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Abstract: The Civil Service Exam System in Imperial China, which is the earliest Official Selection 

System in the world, and also is foundation of the Civil Servant System of western countries, 

appeared in replace of the Hereditary System in Tang Dynasty (618-907). This paper seeks for the 

economic driving force behind this political institutions transformation. We find that the 

implementation of Land Equalization policy could explain why the rise of Civil Service Exam 

System happened in Tang China. The long-term enforcement of Land Equalization policy impaired 

economic base of aristocrat groups as well as their monopoly political power; therefore, social 

structure became more horizontal than in the aristocrat and hereditary system. For this reason, the 

aristocrat groups had to share political power with elites selected from the populace by means of 

examination, which induced the rise of Civil Service Exam System. Probit regression using a 

newly-constructed dataset from first-hand biographies provided solid empirical evidence for our 

conjectures, and IV estimation verifies that the relationship is causal. Our finding suggests that only 

if economic factor changed social structure thoroughly, it could lead to momentous political 

institution transition. 
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I. Introduction 

Bureaucracy system is the foundation of political institution. In different kinds of political regime, 

all public policies must be carried out by bureaucrats, so the evolution of political institution can be 

viewed as the transformation of bureaucracy system to some extent. In Imperial China, the emperor 

was at the top of the society, and owned absolutism power in the empire, but he needed to reign over 

the empire with reliance on different levels of bureaucrats. Therefore, the primary problem 

confronted with by the emperor was how to select officials to serve for the government, how to 

distribute power to those among officials, and how to scheme a reasonable bureaucracy system to 

enforce the policy of the emperor and central government. Obviously, it is a feasible approach to 

analyze political institution from the perspective of bureaucracy system. As a distinguished Chinese 

historian, Ch'ien Mu once said, “Institution must be coordinated by personnel.” (Ch'ien Mu, 2001, 

p.1). Furthermore, there must be some kinds of economic forces determining the evolution of both 

bureaucracy system and political institution.  

In 1th-8th Century A.D. , China’s Official Selection System experienced great transformation from 

the Hereditary System of Han(202B.C.-20 A.D.), Jin (265-420 A.D. ) and Wei dynasties(386-557 

A.D.) to the Civil Service Exam System in Sui( 581- 618 A.D.) and Tang dynasties( 618-907 A.D.), 

which was nearly completed in late Tang at last. After being interrupted during the Mongol Yuan 

dynasty (1276-1368A.D.), the Civil Service Exam System became the primary channel for recruiting 

government officials during the Ming (1368-1644 A.D.) and Qing (1644-1910 A.D.) dynasties (Ho, 

1962; Bai and Jia, 2014). In addition, the Civil Service Exam System is not only the earliest Official 

Selection System in the world, but is foundation of the Civil Servant System of western countries as 

well4.  

The Civil Service Exam System in Imperial China was initiated in 605 A.D. during the Sui 

Dynasty, which implied that central government and the Emperor recruited officials for the empire’s 

bureaucracy by means of exam, and firstly was designed to select the best competent candidates to 

serve as administrative officials. The Civil Service Exam System lasted over 1,300 years and was the 

primary channel of upward mobility in the Song, Ming and Qing dynasties, and due to it might 
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provide an opportunity for low social class people to mobile upward, the role of the Civil Service 

Exam System in alleviating the class antagonism made Chinese society become an ultra-stable 

structure in subsequent one thousand years（Jin and Liu, 2011）. In contrast, the abolition of the Civil 

Service Exam System in 1905 affected citizen’s participation in revolution that was already ignited in 

the late 19th century, which led to the overturn of Qing dynasty in the Revolution of 1911 in China 
5(Bai and Jia, 2014). Due to lack of social mobility, low social class elites had to go to road of 

rebellion. The Civil Service Exam System also has great impacts on the process of political evolution 

in the following dynasties. From Eastern Han (25-220 A.D.) and Western Jin (265-316 A.D.) 

dynasties to South and North dynasties (420-589 A.D.), the Hereditary System was always a 

dominant bureaucracy system, but it was replaced by the Civil Service Exam System at late Tang 

dynasty. The evolution of official selection system, related with the decline of aristocrats’ standing 

and increasing channels of rise to upper social class of the populace, had exerted a profound 

influence on economic development, political and social structure transition, and cultural tradition in 

historical China.  

Based on these facts, this paper aims to research the economic driving force and channel behind an 

important bureaucracy system and political institution transformation in traditional China. We got 

enlightens from two branches of economics literature, one is political institution and economic 

development, and another is social structure, economic development, and political regimes transition. 

There were a large sum of literature about relationship of political institution and economic 

development in past several years. For example, Acemoglu and Robinson (2008) found that a change 

in political institutions alters the distribution of de jure political power, but creates incentives for 

investments in de facto political power to partially or even fully offset change in de jure power. Their 

model imply a pattern of captured democracy, whereby a democratic regime may survive but choose 

economic institutions favoring an elite, and also provides conditions under which economic or policy 

outcomes will be invariant to changes in political institutions, and economic institutions themselves 

will persist over time. In other papers, Acemoglu and Robinson (2000a, 2006) also found that during 

                                                              
5  Bai and Jia (2014) found that there is a close relationship between the abolition of the civil service exam system and the political 

regime transition of China from an imperial rule to a republican era, which was among the most important institutional changes in 

Chinese history. Their conclusion provides a nice testing ground for the link between social structure and political transition, and also 

provides a counter example for our finding in this paper. 
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the nineteenth century most western societies extended voting rights, a decision that led to 

unprecedented redistributive programs. They argue that these political reforms can be viewed as 

strategic decisions by the political elite to prevent widespread social unrest and revolution. Political 

transition, rather than redistribution under existing political institutions, occurs because current 

transfers do not ensure future transfers, while the extension of the franchise changes future political 

equilibria and acts as a commitment to redistribution. Up to now, most researchers emphasized the 

influence of political institution on economic development, but economists pay little attention to how 

economic force drove political institution transformation. In addition, in most western countries, the 

clash between government and the mass determined political institution evolution, but in traditional 

China, central government had dominant power relative to the populace, so tension between 

government and the mass doesn’t matter, and conflict within different political elite group might play 

more important role. In Sui and Tang dynasties, China experienced a vital political institution 

transformation, i.e., Official Selection System changed from Hereditary System to the Civil Service 

Exam System. This transformation provided a scenario to better understand relationship between 

economic development and political institution.  

The relationship among social structure, economic development, and political regimes transition is 

another important topic being lay stress on by economists in preceding years. The fluidness of social 

mobility is often considered an important element in determining the fate of political regimes, and an 

increase in social mobility may facilitate the stability of a society by decreasing the likelihood of a 

revolution. Contrary to this, the block of upward mobility can give rise to the overthrow of political 

regimes. For instance, Bourguignon and Verdier (2000) presented a model on education and 

democratization and argue that political leaders in France used public education to promote social 

mobility and create a middle class with less inclination towards revolution in late 19th century. On 

the other hand, the discouragement of social mobility may ignite and facilitate revolution. The 

change of social structure also can exert some impact on long term economic development through 

specific mechanisms. Acemoglu, Hassan and Robinson (2011) documented a statistical association 

between the severity of the persecution and mass murder of Jews (the Holocaust) by the Nazis during 

World War II and long-run economic and political outcomes within Russia. They provided evidence 

on one possible mechanism that they hypothesize may link the Holocaust to the present, the change it 

induced in the social structure, in particular the size of the middle class, across different regions of 
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Russia. Before World War II, Russian Jews were predominantly in white collar (middle class) 

occupations and the Holocaust appears to have had a large negative effect on the size of the middle 

class after the war. Contrary to Russia’s experience in WW2, U.S.’s bombing on Vietnam in 1950s 

did not have negative impacts on local poverty rates, consumption levels, infrastructure, and literacy 

or population density through 2002, and this finding indicates that even the most intense bombing in 

human history did not generate local poverty traps in Vietnam. In this branch of literature, despite 

many cases and conjectures, the link and mechanism between social and political transitions have not 

been backed up by empirical literature. For this reason, our paper aim to link the two kinds of 

literature together, and provide new empirical evidence about economic development, social 

mobility, and political institution transformation. 

In Tang and Song dynasties, China experienced great society and political transformation, some 

Chinese and Japanese scholars held the theory of “transition between Tang and Song”, which said 

Tang is the end of medieval age, and Song marked the beginning of modern China ( Naito Konan, 

1969, Vol.8). China’s bureaucracy system also experienced great transformation in this period of 

time; the Civil Service Exam System replaced the Hereditary System to become leading bureaucracy 

institution. What is the driving force behind this political institutions transformation? What is the 

historical logic of this transformation? And what is the relationship between the Civil Service Exam 

System and long-term implementation of Land Equalization? This paper attempts to answer these 

questions. 

We have made two contributions in this paper. For one thing, based on first-hand biographies in 

the Old Book of Tang History and the New Book of Tang History, we found that the adoption of 

Land Equalization Policy could explain why the Civil Service Exam System replaced Hereditary 

System in Tang China. As the most vital land policy at the time, the long-term enforcement of Land 

Equalization Policy impaired economic base of aristocrat groups as well as their monopoly political 

power. Therefore, social structure became more horizontal than in the aristocrat and hereditary 

system, on basis of which, the Civil Service Exam System became main stream of Bureaucracy 

System. Our paper shed new light on the relationship between economic development and political 

institution evolution. In addition, contrary to most economics literature put emphasis on causality 

between institution and economic development, we found that the economic force (Land 

Equalization policy) led to political institution transformation (from the Hereditary System to the 
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Civil Service Exam System) through changing social structure thoroughly. Therefore, the historical 

experience in Tang China revealed the mechanism of economics factor leading to great political 

institution transformation. For another thing, as we mentioned above, up to now, the link between 

social mobility and political transitions has not been established empirically, through revealing the 

causal relationship between Land Equalization and bureaucracy system combining with the change 

of social structure, our paper may enrich the empirical literature in this field. 

The paper proceeds as follows. Section II discusses historical background, and section III 

describes the data sources and provides summary statistics. Section IV shows the baseline results, 

and aim to illustrate the effects of land equalization policy on bureaucracy system transformation, 

section V identifies causal relationship, and section VI tests for mechanism of Land Equalization 

promoting the transformation of official selection system. SectionVII concludes. 

