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Writing Practices and the Civil Service
Recommendation System: A Study on Reference

Memorials of the Six Dynasties
Ho Wei-kang"

Abstract

Reference memorials %% were one form of memorial presented to the
emperor to recommend candidates for civil service positions. In addition to
spontaneous recommendations, most reference memorials were presented on
account of imperial decrees. The opportunity to present these memorials was
limited to officials of the fifth rank and above, and among the recommended
candidates, the majority were of humble birth and not qualified under the
nine-rank system implemented during the Wei and Jin dynasties, thus
becoming officials via reference memorials. Yet as the recommendation
system emancipated candidates from the nine-rank system in the Southern
dynasties, those of pedigree also became the subjects of reference memorials.
These memorials also emphasized the division between literati and civilians,
as well as valuing literary and artistic talent and heightening fictionalized
writings on virtue such as using landscapes as allegory, which caused them to
differ from those of the Wei and Jin dynasties. In another regard, character
appraisal had prevailed since the Han dynasty, but whether it was the
predominant factor in the selection of officials varied over time. From classical
studies of the Han dynasty and “pure conversation” ;55 of the Wei and Jin
dynasties to the Southern dynasties system for selecting officials based on
essays, one can realize how character appraisal and reference memorial writing
influenced each other by analyzing how candidates were described within
these memorials.

#*  Ho Wei-kang, Ph.D. student, Department of Chinese Literature, National Taiwan University.
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