopted in the IES, is superior to the hereditary system and 
the one through investigating and recommending system. Some commentators 
indicate that in the Chinese traditional culture, the suffering of the IES in the modern 
ages of China is supposed to be the most irrational. Because of the desertion of the 
IES, Chinese official personnel judging system actually went back to the situations 
before the IES. (Jiang Dehai, 1996, pp. 50~54) 

The majority of the scholars who are appealing for redressing the wrong 
understanding of the IES believe the malpractice of the IES lies in its content rather 
than its system. In other words, it is the eight-part essay which were the main 
content for testing in the Ming and Qing Dynasties that is unreasonable. And the IES 
is encumbered with exactly the very kind of test form. However, quite a few 
scholars still want to rectify the reputation of the eight-part essay called the most 
‘ugly’ part of the IES. For example, Hainan Press published a book entitled A 
Collection of the Eight-part Essay in which readers can find many positive points 
from the author. On the Eight-part Essay, written by Qi Gong, Jin Keshu and Zhang 
Zhongxing, in particular, correct people’s bias against the Essay. Den Yunxiang also 
has an objective assessment on the Essay in his book The Eight-part Essay in the 
Qing Dynasty.  

Generally speaking, when we talk about the comments from the western 
intellectuals towards the IES, we find they have a much higher opinion than Chinese 
scholars do. As early as the end of the nineteenth century, Ding Weiliang, an 
American missionary, pointed out that “With all their drawbacks, they (examination 
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system) have done more than anything else to hold China together, and help her to 
maintain a respectable standard of civilization” (Martin, 1896, 43) Many westerners 
also think the importance of the IES is no less than the four great inventions in the 
material civilization field. Based on these thoughts, I suppose that considering its 
reflection on the civilization process of the whole world, the IES, to some degree, 
can be called Chinas ‘fifth great invention’. (Liu Haifeng, 2001, 188~202) A study 
plan online, ‘Brilliant Chinese Culture’, made by The Research Institute of Chinese 
Culture of Hong Kong, even takes the IES as a special subject.  

Naturally, with such a great trend calling on redressing the wrong understanding 
of the IES, a ‘study of the IES’ appears on the stage. The concept of the study itself 
contains a certain implication of redressing the fame of the IES. Without doubt, it is 
impossible to raise such a study concept, which puts the IES into a special research 
field, in a macro-situation thoroughly against the IES. No matter how people 
appraise the rights and wrongs of the IES, it objectively exists. In the twentieth 
century, Chinese attitudes towards the IES generally went through the processes 
from despising to admiring, from indignation to sobriety, from a superficial view to 
the comprehensive understanding, from animadversion to use for reference, from 
politics to academia. The ‘study of the IES’ will develop from gloom to popularity, 
from the definition of the system to the deep research into theory, from the 
passionate disapproval to the rational verdict. (Liu Haifeng, 1999, 15~23) 

To put it briefly, redressing the wrong understanding of the IES has become an 
ideological trend and a developing tendency in Chinese academic world. After 
careful consideration, many researchers coincidently put forward such an appeal just 
because they have found that the great historical contributions of the IES are 
indelible. Without the idea of leading history with the theories or replacing history 
by the theories any more, people could unsurprisingly dig up the necessity of 
redressing the wrong understanding of the IES through an attitude of ‘getting 
theories from history’. 

3 Mistaken thoughts on judgment of the IES 

On the evaluation of the IES, there prevails several strands of mistaken thoughts, 
which contradict the historical reality. Some mistaken thoughts are differentiated 
and analyzed in the following. 

3.1 “The IES has no way to select talents at all” 

Those who hold the view regard Fan Jin, Kong Yiji, the imaginary figures in the 
literature works as representatives of IES, taking it for granted that IES could only 
cultivate such type of pedantic scholars and ignoring the existence of numerous 
outstanding people selected from the IES. It is true that pedants as Fan Jin and Kong 
Yiji were mirrors of the real life, but they were only the imaginary figures in the 
literature works after all. However, during the course of history, we had national 
heroes as Wen Tianxiang , LinZe Xi, great writers such as Bai Juyi, Liu Zongyuan, 
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Liu Yuxi, Ou Yangxiu, Su Shi and Xin Quji; great politicians as Wang Anshi, Bao 
Zhen, HaiRui, and Zhang Juzheng, great educators as HanYu, Zhu Xi, Cai and 
Yuanpei, Huang Yanpei, and great scientists such as Shen Kuo, Song Yingxin and 
Xu Guangqi. They were genuine and more reliable talented persons selected from 
the IES than Fan Jin and Kong Yiji. In accordance with the statistics from the 
Chinese Great Dictionary, I found there were altogether 602 great writers from the 
Sui, Tang Dynasties and the Five Dynasty to the Qing Dynasty and the modern 
times, but 341 of them or 56.6% of the total were Juren (举人) and Jinshi (进士), 
excluding Xiucai (秀才). This indicated that most of the writers were selected from 
IES in the late autocratic monarchy of China. 

