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Recluses and Considerations of Involvement and
Withdrawal: Some Qing Literati’s Disquisitions
on Yin ( Withdrawal )

Cheng Kat Hung

This paper reexamines the rationale of eremitism in the Chinese political
tradition and argues that the recluses’ considerations were highly pragmatic
rather than idealistic. Ever since ancient times, jingshi (ordering the world) ,
the pursuit of a career in the officialdlom so as to ameliorate the state and
society, had been the ultimate goal of the literati. Before they entered
government service, their speculations and thoughts on yin ( withdrawal ) were
often the results of their anxieties over the emperors’ potential actions concerning
official selections and appointments. When facing a new regime, the literati’s
original identity with the fallen dynasty motivated them to stay away from the
new political order’s recruitments. Therefore, for most Chinese literati, yin was
not merely a philosophical and existential quest for freedom from mundane
everyday life. In fact, more often than not, it represented a political declaration
or ethical manifesto. After offering some historical contexts and backgrounds of
the phenomenon of eremitism, the paper examines three Qing scholars’ views of
yin: Tang Zhen’s idea of zhenyin ( eremitism of faith) , Zhang Taiyan’s notion of
wueyin ( eremitism of scholarship), and Gong Zizhen’s zunyin ( eremitism of
honor). These three archetypal arguments and conceptions not only revealed
their inspirations by earlier examples of thoughts on reclusion but also expressed

new formulations of the justifications and patterns of yin.

Keywords: recluse, withdrawal, Chinese literati, political identity,

ordering the world
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