II. Historical Background 

In this section, we first lay out some stylized facts about China’s experience in bureaucracy system 

from the Han Dynasty to the Tang Dynasty (618-907A.D.), and then describe the implementation of 

“Land Equalization Policy” in the Tang Dynasty, especially the differences in effectiveness among 

different regions. At last, we turn to plot the relationship between the land reform and possibility of 

becoming an official with reliance on one’s ability. 

A. From the Hereditary System to the Civil-Service Examination System 

Before the Civil Service Exam System was instituted in Sui Dynasty, Chinese political and 

society regime was dominated by the Clan System. In this system, aristocrats had a relatively high 

social status and enjoyed a wide range of political and economic privileges. They controlled a large 

quantity of population and land, owned a great number of domestic servants, and both aristocrat 

group and their servants had the right of tax exemption. In addition, marriage between members of 

the noble clans and that of low class family was strictly prohibited at the time. Under the Clan 

System6, familial background was the most important determinant to become an official, regardless 
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of one’s intelligence and morality7. From Eastern Han, Wei, Jin to Sui dynasty, the political power 

was totally monopolized by some large clans8 who could crown or dismiss emperors, even determine 

their survival and death. As a result, emperors’ status was weakened by the monopoly of large noble 

clans, which led to the instability of political regime. According to historical statistics, altogether 

there were 101 emperors being deposed or murdered from the Qin Dynasty (221-207 B.C.) to the end 

of Ming Dynasty (1644), which accounts for 45% of the total deposed or murdered emperors, while 

the time span of these dynasties just covers 350 years. Among them, 4 emperors were killed in the 

Three Kingdoms Period (220–280), 9 in the Jin Dynasty (265–420, not including emperors of 

Sixteen Kingdoms), 16 in the Southern Dynasties (420-589), and 19 in the Northern Dynasties (Hou 

Jiaju 2007, pp.242). On the other hand, since the aristocrat group being always in the upper class of 

the society, the group members usually lacked for the motivation of self-improvement. So it would 

not take a long time before they had been replaced by the newcomers, who were also replaced by 

newer clans in the similar way. Therefore, it is no wonder that the switch of regime was frequent and 

political and society situation remained instable throughout this period of time. 

After reuniting the nation, the emperor of the Sui Dynasty initiated the Civil Service Exam 

System, which aimed to recruit officials through the examanion of a series of subjects. It was further 

developed and became more systematic in the Tang Dynasty. Under the newly-developed institution, 

performances in the exam became the dominant criterion of selection of officials, without any 

consideration of the candidate’s family and other social backgrounds that might not reflect their own 

ability. In this way, people coming from low social class even peasant family also had the 

opportunity to become a member of the government sector and served for the Emperor. For country 

governance relied more on new-recruited elites rather than old clans, the power of the Emperor was 

gradually relieved of the intervention and control from aristocrat family. So political regime became 

more stable in Sui and Tang than those dynasties prior to the Civil Service Exam System was 

established. Besides, the Civil Service Exam System also created a channel of grassroots to become 

the political elites, through which the talented could rise to the top class of the society. Generally 

speaking, under the new system, “the regime became more open, and social stratification was more 
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indistinct” (Ch'ien Mu, 1991, pp.413). 

From perspective of China’s long term political history, Tang dynasty undoubtedly marked the 

turning point of transformation of bureaucracy system. We can reach this conclusion from the ratio 

of aristocrat in both total bureaucrats and high-ranking officials. Figure 1 indicates the ratio of 

aristocrat in total bureaucrats, and Figure 2 shows the ratio of aristocrat in high-ranking officials. All 

information related to bureaucrats was recorded in first-hand biographies of Chinese 24 Histories. 

From Figure 1, we can find that at the beginning of Eastern Han Dynasty (25 A.D.), the ratio of 

aristocrat in total bureaucrat is around 27%, it climbs to 38% in late Eastern Han, and jump to 55% at 

the end of Eastern Han. In the Sui and early Tang Dynasties, the ratio slightly increased from 30% to 

32%,but in middle and late Tang, it declined sharply from 32% to 20%, and this downward trend 

continued in the Five Dynasties (907-960A.D.) and Northern Song(980-1127 A.D.). The trend of 

ratio of aristocrat in high-ranking officials is the same as Figure  1, although in every dynasty; the 

corresponding ratio is much higher than in Figure 1, but leaves the long-run trend unchanged.  

(Figure 1 inserted here) 

(Figure 2 inserted here) 

To some extent, the Civil Service Exam System in Tang Dynasty remained something in common 

with the Clan System. For example, there were also a great many of officials coming from aristocrat 

family. Nonetheless, in official recruitment, the inclination of enhancing fairness and 

competitiveness could not be denied. In addition, even if there being some aristocrat offspring 

became political elites by means of Imperial Examination, those people did not become new clans 

(Wu Zongguo, 1982). Figure 3 depicts different approach of becoming an official including both 

civilian and aristocrat background, which covered all 1561 officials whose background information 

was documented in the Old Tang Book and the New Tang Book. From Figure 3, it is obvious that the 

proportion of being recruited into government through Imperial Examination had increased 

dramatically over time. For those with civilian family background, Imperial Examination was the 

only way of entering into the ruling group, which became more important in the late Tang (the year 

after the An Lushan Rebellion, 755 A.D.). In all officials recorded in historical literature, the 

proportion of becoming an official by means of Imperial Examination rose from 47.54% to 53.13% 

from early to late Tang Dynasty. Meanwhile, such an increase also happened among those noble 

families, with a jump from 12.11% to 39.71%, which indicated that the noble class was also less 
8 

 



 

dependent on their family background and more likely to become an official via the 

examination. Figure 4 shows the officials’ further promotion after having passed the exams9.. In the 

late Tang period, more than half (50.53%) of the senior officials from ordinary families were 

recruited through the examination, while this proportion also reached 38.77% in those coming from 

noble families, but in early stage, the corresponding data are 41% and 13% respectively. All these 

statistics had indicated the remarkable transformation of both bureaucracy system and social 

structure: (1) Under the Civil Service Exam System, social mobility was more fluid, and ordinary 

people could change their destiny by becoming officials and rising to the top class of the society. (2) 

Getting a government position by taking part in the exams also became a mainstream among all the 

possible approach of upward mobility, both in the grassroots and in the noble class.    

(Figure 3 inserted here)   

(Figure 4 inserted here)   

B. The “Land Equalization Policy” in the Tang Dynasty 

 In pre-modern era, both wealth and income of a country mainly came from agricultural 

production, so the land policy was usually of primary importance in political and society structure 

(Besley and Burgess，2000；Banerjee and Iyer，2005), and would play a decisive role in long term 

economic development (Galor et al.，2009). Between two important unified dynasties Han and Sui, 

China underwent long run fragmentation. During the time from the three kingdom period to the 

Northern and Southern Dynasties (190-580A.D.), the country broke up into many small and 

independent regimes that were frequently at war with each other. Suffering a lot from the social 

unrest, people with close kinship or sharing the same ancestor usually gathered around and relied on 

some big powerful aristocrat families as subordinates and household servant, and they usually 

worked as private military forces or tenant farmers for their masters, which led to the formation of 

very powerful groups in terms of military power, wealth and political influence. These big clans 

usually had very strong armies, controlled large quantity of land and population, and were financially 

self-sufficient (Hu Rulei 1996, pp.283-290). The appearance of the clans system brought about two 
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consequences economically. On the one hand, much more population concentrating on the limited 

space resulted in the imbalance between land and labor, which led to low economic efficiency. On 

the other hand, it also reduced the tax revenue of central government due to the lack of economic 

resources controlled by government. In this way, the power of central government and the Emperor 

was seriously weakened (Zhao Gang et. al, 2006). As we noted above, in Han and Jin dynasties, 

some big aristocrat family controlled  a great number of land and population, and central 

government just manage very few economic recourses directly, which let to decrease of tax revenue 

and instability of political regime. In 485 A.D., the decree of Land Equalization was issued by 

Xiaowen Emperor of Northern Wei Dynasty, which aims to achieve two goals. Firstly, government 

increases tax revenue by enlarging tax base. Since poll tax is primary source of government revenue 

at the time, the policy reflects the objective of ensure tax revenue by support and protect benefits of 

smallholder and restrict the aristocrats’ annexation of land and control too many peasants. Secondly, 

government also wants to maintain political stability through impairing the power of aristocrat family. 

In the framework of Land Equalization, central government reallocates land resource to all 

household, including both officials and populace, and set the upper limit for officials according to 

their rank, therefore, big aristocrat family can’t appropriate too much land as in the Han and Jin 

Dynasties. Restricting aristocrats’ annexation of land and control too many peasants also implies the 

motivation to consolidate the power of the Emperor by weakening the power of noble family. 

   Following the tradition of the Northern Wei (386-534A.D.), Eastern Wei (534-550A.D.), 

Western Wei (537-557A.D.), Northern Qi (550-557A.D.), Northern Zhou (557-581A.D.) and Sui 

(581-619A.D.), rulers of the Tang Dynasty officially put the “Land Equalization Policy” as well as 

the “Zuyongdiao Policy”10 into practice in 624A.D., by distributing uncultivated land owned by 

government to peasant households according to the amount of labor force, these policies aimed to 

ensure peasant’s property right on the land and raise more tax revenue for the country. Throughout 

the peaceful time from 624A.D. to the Tianbao period (742-756A.D.), the “Land Equalization 

Policy” was strictly carried out in most areas of Tang territory, and exerted profound impact on 

economic development and social structure. It did not end until 780A.D. when it was substituted by 
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the “Two-tax Law”.11 

The implementation of the “Land Equalization Policy” had to be based on two conditions: (1) 

Government was capable of making rigorous survey on population and land, especially measuring 

and distributing land and getting demographic statistics, which were a very challenging task and 

could only be accomplished by very clean and efficient government, and it was impossible for the 

weak government to do this after the An-shi Rebellion (755-763A.D.). (2) A large quantity of 

ownerless land was possessed by the central government. Rulers of the Tang Dynasty were initially 

endowed with a lot of ownerless farm land from social unrest and population loss for peasants’ 

rebellion by the end of previous dynasties, and the expansion of territory in early Tang also increased 

the land available to be distributed to peasants, both of which have lay foundation for the 

implementation of “Land Equalization Policy”. However, as time went by, more and more peasants 

got land from state, the allocable land was always diminishing, while the population remained 

increasing. Such a contradiction finally led to policy’s unsustainable and abolishment of the Land 

Equalization policy (Zhao Gang et. al, 2006). It was replaced by the “Two-tax Law” in 780A.D. , a 

new system that levied monetary land tax on farmers according to the actual acre of land by its owner. 