The IES aimed at the selection of officials for government but not for man of 
letters. In the 1,300-year history from the Sui–Tang Dynasties to the Ming–Qing 
Dynasties, most of the great politicians were successful candidates, including Kang 
Youwei, Liang Qichao, Zhang Zhidong and Yan Fu, who lived in the latter part of 
the Qing Dynasty and were famous for attacking the IES violently. These famous 
figures who were genuinely talents were selected from the IES. This, at least 
demonstrated that the selective function of IES had taken effect. Emperor Song 
Taizong once said, “I’d like to select the talented from the Imperial Examination, 
but I dare not expect to get five among the ten. Only one or two selected can be 
considered as a success” (Tuo Tuo, 1977, 3607) Emperor Song Taizong of the Song 

understood clearly that it was impossible for everyone selected from IES to be 
useful. It was successful as long as 10%–20% of the talents were of great use. In a 
word, IES could select the real talents in a traditional society and appoint them to 
important positions.  

3.2 “The IES makes Chinese science and technology lag behind” 

When the reasons why the science and technology of China are less advanced than 
the western countries are mentioned, IES is often considered to be the object 
attacked. However, this opinion is over-generalized and lack specific analysis. The 
science and technology of China had once been advanced in the world, and it was 
not until the Ming–Qing Dynasties that China lagged behind the western countries. 
The reasons are various and it is not mainly the fault of IES. As we know, great 
importance was attached to the IES in the Tang–Song Dynasty, particularly in the 
Song Dynasty, which was one of the dynasties famous for emphasizing the system 
in the 1,300- year history of IES. It was in that period of time that China took the 
lead in the world of science and technology. Taking only the 600-year history of the 
Tang–Song Dynasty as an example, can’t we conclude that it was IES that promoted 
the development of science and technology? Obviously not! On the other hand, we 
can’t simply attribute the decline of Chinese science and technology after the Ming 
Dynasty to IES. The main reason lies in the traditional culture and ways of thinking. 

In ancient times, China always put more emphasis on study and research but less 
on natural science. Liberal arts developed highly, but natural science was in the low 
position. Once there was a subject of calculation in IES of the Tang Dynasty, but 
with the least recruitment and emphasis it disappeared in the Song Dynasty. 
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Shocked by the western iron-strong ship and ferocious gunfire, the Qing Dynasty 
once set up arithmetic but still with the least recruitment. At that time, most Chinese 
didn’t pay much attention to natural science. Chinese people stressed macro but not 
micro, good at dialectics but not empirical experiments. Without the spread of the 
western civilization, the science and technology and the society of China and some 
oriental countries would still be taking oriental models for a hundred years. It would 
still be impossible to invent steam engine or discover gravity. Another case in point 
is that our Chinese painters for sure noticed the phenomenon that closer objects 
seem bigger than the distant objects but they had no concept of perspective drawing. 
Before the introduction of the western painting arts, Chinese painters revealed the 
distance of the objects in color of thick or light and no one could reveal the contrast 
difference by means of light and shade, which reflected the Chinese way of thinking. 
So, compared with the western countries, Chinese science and technology after the 
Ming–Qing Dynasty was backwards, which suggested the IES might partially but 
not mainly be responsible for it. Even if without the IES, we don’t think that our 
ancient people could concentrate themselves on the development of science and 
technology. Take the Yuan Dynasty as an example, there had been no IES for a long 
time, “the abolishment of IES made people enjoyable”, (Dai Biaoyuan, 1935, 122) 

but for most of the intellectuals who were unrelated to the IES devoted themselves 
mostly to the writing of poems but not to science and technology. In the eighth and 
ninth century, the Japanese imitated the Tang Dynasty’s IES, and up to the tenth 
century, the system gradually died out. But until the middle of the nineteenth 
century, the development of science and technology in Japan was not as advanced as 
that in China. There were two different cultures in the oriental and western countries. 
Why could western science and technology be more developed in the sixteenth 
century? The main reason was the different cultures and different civilizations. 

