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Abstract 

This paper describes how the imperial Chìnese civil service 

created a culturally defined status group of degree-holders that 

hcrmencutically sha悶d: 1) a commOIJ classical language; 2) 

memorizatiOJl of a shared canOJl of Classi凶; and 3) a lit巳rary style of 

writing known as thc 8-1cgged essay. hltcrnalization of elite litera可

cu l1ure \vas in part defjned by thc civil cxamination cun-iculum, but 

that curriculum also showed the impact of literati opinion on imperial 

interests. Classical ite悶cy， the mastery of Tao-hsueh 道學 (Tao

Learning，峙， N，。一Confucianism)， and the abìlity to wrÎte terse but 

elegant examÎnation essays together public!y markcd the educated 

literatus. Jn addition to its political and social functions , the civil 

service competition succcssíully consolidated gcntry, military, and 

merchant families empire-wide Înto a culturally defined status group 

of dcgree-holders, who shared a C011lmon mental grid for classical 

reasoning and textual hermeneutics 

The graml11aJ、 rhetoric ， and balanced phraseology of the 

examina1Îon essay contained rules of prosody that turned classícal 

lcarning into a J itcr副y contest. Both thc orthodox interpreta1ion of 

Tao L開rning and the prcscribed chain-argument 品r moral rhetoric 

were screened through thc classical stylc fa、 orcd by examine悶， who 

wcre not only rcpresentatives of the court and its bureaucracy but also 

were pm叮叮panls ÎJl literati culture and in tune with its c!a且icaJ

V1C1SS1tl.吋es. The interpretive style then in effect often narrO\ved the 

cJassical Janguage, filtered the prescribed conceptualization , and 

constricted the stylistic genres that we悶 favorcd and lc立 somc like 
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poet叮 out altogcther from 1371 to 1756. The intemalization of 

literary culturc, which was in part defined by the civil examination 

curriclllum , a1so intluenced the literat肘， public and private definition 

of his moral character and social conscience. A view of government, 

society. and thc individual's role as an elite servant ofthe dynasty was 

continllally reinforced in the memorization process leading up to the 

examinations themselv的 For the literatus, it was important that the 

dynasty conformed to classical ideals and upheld the Ch'eng-Chu 早主

朱 orthodoxy that l即叫 themse!ves had 到orml山ted. Reprod血tiOn

of classical values and historical mind-sets among candidates for 

public office meant that gent可 mili1ary， and merchant families from 

a1l over the empire had more in common clllturally, hcrmeneutially, 

and linguistically with each other than did lower social groups in their 

l1a!ive are缸， who remained tied to lc凹 1 traditio肘， temp1es勻 and

dialects that did 110t transcend locallife 

Key words : Examination Essays, classical writings 
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rhis p叩 cr describcs how thc impcrial Chinesc civii servicc crcatcd a 

culturally dcfin吋 status group of degree • hoidcrs lhat hermeneuticaily shared: 1) a 

commOI1 classicaJ language; 2) mcmorization of a shared canon of ClassÎcs; and 3) 

a literary style of \vriting known as the 8-Jegged essay. Internalization of elite 

Jitera可 cultllre \vas in part defined by thc civiJ cxaminationι:lllTìculum ， but that 

巳urriculum a1so showcd 1hc impact of litcrati opìnion on imperiaJ illtcrests 

Cl的sica! litcracy, thc mastc可 of lào-hsueh 道學 (Tao Learnin旦、阱， Neo

Confucianism), and the ability to writc terse but elegant examìnation cs叫 s

togcther Pllblicly marked the educatcd Jiterat山 In addition to its poiitical and 

social fU l1ctic 肘， thc civìi scrvìcc competition suCCCSSflllly conso!idated gentη心

military, and m臼d1an1 famîlies 己mplre斗.vìdc into a cuitllraily defined statt的 group

of dcgrcc-holders 叫10 sharcd a common mental grid for classical reasoning and 

tcxtual hermencutics 

The grammar, rh刮目ic ， and balanced phraseology of the examination essay 

contaìned rule呵。f pro叩 dy that turned classical leamin且 into a lilerary conte5t 

801h the orthodox intcrpretatiol1 of 1'ao Lcaming and the prcscrìbed chain• 

argument for moral rhetorÎc were scrccned through the classical stylc favorcd by 

examincrs, who were not only reprcsentativ間。f the court and its bureallcracy but 

also wcrc particpants in 1itcrati cu l1ure and in tunc with its classica! vicissitudes 

rhe interprctivc s1yle thcn in efTect often na口owcd 1he classjcal languagc, fi!tcrcd 

the prescribed concl巳ptllalizatîon， and constricted the stylistic gcnrcs that were 

favored and left some like poet可 out aitogether 仕ωn 1371 10 1756. The 

internalization of litera可 eulture ， which was in part defined by the civil 

examination curricuium, al50 influenced thc literatus' pllblic and privatc definÎtÎon 

of his moral charactcr and social c叫Isclence 八 vicw of govcrnment, soc[c吟" and 

the individual's rolc as an eiitc scrvan1 ofthe dynasty was continllally rcintorced in 

the memorization proccss Icading up to thc cxaminations thcmselvcs. For 甘m

iit叩山S. it was important that 出c dynasty contormcd to classical idcals and 
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upheld the Ch'eng-Chu 程朱 orthodoxy that literati themselves had fonnulated 

Reproduction of classical values and historical mind-sets among candidates f0 1" 

public office meant that gen同心 military， and merchant families from all over the 

empire had rr叩re in common culturally, hermeneutially, and linguistically with each 

other than did lower social groups in their native areas, who remained ticd to local 

traditions, temples, and dialects that did oot transcend 10 泊 Ilife

1. Language, Classicism, Calligraphy, and Cultural 

Reproduction 

The lingllistic aspe叫s of classical Chinese as an empowering langllage in the 

civil service selection pro 闊別 should be added to any social 叩d political analysis of 

the "Iadder of success" in late imp叮ial Chinese state and society. The moral 

reasoning and philosophical si伊1日cance of Ch'eng-Chu Tao-hsueh was accompanied 

by the social value and polit也al powcr that resulted from maste叮 of the classical 

langllage of imperial orthodoxy by candidates for officialdom. By bringing 

language into 出e discussion of civil examinations, W巳 are able to analyze an 

authorized classicallanguage as a linguist也 instrument of socìal and political policy, 

which also functioned as the lingua franca of an cla臼ically educated literati elite. 1 

Given the absence of public schools in late imperial China before 1898 , most 

male commoners (pa巾cularly rural peasants, artisans, and traders whose families 

could not provide pri、/ate schooling) 、、 ere lioguistical1y and thus culturally 

excluded from the examination market. Unequal social distribution of linguistic 

and cultural resources meant that those from families 、叫th limited traditions of 

literacy \vere unlikely to compete sllccessfully in the degree market with those 

whose family traditions included classicalliteracy. Indeed, the civil examinations 

\vere meant to be cxclusive by choosing members of the local elite to joîn in 

pattηership with the dynasty to maintain order in society.2 
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Moral values such as filîal picty and ancestor worship certainly transcended 

class and cultural barriers in imperial Chîna. Even the TIωusand Character Text, 

llundred Surnam叫， and Three Character Classic 間adîng primcrs, whÎch almost all 

families and local schools used to train children to read and write the fifteen 

hundred different characters needcd for fun叫lonal literacy, were encodcd \vith 

classical valu臼 that 仙e society upheld. Popular literacy in vemacular Chinese was 

widely pJ 巳valent among non-clitcs,3 but 5uchωItural levels were not as political1y 

empo吼叫 ing as fu l!‘ classicalliteracy. Since the early and middJe empires in China可

the linguistic chasms bctwecn vcrnacular, semi句classica! ， and c\乳ssical Chil間也

cllsurcd that fully classically literate scholar-officials werc cntering a world of 

wntt心1 discourse that fe\v in local society could under可 tand or participate in.~ 

Similar to the Latin-vernacular divide that demarcaled seconda可 from

primary educati間 În ear!y 111吋ern Europe,' the spokcn (Mandarin) and writtcn 

(classical) langllagcs of h嗯her educatîon in latc imperial ChÎna werc more 01" [ess 

di叮crcnt from cvcryday specch outsidc 01' north China after 1415-2l , when Peking 

became thc capital , and taught to a minority as e[jte disciplincs. After 1787 over 

500 thou悶nd characters of textual material had to be mc叩orized to mastcr the 

巳xamination curriculum ofthe Four II仁 lks and Five Classics. This count docs ll0t 

include thc voluminolls pagcs in thc Dynastic llistories (by the Sung thcrc were 

seventeen, by thc Ch'ing twenty• two "legitimate" dynastîes) and, after 1756弓T'ang

poctry, rnastcry of which was a[50 expccted of examination candidates. Frederic 

Wakcman has notcd: "A bettcr←than令average apprenticcship for the examinations 

meant beginning to learn to write characters at the age of 5, mαnorizing the Four 

Books and the Five Clas啥也sbythcageofll 可 mastering poetry composition at age 

12 , and studyillgp必ku [8-1egged] essay styJc thereafter 的

13cginning in the carly Min且(1 368← 1644)， thc dominant valucs, idcas 

qucstioJls, and dcbatcs that rrevailed in court and am叫19 offïcials \vcre translated 

in10 a tcrse classical languagc 叫105e pronunciation was bascd 叩 thc standard 
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Mandarin dialect of the court (kuα n-hua 官話) in the capital 間glon 10 no前h China 

伊拉叮 the Mongol iovasion and after the Ming transfer of the primary capital frοm 

Nanking) and not 00 the dialccts of the morc populous and prosperous south, 

although a fonn of "southern" ku帥.h，甜甜maincd in use during thc Ming in thc 

parallel ministries that were maiotained in NankÎng as thc southcrn capital. This 

policy represented a prccocious form of "linguistic ger可manderÎng" whereby after 

1425 China was divided into geographicalι:um lìnguistic units to t可 to limit the 

economic advantages of 仕le 叩uth. The authorÎzed 0的cial languagcs under the 

Min巨， known as "northem" and "southern" kuan-hua required written and spoken 

forms of non-residents that only privileged outsid帥， who thr叫gh education and 

social contacts, could fully grasp after ycars of training. Even 1ater, whcn during 

the Ch'ing dynasty (1644-1911), Manchu and Mongolian were added as the official 

languages ofwarrÎor elit，間， the classicaJ language of literati rcmaincd the dominant 

public voice of the bureaucracy. Without a compcting capital such as Nankin臣，

Peking alonc during thc Ch'ing dynas可 provided the standard language for 

officials.7 

$uch policics condemned most, who traveled little, spoke only local ()[ 

regiona! dialects outsidc the capital(s), or we間 "primer←litcrate，" to classica! 

illiteracy. They could perhaps bccome scrib凶， woodhlock carvers, and ev叩

writers of local lcgal pla凹的， but as non-dcgrcc• holding prîmer-literates they were 

incligible to enter the cîvil cxamination compounds where the poJitical clite was 

chosen from th巳 social elitc. 8 To acqui間 thc lcgìtimate cultural trainìng necessa可

to qualify for the civil serVlce, most studcnts preparing for thc cxaminations 

(espccial1y thosc in thc south) we間 esscntially mastering a new SP(汰巳:n dialect 

(north叮n or southern Mandarin) as a second language and a wrìtten language 

(classκal Chinese) whosc linguistic tersene間， thousands of unusual written graphs , 

and archaic grammatical forms required memorîzation and constant attention from 

childhood to adulth飢)d.9
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Southern and southeastern Chinese, with different dialects, we阻 able to 

ov叮come their initial Iinguistic disadvantages vis-à-vis northern spoken Chinese 

through the translation of their greater wealth into wider social contacts and 

superior educational 間sources and 晶ciliti間， but at the price of admitting the 

limitations of their native tongue and identi舟mg WI曲 a broader, empi間-wide

linguistic elite. Reproduction of classical values and historical mind-sets among 

candidates fi叮 public office meant that gentry, milita可， and merchant families from 

all over the empire had more in common culturally and linguistically with each 

other than did lower sociaJ groups in their native are帥，、.vho remained tied to Jocal 

traditio肘， temples, and dialects that did not transcend local life. Elites the間fore

could move effectively in loc訓， provincial, and capi旭1 circles，、I，Ihile non-elites 

were limited to local groups that spoke the same dialect and shared the same 

traditions. Preparation for the civil service thus entailed mental maste可 of

orthodox and regionalized schemes of classical language, thought, perception, 

appreciation, and action. ln class and individual ten間， social and polîti且l

reproduction influenced some of the character of both "literati cuJture" and the 

literatus as a "man of culture" (}叩門en 文人)， although thc civil examinations 

themselves existed in a world of local and regional , religious and intellectual, life 

that humanized and individualized the Jiteratus. 