Since then, the policy of providing equal chance for peasants to be accessible to land was ended in 

Tang Dynasty. 

Although there being no consensus about the actual practice of the “Land Equalization Policy” in 

Tang Dynasty among historians, most of them agree with its implementation and differences in 

different areas. In the nonagricultural areas of minority nationality, it was almost impossible to put 

Land Equalization into practice, since it fit for neither the political traditions nor the geographic and 

climate conditions12. As for area in southern China (Zone1), which was ruled by the Southern 

Dynasties before the Sui and Tang Dynasties, such policies had never been implemented at the time. 

After the country was reunited, especially after the “Land Equalization Policy” was implemented in 

624A.D. (Yang Jiping, 1989), it was extended to a broader scope (Yang Jiping, 2003, pp.155), but 

since the disadvantage of being too far away from the capital city, the practice of the “Land 

Equalization Policy” in southern China was not so effective as that of the Northern China, although it 

was much more effective than in nonagricultural areas. 
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Located in the vicinity of the capital Chang’an, Zone2 covers the area of Guanlong and Hetao 

Plain, and both were the most important agricultural areas in China at the time, where the “Land 

Equalization Policy” was carried out more strictly and effectively. However, since the ruler of Tang 

dynasty originated from aristocrat groups of Guanlong area, so the power of aristocrat family in this 

area was much stronger than other regions (Yin-Koh Tschen, 1982), which means that the “Land 

Equalization” would face fierce objection for it aims to scramble for population and land with 

aristocrats. Moreover, prior to and during the Tang Dynasty, both the farming population and nomads 

always competed for the possession of this area ((Bai and Kung，2011), which also prevented from 

the better implementation of the policy. 

Zone3, also known as the Northern China Plain, is another traditional agricultural area in historical 

China. It was located in the Hetao area and the east of the Taihang Mountain, and covered the middle 

and lower reaches of the Yellow River. Although it was adjacent to the nonagricultural area, there 

was relatively less invasion from other minority nationality before the rise of Khitan (in Late Tang 

and the Five Dynasties). In addition, it was the economic center under the ruling of the Northern Wei, 

where the “Land Equalization Policy” was first put into practice (Han Guopan, 1958, pp.22-26). It 

also covered most economic centers of northern China in ancient times. Compared with other areas, 

the Northern China Plain was the region where the policy was implemented most strictly and 

effectively. Figure 5 plotted the four zones in Tang dynasty. 

(Figure 5 inserted here)  

The long run enforcement of “Land Equalization Policy” impaired economic and social base of 

aristocrat groups as well as their monopoly political power. In Land Equalization Policy, the land 

was owned by state and was distributed to peasants, who cultivated land and undertook the burden of 

taxation and corvée. In this way, the Emperor and central government were able to keep away from 

big aristocrat family and controlled land and population directly. Meanwhile, peasants could also be 

independent from the aristocrat family and confronted with the central and local government directly. 

Therefore, the Emperor and the populace could establish political, economic and military 

relationships directly, but did not rely on aristocrat family once more, which led to the decline of 

aristocrat’s influence in economic, politic and military affairs, therefore, social structure became 

more horizontal in Land Equalization Policy than in the aristocrat and Hereditary System, with an 

strengthen in the power of the Emperor and centralization.  
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C. The relationship between “Land Equalization Policy” and becoming an official 

based on his own ability 

As we discussed above, the implementation of Land Equalization Policy made both Emperor and 

peasants get rid of the control of aristocrat groups, and they need to set up a channel to link 

themselves together politically. This kind of channel was supposed to meet the following two 

requirements: (1) the Emperor needs to look for new elites to replace old aristocrat groups serve for 

himself, so it is reasonable for him to select the talented and competent people from civilians by 

means of exam. (2) After getting rid of control of aristocrat groups, the peasants also need to find a 

road to enter into ruling class, and express their standpoint about political events. The Civil Service 

Exam System was designed to recruit official from elites in low social class, which could meet the 

demand of both the Emperor and peasants. 

Figure 6 indicates the relationship between the “Land Equalization Policy” and probability of 

becoming an official with reliance on ability13. The vertical axis measures the probability of whether 

one was selected to become an official depending on his own ability (including performances in the 

Imperial Examination and military contribution). It is a dummy variable, which equals 1 if one was 

recruited based on his own ability, and equals 0 if not. The horizontal axis is the logarithm of time of 

how long the “Land Equalization Policy” had been implemented from 624A.D. to the year one was 

born, i.e. landequal=log (year-624). The empty circle represents the fitted probability of becoming a 

government official depending on his ability, and solid circle is actual value to measure the 

possibility of one to become an official depending on his own ability. We can find that the “Land 

Equalization Policy” had a significant and positive impact on the ability-based official selection 

system, the longer time that the “Land Equalization Policy” had been implemented, the more likely 

that one would be selected to become an official based on his own ability. 

(Figure 6 inserted here) 

The “Land Equalization Policy” was not initiated in Tang China, but it was only at that time when 

it brought about a great transformation of bureaucratic system, the reason is that the policy had been 
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13 Similar to the Civil Service Exam System, being recruited to be an official for one’s military contribution was also a way depending 
on one’s own ability and efforts, regardless of family background and other factors irrelevant to personal abilities. Therefore, we 
combined these two kinds of approach together as “being selected for one’s ability”. Because the magnitude of second way was 
relatively small, the combination does not affect the result.  



 

implemented for a much longer period of time than in other dynasties. Figure 7 provides a comparison 

among different dynasties of how long the policy had been implemented. From the starting point 

year 624 A.D. to its end in 780 A.D., the time span of the policy’s implementation is 152 years in 

Tang China, but in previous dynasties such as Northern Wei (386-534A.D.), Eastern Wei 

(534-550A.D.), Western Wei (537-557A.D.), Northern Qi (550-557A.D.), Northern Zhou 

(557-581A.D.) and Sui (581-619A.D.), the data are 38, 16, 22, 27, 24, and 38 respectively. The 

long-term enforcement of Land Equalization Policy in Tang impaired the economic and social base 

of aristocrat family, and made both Emperor and peasants get rid of the control of aristocrat groups, 

which led to bureaucratic system transformation for that matter. By contrast, during the previous 

dynasties the policy only lasted for a short period of time, thus it was impossible to have significant 

impact on social structure and political regime, let alone induced a momentous transformation in 

political institution. 

(Figure 7 inserted here) 

III. Data and Description 

The data used in this paper consist of three parts: individual-level official information, geographic 

information to indicate the strength of implementation of “Land Equalization Policy” among 

different zones, and civil war incidence. 

A. Individual-level Official Information 

Individual-level official information comes from first-hand biographies recorded in the Old Book 

of Tang History and the New Book of Tang History. China has a long tradition of recording history 

for the purpose of providing experience and lessons in national governance for following dynasties. 

To achieve this, governments usually established a special institution with responsibility for 

compiling and recording laws and policy about previous dynasty. The Old Book of Tang History was 

compiled in the Five Dynasties (907-960A.D.), and the New Book of Tang History was written in 

Northern Song dynasty (960-1127 A.D.). Both are chronological dynastic history and belong to 

Chinese Twenty-Four Histories. Among all 2894 observations, 2576 observations are recorded in the 

old Book of Tang History, and other 318 observations are included in the New Book of Tang History. 
14 

 



 

After dropping out those were not actually live in the Tang Dynasty, we got 2710 people in total. A 

list of variables related to official as follow: name, official numbers in one’s family (peer, father 

generation, and grandfather generation), financial situation of family, father’s social status, dates of 

birth and death, time span in which he lived, birth place (measured by state in Tang Dynasty), 

whether being a noble or not, nationality, the ways of becoming an official, whether holding an 

powerful post or not, whether being knighted or not, the official rank, etc. It must be noted that 

biographies of Chinese Twenty-Four Histories just recorded the people who had made great 

contribution to the country, which might led to slight upper biases of our empirical research. On the 

other hand, biographies did not violate the statistically principle of the random sampling and there 

were no obvious inclination to both civilian and aristocrat background, so systematic biases in our 

regression must be non-existent. 

B. Geographic Information 

Based on Ji Chaoding (1981), our paper separated the territory of Tang Dynasty into 4 zones 

according to the extent which the “Land Equalization Policy” was implemented from the weakest to 

the strongest. Zone0 refers to the nonagricultural area inhabited by minority nationality, zone1 is 

Southern China, zone2 contains the Guanlong and Hetao Plain, and zone3 is the Northern China 

Plain14. In addition, both the Guanzhong Plain and the area of middle and lower reaches of the 

Yellow River belong to the Northern China Economic Zone. All of the five zones are indicated 

in Figure 5. 

(Figure 5 inserted here) 

C. Civil War Incidence. 

Warfare data come from civil war information of the Tang Dynasty in the book of The Natural 

and Manmade Disasters in Ancient China, which was written by Chen Gaoyong et al (1986), 

                                                              
14
 Guanlong and Hetao Plain include most areas of Shanxi, Gansu and Shan’xi provinces. In Chinese terri

tory, Guanzhong Plain locate in northern Shanxi province, which is an alluvial plain formed by the mud 
and sand of both Jing and Wei rivers depositing here over a long period of time. The formation of Heta
o Plain also is due to that when the Yellow River flowing from low latitudes area to high latitudes area,
 the velocity of water flow become much slower and the mud and sand deposited here. The same is true
 for the Northern China Plain. All three plains constituted main agriculture zones in the time of preceding
 Southern Song China. 
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including both years and places of the wars. Altogether there were 1667 civil wars happening in the 

Tang Dynasty, we got 1491 observations in total after excluding those before the implementation of 

the “Land Equalization Policy”, which took place in 262 provinces during 283 years (624-906). 

Variables explanation is shown in table 1 and Appendix 1 respectively. 

