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Decay of the Imperial Examination System during the Reign of Emperor Ningzong in the Song
Dynasty

Zhuge Yibing

Abstract: During the reign of Emperor Ningzong in the Southern Song Dynasty, powerful ministers wielded power
in the court. The officials formed cliques to pursue selfish interests and affairs of state became corrupted, which led to
the decay of imperial examination system. Han Tuozhou was in power and had been engaged in heavy fighting against
Neo—Confucianists. The conflicts between parties were unprecedented fierce and had an corrosive effect on the selection
of qualified personnel. Instead of being a relatively fair and just way for selecting talents, the imperial examination
system became an important tool to attack political opponents. The specific manifestation of corruption of imperial
examination system was cheating. There were three main ways of cheating: changing one’ s native place, taking
reference books during exams and taking exams for someone else. Moreover, the improper assigning of the examiners,
ridiculous exam questions and imposture in the brightest children selection were also common. The corruptions were too
numerous to mention. The declination of imperial examination system during the reign of Ningzong was an important
part of the declination of the Southern Song Dynasty. There were not enough qualified successors for government
officials, which certainly led to the fail of the Southern Song Dynasty.

Key words: emperor Ningzong in the Song Dynasty; the imperial examination system; conflicts between parties;
cheating; declination
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