In unforeseen way~， the institutionalization of the :Mandarin dialect used in 

the Peking court after 14的一21 as the officîal spoken language and the req叩開ment

of ancient classical texts in the civil service examination process had generated 

Jinguistic cleavages between classical1y literate, Mandarin-speaking elites, who 

served as "outsider" officials in counties, to、;vnshi阱， prefectures‘ and provinces, 

and the non-eJite, sometimes semi-Iiterate, nat附s who spoke a different dialect 

Gent可 and merchants were conceptually operating in diverse although oft，叫

overlapping linguistic traditions, one local , rich in popular culture and lineage 

traditions‘ and one empire-wide, embodying the written classical language and the 
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ofiicìal tongue of polìtical powcr. A lìteratus from Shan令hsi in the northwest 

would have 1ittle trouble bridging the vernacular gap with his southeastern 

Cantonese colleague, even if spoken communication belween them was possible 
均有弔f>.， 10 only io writtcn form using a brush (pi-hua 筆畫)

Political and social rcproduction through the civil service examinatioos 

entailed a degree of cultural and linguistîc unifonnity among eJites that only a 

classical education could provide. Such general linguistic unifonnît)人 howcver，

pennitted a wide range of regional textual traditions and local "schools" of 

scholarship, which could use the civil examinations to wage idcological 阻d

political batt!es at home 祖d in the bureaucracy.ll Nevertheless, the Tao Lcarning 

curriculum chosen by the literati for the Ming and Ch'ing civil service represent巳da

cultural repcrtoire oflinguislÌc signs (ov叮 500 thousand 間pea1ing graphs), stylistic 

categor時s (8-1cgged e目ay rhctorical forms), and moral conccpt可 (Tao LearnÎng 

the。可) that ensured that elite political powcr and social status throughout the latc 

imperial period would be defined in shared terlllS acceptable to the government and 

its literati. Sung Tao Learning provided the classical guidelincs for political and 

cultural legitimation of thc dynasty and cnhancement of the social prestige of its 

dominant status group. Literati had been full participants in the cultural 

construction of the cla出ical canon, and bccause they remained iovolved in its 

rcform and operation, thc civil examination 句句tem had both political and sιC 悶l

support for Îts maint叩an間的 an cducational instìtution 

Proíìciency in spoken Mandarin and classicalliteracy was a vital element for 

elite kinship strategie笛， as was "primer.一 literacy" for many other commoncrs 

Compilation of genealogics, prcparation of deeds or legal plaints, and scttlcments 

for adoption contracts alld mortgages required linguistic expertise and political 

contacts that only the eli1e within a desccnt group could provìde. A classica! 

education became a seal of cultural approva l. Like European elites in the fifteenth 

and sixtcenth centuries who crossed over from their vcrnacular to classical Latin as 
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the languagc of instruction in se巳 ondary edu巳 ati凹， most Ming and Ch'ing Chine血，

Manchlls, and Mongols sllbordinated their native tongues in favor of Mandarin and 

classical Chinese ifthey entered higher education and passed on to the examination 

halisi2 

Merchants, like gen盯i families in late imperial China, also became cultured 

patrons of classical scholarship. In fact, such merchants were almost 

indistinguishable from the gent可 eli拭 although Ming heredita可 designations as 

"merchant families" remained in use if not in practice. In the Yangtzu delta, for 

lllstance吋 they supplied resources for e到ablishing local schools and private 

academies. B The reslllt was a merging of literati and merchant social strategies 

and interests. Merchant success in local society句 particularly in urban centers 

pointed to the correlation between profits from trade and high social status 

Classical scholarship flourished due to merchant patr叩age， and books were printed 

and collected in larger numbers than ever before. 14 

During the Mil1g and Ch'ing, subordination of the content of the civil service 

exal11inations to elite literary cultu間 was further cemented through strict 

enforcement of requirel11ents that alJ candidates' essays l11ust be composed in what 

eventually became rigid parallel-prose styles known as "8-1egged essays," a genre 

infamous among exal11ination candidates and baffling for "pri l11er-literate" 

merchan1S, peasants, and artisans unschooled in elite discourse. 15 Such cultural 

expectati叫lS were heightened by the gentlemanly requirements that candidates be 

adept in the art of 且lligraphy (shu-fa 書法)， one of the most 臼oteric and 

characteristic cultllral forms oftraining to master written classical Chinese 

The well-publicized rituals for properly writing Chinese graphs, learned from 

childhood as students traced the characters in their prime悶， included cultural 

paraphernalia long associated with literati culture: the 吼叫ting brllsh, ink-stick, 

ink白slab吋 stone monuments，日ne silk, and special paper. The brush, ink, inkstone, 
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aod paper WCTC known as the "four 仕easures of the scholar's studio" (wen:帥g

ssu-pao 艾房四寶). Chinesc high culturc dcmandcd both master)' of Jiterary 

forms and artistic traioing 10 wrìte those forms bcautifully.16 State examinations 

rcqU1間d acceptably wriUen "rιgular" calligraphy (的i-shu 楷書) on special pap叮

free of smudges or cut-and-pastc graphs. 10 lc 巳 al examinatioos, a 笛tudcnt's pape目

were oot anonym凹的， and the county, townsh巾， and prefectural examincrs 

evaJuated a t'ung令sheng 宜于 candida1e's penmanship as wel1由 his essa) 可

SimilarJy, in the palace and court (since 1723) examination笛， where ther冶 we間 no

copyls筒， caJ\igraphy was an impo巾ot clemcnt in the fillal ranking o[ chin-shih 進

士， a proccdure that continued for the cvaluation of thosc few 執 ho entered the 

Hanlin Academy, wherc literary examin泌的ns for c 刁 mpilers were 悶gularly held. 17 

Students prepared ca l1 igraphically acccptable answers lIsing thc ofiicially 

rccognizcd "regu1ar" scri阱， but thc man of culture a1so mastered "cursive" 

(ts'ao-shu 草書)， "running" (如ing-shu 1-于書)， and by the Ch'ing even ancient 

可阻J" (chuan-shu 時書) forms of writing. Sea1 and cursive script we阻

unintclligible 10 a11 but the most erudite. Accordingly, at the higher leve1s, reading 

and writing classical Chinese was further mystified by its tÎme-hono間d rituals of 

writing. Sun Hsing-yen 係星有r (1 753-1818), for examp1e, gained reverse 

prestige from his literati fricnds wheo the Manchll oillcial Ho令shcn ;fm申 (1750-99)

faiied hîm for usiog, coπcctly， a seal cÌlaracter that Ho-shctl diù 110l reeognizc on a 

court cxaminatîon to d巳termioe the level of Sun's appointment to thc Bureau of 

Punishments. 18 

An 、mateur" 1it叮ati idea1 (and ao "ideal" Îs all it was!), which equated 

classic訓， litcrary, and ca11igraphic forms of culturaJ cxp問品的n wÎth social status, 

djd take rhetoricaJ preccdence among elit品， pa巾cularly whcn young mα1 werc 

stud巳nts and had oot yct hcld public ofiicc. This much令hcralded ideaJ of thc 

"gentleman" and his litcrary and aes1hctic scnsîbilities prccluded somewhat 

non-elite pa巾cipat此 n in thc ways of conspicllous leisure (painting, calligraphy, 
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poetry, etc,) as defined in higher culture. Although legal, medical, institutional 

and fiscal specialties were tested as policy questions on Ming civil examinations, 

the end of most specialty examinations in the civil service selection process after 

the Southern Sung marked the imperial withdrawal of social and political prestige 

from technical su句e自 19 This did not automat時 ally doom these technical fields 

to ob1ivion，的 Joseph Levenson inc凹Tectly thought, but thereafter, training in law, 

medicine, astronomy, and fiscal a叮站1凹 frequently became the preserve of 

commoner clerks, yamen secretari肘， official aides, and even Muslims 祖d

Europeans，咐10 statfed the technically-oriented yamens of the Ming-Ch'i月

bureaucracy. Only when faced with alien rule under the Manchus in the 

seventeenth century, demographic revolution in the eighteenth, and westem 

capital路即 in the nineteenth did significant numbers of literati again tum to 

occupations outside the civil service as they had under the Mongols during the 

Yuan dynasty.20 

During the Ming and Ch'ing dynasties in particular, cultural reproduction 

conveniently supported the political aims of the government, although such 

reproduction was voluntarily monopolized by social elites and not the dynasty itself. 

Rote memorization ofthe Four Books and one ofthe Five Classics (before 1787) in 

Mandarin pronunciation by examination candidates, constantly deplored but never 

resolved, was a cultural act of great meaning for Han Chinese. As in early 

modern Europe, where stress on order and conformity ensured that rote learning 

(e.g., the catechism) played a fundamental role in the educational process,21 late 

imperiaJ Chinese educators prized orthodoxy and the rote reception of that 

O吋hodoxy. The civil examinations were a fundamental factor, among many others, 

in inf1uencing cultural consensus and c凹lditioning the forms of reasoning and 

rhetoric that prevailed in elite society.22 
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2. The 8-Legged Essay and Literary Formalism After 1475 

Most accounts of the developmcnt of the late imperial examination essay 

bcgin with modernist 呻 ologies. Thc 1wcntieth centu可 cu\tural assault on the 

infamous 8-1eggcd cssay (p恥ku-w叩川』主文)， as thc classica! essay on the Four 

Books and Fivc Classics w缸 called since mid也Ming tÎmes, has încluded 

accusations that 出e 8-legged e間ay became a "byword for petrification" in Chinese 

literature 凹 that the essay îtself was one of the rcasons for China's cultural 

stagnation and cconomic backwardn巳ss in the nineteenlh century. Consequently, 

mc 可 t works on the history of Chinese litcraturc have ignored the examination cssay 

as a literary form or writtcn about it wÎth unconccalcd modern contempt.23 

、Nhatever the literary verdict , which we will leavc to the litc間可 cr而且， the 

late imperial examin瓜ion cssay had it" most ìmmcdiate roots concep囚ally in the 

epochaJ trans山on from T'ang-Sung belles-!ettres to thc classical essay (ching←t 終

義) championed by W個g An-shih I.安衍 (1021-86) in the eleventh century 

The classic刮目say， howevcr, was not tirmly in place in civil examinations as the 

key literary form 巳mpire-wide until the early Ming. When the 8-1egged essay was 

still the rage, before 1850, there were many efforts to trace a his1-。可 of ideas about 

its literary pcdigrce 

Most Ming-Ch'ing litcrati traced the cssay form back to the 1057刁 1 Northern 

Sung debates for and against replacing poet可 and rhyme吟prose (shih-fu 詩賦) on 

cjviJ examinations Wl由 ching令i essays.24 Some simp!y saw the fonn as the 

equivalent of applying the 胸前ary rules of regulated ver間 (lü升4 律賦) in T'ang 

dynasty civil cxaminations to the new c且ay form. Others thought the selection of 

quotations for an essay was indirectly d巳叫ved from 1hc t'ieh-ching 帖終 tradition

in T'ang times, when candidates had to recite a classical passage from memory 

after sccing on1y onc phrase from that passagc. StiJl others saw the style 
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in f1uenced by the development of a drama persona (k'ou-ch'i 口氣) in Chin and 

Yuan dynasty theatrical 、吋1tmp25

There is s凹ne truth in each positîon, but the hist。可 of the classical essay 

form in examinations actually dates from the policy essay used in Han (206 日 C 

A.D. 220) times, the parallel pro品 (P 'i間也t'i-wen 阱體文) of T'ang (618-906) 

essays for the ming-ching 明經 degree ， and the ancient-style prose (如 wen 古文)

styles of the Northern Sung that Oll-yang Hsill 歐陽修(1007-72) and Wang 

An-shih championed in dîfferent ways. ln fact, when it was still fashionable to do 

so, champions of both parallel- and ancient-style prose essays each claimed the 

8-1egged essay as a kindred genre to legitimate their competing literary traditions in 

the late nineteenth and early nineteenth centuries. lndeed, the "legs" (ku g_fl:) of 

the classical essay were thought to refer to the parallel and balanced lines that made 

lIP the structllre of both litera可宮廷nres (see below) 

The Ch'ing H祖 Learning scholars Li Chao-Io 季兆洛(1769-1849) and 

Juan Yuan 阮:TG (1 764-1849), for instance, both claimed 由at the "contemporary

style essay" ìn 8-legged form derived directly from parallel prose styles requirîng 

balanced phrases and a陪uments in a s叮1臼 of four and six characters (ssu- !iu chih 

liu-p'ai 個六之流派). To gainsay this Han Learning pc叩開， T'ung-ch'eng 

scholars such as Fang Pao 方琶(1668-1749)，叭f曲10 C∞omp伊iled the Ch'j油2υ肘l1-tin呵g 

ss叫u←-吋u w附en 欽定凹書文(廿1m口mpe叮n凶a叫11卸l甘y a叫ut出horî盯Ize吋d e目S咱y戶s on the Four B勘o叩O恤ks吋) 