 (Table 1. Variable Indicator about here) 

IV.  The Impact of the “Land Equalization Policy” on the probability of becoming 

an official depending on one’s ability 

Individual-level official information of figure 3 have indicated the correlation between the “Land 

Equalization Policy” and the probability of becoming an official with reliance on one’s ability, but it 

can’t identify the impact of Land Equalization Policy on bureaucracy system transformation. In this 

section, on the basis of differences of implementation of the Land Equalization Policy across time 

and places, we begin by estimating the relationship between Land Equalization Policy and becoming 

an official depending on one’s ability. The baseline regression equation is as follow: 

    Pr(ability=1)=φ(const+Σρz*zonez×landequal+Σβz*zonez +X*β)     (1) 

Where Pr(ability=1) is the probability of one’s being recruited to hold a government official 

position based on his own ability. If people became an official either by means of exam or through 

their military contribution, then ability=1; If not, then ability=0; zonez is the dummy variable of 

zones, which equals to 0,...3 respectively; landequal is the logarithm of the years span in which the 

“Land Equalization Policy” had been implemented, which is from starting point of 624A.D. to the 

year when one was born, i.e., landequal=log (year-624) 15 . The vector X denotes a set of 

individual-level covariates and must be controlled in regression, which include the distance between 

Chang’an and the birth places of the official(distance)16, whether the official being born in a noble 

family (aristocrat), the number of officials in his father and grandfather generation（family）, whether 

being born in a family with bureaucrats background（status）, financial situation of family（wealth）, 

whether being knighted or not （peerage）, the highest position once held （position）, the frequency 

                                                              
15  For those people who was born before 780 A.D., landequal= log (year-624). For those people who was born after 780 A.D., 
landequal= log (780-624). See variables indicator in appendix. 
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kilometer.  



 

of wars happening in one’s birth place during the last 25 years before he was born, and so on. 

In equation(1), the coefficient ρz can capture the effect of the “Land Equalization Policy” on 

probability of becoming an official depending on ability, for zonez×landequal is the interaction term 

of zone and time span of the policy’s implementation. Moreover, since one’s birth date are strictly 

exogenous to the ways of becoming an official, interaction term can partially indentify the policy’s 

causal impact on one’s possibility (Pr(ability=1)) to become an official with reliance on his own 

ability, and we will discuss it in detail in next section. As has been shown in column 1-8 of Table 2, 

the coefficients of ρz are positive and remain statistically significant at 1% level, and always follow 

the sequence zone3×landequal > zone2×landequal > zone1×landequal, which means that the more 

effectively that the “Land Equalization Policy” was implemented in one’s birth place, the more likely 

he would be able to take an official position depending on his own ability.  

(Table 2 inserted here) 

The result in Table 2 is highly consistent with historical facts: there was a consistency between the 

extent to which the Land Equalization policy was implemented and the possibility (Pr(ability=1)) of 

one’s becoming an official depending on his own ability among different areas. In the Northern 

China Plain where the “Land Equalization Policy” was the most fully and effectively implemented, 

people were also the most likely to become a government official depending on their own ability. By 

contrast, in southern China, the strength of the policy was relatively weak, and it was also less likely 

for them to be recruited. Aristocratic background (aristocrat) also had a statistically significant and 

negative influence on possibility to mobile upward through the ability-based channel, which means it 

is less possible for people born in a family with bureaucrat background to become official with 

reliance on ability. In addition, coefficients of control variables are consistent with expectation, both 

distance between Chang’an and the birth places of the official (distance), and whether the official 

born in a noble family (aristocrat) have significantly negative impact on probability of becoming an 

official with reliance on ability. The effect of financial situation of family（wealth）also is negative, 

but it is not always significant. The number of officials in their father and grandfather generation

（family）, as well as whether being born in a family with bureaucrats background（status）have 

positive impact, but in most regressions, they are not significant as well. 
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V.  Identifying Causal Relationship 

The positive correlation between “Land Equalization Policy” and the probability of becoming a 

government official with reliance on ability is documented in the previous section, which is 

consistent with our hypothesis that economic factor drove bureaucracy system transformation. 

However, the correlation could also be explained by omitted variables that are simultaneously 

correlated with “Land Equalization Policy” and becoming a government official with reliance on 

ability. For example, if region A enjoyed better educational tradition than region B, so there were 

more people who were fond of reading confusion classic literature in this region, which led to more 

ordinary people to pass the Civil Service Exam. On the other hand, due to region A has accumulated 

more human capital than region B, “Land Equalization Policy” was carried out more effectively. If 

that is the case, the causal relationship between “Land Equalization Policy” and bureaucracy system 

transformation can’t be established in baseline regression, and there exists biases in estimated 

coefficients to some extent. 

In this section, we pursue two strategies to assess whether the correlation documented to this point 

is causal. First, we control for systemic differences among different zones that may be correlated 

with the implementation of “Land Equalization Policy” and the probability of becoming a 

government official with reliance on ability simultaneously. Second, we use both the implementation 

of “Land Equalization Policy” in preceding dynasties and distance between the capital city of 

Northern Wei Dynasty17 and that of the countries in Southern and Northern dynasties where one’s 

birthplace was located18 as instruments for the implementation of “Land Equalization Policy” in 

Tang dynasty.  

A. Controlling for systemic differences among different zones 

Firstly, it is worth noting that one’s birth date was strictly exogenous to the way of becoming an 

official. People couldn’t select their birth date, and there is a time lag of around 30 years from one’s 

birth to his official career, so birth date is uncorrelated with both “Land Equalization Policy” and the 

way of becoming an official. On the other hand, birth place was endogenous to the way of becoming 

                                                              
17 As noted above, Northern Wei is the first Dynasty to adopt “Land Equalization Policy”. 
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18  Southern and Northern dynasties include five countries, some of them coexisted in the same period, and others existed one after 
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an official to some extent. For instance, if someone can enter into government sector by means of 

exam, the second generation villagers where he inhabited would take him as an example, which led 

to more people to devote themselves to exam in his birth place. If that is the case, there must be a 

counter causal relationship between probability of becoming a government official with reliance on 

ability and zones. Even so, through controlling for the systematic differences among the zones, we 

can partially eliminate this kind of endogneity. In this way, we can identify the effect of Land 

Equalization Policy on probability of becoming an official with reliance on one’s ability (the 

coefficient of zonez×landequal was significantly positive). Meanwhile, the effect of the interaction 

term (zonez×landequal) is also affected by time effect, which may also result in biases in our 

estimation and must be controlled in regression. 

To eliminate and alleviate the endogeneity and biases, we perform the following strategies: 

1. Controlling for the distance between one’s birthplace and the capital city Chang’an, as well as 

time effect. Since the distance between birthplace and capital city was totally exogenous to the way 

of becoming an official, after controlling for distance, the biases from location will be partially 

excluded from the interaction term. In addition, if there were time trend in both the implementation 

of Land Equalization Policy and the probability of becoming an official depending on one’s ability, 

the biases from time trend can be eliminated after controlling for time effect.  

2. To avoid biases resulted from systematic differences between agricultural and nonagricultural 

regions, we consider a sample only including the observations of agricultural region (Zone 1-3). The 

estimating equation is still equation (1). In this way, the estimates will not be biased by systematic 

differences between agricultural and nonagricultural regions. There were huge differences between 

agricultural people and nomad in ancient China, such as political regime, life style, and culture 

tradition. As we discussed above, these differences was very significant according to historical facts 

For example, the Tang regime was originated from the nobles of nomads in northern China (Yin-Koh 

Tschen 1982, 2001), which would affect both the implementation of Land Equalization Policy and 

the probability of becoming an official with reliance on one’s ability in this region, and thus should 

be eliminated. 

3. Limiting sample to observations of the agricultural region in northern China (Zone 2-3). Both 

located in northern China and to the north of the Huani River, Zone 2 and 3 shared a lot of 
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similarities in geography and agricultural conditions, cultural traditions and political structure (Bray，

1986；Buck，1935；Talhelm et al.，2014). Therefore, we should eliminate biases from differences 

between northern and southern China, and examine the effect of Land Equalization Policy only in the 

two regions of northern China.  

4. Limiting sample to observations of northern China economic zone19. Both belonging to 

northern China economic zone, the Guanzhong Plain (a part of Zone 2) and the Middle and Lower 

Reaches of the Yellow River Plain (Zone 3) were quite alike in many aspects. This will completely 

eliminate biases coming from differences across different regions. In contrast, although both Zone 2 

and 3 are in northern China, there were large differences between them. Located in the North China 

Plain, Zone 2 contained Guanzhong Plain, Hetao Plain, and Longxi Region and agricultural regions 

beyond the Great Wall. Zone 3 located in the eastern side of Taihang Mountain, and was mainly 

consisted of the Middle and Lower Reaches of the Yellow River Plain. Within Zone 2, Longxi 

Region and agricultural regions beyond the Great Wall were quite different from the Guanzhong 

Plain in geography, climate and political structure. On the other hand, Hetao Plain was the  frontier 

of conflict between agricultural population and nomads. Before late Tang and the Five Dynasties, 

there were frequent collisions between these two kinds of civilizations, making it quite different from 

the Guanzhong Plain. Based on the research of Chaoding Ji (1981), we select economic zones in 

northern China to test the effect of the Land Equalization Policy. Economic historians usually regard 

both the Guanzhong Plain and the Middle and Lower Reaches of the Yellow River Plain as  two 

main components of the northern economic zones, as is shown in Figure 4. The Guanzhong Plain 

was with in Zone 2, which belonged to capital city.area. The Middle and Lower Reaches of the 

Yellow River Plain was within Zone 3, which was a main agricultural region in northern China. 

These two regions shared a lot of similarities in geography, transportation and agricultural conditions 

(Gengwang Yan, 1986), as well as the level of economic development. This means that we can 

eliminate the biases resulted from variations across regions thoroughly by running regression of the 

northern economic zones. 

  (Table 3 about here) 
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19  Northern China economic zone is very different from northern China. The former is a conception related to economy, and contains 
two agriculture region,i.e., Guanzhong Plain and the Middle and Lower Reaches of the Yellow River Plain. Northern China is a 
geographical conception, which refers to China’s territory to the north of the Huani River. 



