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The Institutional Choices of Social Actors in
Ming-Qing China:
A Case Study of the System of Purchasing Eligibility ( $545 )
Wu, Yue'

In the Ming-Qing Period China, social actors lived in a society composed of a
variety of institutions. Some institutions had written guidelines such as laws,
precedents, clan instructions, or village rules. Other institutions had no written
guidelines but were instead the social product of custom and gradual change. At the
same time that social actors either deliberately or passively accepted the restrictions
of such institutions, they also selected and used institutions in the pursuit of
advantage or their own needs in life. Such use might focus on a single institution, e.g.
the examination system, or it might involve the use of several institutions, such as the
selective use of the examination system and elements of the system of purchasing
eligibility for academic titles and administrative office (juanna). In particular
historical periods, some social actors were not above using extraordinary methods,
including violence, in an effort to overcome institutional restraints and to establish
institutions that satisfied their own social wvalues. Thus, purely prescriptive
institutions lacked any sort of social vitality; nearly every institution that existed in
society was inextricably tied to the activities of social actors.

Using the institutions of the public service examinations and the system of
purchasing eligibility for academic titles and administrative office, this essay
examines how social actors in the Ming-Qing period selectively used national

institutions to advance their own social status. Rather than passively accepting
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contemporary institutions, social actors carefully evaluated their own interests and
developed strategies to pursue such interests through skillful use of institutions, thus
reducing potential threats to their social status and economic interests. In this sense,
we can say that the example of the Ming-Qing period China confirms the general

principal that people are rational actors intent on reducing risk to their interests.
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