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Policy Questions (Cewen) and the Reception of “Western
Learning” in the Imperial Examination System—A Study Based
on the Full Collection of Domestic and Overseas Policy Questions

Zhang Qing*

Abstract

The significance of the addition of policy questions (cewen) in the
reform of the imperial examination system in the late Qing lay in their
relationship to the reception of Western Leaming. Policy questions
reflected both social change and the transformation of scholarship. The
reformed examinations required the “Five Questions on Politics and Industry
of Various Countries” for both provincial and national exams. Wence
(policy questions) on politics and industry of various countries provides a
key to understanding how officials at all levels during the late Qing
perceived the world, and yingce (the answers) written by hundreds of
thousands of candidates who took the examinations reflected the general
intellectual perspectives of the day. This article examines the reception of
Western Learning in the examinations, based on Zhongwai Cewen Daguan
(Full Collection of Domestic and Overseas Policy Questions) and other
materials. It is clear that the adoption of policy questions in the exams
paved the way for Western Learning and also helped to destroy the
traditional knowledge structure of China. Reforming the examination
system to rectify its problems was nothing new. The substitution of bagu
(eight-legged essay) with celun, however, had a profound impact on
academic studies. In other words, materials about cewen are not only
representation of the Western Learning of the late Qing, but also contributed

History Department of Fudan University
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to the spread and “reproduction”of knowledge.  Studying cewen’s
relationship to the reform of the examination system and its role as a medium
of Western Learning contributes to a new understanding of the special
position of cewer in the late Qing.

Keywords: cewen (policy questions), imperial examinations, Western
Learning, Zhongwai cewen daguan (Full collection of
domestic and overseas policy questions), Jingshi wenbian

(Writings on statecraff)
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