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Salient Aspects of the Civil Service Examinations in
Yuan China: A Reappraisal

Ch’i-ch’ing Hsiao
Member, Academia Sinica

The civil service examination system was an important mechanism that linked state,
society, and culture together during mid- and late-imperial China. This was true not only
during dynasties controlled by native Chinese, but also during dynasties of conquest built by
nomadic or semi-nomadic peoples from Inner Asia. The Yuan was the first conquest dynasty
to rule over the entirety of China, and this paper is a re-appraisal of some of the salient
features of the Yuan examination system and the influences of these features on the
examination system’s development in subsequent dynasties. In addition to the prologue and
the epilogue, this paper comprises five core sections. The second section seeks to show how
and why the examination system was suspended for a long period early in the Yuan. It
explains that the spirit of the examination system was in contradiction with the fundamental
principles of the Mongol-Yuan sociopolitical organization. The third section discusses the
scale of the Yuan examination system and its political limitations. The system was kept in a
very limited scale because it was designed only as a supplementary method in selecting state
officials. The fourth section discusses the unique ethnic quota system for the examinations
and the implications of this system. The ethnic quota system was originally designed to
protect the privileges of the conquest groups in the multi-ethnic society under Mongol rule
but inadvertently accelerated the sinicization of these groups as well. The fifth section
explores the influence of the Yuan system’s regional quotas on examination candidates from
different regions. It shows that the quota system created intense competition not only for
candidates from South China, which was highly developed culturally, but also for those
from remote and backward areas. The sixth section discusses innovations in the Yuan
examination curriculum. It shows that the shift in the focus of the exams from belles-lettres
to the classics annotated by the Song dynasty Learning of the Way masters was a milestone
in the developments of both the civil service examinations and early modern Chinese

culture. Nevertheless, it is also revealed that tests on literary ability were not eliminated
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from the Yuan curriculum. In the epilogue, the influences of the Yuan examination system
on the examination systems of the subsequent Ming and Qing dynasties are investigated. It
is concluded that the Yuan system was not only a variation but also a turning point in the

development of the Chinese civil service examinations.

Keywords: Yuan dynasty, civil service examinations, palace degree holders (jinshi),

ethnic and regional quotas, Learning of the Way (Daoxue)
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