∞11血tion 0吋fm耽C吋del 8-1egged e阻叮S 品for the褪e Ch'ie閒n叫1恥叫-仆i仙u山叩n呵1璁g emperor, and Yao Nai 姚鼎

(1731 一 1815) Jinked the 8-1egged essay to ancient-style prose and Ch'eng-Chu Sung 

Learmng26 

Historically, however, that the appearance of an examÎnation essay style that 

was specifically caJl ed the "8-legged" style appeared for the first time in the early 

years of the Ming Ch'eng-hua 成化 rel阱， 1465一 87. Consequent材" the tendency 

to construct the historical gαlealogy ofthe 8-legged essay backwards from the Han, 
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T'ang, or Sung dynasti間、 which we have summarized, tends to elide it5 叫dden

叩pearance in the 1480s as the accepted form for an examination essay. Without 

denying that the 8-legged form had its rc叫 s in earlier dynasti帥， we will 

nonetheless focus on its first , conscious appearance in the mid-Ming and t可 10

unravel the cultural significance ofthe form among literati writers. lndeed, claims 

that the form derived f1'0111 earlier styles served to legitimatc the 8-1egged essay as 

the p1'oper harvest of past lite1'ature and class 恥cal leaming. And, as in earlier such 

cases, it was the literati themselves, and not the imperial cou此， that initially 

produced this new trer吋 in c1assical writing 

While dctractors of the 8-legged essay genre have 間ceived a more 

sympathetic hea口ng io the twcntÎeth century, its late imperial advocates were 

numerous and came from a broad spectrum ofMing-Ch'ing literati. Li Chih 李贅

一，(1527-仆16口 2勻)， a 1旭at臼e 扎M位mgl比co凹n叩oclas封tonsoma缸n】矽y 1昀ssucs，-' sa'恥、W 111 t咄h】e evolution of 

cla缸Ss!閃ca叫1 es站say 皂c叩nres a cultural dyna創ml比c t血ha前t was com叮 enl祖aη叮， 1岫o the 0叫n璁go叫u叫n且

literati search for values in antiquity. The contemporary-style essay, for Li, w品 a

bonafide gen扭曲at had proven its worth in prc 扣 cing famous 0的cials. Their 

moral achicvements, he thought, were due to its use as the orthodox genre for thc 

c\assical essay in civil examinations?8 

Similarly, late Ming 1的制i such as Ymm Huog-tao 袁之三道(1 568-1610) and 

Li Yü 李玉 (1611-80) ， known 品r their unconventional literary traditions, saw 

8-lcgged essays as reliable mirrors ofthe literary 叩rrents in their times. For such 

\\'J'iters, the 8-legged essay had transcended its requirement as a [01'111al exercize 

and become al1 important litera可 genre of prose-writing in its own right. It was 

not merely an examination requi問:ment but a cultural form that existed inside and 

outside the examination compound and was \vritten by all classica!ly literate men, 

young and 01d. 29 

The Han!in acadcmician Liang Chang-chü's 梁章鉅(1775-1849) early 
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ninetcenth c叫tury w肘k cntitled Ch的~i-ts 'UnfI-hua 制義叢話 (Collected comments 

on 出e crafiing of 8-1cgged civil cxamination essay、)，叫1ile mentioning the accruing 

flaws in the sclcction pro叫呵， praiscd thc artìstic 也ld culturallevcls the cxamination 

essays fostered in C l1 inesc lifc. Liang noted that nO one to date had come up with 

an acceptable alternative. :J O Ch'ing litcrati who prepared prefaces for thc work, 

which was designed to place the examinatÎoo essay in full cultural rclief, wrote in 

praisc ofCh'ing contrib叫 ions to the furthcr evolution ofthe Ming genre." 1 

• Origins of the 8-Legged Essay"Grid" 

Tn his prefacc to 1λang Chang-chü's influential collcction Chìh-i-ts'ung• hua, 

Yang Wen-sun 楊文採 (1782-1853)， a Che毛hiang bib1îophî1e, notcd that thc 

8-legged genre dated 什0111 thc Sung classical essay but took its final form in thc 

carly Ming when the ching-i ess叮 irrevocably r叩Jaccd poet可 and rhyme-prosc32 

This claim is not unrcasonablc becausc the tradition of helles lettres as literarγ 

qucstìons in civil examinations had continued in the Suog, Chin, and Yuan 

dynast叫 Ching-i stylc essays began in 1071 rcfonns, when poetry was brìeOy 

rclcgatcd in importancc in civÎJ examinations. Works such as such as Lü 

Tsu一ch'icn's 呂而且謙 (1 137-81) Ku-wen kuωl-chien I佇立;關鍵 (Pivotal points III 

ancient-style prosc) wcre widely uscd after the Sung to study prose technìquc. 33 

rhc evolution of 1h巳心legged essay form certainly is complicated, but the 

discussion 5U且gests 50me significant continuities bct\)"它叫 Sung and Ming dynasty 

cxamina1ion cssay s1yles. Aspect5 of the Mìng structure werc in cvidence during 

the Sung. 34 1'0 claim, however, that the 8-legged essay itselftook Îts final form in 

the e訂 Iy Ming Ìs excessive. We havc t附 opposite views on thc Ming origìns of 

the gcn悶 that became knowo as p恥ku←wen. The authors of thc Mìng-令shih 明史

(Dynastic hisl。可 of the Ming) dated it from the earJy Ming rcign of Emperor 

T副部u 太甜[; "The 的say for thc examinationωlTlCl巾m was gcn前a11甘 patterned

00 the Sung cJa的sical cssay. Howcvcr, it 110W had to be m1iculated in words in the 
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namc of thc sages、 and its litera可 form had to be strictl y pa叫lel. Hcnce i1 v,..as 

call吋 1扎Icgged' or more generaJ1y 'crafted essays' (chih_ i) ."35 

Following this 叩mewhat pr巳~maturc view, as Ching-i Tu does, scholars haw 

singled out Huang Tzu-ch'間叭就 F澄 (d. 1402) classical essays for the 1385 

11目前 ropolitan examinati凹， 00 which he finished first (he was third on 甘le paJace 

examioation), particular1y his first essay 00 thc quotatìon 什"Om theA叫lects. "Wh叩

thc Way prcvails in the emp】間， the rites and music and punîtive cxpeditions an~ 

initiated by thc cmp叮叮" (天下有道，則路樂111一伐， 1' 1 天于出口)， as 也c first 出says

that cmbodied some ofthe stn 叫 ural parts and rhetorical style ofthc 8-legged essay 

必mmt16Wrlunghis acωunt of Ming examinations in the late seventeenth 

century, Ku Ye帆布u 顧炎武 (16日-82 ， however, datcd the 8-1eggcd c站叮圳th

more historical pr闊的ion to the late fifteenth centu可

l"he populm 恥lditi叩 of callîng classical essays "心legged" pr晶晶Iy 1，淘ga t1

from the Ch'eng-hua emperor's reign (1465-88) 刊e tenn "leg" (ku 月的

is the term for "paraJlel wording" (tui-au 對偶). Before thc T'ien-shun 

emperor's reign (1457-65), writing in the classical essay was nothing more 

than an extension of classical scholia. They wcrc sometim目 paral! el ，

somctimes varied, but without any fixcd 10口D... In the 1487 mc叮叮)o\itan

叫amination， the essay topic was "He 咐10 dellghts in heaven wíll 叩ntmue

to posscss the empire" (樂夫二者係夭f).37 Thc essay tor this quotatìoll 

h 巳 gan with three scntcnces on the topic (ch'i←chiang 起講)， which were 

lúllowed by four lcgs on "delights in heaven 刊l"he next four sentences 

served as a middle transition, while thc final four Icgs dea1t with "poss的s

the empire 川 Another four sentences recapîtulated, and then the candidate 

M叫e a conclusion (的-chieh 大結)

1n the 1496 metropolitan examination, thc essay on the passage 仲To take 

one's princc to task is respect" (貴終于君謂之恭)到 began 圳的 three
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sentences, and then prcsented the passage "to take one's prince to ta~k" in 

four Iegs. ln the middle tr祖訓 tion th訂e \vere two sentcnces follo \ll巳 d by 

f()ur lcgs on "respect." After a two-sentence recapitulati凹， the 吼叫toc

prescnted his conclusion. ln every four !egs therc were two balanced 

prOposltlO間， onc emp句， the other soIid, one shalIow, one deep. Thus in 

each section there 吼叫ere four legs, which all foll O\"..吋 in strict order. 

Consequently, pcoplc caJled this form 啥也legged" ... Sìnce the Chia一ching

cmpcror's reign (1522-67), the essay 5ty]C has continually changcd, and if 

you ask a Ju 1% candidate, nonc of them 虹lOW W仇y such essays are called 

"8-Jegged. ,, 39 

• Wang Ao's Forma!ive Role 

What Îs interesting about Ku Yen• wu's account 的 his dating of the 白rst

8-!egged essay in the Ch'eng-hua reign, and his failure to attrihute the fonn to any 

particular literatus writer. Onc of1he most renowncd carly 的叩的問 of 8-1egged 

e且叮s was thc di甜nguished scholar-oillcial Wang Ao .r.堡 (1450-1524)， who 

passcd the Yi月 t'ien 應天 provlllcial examination ranked numher one out of 2300 

candidates and 135 graduates in 1474 的 Ao then passed thc 1477 metropolitan 

exammat的n also ranked numbcr one.41 Both cxaminations w叮e held during thc 

Ch'eng-hua reign 

In the pala閃閃aminati間， ho\vcver, Wang Ao had the misfortune of having 

as his chief r巳adcr Shang Lu 關將 (1414-86)， wl叩 was to that point the only Mîng 

litcratus who had achicved "1hrec firsts" (san-yuan 二元) on th己 Mi月 civil

cxaminations. He made sure that Wang would not be the sccond by ranking Ao's 

fînal policy answer thirdoverall, after 01hers had initially ranked ït first.42 Shang 

Lu could identi時 Wang Ao's paper because the palacc examinati凹， unlikc th(' 

provincial and mctropolitan cxaminations吋 was not gradcd anonymously. Hsich 

Ch'酬謝遷 (1450-1531) ， who had also finished 白rs1 on the 1474 Che-chiang 
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pro、 incial examltl的on. Shang Lu's home province、 was ch山en the 1475 句)!im的

~ n tlm 叭 ay， \Vang 久0\ achie、 ement was also overshado叭它 d hy the elght 心ling

"1\Hl Jïr啪" (erh-ylωn -)，J，、咐。 had fi川shed fír只t on the metropolitan a吋 palac巳

cxaminalions. and the erh-州州， such as Hsieh Ch'len. on the pru、 incial and palace 

cxam lt1alions. \\/a l1g 八叭 "two 日凹的刊 011 only the provim;ial and metropolitan 

examinatiom placcd him in thc third ticr.":' 

Despite thi5 d叭叫classing， \\..'aηg 八。's classical c目ays \VOI1 thc day Olltside 

the exarnination compound and bcyolld thc rcach of thc 11叩lin Acadcrny. Tt was 

間id that "in tcrms 01' css叮~， VictOl) 、、品的1囚犯 d Wang 八0; in tcrms of 

app帥rances ， Vlctory \vas c 、 ncccled H5ieh 仁h'icn" (丈 f車上蓉，貌誰謝這)

Although 0日licial rankings could be tamp巳red with by je羽 lous men such as Shang 

J .u. the lalter's \\.了 ltltlgS ne、 er measurcd up to \Vang /\o's in the evolutíon of the 

genre thal 、、 ould hc hccornc thc ' 自 lcggcd" cs~a、 grid “

Although from Chc→chian皂， Wang Yang-ming [-.1:且 1 1，[ (1472-1 咒8) ， for 

cxamplc, grcatl) admired \Vang Ao's on essay on 市ature川 (hsinK 'I~) ， which wa~ 

bnscd on Aü's metropoJitan poli叮 answer that had heen se Je.,;ted as the best essa) 

for the second rnctropolitan policy qucstion 111 1475. In 、\.'ang Yang-rning's 

bJOgraphy for 、I:Vang /\0, hc noted that thc l\"anking provincinl cxaminc的 had been 

Hstünished at 八。's 147:1 owvincial c泊rnination c~sa\'s ， \vhich thcy comparcd to thc 

gr叫 t Sung litteraleur SLl Shih 咕蚓、 (1036-11 日 1). rhc provincial cxamincrs 

問cordcd 八。':， dm;叫 Irse and poli叮 essay:-，、 erbatim in the final report, not daring to 
r、e c r a c c g 

、3

a c ob m a c 

\loreover, Wan草人0 ， unlikc Shang Lu \\"ho rctircJ III 1477 仕叫ucntly scrvcd 

as '1 rnctropolitan examiner in the late fifteenth century, occasions 011 which hlS 

classi呵1 c叮叮:'_， scrvcd as modcls for tho Llsand::. of candidat己s m the compounds hc 