3.3 “Cheating on the examination shows the weakness of the IES” 

Many scholars pointed out that cheating such as notes slipped into an examination 
hall, examinee substitution, bribing examiners and opening up the crucial links for 
the examinee were malpractices of IES. The prevailing trend of cheating on the 
exam in the late Qing Dynasty implied the weakness of IES. Actually, if we take 
IES regulations nearly finalized after the Song Dynasty into consideration, we’ll see 
that cheating was a personal problem but not the system itself. IES centered all 
personal and collective competition for political rights, economical profits and social 
status on the examinational competition for intelligence and cultural knowledge, so 
many people racked their brains breaking the system, trying to take advantage of it 
or making an effort to get into official career by illegitimate means, “England 
certainly has not suffered from the competitive system in her Indian civil service, 
nor in her admirable consular service in China, both of which are supplied from 
‘competition walls.’ If she suffers anywhere, it is not from the system, but from its 
injudicious application” (Martin, 1896, 43)uggested by Ding Weiliang (W.A.P. 
Martin), who advocated that Americans should adopt the Chinese IES in 
establishing examinational systems for the official selections. As we know, many 
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regulations and methods of the IES were made for nothing but prevention from 
cheating. The same is true that we cannot say the system of the Unified Admission 
Examination of Colleges and Universities is not good enough only because there are 
some cheating practices in some places. We cannot blame the IES system itself due 
to the existence of malpractices. The IES system had its own complexities and limits 
(such as difficulties in evaluating candidates’ moral character or attaching more 
importance to candidates’ scores of examination rather than the level at ordinary 
times). Some candidates and officials took advantage of the limits of the IES system. 
In the traditional society, owing to the strong patriarchal clan system and the 
complicated human relations, there were still malpractices no mater what measures 
would be taken. Relatively speaking, the IES was the most reliable system available 
for the selection of talents. 

  The history of Chinese IES was developed from the inter-struggle between the 
internal and external pressure imposed by examination and also from the battle of 
wits and encouragement for being impartial in the selections of officials and against 
cheating in the examination. The Regulations of the Imperial Examination Hall, 
Made by Imperial Order of Examination revised by Du Shoutian and Ying Hui, etc. 
in the Qing Dynasty gave a detailed account about every aspect of the IES. They 
were well-knit and meticulous, especially so were the regulations against cheating in 
the examination. For those who have never read The Regulations of the Imperial 
Examination Hall, made by Imperial Order it would be very hard to imagine the 
rigorousness of the regulations; while for those who have, it would be very hard to 
forget the rigidity of the regulations, too. 

3.4 “The IES is unjust” 

The view that blames the IES for its unjustness stresses the substantive equality of 
opportunities, which is somewhat hard on our ancient people. If we say 
examinational competition is not fair, then what else could be much fairer than that? 
Only by comparison can one distinguish it; there is no doubt that the IES is the most 
impartial system for the selection of talents. The essence of the examination is 
impartial and just. From the Sui–Tang Dynasty to the Ming–Qing Dynasty, the ideal 
being “complete impartiality” had been the guiding principle in laying out the IES 
system. No matter whether the IES was really “complete impartiality” (in fact there 
is no absolute righteousness at all times in all countries), at least based on the system 
it advocates the impartial competition at its mature period. In the Song Dynasty, the 
number of exam subjects was greatly expanded and a series of methods was also 
adopted to make examinations more impartial, such as sealing examinees’ names on 
paper, blocking the examination site during the exam, and separate evaluation of 
each answer sheet by three different examiners. Ou Yangxiu even thought the 
evaluation of the test paper by means of the above ways was as good as “merciless 
of the creator, impartiality of the authority” (Ouyang Xiu, 2001, 1716) From Yuan 
and Ming to Qing, the examination area was a building named “Absolutely Impartial 
Hall” in every provincial center, which revealed directly the ideal of being 
absolutely impartial, a concrete symbol of the impartiality of the IES. In the Ming 
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Dynasty, the IES was considered as the most impartial system in the world so that 
the saying came into existence “the IES is the most impartial in the world….if not, 
can what else on earth be impartial”. (Zhang Xuan, 1995, 149)One scholar of the 
Ming once pointed out that the practice of the IES was due to the consideration of 
being impartial. Other ways to select talents could be performed, too, but there were 
even more malpractices than that of the IES. So performing the IES, which put more 
emphasis on the candidates’ scores rather than the moral features, was a have-to-do 
way, i.e., “it’s the only way for a country to select talents” (Xu Sanzhong, 1987, 18) 
The majority of the people in the times of the IES thought the system was rather 
impartial, even the modern people could not make a list of the systems that are more 
impartial than it. So, what reasons do we have to say that the IES is not of justice?  

