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An Analysis of the Paradoxical Nature of the Civil Service System in Late
Imperial China——~Functions as Seen from the Social Structural Perspective

MUHUI  Zhang

(Phoenix Info news Channel, Hong kong)

Abstract: In 1905, an edict was promulgated in the Qing dynasty, “all of the provincial
and metropolitan examinations were halted, so did all the examinations per annum and
curriculum”. The civil examination system which lasted for over 1300 years was
sentenced to a sudden death. When one century passed after the abolition of the system,
ironically, it is western scholars who hold a more object and incisive view, starting from
the historical sociological methodology, as onlookers on this age-old institution. As more
Chinese scholars begin to reevaluate the function and operation of the system, | propose a
new angle to investigate into the linkage between the system and the social structure of the
Qing dynasty. Based on a paradoxical phenomenon in the examination system in the Qing
dynasty, | discuss in two respects, “in what aspect did the social structure change” and
“under this changed social structure, what kind of function did the examination system
perform”. The logic | adopt is that, in 18th century and 19th century, under the serious
social crisis led by overpopulation, it is the existence and intensification of the
examination system that successfully transferredand alleviated the crisis, making possible
a stable social order for China.

Key words: Civil Examination System, Paradox, Qing Dynasty, Social Functions
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