 

Table 3 presents the results of regression equation (1) with controlling for systematic differences 

among zones. Column (1)-(2) reports the results of all zones. Column 1 indicates that estimated 

coefficients for the interactions term zonez×landequal are significant at 1% level, and the results 

remain significant after controlling for the distance between birthplace and capital city Chang’an 

(distance) (Column 2).As we discussed above, since the interactions term may be affected by 

differences across regions and time effect, we have to eliminate biases resulted from location and 

time effect. Column (3) indicates that after excluding the nonagricultural regions, estimations of the 

effect of the interactions term remain significant, which also is significant after controlling for 

distance (distance) and time trend (trend) (Column 4). This means that the effect of interaction term 

is not affected by time trend and differences between agricultural and nonagricultural regions. In 

addition, it must be emphasized that all coefficients of zonez in column (2) is a little larger than 

column (1) in magnitude, which means that after dropping out nonagricultural region(zone0) where 

Land Equalization Policy did not carry out at all, Land Equalization Policy had more significant 

impacts on bureaucratic system transformation in all agricultural zones. 

We also have to eliminate biases resulted from differences between northern and southern China 

by limiting our sample to the observations of agricultural regions in northern China (Zone 2 and 3) 

alone. Results are shown in Column (5) and (6). Column (5) of Table 1 indicates that the estimated 

coefficient for the interaction term is significantly positive without controlling for distance and time 

trend. The results still remain significant after controlling for these two factors, as is reported in 

Column (6). This means that the Land Equalization Policy had significant impact on the possibility 

of upward mobility through ability-based channel, even when there being no southern-northern 

disparities. 

Column (7) and (8) reports the results of regression after limiting observations to the northern 

economic zones. In column (7), we do not control for time trend and distance between birthplace and 

Chang’an, and the estimated coefficient was significantly positive; the result holds after controlling 

for these two factors (Column (8)). The estimations in Column (7) and (8) verify that the Land 

Equalization Policy had a significant and positive impact on the ability-based channel of upward 

mobility, even after excluding all the possible cross-regional covariations.  

Overall, after we have controlled for region differences, geographical location and time trend, the 

results remain consistent with the extent to which the Land Equalization Policy was implemented. 
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The estimated coefficients for the interaction term are significantly positive and follow the same 

order: the Northern China Plain (Zone 3) > the Guanlong Region and Hetao Plain (Zone 2) > 

Southern China (Zone 1). This is in accordance with our hypothesis about the relationship between 

the effectiveness of Land Equalization Policy and the rise of the Civil Service Exam System. The 

Land Equalization Policy was best effectively implemented in the Northern China Plain, thus 

exerting the strongest influence on the bureaucratic system. By contrast, it was implemented in 

southern China in the weakest degree, where its impact on the political institution was also the 

weakest. Such conclusions are highly consistent with historical facts. 

B. IV Estimates  

Another strategy to identify the casual relationship between Land Equalization Policy and the rise 

of the Civil Service Exam System is the use of instrumental variables. This requires instruments 

being correlated with Land Equalization Policy but uncorrelated with the probability of becoming a 

government official with reliance on ability.  

In this section, two IVs are introduced. (1) Whether the policy was implemented in one’s 

birthplace during the preceding Dynasties, i.e., the Southern and Northern Dynasties. The answer is 

negative (equal=0) for southern China (Zone 1), and is positive (equal=1) for the Guanlong Region 

(Zone 2) and the Northern China Plain (Zone 3). (2) Distance between the capital city of Northern 

Wei Dynasty20 and that of countries in the Southern and Northern Dynasties where one’s birthplace 

was located. The two IVs are listed in detail in Table 4. 

(Table 4 bout here) 

Both instruments can capture the variations of degree of implementation of Land Equalization 

Policy across different zones in Tang China. What is more, whether the policy was implemented in 

one’s birthplace during the preceding dynasties is definitely uncorrelated with other factors that 

affected the probability of becoming a government official with reliance on ability in Tang dynasty. 

Firstly, there is no doubt that the policy was implemented in one’s birthplace during the preceding 

dynasties has nothing to do with the Civil Service Exam in Tang Dynasty, for exam system firstly 

began in Sui Dynasty. Secondly, whether the policy was implemented in one’s birthplace during the 

preceding dynasties was directly correlated with the effectiveness of implementation of Land 
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Equalization Policy in the Tang Dynasty, for places with tradition of the policy were more 

experienced with it, and was thus better prepared for it. The same is true for distance between the 

capital city of earliest Dynasty to implement Land Equalization Policy and that of countries in the 

Southern and Northern Dynasties where one’s birthplace was located. The distance between 

Luoyang, the capital city of the Northern Wei Dynasty and the capitals of the countries in the 

Southern and Northern Dynasties is also a proxy of how a place was influenced by Northern Wei. 

Due to inconvenient transportation in ancient society, the closer a region near the center of policy’s 

implementation, the more likely the policy was carried out effectively in this region, which further 

affected the implementation of Land Equalization Policy in this region in Tang Dynasty. Below are 

the equations of the two-stage least square (2SLS) strategy. 

The Second Stage  

 ability=const+α*zone×landequal+αz*zone + X*A+ε     (2) 

The First Stage  

   zone× landequal = const+β1*IV1×landequal+β2*IV2×landequal+β3*IV1+β4*IV2+X*B +ε  (3) 

 zone = const+β1*IV1×landequal+β2*IV2×landequal+β3*IV1+β4*IV2+X*B +ε   (4) 

In equation (2), (3), and (4), ability denotes whether one became an official through a 

ability-based channel, zone denotes the impact of the region where one’s birthplace was located, and 

landequal also is the logarithm of the years span in which the “Land Equalization Policy” had been 

implemented and it is from 624A.D. to the year when one was born, so zone×landequal can capture 

the impact of the Land Equalization Policy in the Tang Dynasty, which has been mentioned above. 

IV1 was the dummy variable of whether there being tradition of the policy in one’s birth place. IV2 

was the distance between Luoyang and the capital cities of the Southern and Northern Dynasties. X is 

the vector of control variables. Since equation (2) is a linear probability model and equation (3) and 

(4) is OLS estimates, 2SLS strategy can be used in our analysis in this section. 

(Table 5 about here) 

Table 5 reports the results of IV regressions. The first-stage estimates indicate that both whether the 

policy was implemented in one’s birthplace during the preceding dynasties and the distance between 

the capital city of the Northern Wei Dynasty and those of the Southern and Northern Dynasties are 

positive correlated with impact of the Land Equalization Policy in Tang Dynasty (Zone 3). In 

second-stage, zone×landequal was also significantly positive correlated with probability of becoming 
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a government official with reliance on ability in Tang dynasty. All coefficients of control variables 

are consistent with expectation. To sum up, the results of IV regressions strongly prove that the Land 

Equalization Policy had a causal impact on bureaucracy system transformation in Tang China. 

VI.  Testing for the mechanism of Land Equalization promoting Bureaucracy 

System Transformation21 

Up to this point, we have found the positive correlation between Land Equalization and 

bureaucracy system transformation, and we also have verified this relationship being casual, i.e., the 

implementation of Land Equalization Policy made more civilian enter into ruling class by means of 

exam. In this section, we perform two empirical tests to identify the mechanism of Land Equalization 

promoting bureaucracy system transformation.  

Land Equalization Policy originated in Northern Wei Dynasty, and has existed for a long period of 

time before Tang dynasty, but it couldn’t induce the transformation of bureaucracy system in 

previous dynasties. The Civil Service Exam System also emerged before Tang China, but it did not 

play a decisive role in official selection as in Tang Dynasty, so why did the Civil Service Exam 

System replace the Hereditary System in Tang China? In this section, we argue that long-term 

enforcement of Land Equalization Policy impaired social and economic base of aristocrat groups as 

well as their monopoly political power, based on the decline of status of aristocrat family, social 

stratification changed from vertical structure to horizontal one. Therefore, both the Emperor and 

peasants could get rid of the reliance on some big aristocrat families, which induced the 

transformation of bureaucracy system. In this section, we attempt to indentify the mechanism of land 

reform to promote the transformation of bureaucracy system through changing social structure. In 

subsection A, we present the results of decline of status of aristocrat family through post change of 

second generation high-ranking officials and aristocrats. In subsection B, we perform an ivprobit 

regression approach to identify the channel of long-term enforcement of Land Equalization Policy 

promoting bureaucracy system transformation by impairing social and economic base of aristocrat 

groups as well as their monopoly political power. 
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21 Bureaucracy system transformation means that most officials was recruited by means of exam. Contrary to this, in hereditary 
system, almost all second generation official held the positions by recommendation, shelter and other approach being not related to 
ability. So, after the transformation of bureaucracy system , exam replaced heritage to become mainstream of official selection system. 

http://www.baidu.com/s?wd=hereditary%20system&f=12&rsp=0&oq=Heroneditary%20System&tn=sitehao123&ie=utf-8
http://www.baidu.com/s?wd=hereditary%20system&f=12&rsp=0&oq=Heroneditary%20System&tn=sitehao123&ie=utf-8
http://www.baidu.com/s?wd=hereditary%20system&f=12&rsp=0&oq=Heroneditary%20System&tn=sitehao123&ie=utf-8


 

A.  Decline of aristocrat family’s status 

In Hereditary System, some big aristocrat family always monopolized political power by 

occupying high-ranking official positions, and their descendants also could inherit the posts of their 

father’s generation, which led to the existence of a large group of second generation officials and 

aristocrats. The decline of status of aristocrat family was directly indicated by weakening of 

aristocrat offspring’s control power on the post of high-ranking officials, and the ordinary people 

could join this club and drive out aristocrat’s offspring. In early Tang, aristocrat’s descendant could 

enter into senior official group by the Hereditary System, but afterwards, the populace also could 

join the team of high-ranking officials through means of examination, and this trend is more obvious 

in late Tang. For example, in the reign of Dezong emperor（780-805A.D.）, all prime ministers 

amounted to 35 people, among whom 10 people got the position through the Hereditary System,13 

people through Jinshi Ke of the Civil Service Exam System22. In the period of Xianzong emperor

（806-820 A.D.）, the number was 4 and 17 respectively in total of 29 prime ministers. In the reign 

of Wenzong emperor （826-840 A.D.）and Wuzong emperor（841-846 A.D.）, only 3 person became 

prime minister by Hereditary system, and in the period of Xuanzong emperor（847-859 A.D.）, the 

data is one person(Wu Zongguo,1996, p.256).To sum up, in late Tang, the era of becoming a senior 

official by Hereditary System has passed forever, and Jinshi ke in the Civil Service Exam System 

was the primary channel of becoming high-ranking officials, so the criterion of official selection 

have completed the transition from hereditary to personal ability(Wu Zongguo,2004, pp.206-212). 

