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CONTRACTS, CONSENT, AND FATE: FRAMING THE CHINESE CIVIL SERVICE
EXAMINATIONS AS MECHANISMS OF SOCIAL CONDITIONING AND
POLITICAL DOMINATION.

FORREST CALE MCSWEENEY
HISTORY
ABSTRACT

Though the form of civil service examinations in pre-modern Imperial China
was dynamic, their function was comparatively static. In every era, they were principally
an institution designed to either assist or outright effect the creation of an economy of
social hierarchy designed to ensure social an economic domination. This function
changed only with respect to what kind of hierarchy was to be created: either aristocratic,
gentry, or just as often ethnic. The exams’ evolution culminated in an era of understood
autocracy after the Song characterized by the state’s structure as one ultimately tailored
to enable the despotic rule of one man, though only incidentally this was not always the
result. The practice of state myth-creation also served not only to validate the infinite
power of the superstructure to socially and economically enable all persons regardless of
background, but also to legitimize the divinity of the system and elevate it above
suspicion and criticism. Ultimately, the examinations produced a system characterized by
a high degree of contextualized meritocracy. That is, a meritocracy of conformity to
hierarchy. Scholars can legitimately isolate the security this system provided Imperial
elites in late Imperial China as a reason for China’s inability to industrialize after 1850,
when other countries, namely Japan, successfully used the sheer force of governance to
make up for lost time in the race for technological and institutional development.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

A historically unknown author once said, “When the right men are available,
government flourishes. When the right men are not available, government declines.”
These words come from the Doctrine of the Mean, a section from the Classic of Rites. No
one passage from the colossal tradition of Chinese philosophy has been more relevant to
the progress of Chinese institutions for nearly two and a half millennia. Fittingly, in the
tradition of William Theodore De Bary’s pathfinding interpretation of Chinese history,
the Chinese state and its institutions necessary progress through a series of philosophical
influences. Indeed, China as a political entity is almost irreducibly defined by its ideas.
This interpretation has provided scholars of China and East Asia a method by which to
effectively describe power dynamics as a competition of those ideas. This is useful to an
extent, but only in so far as scholars describe Chinese people themselves as the origin of
the frameworks by which ideas emerge. This applies to the civil service examinations,
which themselves often receive a distinct Confucian identity.

Instead of seeing the examinations as a result of ideology, this paper will present
them as a result of Chinese Imperial, gentry, and scholarly elites attempting to reconcile

and fulfill historically grounded political, social, and economic needs. Scholars have

1 Johanna Menzel. The Chinese Civil Service: Career Open to Talent? (Lexington: D.C.
Heath and Company, 1963), Introduction, vii. This is not to be confused with the similar
quote by Machiavelli from The Prince Chapter 22, “The first method for estimating the
intelligence of a ruler is to look at the men he has around him.”



prodigiously analyzed the political and economic. Thus, generally narratives of China
focus on the examinations’ role as means of finding talented and literate individuals to
run state administration. Throughout immense portions of Chinese history, though, those
needs were also social, and rarely do scholars attribute the actions of the Chinese state
and the examination system, indeed their ultimate purposes, to a need to effect ethnic
inequality and domination.

Usually the narrative focuses on the role of Han Chinese gentry. In so doing,
scholars have, without explicitly stating it, to a degree successfully portrayed the Imperial
Chinese state as a colossal mechanism for creating and sustaining hierarchy in elite and
wider society among Han Chinese. The exams, though, do not feature in the typical
narrative as a functional device in multiple Chinese Dynasties by which to serve a
conspiracy to construct ethnic hierarchy. Even independent of the ethnic question,
scholars typically do not present the examinations as part of that complex structure
designed to manufacture consent to a system that elevated the throne and the gentry.
Usually scholars speak solely of the direct relationship between the throne and the
examinees, and this is incomplete. This paper will instead portray the examinations as at
first evolving from a marginal role into the principle mechanism of the Chinese state that
fixed the throne atop an economy of domination (usually ethnically defined) that changed
in form periodically.

This economy was characterized by a combination of common factors that served
to create a common mode of government after the Song Dynasty until the end of the
Imperial era. These included the illusion of strict meritocracy, inter-class struggle and

domination to distract peoples from a will to resist, and state myth-creation. Scholars



have long since identified this common mode of government in place from the Song
Dynasty to the Qing. However, they have usually treated power dynamics with a degree
of extremism. Karl Wittfogel’s hydraulic despotic model and Iona Cheong’s reciprocal
dynamicism present absolute power centralization in late Imperial China as far too
predictable or far too unpredictable. A synthesis of both to create a model of understood
autocracy is in order to project a descriptive model of power-holding in Late Imperial

government.

Weaving Narratives: Traditional and Modern Narratives of Chinese History and ldeas
So complex are the institutions in question that any explanation capable of
providing clarity must be told in the context of their development. The famous Han
Dynasty (206 B.C.-220A.D.) historian Sima Qian lived from roughly 145 to 86 B.C. He
stands alone as China’s preeminent historical scholar for his recounting of the beginning
of Chinese civilization, an era of myth and demigods, to the time of China’s first
expansionist emperor. In between, the Grand Historian provides what is today the earliest
account of the story of Confucius, China’s most influential philosopher. From these
records of Sima Qian, supplemented with previous records and with 20™ century
archeological evidence, historians have constructed a narrative that to this day continues
to dominate perceptions of the course of Chinese history and institutions. To tell this
narrative is to weave in and out of the comfort zone of concrete historical authenticity,
lending credibility to plausible yet still highly unverified claims. However, in framing a
discussion on the social function of the civil service examinations, it is best to begin on a

path well-trodden.



