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The Idea of “Leisurely Retreat” and the Ideal of Life:
Ming-Ch’ing Literati’s Life Management

Hung-tai Wang
Department of History
National Chi Nan University

Abstract

Failing to pass the civil service examinations and advance to officialdom, many
Ming-Ch’ing literati turned to construct a new way of life characterized by “leisure”
and “retreat” (hsien-yin). This hsien-yin lifestyle manifested itself in the creation of a
new sphere of activities and then in a view that emphasized a new value and meaning
of life different from the conventional literati pursuit of wealth, degree, and office.
These literati did not see themselves as engaged in a negative refutation of material
civilization, but rather pursing a fine way of life, marked by its own riches and
complexities and related discourses—a way of life that amounted to the
establishment of a new aesthetics of living. Many Ming-Ch’ing literati were able to
confirm their social status and claim superiority through identifying with this new
lifestyle, which in turn became the key to the formation of Ming-Ch’ing literati
culture and determined its content.

The hsien-yin lifestyle was made possible through reconceptualizing time and
space. Temporally speaking, “leisure” means to spend one’s life purely on
amusement, rather than on substantial production. Secular social values are no longer
significant in this non-socialized and childlike view of time, and a life of “leisure”
implied a “retreat” from the arena of fame and fortune. Meanwhile, Ming-Ch’ing
literati also endeavored to create an atmosphere of “retreat” through spatial design.
As manifested in their enthusiastic construction of spaces that transcended the purely
mundane, such as teahouses, studios, and gardens, they intended to set up a refined
environment within which they could enjoy peace and stability and through which
they could create a fine culture of their own.

Moreover, Ming-Ch’ing literati ideas of Asien-yin included more than a passive
view of life indifferent to fame and wealth. Rather, Asien-yin implied an active
opposition to existing social values and an active intent to create a new way of life.
Through temporal and spatial creation of a new lifestyle clearly alienated from the
examination-oriented world, some Ming-Ch’ing literati devoted themselves to the
cultivation of a non-conventional life and redefined the value and meaning of life.
More generally, the idea of Asien-yin and the lifestyle that was based on it became an
essential part of Ming-Ch’ing literati culture. (Edited by Jeffrey Moser)

Keywords: Ming-Ch’ing literati, literati culture, Asien-yin, wen-jen
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