2nd-generation officials and aristocrats having lost control power on the post of high-ranking 

officials indicates that aristocrat groups could not block the road of the populace to mobile upward, 

and also could not monopolized political power as in preceding Tang dynasty once more. Therefore, 

it is impossible for them to regain the losing power and restore declining social status; both the 

Emperor and the populace have gotten rid of their depending on aristocrat family. The Emperors 

could recruit elites from the civilian serve for himself, so they kept away from the control of 

                                                              
22  Jinshi Ke is the most difficult subject of the Civil Service Exam System; the contents of examination were related to the Confucian 

classics literature. The candidates of Jinshi Ke usually need to present solutions on contemporary political events, sometimes he had to 

write poem on the spot. In Tang China, if someone had passed the exam of Jinshi Ke, he was likely to become a high-ranking official 

and real political elite. 
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aristocrats as well. Equation (4) can identify the effects of the Civil Service Exam System on the post 

change of second generation official and aristocrats. 

 Pr(position=3)=φ(const+β1*background+β2*dum755+β3*background×dum755+Σρz*zonez+ X*β)     (5)  

Where Pr (position=3) is the probability of 2nd-generation officials and aristocrats to become 

high-ranking officials, and background refers to one’s family background, including both official 

family (status=1) and aristocrat family (aristocrat=1). Dum755 is a dummy variable to separate early 

and late Tang, and the cut off year being 755A.D.(the beginning of An-shi Rebellion), so the 

background×dum755 is an interaction term of family background and early or late stage of Tang 

dynasty, which can capture the role of background in becoming a high-ranking official in different 

stage. Zone is the area of one’s birth place. X is vector of the control variables, including the distance 

between Chang’an and the birth places of the official(distance), time trend(trend), family financial 

situation（wealth）, whether being knighted or not （peerage）, the highest position once holding 

（position）, the number of wars happening in one’s birthplace during the last 25 years of his born, 

and so on. 

(Table 6 inserted here) 

Column 1-3 and 4-6 of Table 6 using both official family (status=1) and aristocrat family 

(aristocrat =1) as proxies of family background respectively. As noted above, in equation (4)，we 

need to pay more attention to the coefficient of interaction term. If interaction term being 

significantly positive, we can conclude that family background played different part in early and late 

Tang, i.e, it had significant impact on one’s becoming a high-ranking official in early Tang, but its 

effect is insignificant in late stage. Table 6 indicates that both using official family and aristocrat 

family as proxies of family background in all zones, after controlling for time trend and other 

variables, the coefficients of interaction term always are significantly positive, which verified our 

hypothesis, i.e. family background played different part in different stage of Tang China. 

This finding is highly in accord with historical facts. Although some aristocrats’ offspring could 

become officials through the Hereditary System in late Tang, hereditary just provide a qualification 

for his civil service career, and he couldn’t escape from official selection system by means of 

examination. If aristocrats’ offspring would like to become high-ranking officials, he must be 

endowed with ability to deal with complicated political affairs, but not just depended on family 

background. 
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B. The enforcement of Land Equalization Policy impaired the power of 

aristocrat groups 

Long-term enforcement of Land Equalization Policy in the peaceful surroundings of early and 

middle Tang impaired economic base of aristocrat groups as well as their monopoly political power, 

which led to the change of social structure. As noted in the section of historical background, in those 

previous Tang dynasties, a large number of peasants were sheltered by some big aristocrat family. 

These big aristocrats family not only appropriated a large quantity of land and population, but 

enjoyed political and economic privileges, controlled political regime, and even determined the 

candidate of the Emperor as well. In Land Equalization Policy, central government scrambled for 

population with aristocrat family through distributing land according to labor force of peasant family, 

the Emperor could get rid of aristocrat family and reined over the populace directly. Thereafter, 

social structure became more horizontal than in the aristocrat and hereditary system. Economically, 

due to a large quantity of land was granted to peasants, there existed less and less latifundio as in 

Wei and Jin dynasties, and yeomen accounted for the majority in society. Even if some landless 

peasants entered into latifundio, they would rather to be hired by aristocrats than attached to them. 

Since the dominant power of aristocrat groups was weakened economically, it is impossible for them 

to constitute powerful political and military group through controlling over a large sum of population 

and land as in Wei and Jin dynasties. Horizontal social structure broke down monopoly political 

power of aristocrats, so the civilians needn’t to attach themselves to aristocrats both politically and 

militarily. Thereafter, examination became a primary channel for the populace to mobile to upper 

social class. In this section, we perform a biprobit regression approach to identify this channel. The 

specifications are as follow: 

First stage: ari_pwr= β0+Σρz*zonez×landequal+Σβz*zonez + X*β             (6) 

Second stage: Pr (ability=1) =φ (ψ0+ψ1* ari_pwr+Σψz*zonez + X*ψ)           (7) 

In equation(6), dependent variable ari_pwr is measurement of aristocrat power, which is specified 

by the probability of aristocrat to be a high-ranking official and the 3rd-generation (or later generation 

members) aristocrat to be a high-ranking official. Zone also denotes the impact of the region where 

one’s birthplace was located, and landequal also is the logarithm of the years span that the “Land 

Equalization Policy” had been implemented from 624A.D. to the year when one was born, so 
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zone×landequal can capture the impact of the Land Equalization Policy in the Tang Dynasty, which 

has been noted above. The vector X denotes a set of individual-level covariates and must be 

controlled in regression, which include the distance between Chang’an and the birth places of the 

official(distance), whether the official being born in a noble family (aristocrat), the number of 

officials in his father and grandfather generation（family）, whether being born in a family with 

bureaucrat background（status）, financial situation of family（wealth）, whether being knighted or 

not （peerage）, the highest position once holding （position）, the frequency of wars happening in 

one’s birth place during the last 25 years before he was born, and so on. In equation(7), dependent 

variable Pr(ability=1) denotes the probability of becoming an official through ability-based appraoch, 

the other variables is the same as equation (6). 

Table 7 reported the results of IVprobit regression. In first stage, it indicated that the interactive term 

of zone and landequal is significantly negative correlation with aristocrat power. In all regressions, 

the parameter of zone3×landequal is the largest one, and in most regressions, the effects of land 

equalization also follow the sequence of “Northern China plain >Guanlong area>Southern China”. In 

second stage, aristocrat power is also significantly negative correlation with probability of becoming 

an official with reliance on ability. Coefficients of control variables are consistent with expectation. 

These findings have verified the hypothesis in last paragraph, i.e., the long-term enforcement of Land 

Equalization policy impaired economic base of aristocrat groups as well as their monopoly political 

power, social structure also altered gradually, and became more horizontal than in the aristocrat and 

hereditary system, which induced the rise of Civil Service Exam System. Aristocrat class couldn’t 

keep economic advantage once more, a great many of yeomen appeared, and the change of social 

structure induced great political institution transformation. 

(Table 7 about here) 

VII. Conclusion 

The Civil Service Exam System, which replaced the Hereditary System and opened up a new 

channel for the populace to mobile upward, was a momentous political institution between 605 A.D. 

and 1905 A.D. in historical China. In this paper, we find that Land Equalization Policy is the primary 

driving force that led to the evolution of bureaucracy system. The long-term enforcement of the Land 
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Equalization Policy impaired economic base of aristocrat groups as well as their monopoly political 

power, and social structure became more horizontal than in the aristocrat and Hereditary System, 

therefore, the aristocrat groups had to share political power with elites selected from the populace by 

means of exam, which made more civilians enter into ruling class through Exam System and induced 

the transformation of bureaucracy system. In Land Equalization System, central government 

distributed uncultivated land to peasant household in the light of the labor forces of family and levied 

land tax to them correspondingly, so it was not necessary for peasants to be sheltered by some big 

clans as in Wei and Jin Dynasties, and the Emperor also could get rid of the control of big aristocrat 

families. Both the Emperor and civilians did not rely on aristocrat once more as in preceding Tang 

dynasties and needed to establish economic and political link directly. The change of economic and 

social structure must be embodied in political regime. The Emperor needed to recruits elites from 

low social class serve for himself, and the decline of status of aristocrats made that they couldn’t 

block the ladder of ordinary people to mobile upward, so the Civil Service Exam System became 

primary approach to become an official for both the populace and the aristocrats, and the 

transformation of bureaucracy system was completed in Tang China. In the Civil Service Exam 

System, aristocrats also couldn’t monopoly political power and pose a threat to the rule of the 

Emperors as in the Hereditary System, so political situation became more stable than in previous 

dynasties such as Wei and Jin.  

Probit regression using a newly-constructed dataset from first-hand biographies of the Old Book of 

Tang History and the New Book of Tang History provided solid empirical evidence for our 

conjectures. Based on individual level biography information, we found that there being a significant 

positive correlation in the strength of Land Equalization and the probability of becoming a official 

depending on one’s ability. i.e., the more effectively in the region where Land Equalization Policy 

was implemented, the more likely one became an official with reliance on his ability, including the 

approach of both imperial exam and military contribution. To determine whether the positive 

correlation between Land Equalization Policy and the probability of becoming an official with 

reliance on ability is causal, we pursued a number of different strategies. Firstly, in baseline 

regression equation, interactive term of zone and landequal is the core independent variable, due to 

landequal is strictly exogenous to dependant variable, so we control for systemic differences among 

different zones that may be correlated with the implementation of Land Equalization Policy”and the 
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probability of becoming a government official with reliance on ability simultaneously, and the results 

left the basic conclusion unchanged. Secondly, we use both the implementation of “Land 

Equalization Policy” in preceding dynasties and distance between the capital city of Northern Wei 

Dynasty and that of the countries in Southern and Northern dynasties where one’s birthplace was 

located as two instruments for the implementation of Land Equalization Policy in Tang China, the IV 

estimates also show a positive and significant impact of the implementation of Land Equalization 

Policy on the probability of becoming a government official with reliance on ability. 

We then turned to specific mechanisms and examined explanation for the relationship between the 

“Land Equalization Policy” and the probability of becoming a government official with reliance on 

ability, and found that through impairing the power of aristocrat family, Land Equalization Policy 

made the Civil Service Exam System become mainstream of bureaucracy system, and this trend is 

more obvious in the late Tang dynasty. 