The boldest and most unqualified statement concerning the origin of Chinese
civilization comes from a tortuous skeleton of myths and stories, usually involving the
presence of imperial demigods who founded the Chinese people and their traditions.?
After juxtaposing the claims of written records with archeological findings, historians can
identify from 2,200 B.C. to around 1050 B.C. as many as three distinct partially
politicized cultural entities (known as Xia, Shang and Zhou) who dominated the Yellow
River Valley region in modern day northern China. Each overlapped to an extent both
chronologically and geographically. Starting around 1050 B.C.E., the one now known as

zhou Jii assumed complete dominance and maintained at least nominal authority for a

period longer than any succeeding political structure in Chinese history. This “dynasty,”
featured social structures akin to feudalism characterized by a relatively low degree of
power centralization. Eventually the entire framework descended into all out civil war by
475B.C.°

History gradually becomes less obscure as time passes due to the increasing
prevalence of primary sources and archeological evidence. After the civil war that broke
apart the Zhou Dynasty began in 475 B.C., its central ruling house, already limited in
strength, grew so progressively weak that it soon possessed no defacto authority. In 256

B.C. the last Zhou king died, and none of his sons attempted to assert claim to a

2 See Michael Nylan, The Five “Confucian” Classics (New Haven: Yale University
Press. 2001), Ch. 3 for an analysis of the Classic of History, one of the Five Classics and
collections of myths tracing the origin of the early Chinese kingdoms.

% For an overview of Chinese ancient history, consult John King Fairbank, Merle
Goldman, China: A New History (Cambridge: Belknap Press of Harvard University,
2006), Chapter 1



powerless throne. The Zhou Dynasty by all interpretations as a political agent was gone.*

In 221 B.C a single man, Qin Shi Huang Di, unified vast swaths of modern day
China-proper, including all of the north. This conqueror was unlike any previous. He
dared call himself huangdi, “the first emperor,” marking himself as the very beginning of
a new history. He was a micromanager, armed with a very specific vision of society. Like
himself, he made his Qin Dynasty unlike any before. Aggressively expansionist and
highly bureaucratized, the new order centralized all authority onto a single autocrat who
ruled with the long arm of law and administration. Through military force and many
times outright terror this first emperor of China physically and culturally remolded the
once competing fiefdoms into a solid, singular polity whose very identity rested upon an
ideal of concrete unity. The contemporary linguistic diversity and regional variation of
the modern People’s Republic of China reveals his success certainly had its limits.
Nevertheless, The Qin Dynasty marked this huge area as a singularly defined prize that
could, indeed should, be ruled by one man.®

The Qin Dynasty lasted as long as its first Emperor, but its legacy remains. It laid
the framework for all succeeding dynasties, which themselves could be ruled by Chinese
or not, that sought to reclaim this realm—and they did. From 206 B.C. to 1911 A.D. the
Han, the Sui, the Tang, the Song, the Yuan, the Ming, and the Qing Dynasties all forcibly
unified both the territory of the Qin and those beyond it, or as the Grand Historian

himself said, “Now the house of Han has arisen and all the world is now united under one

* Raymond Dawson, Sima Qian, The First Emperor: Selections form the Historical,
Records (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), xxviii
5 John King Fairbank, Merle Goldman, China: A New History, 54-57



rule.”®

The hubris of the Han State projects itself through the mouth of its famous
historian. Indeed, more than simply all Chinese, the whole world was now one. A
common Chinese identity ponderously developed around both this worldview and the
common written language first sanctioned by the huangdi.” Looking back, the progress of
Chinese history even appears cyclical for this very reason. One dynasty rises, creates a
complex state apparatus, and falls to give way to another.

The emperors of China saw their office as a sacred one connected to the
substantial harmony of the Universe, where they were bound to a claim to provide civil
service.® To administer these states, in which government administrations levied taxes,
constructed public works, drafted legislation, held court, raised militaries, conducted
ceremonies to appease divine powers, and even sponsored public education, the right men
were needed. Massive nation-wide examination systems eventually determined their
selection. Before analyzing this history, though, we must address the most important
question concerning China’s preoccupation with determining the ranks of the political
structure: what exactly should these exams test? This is a question of state orthodoxy, and
as early as the first successor to the Qin Dynasty, the Han Dynasty, Chinese elites found
their answer to this question within the teachings of a man they believed died in 479 B.C.
Here is where the story of Confucius begins and Sima Qian’s Records of the

Grand Historian comes into some of its fullest influence. In D.C. Lau’s words

® Autobiography of Sima Qian quoted in William Theodore De Bary & Irene Bloom,
Sources of Chinese Tradition: from the earliest times to 1600. Second Edition, Volume I,
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1999), 370