3.5 “Women are not entitled to the IES, so it is not impartial” 

It’s a misunderstanding that many people thought it unfair for women not to be 
allowed to try the IES. That women were out of the selection of the IES was not the 
fault of the system. Even without the IES, ancient women would not have the right 
to be involved in the government, which was decided by the nature of the ancient 
society. Ancient China and most ancient countries did not offer a position for 
women in government at all except for very few official positions in special terms 
for women in the ancient imperial court. In this situation where there was no social 
demand for women, how could the IES recruit women? The IES was only a means 
of selecting officials. Thus we cannot blame the IES for excluding women. In a 
word, it was the political system that excluded woman in the IES. In that period of 
time, women certainly did not have rights for politics no matter what kind of 
measures would be taken for the selection of the talents. 

3.6 “The IES resulted in the phenomenon of “the officials’ standard”  

It’s an illusion that the IES led to the phenomenon of the “officials’ standard”. The 
IES systematized the ideal that officialdom was the natural outlet for good scholars 
and normalized the selection of the officials. The IES did attract the great talents to 
become officials by means of learning. According to Xunzi, who lived in the 
Chun-Qiu Warriors Period, he said in his book “Xuncius”, “Learners should not be 
officials, but officials must learn.” In feudal Chinese society, imperial examinations 
were almost the only opportunities for intellectuals to realize their political 
ambitions and the idea that officialdom was the natural outlet for good scholars 
spread widely. But we must make it clear that it does not mean the system led to the 
phenomenon of the officials’ standard. In the final analysis, we know the IES was 
the product of the traditional society. Before the IES, China had been a country that 
thought highly of morality and justice but looked down upon natural science. It was 
the tradition of the Confucian society that stressed the controlling of people but not 
scientific technology. During the period of Wei–Jun-Southern–Northern Dynasties, 
the examination system was very weak, and China had been a rigidly stratified 
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society with various hierarchies, the system of the officials’ standard had come into 
existence. So we can conclude that it is not the IES that led to the phenomenon of 
the officials’ standard and that the IES only strengthened the officials’ standard. 

3.7 “The IES result in the corruption of officials” 

If we ascribe the corruption of the officials in the Qing Dynasty to the IES, then we 
would be putting the cart before the horse. It was the social decline and the 
corruption of the officials that led to the dead end of the IES. The selection of talent 
by means of examination is a system that prevents the corruption of personnel 
officers. But without the IES, the officials at the end of the Qing Dynasty would 
have been more corrupt than it was. The corruption of the official personnel affairs 
in the late Qing Dynasty was due to the weakness of the IES. Many successful 
candidates could not get an official position after twenty or thirty years of the 
selection because of the prevailing tendency of the corrupt officials. Those who got 
the official position by means of bribing didn’t live as simply as those selected from 
the talented. This is one of the reasons that caused the corruption of the Qing 
Dynasty. In the book entitled “Ugly Chinese”, Bai Yang, the famous writer, noted 
that the IES led to Chinese official cliques. In fact, without the IES, there would be 
more Chinese official cliques that took advantage of relatives and engaged in 
malpractices for selfish ends. 

Besides the above mentioned, there are many prevailing misunderstandings, such 
as “the IES is the tool used to govern the fool”, “the IES is used to fate persons”, 
“the IES causes the declining of the Chinese education”, “the IES does not play an 
important role in the promotion of the literatures”, “eight –part essay is a foolish 
product”, and so on. The statements are paradoxical. Limited by this writing, we 
won’t take the distinctions any further. 

4 Restoring the historical truth of the IES 

History is the past, but it doesn’t completely disappear. Its impacts are still around 
us in a certain way. The IES, as well as its history has been abandoned for many 
years, but it still doesn’t completely die away and its revival takes various patterns 
in our modern society. 

In order to understand the IES better, it’s necessary for us to make a comparison 
between the IES and other ways of selecting the talented in Chinese history, between 
the IES and other systems employed at that period of time to select officials in 
western countries, between the IES and the examinational systems and ways of 
selecting the talented in modern China. So we can’t focus ourselves on the IES only 
for its sake. If so, we’ll never get a comprehensive view of the IES. 