叩pc叭'lSC c!. Indecd , \Vallg Ao 、、 ns an as::.ociate examiner for the 1487 metropolitan 

(、.v ith 4000 car吋idatcs) and onc of thc two chier exam ll1ers for the 1496 
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metropolitan examinations. Ku Yen-wu has contended that the 8-1egged model 

was first consciously used to rank examination e臼ays in these two examinations. ln 

1490 叭lang Ao was also an associa1e metropoli1an examiner, and he was appointed 

,h>ef metropolitan examiner again in 1508.46 In fact , on the 1759 Ho-nan 

provim.:ial eλamination， the third policy question on cxamination ess可s (chih-i 甫l

亨利 pointedly asked if 、Nang Ao's e田ays were the forerunners of the 8• legged 

" cssay 

According峙， the first g1impse we have ofthe early emergence ofthe 8-1egged 

f011n ofthe classical essa弘 before its explicit declaration as the official examinatìon 

style in 1487, can be traced back to Wang Ao's 1475 chiηm啥g-I essay 0凹n a seSSI叩o凹no叩ne

passagc from the 

south旭ern barbaria剝n泊:;.， drove away the wild animals, and brought security to the 

people" (周公兼刻 ，驅 4獸，而百宜生寧).48 In 1hat metropol削1 exammat lOn, 

Wang's classica! cssays 011 two of the three quotations from the Poetry Classic, his 

memorial (piao 表)， and 1\',10 of his policy answers we阻 also singled out by the 

examiners for their literary style and substantive excellence (Ii-ming tz'u-ta 理明辭

達). Ch'iu Ch 丘濤 (1420-95) ， one of the chief examiners and a distinguished 

Hanlin academician sìnce 1454‘ described Wang A的 e55叮 on the j \4encius as 

"profoundly crafted and to the point" (如叫一位 'u shen erh i一個修辭謀而意達). Wc 

should add here that Wan直's scssion three policy essays were also praised for their 

"basis in what can be ascertained" (Vli k'ao-chü 有考據)， a telling examiner 

commen1 discussed in more detail elsewhere.49 

Vv'ang Ao's central role in th巳 formation of the 8-legged essay style was 

recc但 ized in the Ch'ing by YÜ Ch'ang-ch'eng 俞長1戚， who compared Wang's 

positîon to that of Ssu-ma Ch'Îen 司馬遷(145-907 B.C.) in history, Tu Fu 杜甫

(7日-70) in poet可. a吋 Wang I-Isi-chih ._f羲之 (307-65) in calligraphy. YÜ 

added: "Beforc \Vang's time the 8-lcgged essay had not developed fully, bu1 his 

cssays contained cve叮thîng that had not appeared earlier. After his time, the 
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8~Jcgged essay wcnt through many changes, but Wang's 叫says had already 

incJ uded what came later. ,, 50 

We wi11100k at "hvo of Wang Ao's 8-Jegged essays，叫üch werc later cited in 

Ch'ing collcctions as models for thc form. In the first, bascd on a passage in the 

Analects "When the p凹 ple have enough, how can the rulcr alone havc 100 little?" 

(Eimj斗，訪華丸不足)、 the ess叮 deals with the ruler's rcsponsibilitics to provide a 

Jivelihood for his peoplc? Thc second, bascd on the famous opcning passage 

from the Ana/ects "ls it not a joy to havc fricnds come from afar?" (指 !m自遠方

來，不舟、樂乎'1)， focused 011 moral cultivatîon in 1'ao Lcarning tenns.52 Each was 

53 copied, printed, and studied by generations of civil examination candidat出

[1~且也旦旦旦且旦t，Q.p i,ç (p'，叫7 破題) 1 百般足!倉孰不足

When 甘1e people below are p昀 spero悅。1e ruler above wi l1 he pr'晶perous

民 'e 富於 F' 君白宮於土區

12 旦且旦旦且血旦旦_î_ç(的 'en/;;-!'i iR越) 1 

The wealth of the ruler is stored amon旦 the people. If th巳 people arc 

prospero肘， why should the ruler alone be poor? 

蓋君之富藏方?民者也。民 'e 吉矣，君豈有獨貫之理哉。

[3 日~g\ l1l:1 il1g ，(F~，c明到m. (ch'i-chim怨起講)]

In giving advicc 10 Dukc Ai, Yu 10 said prufuundly that the pcoplc and 

lhc ruler wcre onc.5'1 1Ic implicd that thc Duke had increas叫 taxatlOn

becausc hc lackcd rc~ources_ ']'0 cnsurc his resources , lhc Duke 

should have first satisficd his people 

有若i笨言君民一骨置之立以告在公!革請公之加賦以用之不足也欲

足其用 革先足其民乎 E

[4 姐世且主基 (ch'i-ku 起股)1

lf one can honcs t]y 
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then 

tithe one hundred mou with a mind to stay frugal and love the 

people, and the one-tenth tax is not le叫cd so the people provide 

his livelihood 

what thc peoplc would produce would not be for tax le圳的，

what resources they have would not all be for tax collection, 

there would be accumulation and su中lus in village households, 

and no 明 0"'旭s in caring for parcnts or raising children 

the閥、有 ould bc abundant 皂rain and millet in the fields 

and no anxiety about nurturing the li叫ng or seeing offthe dead 

誠能

則

百故而微!愷存節周童人之叫?

什一而征，不為厲民自養之計!

民力所出，不因於征求!

民財所有 1 不盡於聖蝕。

閉聞之內!乃積乃倉!

而所謂仰事佈育者無是矣固

田野之間，如了正如果!

而所2月養生送死者無悔矣

[5. Trm型且且kg_(hsu-ku 續股)]

lfthe people have enough, how can the ruler alone be poor? 

百姓既足!意何為而獨賞乎。

[6 扭過且已盟 (chung-ku 中股)J

1 know that 

The 11l1er could have ev問，thin.g if it \\汀'C stored in 吋lage households, 

with no need to hoard it in h路 treasury as his go吋k
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Thc tlll巳T could usc cvcη/thing if it w刊erc placed in thc ficlds , 

with J1[) J1ccd 10 accumulatc it in his vaults as his p{>sseSS lOns

W>th unlimited access, why woπ-y that requests wo山 Idn叫 be honon::d? 

With lln limited 1叫)llrC肘 why fret ovcr unpreparedJ1ess in an 

emergcncy? 

告'"

歲之閣聞者!君皆得而有之?

不必歸之府庫而後為各財也固

富之田野者，君皆得而用之，

不必積之倉庫而挂為吾有也。

取之無窮，何是于有幸而不得。

用之不喝，何患乎有事而焦俏。

p. I ，.ll.!_且凶(此 u+ku 卸的]

Sacrificial anîmals and ritual grains wou岫 bc sufficient for rcligious 

offerings; jades and silks would be abundant as gins for tribute and 

audicnces 

Even if insufficient, the pcople would supply what they haveτ'0 

M色的 shortage would thcre be? 

Foods and delκ3C\肘， becf and drinks would bc sufficÎcnt for tbc nceds 

of official gu凹的; carriages and horses, weapons and armor would be 

sufticient for wartime preparations 

Even îf insufficient, thc people 帆iOU岫 respond wîth what they 

have, so what shortage would there be? 

犧牲草矗'足以為梅花之供 主串草草 i 足以背朝時之費

偕曰不足!古城自有以給之也，其執與不足乎?

事少食牢雄，足以供實客之需!車馬1>械，足以備征伐之1月

借白不足，首位自有以應之也，其執與不足乎。
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[8_ Conclusion (ta-chi的大結 )1

Oh! Tithing originally 叭可as for the bcnefit of thc p叩ple ， 缸 d 由C

'"間 cJcr】 cy of the dynasty's resources arose in this way. Why should 

one raJse t阻es to scek prosperity 'l 

呀!微法之立!本以為民!而闊之用之足乃 di於此，何必力。賦以求

富哉?

Wang's e間叮 was included in Fang Pao's early Ch'ien-lung era collection of 

outstanding Ming-Ch'ing 8-1eggcd essa:抖， entitled ImperialIy Authorized Ess(抄 .ç on 

the Four B叩ks. Fang said of lhis Wang Ao piece: "Thc levcls and scqucncc 缸 e

refined and clcar, moving from the shallow to the profound. When thc meaning 

of the passagc is compJetcd, the cssay's fonn also ends. This sh。啊 how 叩r

predccessors wcre truthfuJ , concrete, and shmved the way themselves. Thosc that 

came later, althouεh their openings ar吋 closings ， followings and rc f1cctions, were 

brought to compJetion and inc\uded ingeni叫s changes, none could carry on the 

task 川5

• Cognitive Issues in 8-Legged Essays 

What immediatcJy strikes us about Wang Ao's fir泣 essay is its cxaggcrated 

structural commitmcnt to formal parallelism and thinking by analogy. Strict 

adherenι:e to balanced clauses (tui-chii 1J句) and balanccd pairs of characters 

(Shu-tllÎ 屬企j) was required throughout thc essay, but thìs fcature becomcs 

P缸tìcularly rule-likc in Wang's framing ofthe argument by buildîng 1he three m句or
3的

legs of his e可 say.O" As the classical essay's lcngth requircment incre品ed from thc 

刊vc hundrcd charactcrs common in latc Ming times 10 over seven hundred during 

the mid-Ch'ing, the basic structure of th巳 essay remained unchangcd. During the 

Chia-ching 嘉措 emperor's 間申1， however, a d呻咄 in the \543 Shan剖ng

provincial examination ovcr 1he vciled criticlsm ofthe throne in th也可onclusion" in 

an 8-1egged essay led to a dec\ine in the practice of ending the cssay with rhctorical 
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Jlounsh.Sï In the K'ang-hsi W熙 cra，也e ta-chieh section was dropped from the 

essay [orm and rcplaμj by a lesser summary (shou-d肘h 收結 or lo-hsia ~苓

-F) .58 An additional leg was 仕equentl)' addcd to the Ch'ing essay, which mcant 

therc couJd be four pcrfcctly parallcl and numerically balanccd paragraphs bui岫mg

the thcm巳 ofthe quotation assigned.'~ 

Thc form of chain a咕uments used in such essays were built arollod pairs of 

complementary propositions, which dcrivcd their cogency from rich literary 

traditions that Qvcr 1he centuries had drawn on both the parallcl-prose and 

ancient-style prose traditions o[ early and medieval ChinaωBaJanced prose 

prcsupposed tha1 an argument should advancc via pairs of complemcntary c1ause，、

and scctions, which, when forma!ized and disciplined by analogics, avoided a 

wanderi嗯， unfoιused narrative. Ac巳 ordingl弘 the 8-lcggcd cs~叮 represented an 

effort to confïrm the vision ofthe sages in the Four Books and Five Classics trom a 

刊 double angle of vision" that strictly correlatcd wìth the parallel syntax of the lcgs 

ofthc cxamination e的 ay.6!

In the first Jeg of Wang Ao's above essa弘 the rulcr's acti叩s wcrc dircctly 

re1atcd to a scries of economic consequcn巳es that would ensue if he followed the 

way of sagely governance. In the mìddle leg, Wang Ao's pcrsonaJ assessmen1 was 

delivereà within a balanceà sequencc that analogizcd thc househoJds of tarmcrs to 

the prince's treasury in thc 行的t halt~ and comparcd thc fanners' fields to thc 

prince's vaults in 1he second half The final Jcg prcscnted the same conclusion in 

light ofthe [ord's ritual and 山dina可 needs， all thc while stressing thc priorîty ofth1巳

peoplc in any equation bctween taxes and wcaJth. From these three balanced legs, 

it thcrcfore followed that raising taxe丸。fi的elf was not thc sage's method tor 

governance 

I'he first leg was almost Aris個tclian in its explicit rhc10rical Jinkage of causc 

