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Reserved-officials and Personnel Assessment : with a Focus on Launching
Bureaucrat Exam System in the Early Guangxu Period

Ryohichi Mizumort

During the Tongzhi/Guangxu years at the end of the Qing Dynasty, the number of bureaucrats
rapidly increased in response to wars and various other circumstances as recommendations for offi-
cial rank were made based on various achievements and use of the system of selling appointments.
Moreover, these bureaucrats were permitted to stand by in specific areas besides their domicile of
origin, and a group was formed by the enormous number of bureaucrats waiting for posts. Because
they moved into roles related to the concurrent promotion of modernization, new social work and
management of the new tax system, the most important challenge of local administration in the lat-
ter years of the Qing Dynasty was selecting human resources from the vast bureaucracy, assigning
them to each area and managing the various projects well. One of the solutions was the introduc-
tion of a system of testing Reserved-officials based on the Imperial examination.

Although this system was an important one which developed into the modern local university,
research on it has been minimal. With a focus on Shanghai News, the bureaucrat exam system
launched in the Tongzhi years is considered, and the mode of local bureaucracy at the time is
observed via discussions at the time the system was introduced, the method of implementing the
exam system and its transformation. An analysis of the transformation is also performed.

Specifically, individual interview exams were introduced for Reserved-officials in the sixth year
of Emperor Tongzhi’s reign, and written exams were carried out all at once in the provinces of Yun-
nan and Zhejiang. After the first year of Emperor Guangxu’s reign, the Ministry of Personnel pro-
moted the exams, and they spread to each province. However, due to various factors, the
bureaucrat exam system eventually fell out of use as a personnel assessment in all but a few regions.

Moreover, when the exam system was first introduced, Zeng Guofan criticized the local exams,
saying that they undermined the function of the Ministry of Personnel. However, there are no
other documents from that time that recognize the exam system as infringing upon the authority of
the Ministry of Personnel. This is likely because the introduction of the bureaucrat exam system
served a certain function in providing the central government with a means to keep up with trends
in local bureaucracies. However, it was not beneficial only to the central government but also
allowed local high-ranking officials to obtain backgrounds on Reserved-officials and functioned as a
good system for capturing public sentiment. Additionally, the local bureaucrats, who were the tar-
get of the exams, hoped to attain distinction in the midst of temporary fairness. As it were, com-
promise and negotiation took place at every level, which allowed the bureaucrat exam system to be
established.
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