" John King Fairbank, Merle Goldman, China: A New History, 56

& William Theodore De Bary & Irene Bloom, Sources of Chinese Tradition: from the
earliest times to 1600. Second Edition, Volume | (New York: Columbia University Press,
1999), 237



concerning the origin of Confucius, “the facts are few.”® Drifting from the highly
probable to the somewhat plausible, scholars have found themselves telling a tale largely
constructed in the Han Dynasty. In 551 or 552 B.C. in what is now known as the Spring

and Autumn period in Chinese history, a man one of whose many names is Kongzi L+

was born. From 497 to 479 B.C., the date of his death, the man is said to have been a
sporadic civil servant and prolific teacher of his system of ethics as he wandered between
fiefdoms. Along the way his disciples took charge of recording his words. His teachings
influenced many and started a movement. However he and his immediate students died
before seeing their worldview take over to the extent it would in later dynasties. Along
with teaching, this man also compiled a massive collection of preexisting rituals,
histories, songs, parables, and divinations into the Five Classics, five books when that,
when taken together, are the most influential of all Chinese texts for their domination of
philosophical discourse in Chinese literature and political institutions until arguably past
the 11" century.

Scholars have not fully verified the historical accuracy of many of these claims.
Jesuits in the 17™ century not only invented the name “Confucius,” but also derived it
from the least used of his many names.'® There is also no evidence that a single person
compiled the Five Classics.™* Using these common assumptions as a starting point for
historical analysis is extremely problematic, playing into the hands of interest groups
relying on such notions as essential religion and absolute nationhood. The term

“Confucian,” though, can still retain some efficacy.

9 D.C. Lau, Confucius, The Analects (London: Penguin Books. 1979), 9

10 | jonel Jensen, Manufacturing Confucianism: Chinese Traditions and Universal
Civilization Durham: Duke University Press, 1997. Chapters 1-3

11 Michael Nylan, The Five “Confucian” Classics. p. 73, 121, 175, 202, 257



The Primacy of Human Relationships: A Functional Definition of Confucianism

Defining Confucianism to the extent that it principally describes historically
observed people renders its definition to that of a code of ethics emerging from cloudy
historical origins, quickly made metaphysical, that was eventually absorbed by extant
political structures and institutionalized and systematized to serve those structures and the
people involved in them in their historically grounded political and economic needs.
Originally defined by a singular founder of historical speculation, this system was later
expanded upon by a variety of influential thinkers who may or may not have been
influential at the times of their writing who inevitably served its evolving
institutionalization. Roughly speaking, Confucian thinkers were preoccupied with human
relationships and their influence on the metaphysical connection between the material
world and Heaven. First and foremost, they are obsessed with reviving the ethical and
political status quo of the early Zhou Dynasty, which they liberally sanction as a golden
age of Chinese society wherein conduct between political elites and overall metaphysical
harmony reached a historic peak.

The nature of this historical ideal rests upon a foundation of rigid adherence to

ritualized behavior, otherwise known as li 4. This concept, also known as ‘the rites,’ is
p

as much a higher principle as it is a specific reference. Broadly they describe the proper
form of conduct an individual is expected to conform to within the framework of a
hierarchical, feudalistic society. They also specifically reference a massive collection of
highly detailed ceremonial practices for all manner of purposes, ranging from the

veneration of ancestors to the appeasement of higher powers. Many of these rites are



listed in the Classic of Rites, one of the aforementioned Five Classics that over centuries
the scholarly literati claimed as part of their tradition.

Confucianism as a philosophy assumes social rank and near-absolute authority of
elites. In fact, Confucians often describe society as a gigantic family wherein proper
social roles are defined by gender, the deference of women to men who serve as heads of
families; by age, the deference of the young to the old; and by political position, the
deference of all Chinese to their lords. The emperor retains ultimate loyalty and is subject
only to Heaven which, as the Zhou Dynasty rulers claimed, bestowed its mandate upon
the deserving.

In regards to maintaining this system, Confucius’s own Analects say it best, “The
Virtue of a gentleman is like the wind, and the Virtue of a petty person is like grass—
when the wind moves over the grass, the grass is sure to bend.”*? Benevolent gentlemen
can exude an almost ethereal influence upon the masses. Though Confucius, unlike
Mencius and Xunzi, never distinctly said whether human nature was good or evil, he did
allow that human beings naturally possess a desire to be led into virtue. These gentlemen,
or sages to describe the greatest of them, emerge only from a intense study and ritual
observance. Once there were enough who dotted the population of a kingdom, and
perhaps a few of the rulers as well, society would automatically reconstitute itself into an
ordered polity. In other words, this class of scholarly gentlemen would naturally lead the
masses, naturally primed to follow, into an ordered society. Furthermore, Heaven would
be less willing to punish humans by sending famine, floods, and disasters of many kinds,

thus bestowing its mandate. Dozens of thinkers over the next 1,500 years following

12 From The Analects quoted in Phillip Ivanhoe and Bryan Norden, Readings in Classical
Chinese Philosophy (Indianapolis: Hackett, 2001), 37



Confucius’s death would expand upon this framework, principally Mengzi and Zhu-Xi.
The latter eventually justified this system of understanding by consolidating many

. . . . 13
commentators’ works into an esoteric ontological discourse.

Products of Partition: Confucianism Constrained by Historical Needs.