(J O\V 岫xcs) and effcct (the people's prosperity)ωLeg t\vo elaborated on the tirst 
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by showing how low taxes would increase the ov巳rall \vealth of the realm, if it 

remained in the hands of the people. And the final lcg clinched the argument by 

rcspαlding to questions of ho \V low taxes would directly benefit thc dynasty and 

not just thc people. In this manner, a conclusion that ran counter-intuitively to 

statist cliscourse about the wea1th and power ofthe dynasty, which d阻w on Legalist 

traditions , \vas successfully channelecl into a literati discourse built around 

Confucius' vi吼叫 of a polity pegged 10 the interests of the people 

A great dεal of print has been wasted on the role (or "lack") of reason in 

Chinese cultural history. Understanding the cognitive aspects of a literary genre 

as fundamcntal and a~ widely uscd as the 8一legged cssay, aJlo吼叫s us to see the 

rhetorical forms of argumentation that millions of e1ite Chinese malö empire-wide 

learned as young adults while pr官paring for local civil examinations. Whether or 

not thc 8-1cggecl e呵呵i can be compared to the Aristotelian syllogism , deductive or 

inductive in fl叫m， is an excrcìsc for armchair philosophers. [t is more useful 

historically to engage in what E. R. Hughes has called "cαllparatlve 

epistemology"的 and thereby to grasp the "Iegs" ofthe late imperial classical essay 

as a rhetorical style ofpc凹uasion that had evolved since antiquity in China. In thc 

proper climate of full classical literac弘 the classical essay detailed bo\',. Jiterati 

organized、 presented， and defended their views within thc context of civil 

cxaminatior芯， in public literary discourse, and in related tïelds such as law“ Late 

nnpCl 的1 medical examinations required the 8-1egged fl叫m前， as did thc Taiping 

exam111atlOns 叫len the Taipings changcd the topi臼 of thc essays to Sino-Christian 
的

themes 

Catholic missionari目 teaching in China in the nÎneteenth century clearJy saw 

the rhetorical properties ofthe 8-1egged essay in Jight ofmedieval ancl r冶nalssance

forms of reasoning prominent in Latin discourse in Europe before the rise of the 

vernaculars there. Hence, when they translated such essays into Latin 可 they

respected the litera可 devices in them and explored how those devices pcrsuadcd 
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的inc<;c Ci\"il Examination b此間

Jilerali of conclll~jom that dcri、 cd from thc ora• orical and poetic ~kills required in 
M 

cla;:，::， ical 仁hincsc

\Vhile thelr I XX2 viC\，，~ arc ~ubicct to thc ob、 ious culrural limits of equatin且

I ,atin and cla~~ical Chinese rhewnc , their "pn;-m叫crni~t" al1 al抖的可 ironicaJly， lurm 

out to bc t;'l_r ~叫)crior to twentieth century ~tlld l(;δ t:ompo~cd in a "pOSl 恥1a)

Fourth" e悶、、 hcn e口lightcncd "modcrnists" in China aηd the \\/cst ha、 c surgicall)' 

clidαi thc cultural sophistication ()f the X-legged es祖_)' and tran、 lated lls li[el巴的

resldue:-. into a mindle~~ literar)' gcnrc. 13clow wc givc thc latiniLcd vcrsions of 

thc rhctorical forrns in tlle S-legged es這句 10 restm巳 some o( lhe re~pect the 

X-legged εenre had a Illon已 earlier \Ve~terners 叭 ho \\eæ mor巳叮uent in cla::.sical 

仁 hinöe lhan mosl scholars toda、 t

1 "Hrcak 0].叫 lhc Topic" (P 'O 川市是i') 作 ertura

2 "Recei\-ing the topic" (吋 'eng-/'i 車也). c叫I inua/ io 

3. 日 eglIlning di~cussi()n" (ch'i-chwng -'可挂): L 'íOrdium 

4 "lnitiall月"恥的一如組拉): Anterior pars 

5 "rran~iti()n leg"_(hsu-ku ，i"i("L.I~''j): Pr.οpο \'1110 

6 刊 Middlc leg" (clnmg-kll l' r:J'v:): Media pars 

7 鬥 Later leg" (/lOu-ku ;克拉): Poslr:r ior pars 

日 l(Oi心 IUSi\ 1J 1" (t，ι (__;/;i2' 1i 八付): COì/C !usio 

Thc cpistcrnolo丘ical ~ignijjcl可ηcc of stγict parallcli~m in a Chinc~c classical 

c~~a\ 仇 hClhcr p'ien- t'i. ku-v,-'en , or pυ ku lllust bc rccogniLcd if wc arc to grasp thc 

hislorical ~l位nifî巳ance ()f a cogniti、 e s)' 凶tC Ill as lünιlived in literati culturalliJc as 

that of the g-legged cssay. Literature. rhetoric. and argumentation 、、 eγeallofa

piccc in thc J叮maliLcd 8-lcggcd "grid" that cmcrgcd in thc 14705, ancl lhat unit子

們cldcd a vcry prccisc litcrary mcasure ofthc lingui的c talcnts of thousands ()f men 

locl侃1 inlo the examinalion cOTnpoll>lds. phy~l叫 11)-'"， and lc 此ed into lhe 8-kggcd 

e~ ::， a: 、 cognilivcl_y. 1 llSC "grid" hcrc rathcr than "genre ," which lb叫mcs
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continuÎtÎes În examÎnatîon essays sÎnce the Sung dynasty, to describe the more 

品rmalîzed 8-1eggcd categories of rhetoric during the Ming and Ch'in皂 dynasties

after 1475. The notîon of a "grid" allows us to sce how earlìer literary "genres" for 

examination essays had changed Qver time and were then fonnalized in the late 

fifteenth centu叮 into the tcchnical rhet叮ical featur自 that were used by 

此1ing-Ch'ing examiners to grade and rank actual examination essays. Provincial 

and me甘opolitan examiners scrutinized such anonymous products for their power 

" of abstract thinking, persuasivene凹， and prosodic form 

Based on the specific "8-1egged grid" of fom1al para l1elism, examiners and 

tutors would literally follow the number of legs at吋 count the number of characters 

in an essay based 00 the requirements of balanced clauses, phr乳ses ， and characters 

1n marked up ex創nination essays that have survived, we always find numerous 

small circles marki時 exactly the balanced and antithetical clauses in each of the 

legs of the essay 的 Even in third session policy answer迅 on the metropolitan and 

provincial civil examinatio肘，、vhich were not requi間d to follow the 8-1egged essay 

grid, examiners used a set pattern of markings to demarcate the main points 

(的-chih 大旨 10峙， double lines 主主2， ends of sections (tuan-lí叩段落 叫)，

important characters (yao-fzu 些字 small 甘ianglesßßß)， and parallel clauses 

(t'iao-tui {I庫空J: sma]l circles 0 0 0 and filled in drop-like markings "').70 

This classical grid provided examiners with a simple, impartial standard for 

ranking essays, which Ch'ien Mu has rightly labeled "a kind of styli到此atly

formalized classicism. ,,71 The grid also included rules for presentation of the 

essay form on paper that nece目Îtated proper spacing of characters from 

top-to-bottom 叩d Ic岱to-right. References to the reigning emperor, for instance , 

had to be highlighted by raising that column of character旨 higher and avoiding 

taboo names, while the body of the essay began at a lower level in each column 

Essay drafts that survive from the early Ch'ing reveal that 8-1egged essays wcre 

copied onto paper, which was divided into columns and rows to make it easier for 
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cxaminers to keep track ofthe rule-like grid for the parallellegs of the essay.72 

lf a candidat巳 could not follow these strict rules of length, balance, and 

C 刁 mplementarit手 then his essay \vas judged inferior，叮 One misplaced character, 

0' 凹le character too many 0 1' too fe叫 in building a clause in one of the legs of the 

essay cOllld result in failure. Given the tens ofthousands of civil candidates in the 

yamens and compounds where local and provincial examinati叩s were held, the 

o吐lcial examine江 s rightly fclt 由at with a stylized and formulaic 8-legged grid as a 

reqll1reme帥， theîr job of reading and evaluating thousands of essays in a brief time 

was made easier and mo間 impartiaJ

Such requirements could ba巳 kfir巴， however. The 1745 secundus Chuang 

Ts'un-yü 莊存與 (1719-88)，叫en he served as the Hanlin provincîal examiner in 

Che-chiang in 1756, for example, favored short 8-legged essays modeled on the 

early Ming dyna旬， but he madc the mistake of choosing as the top paper one that 

had only two of the required legs. When the final rankings were announced, it 

became clear that the essay had been prepared by a dynastic school student whose 

classicalliteracy and essay ability wcre limited.74 By thc late 扎1ing， many literati 

felt as Ku Yen-wu and Fang I-chih 方以智 (16日一71) did that. despite the sti叮

requirements, candidates could study the essays of recent gradua1es and produce 

pa凹的le essays on almost any C]uotation ln 1637, Fang 、肘。le in his "Seven 

Solutions" ("Ch'i-chieh 七句陣)， \vhich presented carcer options for a young man 

from a family ofmeans: "Onc may have mumbled only one chapter and memorized 

several thousand examination essays, but after a year goes by the可 e essays become 

lInsuited. Then once again Ol1e must co lJcct and memorize the cssays of tho甜

、、.r11O have newly achieved rank."ï 

V\"hat \vas fascinating about 仰的 8-lcgged gr泊， howcver, was that althollgh îts 

structurc was limited to five hllndred characters în the Ming and seven hundred in 

the Ch'ing, the parallel form required ca吋idates rhetorically to "spcak in the place 
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ofthe sages" (tai sheng-j凹/i-J 叩代學人!I吉 ).76 Without rc叩rting to mcdiating 

commcntari巳s and erudition, candidates wcrc cxpccted to ìnterpret a passage as if 

曲ch spoke for the sage who had authorcd the canon. This"叩開kîng in 吐lC place of 

a sage" f，叫t1l reminded Ch'ing scholars su巳h as Ch'ien Ta-hsin 錢大刊的728.18叫)

and Chiao Hsun 焦俯 (1 763 • 1820) of Chin and Yuan dynasty vernacu!ar dr間間ama,a a 

(ο/叫 chü 綠劇 O叫， c吋h巾F

t甘h】旭e u叫se of exclama刮to，可y pa 前昀îclι臼s and s剖mg剖le-c已已二ha盯'"已叫ter COl吋lJunctto叫叩11肘】昀s (恥ca剖11e吋d h 叫←?少 en 

1"，)門拉月早~， i;f仆) 、whi犯ch cap抖tur叩cd th旭es凱u叩lψpposcd dictîon and emotive force ofthc ancîent sages 

111 othcr words , the written cssay was encodcd with orat肘ical elemc刊的， which al50 

played out in the tonal musicality ofthe parallel phrascs and clauses 行

In the first ess叮 on "When the peopJe have en叫gh， how can the ruler alonc 

have 100 little仙 Waog Ao was ablc to llse 1he rigorous parallel 吼叫ctures in his 

essay to chide the rulcr about raising t甜的 by învoki月 the name of Confucius's 

disciple Yu .1 0, who had spoken ofthe unity betwcen the interests ofthe people 叩d

1hc lord. This prc• Mencîan voice ofthc prîority ofthe 阱。ple over the ruler (min 

wei kt的氏為世) allowed Wang Aoωframe the dramatic Icgs of thc argument in 

5uch a way 也叫出c rulcr was repeatedly told to think counter-intuitîvely. lf the 

people arc pro叩叮ous， 1hen the ruler has 00 lack, nO want, 110 worries. Raising 

taxes, the intuitive 1hing to do if the ruler sought to cnhancc impcrÎal wcalth, \vas 

rhetorically defeatcd in tavor of improving the people's benefit. Within a 

formulaic 心Icgged gl 祠， Wang Ao had prcsented in his c品ay the longstandi月

lit叮ati (read as "sagcs") role of rcmonstrating with the ruler 

The second essay on 可s i1 001 ajoy to have fricnds come from afar?" a l10wcd 

Wang Ao to transmit Ch'巳ng-Chu vicws of human commonality (t'j削g-lei 同類=

p'eng m)78 through thc voice of Confucius in the Analects and cclcbratc thc 

lîterati intellcctual communîty. Again，也巳 8-1cggcd essay grìd, fì:tr fr叫n

cOllstricting such views into a lîfeless coJlection of empty words (the usua! vicw of 
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such cssays), permitted Wang Ao to play out thc piccc as a musician pJays out thc 

notcs of a required score with vituoso fon二e and p JWCr79 

[1. B些述一flP.~Il， t]:J,ç, ，\9pi_豆 (P '(H'i 破題) ]有朋自遠方來!不亦樂乎。

Believing in 叩d then studying commonalities. we can know how 

things ar'也 brought 10 completion 

即向輯之信!從而學之!成物可知矣。

l2. K(!ç f(，iy i.llg~h t: J9Pi豆 (ch'eng-I'i Jf(題) ] 

Study is the way to complete ourselves and to comple忱 things. When 

friends cornc from afar and \\iC gathcr with them, can we not 

authentîcate their accomplîshments。

文學所以成己而成物也 q 遠方之翩而有以來之!不可以驗其所得

乎?