Some political economists emphasize that political institution played a decisive role in long term 

economic development, but we argue that it is far more important for economic factors driving 

political institution transformation. In this paper, we take causal relationship between the “Land 

Equalization Policy” and the probability of becoming a government official with reliance on ability 

as an example to verify this point. We also try to identify the mechanisms how economic factors 

determined the evolution of political institution, and found that only if economic force change social 

structure thoroughly, political institution transition is feasible. Our paper shed new light on the 

relationship between economic development and political institution evolution, and also can help to 

better understand “Tang-Song transformation” in Chinese history. 
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Appendix：Variable Indicator  

variable Low bound and 

up bound 

distribution23 illustration 

active time   Career peak of an official, using 25 years as a span. For exampl

e, Guo Ziyi（697-781A.D.）’active time  can be normalized to the 

second half of the 8th century. 

year [624.906] 10%     624  

25%     660  

50% 710  

75%     770  

90%    835   

Birth year. If accurate birth year being recorded in historical liter

ature, then use birth year；If having no record of accurate birth a

nd death year, then use the end of active time to trace back 40 ye

ars. 

 

landqual [0,5.05] 10%     0   

25%     3.61

50%     4.47

75%     4.99  

90%     5.05  

Time span from the implementation of Land Equalization Policy to one’s 

birth year. If birth year <780 A.D., landequal= log (year-624); if birth 

year >780 A.D.24, then year=780. 

family [0,29] 10%    0  

25%   0  

50%      0 

75%      3 

90%      6 

Political power of family, measured by total official numbers of father 

generation and grandfather generation. 

place  138 Birth place, measured by state in Tang China. 

generation [0,5] 49        0 

643        1 

512        2 

636        3 

379        4 

325        5 

Generation indicator written in historical literature. The 0th generation: 

all generations before grandfather; the 1th generation: grandfather; the 

2th generation: father; the 3th generation: peer; the 4th generation: son 

and daughter; the 5th generation: grandson, granddaughter, and all 

generations after grandson and granddaughter. 

aristocrat [0,1] 1772       0  

772       1 

Whether being aristocrat or not. aristocrat=1includes 4 kinds of 
situations: aristocrat family , the royal family and the royal relatives 
family, the queen family and the queen relatives family , and all 3 
generations (oneself, father, and grandfather) being high-ranking 
officials. 

status [0,1] 1080       0  

1464       1 

Father’s social class. Status=1 means father being an official; status=0 

means father not being an official. 

ability [0,1] 1806       0  

724       1  

14  unknown 

Becoming an official with reliance on one’s ability. Ability=1 means to 

become an official through military contribution or imperial 

examination; ability=0 means to become an official by 

recommendation, appointment, shelter, surrender, and others. 

position [0,3] 11  Unknown 

222       1 

435       2 

Official rank, including 4 classes: unknown, low rank, middle rank, 

high-rank. High-rank: being responsible for Emperor directly; Middle 

rank: being responsible for Emperor through higher rank officials; low 

                                                              
23  The distribution of continuous variable is %，and the distribution of discrete variable is frequency . 
24  780 A.D. marked the end of Land Equalization Policy, and then it was substituted by “two- tax law”. 
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1866       3 rank: the head of a county and other officials in same rank (Lai 

Ruihe,2008a; 2008b)。 

peerage [0,1] 1929       0 

607       1 

Knight(Duke, Marquis ,Count, Viscount, Baron), peerage=1 means being 

knighted; peerage=0  means not being knighted; 

war [0,12]  Total warfare numbers happening in an area within previous 25 years. 
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Figure 1 .The Ratio of Aristocrat Background Officials in Total Bureaucrats (1 century B.C.—13 Century A.D.) 
 

 
         Note: the width of the time window is 25 years. 
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Figure 2.    The Ratio of Aristocrat Backg ng Bureaucrats   round Officials in Total High‐Ranki
(1 Century B.C.—13 Century A.D.) 

 
        Note: the width of the time window is 25 years. 
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Figure 3. The Ways of becoming an official in the early and late Tang dynasty 
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Figure 4. The Ways of becoming an High‐Ranking official in the early and late Tang dynasty 

 

Note: 1. the ways of being recruited as an official included Recommendation (Jianju), Appointment (Shouguan), 

Shelter (Yinbi), Military contribution (Jungong), the Civil Service Exam System (Keju), Surrender (Guixiang), and 

others. 2. Here we take the beginning of An-shi Rebellion (755-763) as the cut off time of the early and late Tang 

dynasty.3. The data come from biographies recorded in the Old Book of Tang History and the New Book of Tang 

History. 
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Figure 5 Zones in the Tang Dynasty. 

 

Note: 1. The basic agricultural zones in Tang China include: Zone1 (Southern China, composed of the middle and 

lower reach of the Yangtze River, the basin of the Pearl River and Sichuan province), Zone2 (composed of the 

Guanlong and Hetao Plain), and Zone3 (the Northern China Plain). Here we leave out nonagricultural zone 

(Zone0).2. On the basis of reseatch of Ji Chaoding (1981), we plotted the “Economic Zone in Northern China” 

(including the Guanzhong Plain and the area of middle and lower reaches of the Yellow River). 

Source: Harvard Yenching Institution (2007), CHGIS, Version 4.   
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Figure 6. the relationship between the implementation of    “Land Equalization Policy” and the probability of 
becoming an official based on    one’s ability 

 
Note: 1.The vertical axis is whether one was recruited to become an official depending on his own ability 

(including performances in the Imperial Examination and military contribution). It is a dummy variable, which 

equals 1 if one was recruited based on his own ability, and equals 0 if not. 2. The horizontal axis is the logarithm of 

time of how long the “Land Equalization Policy” had been implemented from 624A.D. to the year one was born, i.e. 

landequal=log (year-624). 3. The empty circle represents the fitted probability of becoming a government official 

depending on one’s own ability and solid circle is actual value to measure the possibility of one’s becoming an 

official depending on ability of his own. 
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Table 1. Baseline Regression 

Pr(ability=1) (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) 

         

zone1× 0.129*** 0.131*** 0.128*** 0.126*** 0.128*** 0.130*** 0.172*** 0.170*** 

landequal (0.0452) (0.0455) (0.0456) (0.0456) (0.0457) (0.0461) (0.0473) (0.0474) 

         

zone2×  0.197*** 0.195*** 0.194*** 0.196*** 0.199*** 0.209*** 0.249*** 0.251*** 

landequal (0.0280) (0.0283) (0.0283) (0.0285) (0.0285) (0.0287) (0.0298) (0.0309) 

         

zone3×  0.265*** 0.271*** 0.268*** 0.274*** 0.276*** 0.278*** 0.314*** 0.306*** 

landequal (0.0321) (0.0323) (0.0323) (0.0325) (0.0326) (0.0328) (0.0338) (0.0343) 

         

distance -0.000347*** -0.000365*** -0.000364*** -0.000358*** -0.000370*** -0.000396*** -0.000418*** -0.000333***

 (0.000101) (0.000102) (0.000102) (0.000102) (0.000102) (0.000103) (0.000104) (0.000121)

         

aristocrat  -0.348*** -0.383*** -0.380*** -0.307*** -0.322*** -0.347*** -0.340*** 

  (0.0634) (0.0732) (0.0733) (0.0830) (0.0834) (0.0842) (0.0866) 

         

family   0.00892 0.0163* 0.0144 0.0159 0.0145 0.0169* 

   (0.00914) (0.00964) (0.00970) (0.00979) (0.00979) (0.00998)

         

status    -0.138** 0.0426 0.0199 0.0272 0.145 

    (0.0608) (0.114) (0.115) (0.115) (0.120) 

         

wealth     -0.219* -0.211* -0.221* -0.293** 

     (0.117) (0.117) (0.118) (0.123) 

         

position      0.287*** 0.217*** 0.235*** 

      (0.0450) (0.0462) (0.0473) 
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peerage       0.455*** 0.462*** 

       (0.0713) (0.0742) 

         

war        0.0127 

        (0.0166) 

Zones dummy Control  Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Distance Controls  Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

psudo R2 0.121 0.119 0.114 0.221 0.098 0.112 0.153 0.141 

N 2508 2508 2508 2508 2508 2504 2504 2352 

Notes: 1.The table reports probit estimates. The unit of observation is an individual. Robust standard errors are in 

brackets. 2. We do not report the estimated coefficients of zones and the constants. 3. Here we take nonagricultural 

zone (Zone0) as the benchmark group.  

*** Significant at the 1 percent level. 
** Significant at the 5 percent level. 

* Significant at the 10 percent level. 
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Table 2. Controlling Differences across Zone 
Pr(ability=1) (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) 

 All Zones All Agricultural Zones 
Agricultural Zones in 

Northern China 
Northern Economic Zone

         

zone1× 0.161*** 0.165***       

landequal (0.0471) (0.0476)       

         

zone2× 0.249*** 0.251*** 0.250*** 0.124***     

landequal (0.0337) (0.0337) (0.0337) (0.0393)     

         

zone3× 0.295*** 0.297*** 0.295*** 0.149*** 0.293*** 0.118*** 0.311*** 0.136*** 

landequal (0.0312) (0.0312) (0.0312) (0.0388) (0.0313) (0.0399) (0.0392) (0.0478) 

         

distance  -0.000400***  -0.000453***  -0.000535***  -0.000479**

  (0.000134)  (0.000141)  (0.000170)  (0.000202)

trend25    0.00394***  0.00477***  0.00462***

    (0.000673)  (0.000733)  (0.000836)

aristocrat -0.342*** -0.335*** -0.367*** -0.318*** -0.396*** -0.352*** -0.415*** -0.352*** 

 (0.0867) (0.0869) (0.0876) (0.0889) (0.0934) (0.0950) (0.104) (0.106) 

family 0.0180* 0.0155 0.0197** 0.0104 0.0175* 0.00635 0.0268** 0.0157 

 (0.00994) (0.00998) (0.00999) (0.0103) (0.0105) (0.0110) (0.0119) (0.0124) 

status 0.128 0.152 0.147 0.156 0.0520 0.0347 0.0969 0.0871 

 (0.120) (0.121) (0.122) (0.123) (0.132) (0.135) (0.147) (0.150) 

wealth -0.269** -0.299** -0.275** -0.326*** -0.185 -0.225 -0.233 -0.291* 

 (0.122) (0.123) (0.124) (0.125) (0.137) (0.139) (0.154) (0.158) 

position 0.229*** 0.237*** 0.228*** 0.217*** 0.237*** 0.229*** 0.194*** 0.189*** 

 (0.0471) (0.0473) (0.0476) (0.0483) (0.0517) (0.0525) (0.0591) (0.0598) 

peerage 0.452*** 0.453*** 0.464*** 0.482*** 0.424*** 0.448*** 0.457*** 0.476*** 

 (0.0742) (0.0744) (0.0750) (0.0754) (0.0799) (0.0806) (0.0903) (0.0908) 

war 0.0148 0.0146 0.0144 -0.000619 0.0140 -0.00358 0.0125 -0.00544 

 (0.0167) (0.0167) (0.0167) (0.0170) (0.0168) (0.0172) (0.0184) (0.0188) 

