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On the Construction of the Identity of Imperial Examinees and the Change

of Aesthetic Thought in the Northern Song Dynasty
Li Changshu

Abstract: An important contribution of the Northern Song Dynasty in Chinese history was the imperial examination system, which
had an important influence on aesthetics. The imperial examination was dominated by Confucian classics, so Confucianism emphasized
the benefit function of aesthetics, and aesthetic utilitarianism occupied the mainstream. Because there was no family constraint, in order
to realize the ideal of changing custom and benefiting the world, they must establish themselves as the moral authority through moral self
—discipline. As scholars with the dual status of literal-official, they were all capable of literal—official, but they needed to maintain a
balance between the two, in the precondition of adhering to the duties of officials, the lower heart of art, therefore, the Northern Song
Dynasty aesthetic had the characteristics of attaching importance to Dao, and despising skill. In specific aesthetic activities, with their
superb aesthetic cultivation and creative ability, they distinguished themselves from other classes by virtue of refined and vulgar distinc-
tion, and maintained their social elite status. At the same time, they transformed vulgarity into elegance in ordinary daily life, that is,
vulgarity into elegance, and integrated daily life with aesthetics.

Key words:Dao; techniques; the imperial examination system; the debate between elegance and vulgarity
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