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The Civil Examinations, Personal Networks, and Family Fortunes in the Ming
Prefecture of Song China
Liu Liyan
(The Institute of History and Philology of Academia Sinica, Taiwan)

Abstract: This essay studies the effects of civil exams and personal networks on the rise
and fall of elite families.

Regarding the civil exams, we should ask how the families succeeded. This ought to be
answered by examining how they maneuvered in some junctures of the exam system, €.g.
the content of the exams, local quotas, local exams, central and palace exams, special
honors, preparatory classes, and becoming examiners. We should also note that the
families were different in forms and nature, and thus the effects: sometimes the families
were brought up from the ruled to the ruling class, and sometimes from the lower to the
middle or upper ranks within the elite class; these are different kinds and degrees of
mobility.

Regarding the personal networks, we should ask how they were formed. We should also
note that not all family members belonged to the same network. Instead they belonged to
different networks that sometimes did not overlap. Changes in one network might not



affect another network. Even in the same network, there were gradations in relations that
prevented the participants from receiving the same benefits. Needless to say, different
networks had different effects. As to exam success, for example, the network connecting to
an examiner might be more effective than the network connecting to a prefect.

Key words: civil examinations, personal networks, elite families, social mobility,
research methodology
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