There is no doubt that the IES is at least a progress compared to the hereditary 
system, Recommendation System and System of Nine Class Assess. Before the 
middle of the nineteenth century, the IES was praised in western countries and was 
used for reference in the system of western civil officials. Many scholars including 
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the author of the essay once devoted a lot to the special issue, so we won’t go into 
the details in this writing anymore. After having traveled Japan and England for 
many years, the former president, Sun Yet-sen made the famous conclusion that 
“China has the oldest and best system of examination in the world.” After the failure 
of the 1989 Reform, one of the reformers, Liang Qichao sailed east to Japan and 
there he made self-examinations about the abolishment of the IES. In 1910, on the 
contrary, he advocated the rehabilitation of the IES system. I gained a better 
understanding of their views of restoration about the IES when I was taking a 
serious study as a visiting scholar in London in 1993, about the effects that the IES 
had on the western examination system by going through all debating materials and 
test paper prepared when the British Parliament considered establishing the 
examination system for selection of the civil officials. And when in Japan in 2000 as 
a visiting scholar, I found many universities took pride in their graduates for passing 
the officials examination and the shelves of bookstores filled with various books for 
examinations. 

In fact, the IES was not so good as what the western people said before the 
nineteenth century, neither was it so bad as what the Chinese people commented on 
in the twentieth century. The main argument for abolishing the system at the end of 
the Qing Dynasty was a subjective choice of the people involved. It was unavoidable 
for the historical record controlled by the fixed model of thinking to be one-sided. 
Being familiar with the present situation can be helpful to understand the history. 
We may understand modern people’s prejudice better against the IES if we compare 
the abolishment of the IES with that of the Admission Examination of Colleges and 
Universities; the prejudice that was subject to the influence of the argument made 
before or after the abolishment of the IES at the end of the Qing Dynasty. 

In the past, people would mistake some negative points of view from the people 
in the late Qing Dynasty regarding what most of the ancient people viewed about the 
IES. It is just the same as modern people taking only one-sided views from those 
who were in favor of the abolishment of the Admission Examination of Colleges 
and Universities. The IES would indeed be very bad if we only took into 
consideration the sentimental speeches selected at the end of the Qing Dynasty for 
the abolishment or the historical textbook used in the Republic of China 
(1912–1949). We may draw a conclusion that the Admission Examination of 
Colleges and Universities would be devoid of any merit if we only garbled a 
statement coming from a big shot or a middle school student on the abolishment of 
the Admission Examination of Colleges and Universities. What the present people 
view about our forefathers is just what our descendants view about the present 
people. If we only consider extreme views from some individuals, our descendants 
would accept the views that the Admission Examination of Colleges and 
Universities have been held by contemporary people filled with righteous 
indignation. (Sun Shaozhen, 1998, 8~13) Actually, contemporary people and many 
specialists hold the view that the Admission Examination of Colleges and 
Universities is pretty good for selection of the talented and it’s quite a fair system, 
just as most of our forefather thought the IES was the best way to select the talented, 
otherwise how could the IES system exist for 1,300 years with intervals of being 
queried and transient abolishment? 
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Furthermore, many scholars obscured the differentiation between the IES system 
and the eight-part essay, equating the criticism against eight-part essay at the end of 
the Ming Dynasty with that of the IES. Indeed, Scholars such as Huang Zongxi, Gu 
Yanwu, Kang Youwei, Yan Fu attacked eight-part essay violently. Some even 
thought the eight-part essay led to the collapse of the Ming Dynasty. Gu Yanwu 
commented that eight-part essay spelt disaster for the talents almost as equally bad 
as burning books and digging graves for Confucians. At the end of the Qing Dynasty, 
Kang Youwei assailed Chinese poverty and reparations by the cession of territory 
resulting from the eight-part essay. All these words attacked eight-part essay instead 
of the IES. What’s more, in order to abolish the IES, the critics at the end of Qing 
Dynasty attacked the IES with eight-part essay, which had the sentimental features 
in the particular background of the times. For a long time after the abolishment of 
the IES, people had been repeating the views against the IES but not the views for it 
so that many people today mistakenly think that ancient people held the view that 
the IES was a very bad system. 