Distance No Yes No Yes No Yes No Yes 

Trend No No No Yes No Yes No Yes 

Region Zone0-3 Zone0-3 Zone1-3 Zone1-3 Zone2-3 Zone2-3 

Northern 

Economic 

Zones 

Northern 

Economic 

Zones 

Region 

Dummy 
Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Benchmark 

Region 
Zone0 Zone0 Zone1 Zone1 Zone2 Zone2 Zone2 Zone2 

psudo R2 0.101 0.109 0.114 0.141 0.0987 0.102 0.143 0.141 

                                                              
25  Here trend denotes time length (equals (year-624)). 
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N 2350 2347 2316 2313 2016 2013 1559 1556 

Notes: The table reports probit estimates. The unit of observation is an individual. Robust standard errors are in 
brackets.  
*** Significant at the 1 percent level. 
** Significant at the 5 percent level. 
* Significant at the 10 percent level. 
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Table 3. Instrumental Variables 

Region where one’s 

birthplace was 

located 

the Southern and 

Northern Dynasties 
capital city

IV1: whether the Land Equalization 

Policy was implemented in 

previous Dynasty 

IV2: distance between the 

capital city of the previous 

dynasties and that of 

Northern Wei 

Zone 1 (Southern 

China) 

Song, Qi, Liang and 

Chen Dynasties 
Jiankang No (equal=0) 

Distance between “Jiankang” 

and “Luoyang” 

Zone 2 (Guanlong 

Region) 

Western Wei and 

Northern Zhou 

Dynasties 

Chang’an Yes (equal=1) 
Distance between 

“Chang’an” and “Luoyang”

Zone 3 (Northern 

China Plain) 

Eastern Wei and 

Northern Qi 

Dynasties 

Yecheng Yes (equal=1) 
Distance between “Yecheng” 

and “Luoyang” 
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Table 4.    Identifying Causality Relationship: IV Regressions 

ability (1) (2) (3) (4) 

     

zone -0.110*** -0.0442** -0.110*** -0.0446** 

 (0.0154) (0.0180) (0.0174) (0.0207) 

zone×landequal 0.0282*** 0.0101*** 0.0305*** 0.0124*** 

 (0.00228) (0.00344) (0.00268) (0.00402) 

distance  -3.32e-05  -1.72e-05 

  (2.27e-05)  (2.46e-05) 

trend  0.00147***  0.00141*** 

  (0.000204)  (0.000226) 

aristocrat -0.109*** -0.0904*** -0.117*** -0.0927*** 

 (0.0263) (0.0262) (0.0291) (0.0291) 

status 0.0354 0.0367 0.0461 0.0520 

 (0.0354) (0.0351) (0.0388) (0.0385) 

wealth -0.0779** -0.0915** -0.0921** -0.109*** 

 (0.0369) (0.0367) (0.0407) (0.0406) 

family 0.00598* 0.00303 0.00915*** 0.00576 

 (0.00309) (0.00308) (0.00348) (0.00350) 

position 0.0692*** 0.0616*** 0.0587*** 0.0527*** 

 (0.0140) (0.0138) (0.0158) (0.0157) 

peerage 0.137*** 0.145*** 0.151*** 0.158*** 

 (0.0230) (0.0228) (0.0255) (0.0253) 

war 0.00689 -0.000811 0.00570 -0.000703 

 (0.00549) (0.00553) (0.00596) (0.00604) 

     

Controlling Distance No Yes No Yes 

Controlling Time No Yes No Yes 
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trend 

Zone Zone1-3 Zone1-3 Zone1, the Northern Economic Zones Zone1, the Northern Economic Zones

N 2321 2318 1863 1860 

psudo R2 0.105 0.108  0.211 0.124 

R2 0.101 0.124 0.105 0.126 

Notes: The table reports IV estimates. The unit of observation is an individual. Robust standard errors are in 
brackets. 
*** Significant at the 1 percent level. 
** Significant at the 5 percent level. 

* Significant at the 10 percent level. 
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Table 5. Familial Background 

Pr(Position=3) 
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 

Background：Official Family(status=1) Background：Aristocrat Family(aristocrat=1) 

       

status×dum755 0.445*** 0.377*** 0.454***    

 (0.131) (0.142) (0.163)    

aristocrat×dum755    0.318** 0.264* 0.361** 

    (0.138) (0.146) (0.166) 

distance 0.000284** 0.000280 0.000229 0.000304** 0.000314* 0.000263 

 (0.000143) (0.000172) (0.000204) (0.000143) (0.000172) (0.000204) 

trend 0.00335*** 0.00314*** 0.00339*** 0.00332*** 0.00315*** 0.00344*** 

 (0.000761) (0.000826) (0.000939) (0.000762) (0.000826) (0.000942) 

wealth -0.145 -0.174 -0.198 -0.00884 -0.0401 -0.0757 

 (0.107) (0.117) (0.131) (0.0672) (0.0735) (0.0850) 

peerage 1.388*** 1.385*** 1.361*** 1.389*** 1.390*** 1.372*** 

 (0.103) (0.112) (0.123) (0.103) (0.113) (0.125) 

war 0.0103 0.0143 0.0294 0.00815 0.0138 0.0288 

 (0.0206) (0.0211) (0.0234) (0.0206) (0.0211) (0.0233) 

       

zone dummy Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

distance Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Time trend Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

zone Zone 1-3 zone 2-3 Northern Economic Zone zone 1-3 zone 2-3 Northern Economic Zone

Base group  zone1 zone2 zone2 zone1 zone2 zohe2 

psudo R2 0.105 0.101 0.104 0.101 0.0987 0.102 

N 2328 2025 1566 2323 2021 1562 

*** Significant at the 1 percent level. 
** Significant at the 5 percent level. 
* Significant at the 10 percent level. 
 
 
 
  

49 
 



 

 
Table 6. The mechanism of enforcement of Land Equalization Policy impairing the power of aristocrats (2SLS) 

 
Aristocrat power：Aristocrat  

Being an high-ranking official 

Aristocrat power：the 3th generation Aristocrat 

Being an high-ranking official 

Second stage：Dependent 

variable is Pro(ability=1) 

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 

       

ari_high -2.824*** -2.797*** -2.738***    

 (0.0515) (0.0512) (0.0583)    

ari3_high    -2.346*** -2.349*** -2.300*** 

    (0.0511) (0.0529) (0.0618) 

distance -0.0000550 -0.0000543 0.000150 0.00000540 -0.0000251 0.000298 

 (0.0000934) (0.000106) (0.000148) (0.000128) (0.000147) (0.000217) 

family 0.105*** 0.101*** 0.0987*** 0.0727*** 0.0713*** 0.0679*** 

 (0.00674) (0.00711) (0.00823) (0.00774) (0.00826) (0.00954) 

status -0.870*** -0.875*** -0.818*** -0.728*** -0.775*** -0.696*** 

 (0.0840) (0.0886) (0.0992) (0.103) (0.111) (0.123) 

wealth 1.219*** 1.251*** 1.250*** 1.098*** 1.181*** 1.145*** 

 (0.0883) (0.0937) (0.107) (0.128) (0.139) (0.165) 

war -0.00908 -0.0104 -0.00552 -0.00607 -0.00775 0.00158 

 (0.0133) (0.0133) (0.0146) (0.0166) (0.0167) (0.0186) 

       

First stage：Dependent 

variable is Aristocrat power 
Aristocrat power：ari_high Aristocrat power：ari3_high 

distance 0.00000481 0.000000137 0.0000880* 0.0000270 0.0000100 0.000179** 

 (0.0000314) (0.0000367) (0.0000512) (0.0000531) (0.0000615) (0.0000890) 

family 0.0370*** 0.0362*** 0.0357*** 0.0324*** 0.0318*** 0.0308*** 

 (0.00224) (0.00240) (0.00284) (0.00314) (0.00335) (0.00393) 

status -0.332*** -0.332*** -0.324*** -0.333*** -0.345*** -0.327*** 

 (0.0267) (0.0292) (0.0332) (0.0416) (0.0456) (0.0512) 

wealth 0.468*** 0.479*** 0.499*** 0.511*** 0.534*** 0.558*** 

 (0.0264) (0.0294) (0.0336) (0.0493) (0.0553) (0.0642) 

war -0.00429 -0.00469 -0.00299 -0.00269 -0.00336 0.000252 

 (0.00448) (0.00457) (0.00512) (0.00698) (0.00704) (0.00792) 

zone1×landequal -0.00999**   -0.0228**   

 (0.00431)   (0.0103)   

zone2×landequal -0.0152*** -0.0140*** -0.0169*** -0.0181*** -0.0148** -0.0183** 

 (0.00471) (0.00480) (0.00568) (0.00702) (0.00731) (0.00846) 

zone3×landequal -0.0177*** -0.0167*** -0.0193*** -0.0276*** -0.0231** -0.0299** 

 (0.00485) (0.00511) (0.00584) (0.00978) (0.0106) (0.0123) 

Area controls 
All farming 

Area  

farming 

Area in north 

China  

Economic 

Area in north 

China 

All farming 

Area 

farming 

Area in north 

China 

Economic 

Area in north 

China 
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generation controls 
All 

generations 

All 

generations 

All 

generations 

the 3th 

generation 

the 3th 

generation 

the 3th 

generation 

zone dummy yes yes yes yes yes yes 

 Benchmark zone zone 1 zone 2 zone 2 zone 1 zone 2 zone 2 

psudo R2 0.145 0.108 0.231 0.202 0.124 0.131 

N 2322 2017 1560 1215 1066 814 

Notes: 1.The table reports ivprobit estimates. The unit of observation is an individual. Robust standard errors are in 
brackets. 
*** Significant at the 1 percent level. 
** Significant at the 5 percent level. 
* Significant at the 10 percent level. 
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