This paper presents Confucians as generally part of a class of literati who
eventually became part of a larger gentry-class. They devoted themselves to studying and
applying in society, depending on the time period, ideology emerging from texts such as
The Five Classics, The Analects, Mencius, The Doctrine of the Mean, The Great
Learning, and a host of others from Neo-Confucian thinkers who bent themselves to
redefining the school itself. If scholars extend the time in question to the moment
Confucius supposedly began to teach to the end of China’s imperial era in 1911, then one
quickly finds that no two eras contain establishments in full agreement on which of these
texts represent the ideas they most needed to transmit to society and government. At
times these thinkers split to the point of ideological warfare over this issue. Nevertheless,
scholars can successfully apply an objective moniker “Confucian” to historically rooted
people in this time period because of the very real overlap in their thought processes,

generally defined by the aforementioned description of the Confucian philosophy.

3 My description of the basic tenets of what has been labeled Confucianism comes from
my own readings of Kongzi, Xunzi, Mengzi, and Zhu Xi, along with many other
historical thinkers, buttressed with the commentaries of: Phillip Ivanhoe and Bryan
Norden. Readings in Classical Chinese Philosophy, D.C. Lau Confucius, The Analects.
London: Penguin Books. 1979, Michael Nylan, The Five “Confucian” Classics (New
Haven: Yale University Press. 2001), and William Theodore De Bary & Irene Bloom.
Sources of Chinese Tradition: from the earliest times to 1600. Second Edition, Volume |

10



Most importantly, though, Confucianism ceases presenting as much of a problem
when scholars refuse to explain China’s development as a result of the ideology and
worldview derived by people from certain texts. Confucians certainly thought they could
principally shape the world with their ideas. To an extent they did exactly this. Chinese
people believed the emperor stayed Heaven’s wrath on his annual trips to the Temple of
Heaven as much because Confucians said they should as for any other reason. However,
the Confucians found themselves in these positions of authority largely because
militaristic men of swords thought they could be of use to them. Thus Confucians,
exerting their own limited influence on institutions and people, were to a larger extent
products of a system characterized by the historical struggle of elites for power over both
the dispossessed and other elites.

In light of these observations, the Confucian scholarly literati, the examination
system which eventually became their principle avenue to service in the imperial
government, and their effects on larger society were first and foremost products of
empowered elites seeking to establish sustainable modes of behavior between different
classes of people. In other words, to establish social contracts to the ends of further
partitioning and stratifying political and economic power. The nature and extent of that
stratification and the success in attaining it depended on the historical conditions and

elites in question.

11



CHAPTER 2
ECONOMY OF DOMINATION
Rather than immediately turning to the specific testing methodologies and
formalities Chinese Imperial states employed, it is instead best to begin an understanding
of the Chinese civil service examinations as functional mechanisms. Principally they
served the interests of dynamic elites—Imperial, aristocratic, and later gentry. However,
this understanding is impossible without placing the exams in relation to other institutions
and even myths Chinese elites also utilized to achieve very simple state goals—to create
and sustain hierarchy. As previously stated, this hierarchy was very often, as much as it

was not, blatant ethnic hierarchy.

The Dynastic Framework

Presenting Chinese history as a series of centralized authorities separated by
varying eras of chaos produces the illusion of the dynastic cycle. Though there actually is
no hidden force, cultural or otherwise, propelling Chinese history along this path, the
coincidence is nonetheless striking, partially because of what historians choose to identify
as ‘China.’ If a scholar selectively omits from the narrative political structures and social
groups occupying the particular territory under examination, he/she may then legitimize
the primacy of the historical place of a selected people. Thus, the progression of dynasties
from Xia to Qing becomes a story of legitimate authorities all originating from mystical

origins who successfully demonstrate and maintain the Mandate of Heaven.

12



This “Zhou interpretation of history” was first established in this ancient era when
the Mandate of Heaven became something to worry about.™* This framework
conveniently supports contemporary territorial claims of dominant social and political
groups. Though the current government of China may have differing perspectives on the
Mandate of Heaven as previous authorities, they are still subject to the perception of
legitimacy coupled with it. The territories the People’s Republic of China currently strive
to extend dominance over match very closely with that of the Qing Dynasty (1644-1911)
with their claim having been justified by those of the Ming (1368-1644). The further this
process unfolds one invariably arrives at the founding deities of the Chinese race who
were most thoroughly chronicled in the Zhou Dynasty. Nevertheless, this dynastic
understanding of Chinese history can still be useful to scholars due to each dynasty’s
incalculable impact on the evolution of Chinese society. To not allow the succession of
Dynasties to frame the narrative is to simply ignore the very central place of the state.

The civil service examinations were a part of larger struggles. They were more
than anything instruments of the state, their examinees creatures of the very same. As the
state changed hands so did the mechanism. As the hand changed the mechanism so did
the people within it, and thus analysis of one cannot proceed independently of the other.
The history of Chinese civil service examinations is tied to the history of the civil service
itself. Imperial dynastic elites depended on them for the necessary services to administer
an empire without equal in size and complexity for the vast majority of human history.
Their relationship shifted between symbiotic and parasitic, the stakes being the largest

empire of humanity. The examinations first and foremost were, for thousands of years,

14 Endymoin Wilkinson, Chinese History: A Manual (London: Harvard University Press,
2000.), 7

13



enablers of this shifting. Scholars should not consolidate these civil service exams into a
monolithic entity with a 2,200-year history as many have done. Their structure, functions,
and roles in the state were immensely dynamic, emerging from an almost obscure origin.
However, what would become a truly colossal state examination system that ceased in the
majority of its functional evolution by the 14" century can lay claim to an origin story

that is indeed around two millennia old.