Restoring the IES doesn’t mean denying its malpractices and limits. What this 
essay focuses on is to prove that the IES is not as bad as what people think, at least it 
was “not a bad system” as quoted from Liang Qichao. The word “the IES” has been 
very rich in its connotations, which can be far from the meaning of “very bad”. We 
should think it as a neutral word rather than a derogatory term. (Liu Haifeng, 2003, 
57~61) 

Rehabilitation means restoring the historical truth of the IES. To restore the truth 
of the IES is to restore the truth of history. Similar to the IES, the academy of 
classical learning at the end of the Qing Dynasty, which was regarded as the fortress 
of the old learning, was abandoned; in the “May Fourth Movement”, Confucianism 
and Chinese characters were said to be devoid of any merits and were abolished as 
well. Later, people became more and more objective in the analysis of history, and 
they began to restore the truth of the academy of classical learning, Confucianism 
and the Chinese characters. But many people still cling to the mistaken thoughts 
about the IES. In fact, it’s not the fault of the system itself but the prejudice against 
the IES is deeply rooted in the people. Since the IES was demonized at the end of 
the Qing Dynasty, many scholars still were at the level of criticizing the IES as 
people in the Qing Dynasty did. It is time for us to clarify the IES and treat it with 
specific analysis and our own judgment. 

Restoring the truth of the IES is intended to speak on the part of our silent 
forefathers. After the screening of later generation, those who spoke highly of the 
IES had become the “the silent majority”. The restoration aims to give the chance to 
speak out their opinions. Actually, there were more positive assessments on the IES 
than the negative ones. Limited by the space of this article, we won’t go further. In 
the reforming fields similar to the IES without involving the monarchical power, our 
forefathers had a considerable chance of speaking freely except for the period of 
literary inquisition in the Qing Dynasty. No matter what kind of people you were, 
you could give your comments on the reform of the IES, only if you didn’t touch the 
autocratic monarchy. You could abuse the IES or you could praise it. Until now, 
there exist many literatures criticizing the IES, and the criticism was so amplified 
that it drowned the positive comments of the IES.  
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Restoring the truth of the IES aims at the restoration of the function of the 
examination for selecting the talented. The IES could bring about some problems, 
but without it there would be more problems arising. China is a country full of 
human relations, and human relationship plays a very important role in society. In 
order to prevent the overflowing of the human relations and the disorder of the 
society, Chinese people invented examination and used examination as an approach 
to keeping a balance of the human relationship. Certainly the examination for the 
selection of the talented could not assess a person’s morality. For hundreds of years, 
the people’s pursuit for the selection of the talented dependent upon the candidates’ 
moral character has been rising, just like that of the “forever-lasting engine” in 
physics experiment, but the pursuit for the selection of the talented dependent upon 
the candidates’ morality and an overall selection always ended in failure in the 
social environment where human relations were attached too much importance to. 
The failures of the abolishment of the IES can be a proof. The same is true for the 
people to be admitted to the university only by recommendation during the Cultural 
Revolution, which made the network of human relationships’ prevailing. It was 
proved that people alienated the officials from the common folks in the 
recommendation of senior middle students to universities a few years ago. History 
has proved eloquently that it is the examination that can have the perpetuating value 
in the selection of the talented.  

5 Conclusion  

Originating from the rigidly stratified times of autocratic monarchy, the IES 
contained the ancient spirits but had some dregs out of date. Nevertheless, its form 
of public examination and equal competition had the flavor of modern times. The 
way of selecting the talented through equal competition could surpass the monarchy 
times and could have great vitality. Leaping over the different dynasties and 
different nationalities of the eastern Asian countries, the IES has been widely used 
because of its internal logic and its value of widespread role. The IES has been 
dismantled, but the way of selecting the talented by means of examinations cannot 
be stopped. The rich experiences and valuable lessons of the IES accumulated in 
1,300 years have implications to various examinations at present.   

The centennial memorial ceremony for the IES came in September of 2005. How 
should we treat the heavy and precious gift of cultural heritage? In the history of 
Korea, Chinese IES has been imitated and practiced for over 900 years. The 
influence of the system on Korean society was as equal as it was on Chinese society. 
In Korea’s history, a dilemma once appeared that there were too many malpractices 
to be listed. But in 1980, South Korea held a national historic meeting specialized in 
the study of the IES. In 1994, in order for the abolishment of the IES for a century in 
Korea, a large scale IES imitating the Li Dynasty was held. All the national 
candidates were divided into two groups to select Zhuang Yuan (No. 1). After the 
release of the examinational results, they held bounties bestowed by officials and 
paraded the Zhuang Yuan. After a century, the prosperity of the IES reappeared in 
order to remind its descendants of the cultural heritage of their forefathers, of 
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inheriting the examination and of its culture. As the birthplace of the IES, in 2005 
when the IES had been abolished for 100 years, it is time for China to correct and 
restore the truth of the IES, which has been demoted unilaterally and lopsidedly for 
a long time. 
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