[3. ~_qgirtl)i阻且!豆豆且控股且 (ch'i-chiang 起講)J

M肝eover， virtuc in thc world by defìn Ïlion docs nOI stand alonc. Our 

studies contain the impulses of commonality- Wh叩 after study we 

reach happiness, thcn we achievc scll~completion. Is this not also 由e

W刊ay things 3rc b了ought to completion。

且天下之德魚孤立之五堂 吾人之學有組應之機

學而至敢說!則所以成已有至矣】豈無所以反物者乎。

[4 區區。斗且 (ch'i-krl 起股)J

Indccd 

There arc many in the world who have humbly and earncstly 

respondcd to the tir羽田 Thcir thoughts of those enlightened earlicr 

are similar to mine. Jt is just 甘Jat they cannot illuminatc them and 

have no way 10 express the ardor ofthcir faith and commilmcnl 

Thcre are many in the 、問rld who bravely lollow t旭、Vay. '[ hcir 

scarch for Jikc• minded pcople is similar to minc , It is just that 
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革

they cannot complete th的 in themselves and lack the heart to 

motivate themselves to return to the 、Nay

天下之邀志時敏者早矣。其先覺之思猶之吾也。

懷不能自取新!無以發其信從之志耳 c

天下之勇往從道者ß.~美勻其同志之求猶之吾也。

惟不能自成斯 無以動其歸向之"耳

[5 立盟坐坐且_kg (hsu-ku 續月之 l]

No叭 to discus~ it only in light of study, then 

Those who stlldy what 1 stlldy, and whose ardor for emulation has 

no thought of dist叩ce， come and sharc the same fee 1ings 圳th me 

Those who say what 1 5ay, and who do not 1cave far behind the 

sounds of the drum-dance. come and share the saπe response 

今唯學而說也，貝'1

直氣之所招條不禦於遣，向學吾之學者，自相故而來焉

風聲之所鼓舞不適於遣，而說吾之說者!自相應而來焉 a

[6 阻世_Q_k主g (ChUf哼 k" 中月的]

Although livin皂的 jf fè泊ced off in a far frontier, !海 can still make light 

of it if buoyed by the presence of those enlightened earlier and if 

moved by mem凹ies ofwarm intimacy and the ardor ofsolidarity 

Although hemmed in by the danger of peaks and gorges, he can 吼叫l

ycarn for re lUrn if he ca l1 s for help from 1ike-minded people, and if he 

!13rbors the hope for reuniOll 

路封鐘之界若有以域之也，然彼方辛先覺之有

人 而與親史之%涉蘊之勞，固其所經者矣 p

雖山路之險若有以 IK之也!然彼方請同志之多

助，而有車商之思往遷之煩，固其所願者矣。
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This is not a matter of my seeking something from thcm. The 

goodness of human nature resides in my friend a陀 it does in me. 1 

make sincerity clear for myself. Even those Iiving a hundred 

皂白lerations later will still be moved by this. I-Iow muçh more 50 

those that Iive in thís age • 

N凹的 it a maner of somcone eIsc gaining selfishly from me. The 

5amcne的 of peoples' minds holds 叫en they are far ofl、 Just as 吋en

they were close by. My si l1cerety is completed by myself. Even 

those who lived a hundred generations earIier are still revered as 

friends. llow muchαore so those that live ín this age! 

是非吾之有求於彼也 c 人性之善在間也，

猶夫己也吾識自取矣 鋒在百世之下，猶興起焉!而況生同

斯世者乎 E

亦非彼之有私於吾也 u 人心之同其這也!

猶九近也巴吾識自成矣巴雖在百世之上，

將尚在焉。而況生同斯世者乎 B

[8. ç旦旦坦豆盟 (ta-chieh 大結)J

Oh! When sludy reaches tbis point, 

th間 it reaches many p凹p1己，

and one can authenticate the achievemenl oftheir sel t:以)mpletion

Those '.'...ho were happy with thís in the p甜甜 have been j叫叫"肌d

pleascd. Can a stl叫enl atford not to apply himself in study? 

呵!學主於此}

Jl IJ 1!r 其及人之$.，

而驗其成己之功。

向之說者，有不能不暢然而樂矣 s 學者可不勉我 e
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A ccJebration 01' contemporary literatÎ and their solidarity with past sagcs‘ 

cven thougll somc now lived on the borders or in exile，、λ而as a key cJement in Wang 

Ao's essay. It suggests the degree 10 which Ming Jiterati remained committed to 

the Tao l.earning dictum that thc human mind was the samc for all litctati and 

human naturc was in its original form good for eve可one. This sort of univ叮salist

moral vision was even more germane undcl'叩叫ucst dynast間 such as tl也 Yuan

削d Ch'ing and helps us to understand why both the Mongols and Manchus couJd 

approvc of 叩 \::ducational rcgime that was based on cJa圳 cal litcracy and thc 

production of 8-1egged 巳ssays that only a few in society, mainly Han Chinesc clit出

flllly mastcrcd. That it rcmained orthodox undcr the Mi峙，、州cn Han Chinese 

\vere thc masters ofthcir fa此， is all the more rcmarkab !c 

3. Compcting Litcrati Opinions Ontside the Examination 

Compoun吐

The grov.1h 01' a "writing" cum rcadmg public catel芯d to by private publishing 

enterpnscs 叮閏ted intcllectual spacc for others, lcss successful in the examination 

proc的丸 to publish their own eSS1吟吟 and ga111publIG rccc znltMIIm For examplc 

Kuci Yll~kua時的于'-()\': (1506• 71), who fail叫 the provincial examinatio附 SIX

timcs bcfore fïnally passing ill 1540, built a 、vide rcputatiotl durin皂 this ti l1le tor his 

ancien t-style prose essays, enough so that he developedπbìtter rivalry with Wa時

Shih-chen 于世自 (1526-90) ， even though Kuei did not receive his chin-shih 

dcgrce unti1 thc agc of sixty în 1565、 and thcn only rankcd nc 在 r the bottom of the 

" 39 :1 graduatcs 

人j Nan-yillg 文 I布拉: (1 583位 1646)， whose famolls 8-1eggcd essay at thc 1624 

Chiang-hsi provincial examin泌的n provoked 到) mtlch controversy becaw、e it 

contai ncd a v叫 lcd attack o tJ ellnllch power that hc was barrcd from 1hc 

metropoJitan examinations for ni l1e years, becatnc 剝1 acknowledgcd master of thc 
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8-!cgged essay styJe despite never gaining the chin-shih degrce.82 His annotatcd 

collection of his o\vn examination essays was the most widely hera!ded of thc \ate 

Ming and bccame the model for late Ming and early Ch'ing co!lections 約 Lat叮

many of his essays. including the politically chargεd essay on the "1'he people 

should be valued most" (min wei kuei 民為貴) from the /vfe l1cius , was incl吋ed in 

Fan皂 Pao's imperially authorizcd co!\ection.&4 Fang Pao said of Ai's es況ay: "Ai 

Nan-ying's natural talent was limited 可 but the e目ay comes from wide reading and 

hard、vork" (艾之天分有限， 則讀書多肘心深之效)約 I的仰litical me且age

was unequivoca! in tone and seriousnes5、 and its historical account was prophctic 

The Min巴 lo)'alist Lü Liu-liang's i同情位(1629-83) editions of 8-1eggcd 

essays 恥臼ltually surpassed Ai Nan-ying's in populari時 among [itcrati in the early 

Ch'in皂、 although Lü first annotated Ai's own collection of essays. Lü 研/as said to 

be able to write 8一 le阻吋 essays at the age of eight sui, but he never could get past 

the formidable hllrdle of the Che-chiang provincial examination and withdrew in 

1666 to become a physician. 10 addition, he bccame an editor of popular 

collections of 8-legged essays, 10 which he added his own views of the official 

rankings by examiners and at times iocluded disparaging comm凹的的out

barbarian rulc in China，、Nhich posthumously callsed a scandal during the 

sllcceeding Yu月-chenE telgn a6 

Lü Liu-liang's classical scholarship was \videly recognized despite his 

examÎnation fai[ures , and he was invited by the K'ang-hsi emperor to take the 

叩ccial 1679 凹→hsueh hung-tz 'u 博學宏詞 examination in Peki嗯， which he 

declined to do. Such autonomy permitted Lü to write critically about current 

examination trends a吋 to gainsay tl詭計划吐ards used by the official examiners who 

passed and failed 111en lìke him. In a 1658 preface to a bookstore coJlection of 

e<;says , for instancc Lü charged that officia[ conuption was the real reason why tbe 

civil 且aminatìons had 1ε:come purely lite汀aηexercises and 00 longer w釘e a rea[ 
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measure of litcrati taJen1. Rather thao bJame the 8-1cgged essay tür the sterilc 

întellectual climatc, which 50 many of his contcmporarics such as Ku Yeo"\vu did, 

I.ü dctendcd the genre and supplemcnted his living by preparing c汁 leclions of 

outstanding cssays that hc thought tìJ!filJed the id亡als ofTao Learning 幻

Si ll1ilarly, 1ai Ming←shih 奴才，[1叫 (1651-1713) made a reputation tür himself 

as an cxpert \v了 itcr of classical cssays, despite his initial examination fà.ilurcs in thc 

1680500 the Chiang• nao provincial examination. His editions of8-!cgged essays, 

complete with comments and ana[ys時， were wideJy read and emulated, evcn 

though he failed the provincial cxamination scwral times again. His ()、叫 essays

00 a wide varicty of subjects \vere pubJished in 1701 , four years before he fïnally 

tωk his chi•:jen dcgrec. Normall弘 a scholar of note achievcd examinalion 

SllCCCSS fir泣， before his own es咽ys wcrc publishcd. When Tai passed the 

metropolitan examination in 1709 ranked first and the pala巳 c cxamination ranked 

sccolld, hc cntcrcd thc Hanlin Academy as a ∞mpilcr 凱的 succcss coofinned 

his rep\ltation as a great cssa叭叭， but he lost his cultural autonomy by entering thc 

ωurt. Two ycars later, accllsed of sedition in 1711 for using late Ming rcìgn titlcs 

in h的 writings on thc history of the Southcm Ming dynasty after 1644, Tai was 

execut巳 j in 1713 and all his workcd dcstroyed. 88 

In prefaces 10 scveral bookstore publications of examination essays 可 Tai

present吋 his public evaluation of examination ess叮 s. Tai blamed thc examincrs 

f叫 the declinc of the 8-1egged cssay. üu凶de the pctty competitions in the 

cxamination compound，叫lere only ca間ensm matte間d for most of也c candidat品，

the c叮咚 he thought, could still rctain its cenlral role as an arbitcr of 叫Iture and 

Tao Learnin皂 idcals. Tai saw his task in tight of restoring thc cxamination cssay 

to its cu ltural roc貼 in thc thc great ancicnt• style prosc stylcs of T'ang and Sung 

As a nativc of T'ung-ch'cng in An-hui provin間， Tai Ming• shih was cífectively 

retracìng the traditîon of ku 



Cl，封ical Rcasonin皂 in Latc Impcrial 397 
Chincse Civil Examination Es泌的

(\vho was latcr implicated in Tai's sedition) and later Yao Nai il1 northem An-hui 

The split between the Ming 8-\egged essay and Sung ancient-style prose was the 

叫lse for the dec! ine of [iterati writing (文章風氣之哀也，由於區古文時文而一之

也 o )的

Lü Liu-liang, Tai Ming-shih同 and 叫hers 5uch as Li Fu 牛、紋(1 673-1750)

effectively turned the offical rankings of 8-lcgged cssays by the examìncrs inside 

out. 111 effect, th叮e v,'ere llQ\V two pubJic tribunals for thc genre. One derivcd 

from thc official r叩kings of candidates. The other represented the views of 

literati outside the official compounds, whose criticisms of both successful essays 

and the examiners reflected the more pervasive publiç taste for the 8-1eggcd essay 

in literati life and the fact that there were manv times more !osers that winncrs 

Losers te吋ed to sympathize with the views of literati posing as cultu叫 arbiters

outsidc examination compounds，叫lich usually condemned the examiners as poor 

judges of the 8-legged essay genre. Tai Ming-shih writing in 1702 abOllt 

examina1ion e田ays ranked that year said as much: "Those who set the standards are 

Ollt there in the empire: those who do not set the standards arc there among the 

cxamll1叮s!" (有定者在天下， ifll無定者則在主司而已矣)卯

Such criticisms of examiner standards, however, \v間 not 伽 work of 

"professional critics." The "professionalization" of lit，叮ati cultural pursuits certainly 

included thosc whβmade a living by compiling, editing, and c叫nmentll1g 011 

priLe-\vinning examina1Îon essays, but 1heir di伍的e occupational concems were not yet 

established as fonnalized positions in the cultural economy of pre-modem China.~ I 

• Struggles Over Imperial Orthodoxy 

N oted Ii terarγstylists such as the 叩cient-style prose writer Li p'an-Iu時李攀

育區(1 514-70)、 who along \vith Li Meng-yang 李夢陽 (1472- 1529) a吋 others

were known as the "Fom>er Seven Masters" of the Ming because they tried to 
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ernulate Han and T'a呵呵lcs of prose-writillg, compilcd works on thc Four Books 

to spread their views. The Four Bωks可 aftcr a11 , WCfC scen as quintcssina lJy Han 

litcra叮 works whose terseness and balance were the sine qua non of ku-wen prose 

l,j P'an-Jung's Ssu-shu cheng-pien 凹吾土話.~ (Cor出ctions and dcfcnscs of thc 

Four ßooks), for instance, appcared in an era 叫1en Wang Yang-ming had refuted 

Chu Hsi's vie肘。f thc Grcat J ..carn ing and forg叫es hy F eng Fang 體坊 (1523

C/j叫l-shih) and 叫h叮S 吼叫它 appcaring on the purported "Old Text" 、.r ersiol1 s of the 

