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Governing Officials Through Education: The Purpose and Significance of The
Guidebook for Clerks

Zeng Yurong and Zhang Mianbai

Abstract: The Guidebook for Clerks ({2238 ) )is a primer on official studies compiled by Xu Yuanrui, a native
of Wu County in the Yuan Dynasty. Through the analysis of the background of the compilation, examples and content,
it can be seen that this book was influenced by the heightened respect for the mandarin system in the Yuan Dynasty
and the internal development of Cheng—Zhu Neo—Confucianism. On the one hand, the Yuan Dynasty’s system focused
on selecting officials and officials held a pivotal role in the imperial administrative hierarchy. This means that acquiring
mandarin skills became a societal trend; on the other hand, for the early Yuan Dynasty saw the abolition of the
Imperial Examination, many scholars who were influenced by the Cheng—Zhu Neo-Confucian and emphasized moral
enlightenment abandoned traditional Confucian paths in favor of the mandarin system, thereby seeking to enhance the
etiquette of their social class. This book is a typical work born under the above background, which not only intends to
build a moral example and content framework based on rituals and teachings, but also contains the author’s inherent
desire to clarify the conduct of officials by education. However, due to the political tendency of the Yuan dynasty to
favour officials over scholars, this work received limited recognition in its time. It was only during the Ming Dynasty,
when Confucianism was revitalized, that the value of this book was re—explored and appreciated.

Key words: the Yuan Dynasty; The Guidebook for Clerks; Official System; Cheng-Zhu' s Neo—Confucianism;
purpose of the compilation
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