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Early Education, Parallel Couplets, and the Formation of the
Literati Personality in the Ming and Qing Dynasties

Hung-tai Wang
Institute of History and Philology, Academia Sinica

Focusing on the early stages of learning, this paper examines the experience and
mentality of literati education, and how education shaped their attitudes toward life and
knowledge. In this way, the topic of “literati culture” is considered, tracing the
beginnings of the intellectual life of scholars from a life history perspective and
investigating the possible origins of a “literati consciousness,” thereby reflecting on the
crucial distinction between pursuing the life of a “scholar” and the life of a “literatus.”

At about six years of age, Ming and Qing scholars would enter a school to begin
their studies, starting from learning to read and being able to understand and recite the
classics to ultimately composing essays. Two fundamental skills were the focus of their
education, and would be used to judge their scholarly aptitude. The first point of
emphasis was memorization: first to memorize thoroughly the written form and the
content of an instructional text, and eventually to recite the classics by heart with ease
and fluency. This was a basic and primary means of evaluating intellectual ability,
placing the average student under immense pressure. Meanwhile, the second focus of
their education, practicing the composition of parallel couplets, required quick reflexes.
These exercises easily turned into games intended to test the participants’ wit, even
becoming a part of literati daily life, exemplified by their enjoyment at social occasions,
and their playful and dramatic nature often gave rise to marvelous events and stories of
legend. Because these tests of cleverness required a natural talent, this form of
intelligence test was viewed as a predictor of the student’s inherent qualities and destiny,
as expressed in the view that couplets could “reveal one’s aptitude and intellectual
capacity.” Therefore, they became a means for scholars to express the self and
demonstrate their talents, performances which could serve as the catalyst for a “literati
consciousness.”

For the average scholar of the Ming and Qing, performing recitation and couplets

at an early age was the beginnings of their lives being put to the test, as well as being the
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stage for happiness, suffering, honor, and disgrace. This process also gradually shaped
their intellectual disposition and life orientation, consequently being a foundational

element in the development of a literati culture.

Keywords: children; memorization and recitation; 7Three Character Classic;

elementary learning; parallel couplets
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