Correlative Cosmology: A Justification for Power Distribution

If one searches for the earliest evidence of examination systems determining
appointments to civil bureaucracy in Chinese History, then it may lie within the massive
volumes of the Hanshu, the History of the Former Han Dynasty. The authors of this bold
second century A.D. undertaking stated that:

Upon the founding of the Han Dynasty, Hsiao Ho set himself to draft the

laws of the Empire. He also adopted the law that the imperial

Commissioners should examine the young candidates and that only those

who could recognize nine thousand characters might become civil

officials.™
Franklin Houn may reach slightly in suggesting the phrase “also adopted the
law” is evidence of the presence of pre-Han civil service examinations, though the Qin
Dynasty’s complexity should never be underestimated. He does, however, successfully
demonstrate the fluidity and ease by which Han Dynasty Imperial elites came to see them
as a possible route of selection for their officials.

The process did not begin with examinations, though. As early as 178 B.C., and

later in 165 and 135, the central government issued edicts calling for men of outstanding

15 From the Hanshu quoted in Franklin Houn, “The Civil Service Recruitment System of
the Han Dynasty” Tsing hua journal of Chinese Studies., No. 1 (1956) 138-64; 149.
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virtue to be presented to the throne.'® It was a call for recommendations from local
authorities. No scholar has successfully observed any apparent rules or systematic
strictures to define this complex method of reproducing the bureaucracy. It is known
however that it accounted for the majority of officials in the Han Dynasty if one
considers the recommendations needed to access the even more complex academy
system. The specific qualities demanded in an individual from any one call for
recommendations, whether coming from the emperor himself for national-level officials
or local authorities to fill their staffs, always varied, generally highlighting traits such as
“Filially Pious, Incorruptible, Virtuous and Upright.”*’

Many of these officials were tested, as can be seen by the above literacy
requirement. Even this precedent, though, wavered in its enforcement, and no uniform
curriculum ever defined the exams’ contents.'® At times exams covered more specialized
subjects for equally specialized officials. Given the reality that Han Dynasty rulers
selected this recommendation method, they often requested help on a case-by-case basis.
Naturally whatever subsequent examinations emerged from this process were biased
towards a more situational context rather than a standardized one. However, local
officials presented their recommended candidates to the capital based on their guarantee
that the subject in question carried a perceived ability of statesmanship tempered by these

often broadly defined character traits.

Defining these characteristics of virtue and statesmanship, and why they were

1% Michael Loewe, “The Former Han Dynasty,” in The Cambridge History of China: The
Qin and Han Empires I, Denis Twitchett, John King Fairbank, (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1986) 153

7 Franklin Houn, “The Civil Service Recruitment System of the Han Dynasty,” 138-64,
140

8 ibid., 149

15



defined that way in the Han Dynasty is key to understanding the power dynamics of the
Han State, the historical development of the early Civil Service, and the social and
political function of their examinations. These aspects cannot be explored without
mentioning the Confucian scholar Dong Zhongshu (195-105 B.C.), who was crucial in
the rise of Confucianism as state ideology during the reign of Emperor Wu (141-87 BC.).

Dong envisioned a society reflected in the Analects, plucking the tallest leaves of
grass for civil service from the great plain of Chinese society:

The marquises, governors of commanderies, and officials of two thousand

piculs salary all select those of worth among the officials and common

people and once a year send to the capital two men each who will be

housed there and taken care of...In this way all will do their best in

seeking out men of worth, and scholars of the empire can be obtained,

given official posts, and used in government.*®
These calls for scholars would also couple capital academies “for the upbringing of
scholars,” wherein future officials would train for future posts.?® The first that opened in
124 B.C. would later enroll thirty thousand students. To Dong, the responsibility of the
ruler was tied to Heaven and Earth’s metaphysical structure wherein the relationship
between the two manifested in the behaviors of the emperor and his ministers:

Heaven clings to the Way and acts as the master of all living things. The

ruler maintains constant norms and acts as the master of a single

state...Earth manifests its principles and acts as the mother of all living

things.zThe minister manifests his duties and acts as the counselor of a
single.?!

19 from the Hanshu quoted in William Theodore De Bary & Irene Bloom. Sources of
Chinese Tradition: from the earliest times to 1600. Second Edition, Volume I., 312

20 William Theodore De Bary & Irene Bloom. Sources of Chinese Tradition: from the
earliest times to 1600. Second Edition, Volume 1., 312

21 Dong Zhongshu, “The Conduct of Heaven and Earth” quoted in William Theodore De
Bary & Irene Bloom. Sources of Chinese Tradition: from the earliest times to 1600.
Second Edition, Volume 1., 296
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From this correlative cosmology, where the actions of elites quite literally affected the
physical harmony of being, the ruler owed a duty to Heaven and man to preserve order by
means of just rule characterized by humaneness, patience, and a keen awareness to fulfill
social justice. Most of all, the ruler was to promote a certain virtue of character most
clearly defined in the Classic of Rites.”” Dong’s intent, though, served even broader
purposes.

