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A Study of the Imperial Examination Policy of “Suppressing the Power and

Supporting the Humble” in the Song Dynasty
LI Bing
(Soochow University, Suzhou 215123, China)

Abstract: The imperial examination in the Song Dynasty was not a completely fair system. For this reason, the
imperial court of Song Dynasty adopted a policy of restraining the children of the powerful family and
supporting the humble to change the concept of talent, maintain the stability of the regime, maintain the
imperial autocracy, and promote social mobility. The imperial court of Song Dynasty provided material support
to the humble in the imperial examination, and deliberately favored them in order to increase the admission
rate of the humble. On the other hand, Song Dynasty deliberately restricted and suppressed the powerful family
in the imperial examination to reduce their chances of being admitted to the Jinshi. Affected by political
factors such as political corruption, changes in the political situation, and the gradual development of
ministerial domination politics, Song Dynasty continued to reduce the imperial examination restrictions on the
powerful family, and the policy of restraining the powerful family has gone through three implementation
phases of relaxation. The reason why a large number of champions came from low-level officials and
commoner families in the Song Dynasty and their proportions continue to increase does not prove the high
degree of social mobility brought about by the imperial examinations in the Song Dynasty. It is the result of
deliberate selection by the government to adopt political measures of “suppressing the power and supporting
the humble”. Contrary to the champions, the overall proportion of Jinshi born from officials has constantly
increased, leading to a contradiction between the continuous decrease in the degree of social mobility in the
imperial examinations and the increasing proportion of champions who are civilian. The political measures
implemented by the imperial examinations of “suppressing the power and supporting the humble” effectively
promoted social mobility and reduced the influence of economic factors in the imperial examinations.

Keywords: imperial examination in the Song Dynasty; imperial examination system; imperial examination

culture; science of the imperial examination; examination culture
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