Great Learning allegedly derived from reccntly discovcrcd 吼叫時間lics.92

In additio l1, ßuddhism and Taoism 叭.rcre in f1ucntial in this period , and 

literati-scholars S1比h as Wang y，阻g-ming v..crc incrcasingly sympathctic with thc 

popular "threc teachings arc one" (san-cJúao ho-i 二教合 ) tenor of the time 

Li l1 Chao-en 干不 JUM (1517-98)可 for instancc, turned his back on cxamination 

studies io 1551 , alld although hc was a liccntiatc sought to tcach students his own 

mcthod of mind cuJtivati01J. Yuan Huang $J:霞(1 533-1606)， one of the lcaders 

of late Ming syncrctic tcndcnci肘， thought his use of m肘al ledger books (sAωn-shu 

iE「書) compatiblc with Ch'eng-Chu studies. To th的自ld hc compiled thc 品u-s仰

的aJ1~cheng 內首刪正 (Cutting to the corrcct in the Fc叫 Books) 日叫1hism and 

TaoiS111 were crceping into the civil examinations 93 

l'hc degree to which Wal1g Yang-ming's vicv.. s on thc Great Learning had 

influenced 1iterati lifc are clear from both collcctions on thc Four ßooks and 

cxamination cssay、 that rcf1 ccted his teachings. 1n his 0\V1l reconstitution of the 

"Old Tcxt" vcrsion of thc Great Lcarning，、Nang claimcd that Chu Hsi had 

misreprcscnted the original ve間的n of the Grcat Learning by adding Chu's OWJ>

C凹nmenta可 to the "i ]l、icstigation of things" (k，ο-，l'U f'告中O/}) passagc and passing it 

o仟 as canonical because thc original commentaries had not stresscd this passagc 

Wc w111 sec in chapter cight that this tcxtual debate, as YÜ Ying• shih has rìghtly 

argucd, bccmnc OllC of thc sourccs in 1atc Ming timcs for thc popularity of 
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philology and cvidential research to resolvc such puzzles.94 

During the 15 J 6 Che-chiang provincial examination in Wang Yang-mi月's

homc provinc吼叫1位'c hc reccived thc chü._jen degree in 1492可 2200 candidates 

札icrc dirccted to deal on thcir sccond policy answer 、叫th the "orthodox 

transmiSSlon of thc Way" (的o-t'ung i直在的 and the role ofthe "transmission ofthe 

mind刊 (hsin-fu chih ch'uan 心法之傳). Thc bcst poJicy answ叮 by Wu Chin 古

譯(f1.ca.1516-17)e叮叫îvely did thîs, but his essay concluded with a twîn assault 

00 the Taoist doctri肘。f 可ml州的s" (hsu-州立輩無) and the Buddhist notion of 

"cxtinction" (chi-mieh 寂滅). ln addit酬， the Jiterati's scholarly prcdelection 和r

the arid textual tïclds of etymology (hsun-ku 討Ilil的 and grammar• punctuation 

exe且也出 (t:;'u-chang 詞章) \vas si月led out. W的 altack 011 Buddh】間， Taoism , 

and classical philo10gy indicated that literati trends countcr to the Ch'eng-Chu 

per印出ion were alrcady brcwing in Hang-choll early in the sixteenth centu可"

As Ai Nan-yi間， a staunch defendcr of Ch'eng-Chu orthodoxy in the last 

years of the Ming, not臥j in his introduct的n to a collcction of essays cntitlcd Li• k'o 

Ssu-shu ch'eng-mo hsuan 腔科間書和!選選 (Sclcctions from modcl cs間ys on 由c

Four Books from scveral examinations), Wang Yang-mìng's vi的叫 had not yet 

taken hold among examination cal吋idates before thc Chia.ching reign commenccd 

ill j 522. Essays rnight i日din:ctly attack such ç 凶 iliüll 白， as (]) 15 ì 6, bút th t:it 

affirmation was stiU anathcma for thc cxamincrs_ ln thc 1523 metropolitan 

examination, however, exarnincrs composed a policy qucstion mcant to be critical 

of Wang Yang-ming's teachings, and 間veral of Wang's numy disciples from 

Chiang, hsi province who took the examination wa\ked out of the hall in protest 

Another of them , Ou-yang Te 區陽德 (1496-1554)， used the 0囚的on to celebrate 

his mastcr's teachings and was rewardcd with a chin 泊的 degree. Other graduates 

were duly imprcsscd with Ou-yang's cssays 00 Wang Yaog刊1月'$ tcachings, 

espccially the eventual third-place finisher on the palace examination, HSll Chieh 
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徐階 (1503-83)， who entered the Hanlin academy and later became a grand 

secretary. The anti-Wang atmosphere among ex.am iners thus lessened duri時

Hsu's period of service. According to Ai Nan-ying, during the Lung-ch'ing reign 

(1567-72) the 1568 examiners for the metropolitan examin的ion actually w叮e

disciples of Wang Yang-ming and passed 8-legged essays on the Allulects 

quotati叫的 that favored Wang's interpretations. Thereafter, what Ai and others 

considcred "heterodox s叫dies" (如ieh-h凹的前注吾) steadily penetrated the civil 

examinations.9時

Chia-ching era commentaries on the Four Books also reveal this partial tum 

from orthodox Ch'eng-Chu interpretations to newer views drawn from Wang 

Yang-ming and his dis巳 iplcs.97 A 1563 compilation entitled SSI付hu ch'u-wen 四

書初間 (Preliminary questions 011 the Four Books) by Hsu Kuang l#;U賢， D肘

cxample, highlighted Wang Yang-ming冶 interpretations as guides to the canon 

Wang's doctrine of innate moral knowledge (liang-chih 良知) became the key to 

the Four Books, in Hsu Kuan直's commentary. The doctrine of "transmission of 

the mind" was explained by drawing on what was then called Wang's "school of 

mind" (hsin-hsueh 心學): "Thc mind equals the way, the way equals 出e mind 

Mind is thc ru!er ofthis way" (心~p道!道TIl J心。心是道之主宰。 ).98

111 the same ve間， Chiao Hung 焦竑 (1541-1620) ， \vho was the 1589 op!imus 

and entered the Hanlin Academy、 was ecumenical il1 his classical scholarship. 111 

a 1594 collcction on the Four ßooks honoring the best one hllndred Ming 

li1erati-scholars, Chiao inc111ded both 、Nang Yang-ming and his followers、 as well 

as those \vho llpheJd the Ch'eng-Chll ol1hodoxy, to highlight Mîng interpretations 

of moral principle.99 Such ecumenism was not unusual even among Ch'eng-Chll 

loyalists , such as the Tung-lin foundcr Ku Hsien-ch'cn臣， who were more critical of 

Wang Yang-ming's mos1 radical disciplcs in the carly seventecnth centurγthan of 

Wang himsel f. Classical ecumenism in a collection also dre\v a larger audiencc of 
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(汙llnc、 c Ci、'il l: xamination E~sav， 

rao Lcarning orthodoxy was generall;. 叩hcid b\ 1110St 01' thc Four Rooks 

compilatiom that have ~urvi\ 叫， sllcb a~ T'ang Pin-yin's iJl笠予 (b ， 15的 1595

ι的l-shih and hui-y叩II t{r / ~) Ssu-shu 只n-l1unK ζ hi-chu 2]井 ;;~Ir !i三計

(仁。 11cctcd notcs amplit)."ing the Four Books), in \vhich T'ang c1aimed lu includc 

\vhat Chu Hsi 叭 ould have included if he \\'cn; sti11 alivc. and lJ Sll JJsich'~ :C!玲是

(1 601 chin-shih and hui少叫n) 趴4叫1I ch'lIl1g-![rii chu-chieh !)叫 EtJJR汀慨:

(~ot口的 thc Four Rooks honoring Chu Hsi).1日 Ü But few wer巳 lert unaffcctcd by 

thc Wang Yang-ming movemen t. The Ch'巳ng-Chu ::,chool 01' thc latc Ming and 

early Ch'mg 'vvas in mall)' rcspccts a po到 \Vang Yang-ming revi、 al of Ch'eng-Chu 

lcarnin 皂 t1lat a 叮cctcd thc intcrprct<t tion of Tao I.earning in exami川na瓜恤tl0叩m討 and in 1 

Cωollcc山(10叩ns onη】 t竹h叩c Fo叩uc叮r Books 

l口mcα{ 汀p戶m悶 ted Wa叫叩n屯g\ 、 1 巳 \VS m t叫h比c \叭h怕a1l-[口"間 (J573-1619仍)， i此t also opc凹ned t仙he doο r 

to examma瓜"叩o予m es叫savs and commentaries that inc1udcd Buddhist or Taoi~t 
d 

llltcrprctal101IS 

Louking back at Ming 8-lcggcd cssays frorn thc 、 antagc ofthe Ch'ing clynast_\ 、

YÜ Ch'ang-ch'cng (T' ll呵 ch'U fl. tl 令桐，11 1) ， for example, blamecl 恥mg Cbi -[役

(1498-1583)可 a direct dis巳iple 01' Wang Yang-millg, [01' thc bcginning ()f Ch'an 

Buddhisl doctrit比巳ntcrlllg lttcrall tll叫19ht ， and traccd thc tì悶t SUιh 札lGEE 己(_j essa)' 

to Yang Ch'i-)' uall 哥拉三 (1547-99). As hi5 ~Ollrcc ， Y抗 citcd 八 1 ~all-Vl嗯， \\ ho 

in the latc Ming, \\Totc that Yang's 仁 h'an intluence came from hi" t叫chcr Lu 

Jll-fang 羅次)~: (1515-88). ln his q間sl for cnlightcnment, Lo had soughtτcf，峙。

in both Taoism and ßuddhlS111 bcforc pa叮叮Ig thc 1543 pro、 incial cxamination in 

Chiang-hsi and the palace examination in 1 荒 53 Y扎ng Ch'i-yuan himsclCtook his 

chü-jen dcgrcc in Kuang-tung and his chin一的ih in 1577. Roth 八 i l\ aIl-于 ing and 

Ku Ycn-wu attackcd Yallg's 157寸 mctropolitan cxamination 8一 Icgged essa)' 的 fOl

being fîlled 叭 lth 仁 h'an doctri1lc , 102 



402 Journal ofHumanities Ea到 /\V，也;t

In addition to heterodox elements entering the 8-1egged essays 叩 the Four 

Books by literati influenced by Taoism and Buddhism, another scholarly trend in 

such studies in the late Ming was the revival ofHan and T'ang dynasty scholia that 

had been dropped from the officÎal classical cu汀iculum in the carly Ming. Some 

Ming scholars were increasingly critica! of thc Ta-ch'üan 犬全 trilogy compiled in 

the Yung-lo 永樂叮a and sought instead to revive classical studies by combining 

evident>al research with studies of the Four Books. Already in the 1516 

Che-chíang provincia! examination , one of the policy essays had criticized this 

trend of "lcal1ling based on what cal1 be ascertained " (k'ao-chü-hsueh 考攝取) În 

Ming cîvil examinations, which began in the fifteenth centl叮 Even Fang Pao 

was criticaJ of mid-Ming 8-1egged ess吟唱 for their weak grasp of Han-T'ang 
103 commentanes 

In this vcin, Chang P'u's Ssu-shu k'ao-pei 凶書考備 (Search for complet間的S

in the Four Books), which hc completed while heading the Fu-she in the last years 

of the Ming, was an evidential study of persons U叩-wu 人物) mentioned in or 

associated with the Four Books. lt representcd a 1642 follow-up to Hsueh 

Ying-ch'i's 薛權研 (1500-73') Ssu吋u jen-wu k'ao 凹書人物考 (Study of 

p巳cs叫15 in the Four 8001<s) pub!ished in 1557. Later in the ear!y Ch'ing, the 

cvidential research scholar Ye11 Jo-chü 閻君王世(1 636一 1704) prepared a 

geographical study entitiled Ssu叫u shih-ti 四書釋地 (Explanations of 

place-names in the Four 800I<S).1“ Evidence and analysis were now applied to 

the canonica! Four Books 

Looki l1 g back 011 these MÎng to Ch'ing developm凹的 in Four Books' studies 

the 1780s editors ofthe Ssu-k'u ch'üun-shu 問庫全書 (Complete co!!ectioll oftbe 

Four Treasuries) commα1ted on hO\".. much had changed since the sixteenth cen血可

"ln the Ming period、 literati emphasized the 8-1egged essays. 1h也e essays in tum 

s1ressed the Four Bool<s. As a result, we have authoritativc works lîke this one 
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[that 時， the S:叩-shuj凹-wu k'ao by Hsueh Yi月 ch可 They 間1 己 h together and rip 

apm1 sources to allow candidate5 to impress examin己的 This approach represents 

an e訂閱me in the cc叮uption of classical techniques. ttl05 Such Ch'ing haughtiness, 

if little else, describe咒d how far studies of the Four Books were moving in their 

Ming drift away fron Ch'eng-Chu orthod。可 tov叫rd first Wang Yang-ming studies 

and then evidential research 

Early Ch'ing commentaries to the Four Books followed thìs late Ming current 

In 1645, the Ch'ing decreed thc order ofthe three quotations from thc Four Books 

on provincial and metropolitan exa111inations. Either the Great Learning or the 

Doctrine of the 恥1ean had to be the source of one of thc three quotations. The 

other two werc mandated from the Analects and the j\fencius. ]n 1658, the 

emperor himself 5elected the Four Books quotations for the metropolitan 

cxammatl叩 106 The collections prepar叫 by Lü Liu-liang and Tai Ming-shih, cited 

above, differed from those of Ai Nan-yin忌， for example, because of the formers' 

care in supplementing Ch'eng-Chu stl 刮目 with Han and T'ang 5cholia. In the 

eighteenth century, during the height of Han Learning, the use of pre-Sung scholia 

in 8-legged essays peaked. For example, in 1779 the Ch'ien-lung emp巳mr

persona l1y reviewed cssays on a quotation from the Analects in the Shun-t'ien 

provincial examinations and accused them of being at variance with Han and T'ang 

c\的 sical ωmmentancsIO? 