What Dong intended to accomplish in the establishment of academies, the
sounding of the throne’s call for scholars, the promotion of the Five Classics, and why it
caught the attention of the Emperor Wu was not just based on a fear of Heavenly
disorder. Dong was competing in an ideological battle with the Legalists, another branch
of Chinese philosophy whose scholars still occupied a place within the royal court. In
short, Legalism was the philosophy of the Qin Dynasty and its ruler Qin Shi Huang Di. In
application it was less than kind to Confucians, or to anyone for that matter. The first
emperor of China used this proto-Machiavellian doctrine, championed by Han-Feizi,
stressing the usurpation of a naturally conniving population through force to exact harsh
and often brutally violent treatment of the scholarly class and anyone broadly interpreted
as a dissident.”® Han Dynasty Confucians like Dong Zhongshu codified their ideology as
one promoting a unique dissemination of power, where rulers were bound by divine

contract to ensure the primacy of the place of the scholar minister.*

22 Dong Zhongshu, “The Responsibilities of Rulership” quoted in William Theodore De
Bary & Irene Bloom, Sources of Chinese Tradition: from the earliest times to 1600.
Second Edition, Volume I, 298

23 Burton Watson, Basic Writings of Mozi, Xunzi, and Han Feizi (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1963) See Han Feizi section

24 William Theodore De Bary & Irene Bloom, Sources of Chinese Tradition: from the
earliest times to 1600. Second Edition, Volume I, 284
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As an instrument of statecraft, Dong Zhongshu’s cosmological Confucianism
operated as a compromise with all future Chinese emperors. The wandering mass of
Confucian scholars represented the largest, best trained, and best organized group of
literate men in the empire. They possessed the necessary skills of rhetoric and record-
keeping needed to administer the kind of bureaucratic machine the Han Dynasty was, and
the Imperial super-elite came gradually to see them as an indispensible commaodity. In the
words of Theodore de Bary, “As a famous Confucian pointed out to the founder of the
Han, though he might have won the empire on horseback, he assuredly could not rule it
from horseback.”?® By the time of Emperor Wu’s great great grandson, Emperor Yuan (r.
49-33 B.C.), the emperors of China had as a sign of their sanction begun to mold
themselves in day-to-day activity as models of the Confucian paragon interpolated from
the Five Classics.?® Slowly but surely the Han state expelled Legalism as a ruling
philosophy.?” Dong’s model of Confucianism provided for a system wherein political
power could be divvied in a way that did not result in the violent and unsustainable
micromanagement of the Qin Dynasty, yet still preserve the ultimate prestige and
symbolic authority the Imperial family demanded. His cosmological expression was,
among many things, an effort at survival.

In this way the examinations functioned as instances of reaffirmation of this social
contract between elite and super elite. The highest priority placed on recommended

individuals, when in the few times the state sought not to test very specific skills, was

25 William Theodore De Bary & Irene Bloom, Sources of Chinese Tradition: from the
earliest times to 1600. Second Edition, Volume I, 317

26 jbid., 313-317

27 Michael Loewe, “The Former Han Dynasty” in The Cambridge History of China: The
Qin and Han Empires I, Denis Twitchett, John King Fairbank, 154
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their capacity for the aforementioned ideals of conduct. The exams most often tested
them on the very texts that scholars like Dong Zhongshu deemed were the proper
archives of this behavior—The Five Classics.”® The ritualized nature of the testing is also
highly reflexive of Dong’s specific interpretation of Confucian texts. Very often in the
Han Dynasty, the emperor himself proctored the examinations given to his future
officials, confirming the intimate connection between ruler and minister Dong’s
philosophy demanded of Imperial administration.

Furthermore, the timing of various calls for recommended officials often
coincided with natural disasters and other phenomena. In 178 B.C. and 70 B.C., an
eclipse and an earthquake, respectively, alarmed the Chinese population and convinced
emperors in both times that more ministers were needed to remind the emperor of his
duties.?® Certainly, these instances reflect a certain fear of the unknown and awe of the
perceived power of an omnipotent Heaven. At the same time, though, the call for
recommendations at these times of uncertainty reinforced the bonds between power
holders who were unwilling to test their dependency on power sustainers. The latter,
however, were fully aware of their inability survive the wrath of the former should they
not prove useful.

This process of reaffirmation established the crucial mutual dependency of both
the scholarly bureaucracy and the ruling elite that would characterize to an extent every
subsequent Dynasty. Examinations would continue to play an increasingly prominent role

in the selection of the former by the latter in a process coined by Benjamin Elman as

28 Franklin Houn, “The Civil Service Recruitment System of the Han Dynasty,” 149
29 ibid., 139
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cultural, social, and political reproduction, the ritualistic affirmation of the social contract

of authority and dependency that sustained the state apparatus.*

Prima inter Pares: The Throne as First Among Equals

Even as the process of examinations and recommendations on paper served to
affirm the relationship between ruler and minister, in the Han Dynasty it never achieved
its theoretical ideal form. As stated, the system was as much parasitic as it was symbiotic.
The rise of China’s landed aristocracy in this era certainly ties in to this discussion. As
enhanced social stratification characterized by increased land owning started to replace
the previous more egalitarian clan-based village system in Han China, lower class
commoners started to find themselves indebted to their newly entitled social betters.*:

