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The Changing Role of Historical Knowledge

in Southern Provincial Civil Examinations

during the Ming and Ch’ing*

Benjamin A. Elman**

This paper uses late Ming and early Ch’ing civil service examination papers in south-
ern provincial examinations (hsiang-.shih MR ) to describe the changing relationship be-
tween classical studies (ching-hsueh #£%) and historical studies (3hih-hsueh &) in
the seventeenth century. The rise of historical studies to almost parity with classical stud-
ies in the eighteenth century in k’ao-cheng #;intellectual circles can thus be assessed
according to the changing nature of the civil examination curriculum. The primary exam-
ination sources contained in the No. 1 Historical Archives in Beijing and the Ming-Ch’ing
Archives in Taiwan provide us with a unigue source to assess educational change among
elites in late imperial China.

Initially the paper presents statistical summaries of policy questions (is ’e %) clas-
sified by topic during the Ming and Ch’ing dynasties in the Yangtze delta, followed by
tables describing the Ming and Ch’ing dynasty frequency of specialization (chuan-ching
¥ &) on one of the Five Classics in South China provinces. This latter information allows
us to estimate the number of candidates and graduates of provincial examinations who
specialized on either of the two historical Classics, the Documents Classic Bi&or the
Spring and Autumn Annals #.

Secondly the paper traces the evolution of policy questions from the Han to the
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