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Elite Mobility and Chinas First Attempts to Introduce Modern Education

Thomas D. Curran

( Department of History, Sacred Heart University, 06825 U. S. A.)

Abstract: In the 19th century, as China suffered from foreign invasion and internal administrative and social collapse, a
consensus emerged among the nation$ intellectual and political elites: in order to save the nation they would have to consider un-
precedented reforms. Given the weight of the Confucian political tradition that held human ability to be the key to effective gov-
ernance, it is no surprise that the first steps toward reform were taken in the direction of training men to manage the new set of
problems. However, because China already possessed a venerable educational tradition and a well — established system for recrui-
ting officials, it was inevitable that reform would be complicated: reformers quickly discovered that it was not easy to build new
institutions. Their first efforts to introduce new schools encountered a great deal of resistance because the schools had to compete
with systems that already served the interests of elite Chinese very well. This paper examines the reformers”earliest attempts to re-
form Chinas educational system and demonstrates that Chinas educational tradition and examination system together constituted a
major obstacle to the accomplishment of the reformers”objectives.

Key words: abolition of the examination system; late — Qing educational reforms; elite mobility; social mobility
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