This new aristocracy prided itself on living a “gentlemanly” lifestyle
characterized by familiar models of behavior,

In his youth [Mr. K’ung] studied the Classic of ritual [sic.] When he

encountered a period of general hardship, in which people took to eating

human flesh, he made a hut of dirt and thatch and wore himself out

gathering wild vegetables to feed his parents. He was kind benevolent,

straightforward, quiet, and faithful, all virtues which were part of his

nature, not ones acquired by learning. [Later] he prospered a little and he

called to mind his grandmother...He refashioned her coffin, built a temple

and planted cypress trees around it...His youngest brother...was rich in

virtue but poor in worldly goods. [Mr. K’ung] invited him to live with him

for over forty years. Even when he had to borrow money himself, he was
generous to his brother...His fame spread widely, the county asked him to

30 Benjamin Elman, “Political, Social, and Cultural Reproduction via Civil Service
Examinations in Late Imperial China” The Journal of Asiatic Studies, Vol. 50, No. 1
(Feb., 1991), 7-28

*! patricia Ebrey, “The Economic and Social History of Later Han,” in The Cambridge
History of China: The Qin and Han Empires I, Denis Twitchett, John King Fairbank
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986), 643
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be master of records (chu 'pu), then to serve in the bureau of merit (kung-

ts’ao).. 32
Mr. Kung’s educational background is of no coincidence, nor is the glorification of his
specific character traits. This filial piety and knowledge of the classics marked not only
one of the most crucial social expectations of the upper class in this period, but also
virtues the Civil Service held in the highest demand during recommendation and
examinations. As the co-dependant scholar-ruler system emerged in Han China, so did
the landed aristocracy and the privileged families of the empire come to identify with
these Classical ideals.

These families were not mere sheep of doctrine, though. Han Dynasty elites
sought to project their influence onto the bureaucracy by filling its ranks with their own.
Soon officials along the chain of command demanded payment for recommendation,
examination, and office-holding.*® Eventually, rampant nepotism marred the bureaucracy
as the first century B.C. scholar Wang Chi complained:

Now, the officials may have their sons or brothers appointed to

government posts by virtue of their own position, but men so appointed

are in most instances contemptuous and ignorant. In terms of rendering

useful service to the people, they are good for nothing. On the other hand,

this practice has already caused the rise of aristocratic families. It will be

therefore highly beneficial to the country, if officials are selected solely on

the ground of their own ability and virtue and if the jen-tzu (patronage)

system is abolished.3*

This may be one of the earliest examples of Chinese intellectuals struggling with the

%2 Li-shih 5, pp. 5a-7a quoted in Patricia Ebrey, “The Economic and Social History of
Later Han,” in The Cambridge History of China: The Qin and Han Empires I. Denis
Twitchett, John King Fairbank (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986), 643

33 Franklin Houn, “The Civil Service Recruitment System of the Han Dynasty,” 151-160
34 Pan Ku, History of the Former Han Dynasty quoted in Franklin Houn “The Civil
Service Recruitment System of the Han Dynasty,” 153
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sobering realities of achieving the Doctrine of the Mean’s ideal of right man for the right
job.

Thus, the examinations take on yet another role in the Han Dynasty. Certainly
they were the crucial affirmation of the role between rulers and officials. However, as
Wang Chi observed, they also inevitably functioned in several composite social,
economic, and political roles. The new gentlemanly character traits glorified by this
upper class unified the aristocracy in their sense of identity. The accumulated wealth and
political power associated with dominating the bureaucracy also solidified their position
of strength in Chinese society. In this way, early examinations not only helped in creating
a new and powerful aristocratic class, but also sustained it and affirmed its powerful

position, one that conceded to the emperor the defacto position of first among equals.®

New Unity, New Precedents: Realization of Ethnic Hierarchy

Reunification under the Sui Dynasty (581-618) after centuries of in-fighting
immediately following the Han brought back the advancement of grand visions of
Chinese society last seen under Qin Shi Huang Di, regardless of the monetary or
humanitarian expense. In reconstituting the Han Dynasty’s model of unity, the Sui
emperors used the same philosophical basis but with a new ethnic twist.

Though Mark Elliot may reserve his best work for the much later Qing Dynasty,
many of the issues he raises in his scholarship apply to the Sui, particularly in attempting

to classify the Sui Dynasty as a foreign or Chinese political entity. The ruling house of

% Patricia Ebrey, “The Economic and Social History of Later Han,” in The Cambridge
History of China: The Qin and Han Empires I, Denis Twitchett, John King Fairbank
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986), 637-643
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the dynasty, founded by Emperor Wen, declared itself a Chinese polity. However the
house in total was thoroughly intermarried with the families of Northwestern semi-
nomads who in the era of disunity after the fall of the Han were among the most
formidable of competitors for power. Eventually these non-Chinese aristocratic families,
many of whom were Turkish, started to assume Chinese customs, but only to a limited
extent. By the time of his conquest, Wen’s own personal lineage and those of his
entourage, his armies, his political advisors, and even his wife, were mostly non-Han
Chinese or to some degree mixed, who all professed immediate cultural and ideological
loyalty to Chinese customs and traditions.*® However, their customs aligned only to a
degree that would have made these horse-riding, largely Chinese-illiterate, and non-
scholarly military men a simulacrum to virtually any Chinese living further towards the
Yellow and Yangzi rivers.*’

