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Judicial Terms and Legal Knowledge in the Ming

and Qing Periods
Wu, Jing-jie*

Did the “Judicial Terms” (panyu #J3%) section of the Ming and Qing
civil service examination system reflect the legal knowledge and training
experience of the officials? Analyzing the topics, answers and model essays
of the “Judicial Terms” section, this article argues that the utility of this
section lay in demonstrating proficiency for composing official documents,
but not actual judicial capability. The examination questions, legal essays,
and answers did not have direct relevance, and the topics devolved into
matching word-counts, rather than reflecting the purposes and needs of
governing. Writing the essays also required fixed styles, with close
correlations between the student essays and the model essays, as well as direct
textual repetition between student essays and among the models. Hence, the
“Judicial Terms” section of the examinations was actually a test for writing
official documents. The section was officially phased out in 1756, but the
“Judicial Terms” format continued to be an important genre.

Keywords: civil service examination, judicial terms, judicial documents,
legal knowledge
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