The turn to "ancient studies" (ku-hsueh 古學)， begun in the Ming but 

climaxing in the Ch'in且， impacted both classical studies and the civil examination 

C目ays. Mao Ch'i←ling 毛奇齡 (1623-1716) and others who emphasized the 

rmp 弓 rtan巳e of Han-T'ang s已holia for Four Books' studies influcnced later literati 

such as Tai Chen 戴震 (1723-77)， who would gain阻y Ch'eng-Chu Tao Learning 

inte中retations. Subsequently, Juan Yuan, a distinguished Han Learning schol缸，

compiled a defînitive work 011 the hist。可 of the Four Books and 也 comm叩tarres
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in thc civil examinations. Entitled S~u-shu wen-hua 四古文話 (Comments 011 

cxamination cssays on thc Four Books). Juan's collcction parallelcd 的e 1843 

publication of thc in日uential Chih令 i ts'ung-hua, compiJed by Liang Chang-cl凹，

which al叩 detailed the literary (;ontcnt and institutional machinery of thc 8-1eggcd 

essay fυr a wider audience of scholar-literati and ()fficials. ,o8 

• Officializing Literary Tasle 

Ch'ing imperial collections of cxamination cssays were modcled On the Ming 

Ming and ear\y Ch'ing models tì肘叫ch es咱ys based on ancient-style pro閱(如 wen

IK文) principles wcrc collectcd togcther undcr imperial auspices In 1737 by the 

Sung Lcarni月 (Sung-hsueh 來學) partisan and T'ung-ch'eng classicist Fang Pao 

and cntitJed Ch'in• ting SS Il• shu wen. Kai• wing Chow has noted that betwcen 1704 

and 1750, numerous aothologies of ancient-stylc prose had already been publîshed 

Fang Pao, himself implicated in thc Tai Ming-shih treaSOll case, a仇er his political 

rehabili旭1ion sought to unify Ch'cng-Chu learning with the ku• wen litera可

tradition and rcinvigorate the 8-lcgged essay with ncw life and rclevance in an age 

of incr，叫 sing Han Learning 肘ícnted evidential rcsearch. 'ω 

R. Kcnt Guy has describcd how Fang Pao's collection was subdividcd into 

f叫r collections ofMing cssays (486 total) 叩d onc collection of Ch'ing cssays (297 

total) through thc end of the prcccding Yung-cheng reign. 1n addition, Fang PaO 

delincatcd in his preface a brief li t-αa可 account of how the 8-1cgged essay had 

evolved during the Ming dynasty aftcr 1465 During thcαl'eng-hua and 

HUllg-chih 間igns (1465心 506)， in a tradition that datcd from the early Ming 

examination candidates，郎cording to Fang P帥， stayed closc to text of the FoUJ 

R。可 ks and five Classics and followed 出e commentarics. Their language was 

constraincd and followed the rules ofthe fonn exactl)人 but they oftcn misconstrued 

"" the commentaries in their writings 
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In the second age from J 506 to 1567, which encompass以j the Cheng-te and 

Chîa-chînεrcigns， Fang Pao contended that outstanding writcrs such as T'ang 

Sbun→chih 居順之 (1507-60) and Kuei Yu-kuang \'Icre able to equatc ancicnt-sty1e 

prose with contemporary剖y1e cssays (以山文為時文) and the間by brought Ming 

cssays to their height Fang bclicvcd that during thc third pcriod, covering thc 

Lung-ch'ing and \Van-li rcigns (1 567- J 620)，出c 8• lcgged e臼ay dcclincd bccause 

writcrs bccame overly conccrncd with litcrary deviccs and as a consequencc 

cla凹ical substance was 10s1. Similarl)心 accordîng 10 Fang, thc 臼says from th<: 

t泊的戶riod covering thc T' ien-ch'i and Ch'ung-chen reigns (1 621-44) declined 

mto a sur:icctivc account of personal concems that were then read into the 

quotations ()叫郎中所欲者皆借Jill以發之) 口e叩ite these cav阻ts、 Fang included 

morc essays from the fourth period in his co l1ection than any other. 111 

Fang Pao 、Nas more discreet about rating the Ch'ing cssays he încluded. His 

own cxperiences of exile under Manchu rule taught him that literature aJ吐伊litîc~

were an explosivc mix. "1"0 includc Ming essays such as Ai Nan-yi月's critiq間 of

thc T'icn心h'j reign (1621-28) was as far as he dared go within the limils of his time 

Instead, for the Ch'ing cssays, Fang appealcd rhctorically to their synthesis ûf the 

fïnest points in Ming es、ays of all four pcriods and concluded his account with the 

summation that all Ch'ing essays included în thc collcction "îlluminated the 

meanîngs and prìncipl凶" (舟一 ming i~li 發明義理) of 們olthodox lcaming" 

(cheng-hsueh .iE學)， \vhich of course was a 間fcrencc to Tao Learning. His inte前，

after al!, was to draw thc examination cssay into a defense of Sung T..earning at a 

time \'ihen Han Lcaming 叩 d parallel-prose werc chaJlcnging such prctcnsions by 

associating the 8-legged essay wi出 prc→Sung forms ofp'ielH弘wen. llì

\Vhat Fang Pao succeeded in doing, however, wa的 to augm創刊 the 8-1egged 

cssay's distinguîshed place in China's Iîterary hîstory be)'ond what KueÎ Yu-kuang 

and ûther 恥1ing literati, a$ offîcial outsiders but mastcrs 01' the genre, had alrcady 
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done. "1'0 that point, individuals such as Ai Nan-yin皂、 Lü Liu-liang. and Tai 

Ming-shih had 間scued the 8-1egged essay grid fr叫n its dismal cultural prisons and 

made lt in10 a viable genre that could s1and on its own in the publishing world 

Thcir literary pedigree was limited to literati lifc outside the official examinations, 

which gained thc grid a measure of literary autonomy. Fang Pao brought that 

pedigree into the Ch'ing imperial court and gave the essay an encomium that 

balanced and challenged the ongoing machine可 in the biennial and triennial civil 

exammat1凹的 Some、嗎'hose essays had been included in Fang's collection, for 
113 

111stance、 had 110t been successes in the examinations.' L' The 又rid now 

encompassed civil examinations and literati taste in genres, both of which the 

Manchu dynasty was happy to coopt 

Moreover, Fang Pao's collection gainsaid the Ming-Ch'ing tradition of 

criticism of the 8-1egged essay by seventeenth century literati such as Ku Yen-wu可

which m吐 crn scholarship mistakenly cites as the rule rather than the excepti別1

In the midst of a period of significant rcform of the ex副nmatl凹1 CU盯iculum that 

lastcd from 1740 的 1793, Fang Pao's collection 叭吼的 gm叫ed imperial support 

Thc 8-1eggcd essay thereby survivcd its critics and became an ac巳 epted genre for 

both civil examinations and literati collections ofwritings (chi-pu %部). ln 1781 , 

and again in 1814, officials askcd that model examination essays prepared since 

Fang Pao's collection be reissued to the public. 114 Late-Ch'ing attacks on the 

心legged essay, which climaxed in the 1898 reforms, convenîently elided this 

culturai pedîgree and stripped the genre of its meaning and signi日cance in literati 

life 

Writillg in the late cighteenth centu巾， Li T'iao-yuan 李調)c (1734一 1803)，

for example, spoke in praise of the longevity and the vital role piayed by the civi! 

examination process in selecting officials for over five centuries from the early 

Ming. Li's pioneering study of Ming-Ch'i月 civil examìnations entitled Ch的一t
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k'()-叩-chi 制義科績已己 (Collection of itcms abollt thc craft吋 8-1eggcd cssays 伽

civil examinations) took stock oftheir inf]uence on thc daily livcs ofthc pcoplc and 

rcprcsented the late eightcenth centu可 vicw 01' the examìnalìons as a positive 

influcncc overa l1, dcspite the many inadequacies he also describcd. Thîs positive 

assessmcnt carricd over to thc litera1Ì role as examiners. Scrving on such sta叮忌，

thcy sharcd rcsponsibility with thc court for scttìng the litcrary and scholarly 

standards acccptable in cxamination cssays 祖d 1'or pcrìodically changing 1he the 

叫ope ofknowJedge tcsted in the official curricu\um 

Classical literacy, thc mastcry of 知o-hsueh leamin皂， and the ahìli可 to writc 

terse but elegant examination essays 10gether pub\icly marked thc cducated literati 

whose namcs appcarcd 凹J thc iìnal lists of graduates. Thc interna1ization of a 

literary culture that was in part defined by the civil examinatîon curriculum 

influcnced the li1cratus' public and private dcfinition of his moral charactcr and 

S叫ial conscicncc. A vicw of govemmc凹， SOCle紗， and thc individual's role as an 

clite servant of the dynasty was continlla !1y reinforced in the memorÎzation proce“ 
leading up to the examinations themselves. The moral cu\tivatìon ofthe Jiteratus 

(shih-hsi .1: 何)、Nas a 戶rennial conccm ofthe impcrialωurt as it sought 的 ensurc

1hat the officials it chosc in the examination marke1 would 時間e thc pe叮)le in thc 

name ofthe rulîng family. Lîterati as the highest social group wcrc expected to bc 

partners 01' the dynasty and serve as models (ssu+min chih shou 附上是之 èn for 

thosc bcneath thcm politically and socially. For thc literatus, it was important that 

the dynasty conformcd to cla田ical idcals and upheld the Ch'cng+Chu orthodoxy 

that literati themselves had 1'onnulatcd in the Sung~ Yuan-Ming trans吼叫11. Thc 

cultural rcproduction ofTao Learning classica\ henneneutic吼叫JUS ， was also about 

the cultural transformation ofthe \itcratus into a polîticaJ servant ofthe people and 

the rulcr 
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經典釋傳與明清經義

Bep1lanqln A Elmane 

摘要

木文旨在敘述明清時代文官體系如何將具科舉功名的文人

們摺造成個文化集團。他們擁有 1 共同的典雅訪文 ;2 相|司的儒

家紹興 ;3 以及大家都執悉的戶股文。科舉考試的內容界定了知識

份子的思想範國!但也將文人們的見略反映於關政上。一個典型

的文人必須當讀文言文、精通頭學!和寫出椅準典雅的制義文字。

除了政治和社會rjj能外，科舉制度也成功的將來自H一紳、輩人、

商人等各種家庭背景的有功名之人!塑造成同 個文化階層。

科學考試將學習經典變成文筆競賽，主考者透過考試篩選不

同主張的應考者。從西元 1371 至 1756 期間!當時風行的經文在

釋形式窄化了文言丈的使蚓、純化了特定的思考模式，同時也限

制了文體表達方式，司受科學時尚垂青的文體如詩歌，便遭到忽

視。科取文化內化的結果，終影響到知識份子的道德人格和社會

良心。因為士子們長期為考試教材所限，故他們視將三代理想和

程朱學說付諸實Iií!;!主最重之事當來自各行各業背罩的士子們在對

*洛杉噗加州大學中國研究中』主任

普林新領高深研究所講座教拉
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儒家理想的~J{:敬方[肉是致的，目他們共享相何的丈子文學表

達方式?及對儒家學銳的瞭解和給躁。相對於士大火階層的 致

間文化?被他們泊鼎的下層社會且IHJJ被束縛於通俗文化、民間仿

仰、 Jj古等地方位彩濃厚的生活標。

(本篇摘要由中央大學服史系吳振漢教授繡譯)