Emperor Wen simply could not afford to so easily dismiss both those who had
such tremendous familial influence on his entire house as well as those who were
militarily and administratively responsible for his rise. The northwest aristocratic families
who had matrimonial ties to the emperor’s house would inevitably demand and receive
their elevated place within the Sui’s administrative apparatus, along with those not
necessarily related to the imperial line but sharing the same puzzling ethnic background.
In this way Mark Eliot’s model of understanding ethnic ascription applies, wherein

“difference—in and of itself does not constitute ethnicity; rather, ethnicity is found in the

36 John Fairbank, Merle Goldman, China: A New History, 77

37 Arthur Wright, “The Sui Dynasty” in The Cambridge History of China: Sui and Tang
China: Part | Denis Twitchett, John Fairbank (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1979), 83
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signification assigned to such difference.”® This denial of strict objective ethnicity,
which will have even greater implications in analyzing the Qing Dynasty, shifts the
historical importance of ‘essential” cultural traits to the political and social implications
of selecting which traits count for inclusion in the social group. The Sui Dynasty’s chief
aim was to foster this perceived inclusion while simultaneously allowing their minority
benefactors both privileged access to political power while limiting their conformity to
majority cultural norms.

The emperor Wen and his extended benefactors prostrated themselves as far as
they could to the Confucian scholarly ideal set in the Han under Dong Zhongshu’s
correlative cosmological model of ruler/minister co-dependence. The potential stability
this framework offered was certainly enticing, but the careful illusion it perpetuated was
just as crucial. Here, the examinations come into the picture. Emperor Wen in 582 made
the first of what would be very similar calls for recommendations the Han started.*® As
expected, examinations usually followed them. For the first time, these exams were often
tied to degrees given titles that perpetuated until 1905, ming ching (Clarifying the
Classics) and the more famous jin shi (presented scholar), for its ascension to
preeminence in later Dynasties.”” The Sui may have even been the first to appoint
scholars to positions based on their results as opposed to using the exams merely as a

ritualistic social-bonding formality.*

%8 Mark Elliot, The Manchu Way (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2001), 17

%9 Arthur Wright, “The Sui Dynasty” in The Cambridge History of China: Sui and Tang
China: Part I, Denis Twitchett, John Fairbank, 86

“ibid.

! ibid, 85-86
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The Imperial elite this time imposed upon every prefecture a quota to meet,
ensuring that Han Chinese would fill the polity to at least a significant degree.** On the
top, though, the Sui became a state totally ruled by those who called themselves Han
Chinese, but, through observation they were strikingly different. Thus, the primary social
and political role of the recommendation system in the Sui, and the exams which often
followed that process, was to ultimately serve a non-Chinese minority’s claim to
privileged status by perpetuating a state-sponsored myth that the Dynasty legitimately
represented Han Chinese through rulers and civil service bureaucrats who were
themselves in totality Han Chinese. It was an exercise in social pacification through
myth-creation. It would not be the last time myths would be used for purposes of
manipulating human activity.

The Sui Dynasty ended in 618 before it could really begin, but as Arthur Wright
suggests, “All later empires were indebted to its accomplishments.”* The precedents it
set, whether through physical investiture or institutional practice would further influence
future dynasties every bit as much as the Han. Within the reigns of two emperors it
folded under the weight of its over-ambition. Debt brought on by warfare and
unrestrained public works construction undercut its popular legitimacy.** With no money
and no support, the last Sui emperor was assassinated by his own rebelling general who,
in turn, was eliminated by the rebelling aristocratic house of the future emperor Gaozu,
the first emperor of the Tang Dynasty (618-907). One of the largest, most powerful, most

stable, and economically dynamic nations of its time, the Tang represented prosperity and

42 Arthur Wright, “The Sui Dynasty” in The Cambridge History of China: Sui and Tang
China: Part I, Denis Twitchett, John Fairbank, 86

43 ibid., 48

44 John King Fairbank, Merle Goldman. China: A New History, 78
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territorial expansion the likes of which had not been seen in Chinese history. However,
many of the ethnic themes that pervaded Sui rule colored the reigns of the Tang’s

imperial house.

The Foundations of Autocracy: Empress Wu Changes the State

The Tang Dynasty founders literally walked right into the slot the Sui occupied,
adopting its predecessors’ basic central government scheme and absorbing vast bulks of
the Sui’s administrative and military personnel into the fold.* Emperor Gaozu and his Li
family were themselves similar to the families of the Sui rulers, claiming an allegiance to
Chinese cultural traditions, going as far to fabricate a distinctly Han-Chinese genealogy
for himself (another example of myth creation), while clearly intimately connected to
northwestern nomadic aristocratic clans through extensive intermarriage.*® In this way,
the bureaucracy the Tang structured, which initially was largely the same personnel who
comprised the Sui, served many of the same purposes of their predecessors. Along with
the all-important cosmological legitimacy, which founded a basis of co-dependency,
Gaozu also unapologetically extended the ethnic nepotism that had been so rampant in
the Sui.

In order to perpetuate the bureaucracy the Tang structured a far more systematic
and standardized system than the seemingly arbitrary calls for recommendations seen so

far. To gain access to the Civil Service, and the po