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Liin Charge of Qi: Qu Dajun’s View
on Prose Writing

(Abstract)

Dung Chau-hung

Unlike his predecessors, Qu Dajun (1630-1696) considered /i to be in charge of gi
in prose writing. Such a view, however, has long been ignored by scholars of later
generations. This paper attempts to revisit his theory on /i and ¢i. Findings are as below.
First, while Qu seems to have been influenced by Zhu Xi in his articulation of /i, his
conception was essentially based upon the Book of Changes. Second, Qu claimed that
“the gi in prose is determined by /i,” and, following the practice of Wang Bai of the
Song dynasty, he conducted a thorough examination of the prose tradition based upon
the theoretical framework of /i and gi. His efforts predated similar projects undertaken
by scholars of the Tongcheng school of the Qing dynasty by a few decades. Third, with
reference to Han Yu’s claim that “words are appropriate if gi is vibrant,” Qu gave it a
new twist by pronouncing that “words are appropriate if /i is vibrant.” He expressed
reservations, albeit indirectly, about Han Yu’s notion of “prose by scholars,” and argued
that Confucian scholars were solid in wengi while other scholars were weak. To him,
“prose by scholars” referred to works composed by those who preferred ¢i to /i and who
dealt with topics related to Buddhism and Taoism. Fourth, the view that the best prose
was based upon /i rather than ¢i was indicative of Qu’s expectations of good writing.
The content should focus on Confucian canons and the style should avoid obvious traces
of both /i and ¢i. And, in accordance with the doctrines in the Changes, he asked for
variations and changes. Fifth, Qu proposed that prose and poetry should be different is
their cultivation of /i and gi: /i was more important to pursue in prose and gi was essential
to poetry writing. He advocated a return to the original spirit in the Book of Poetry and
endorsed the views of the Ming masters engaged in movements to restore the ancient
literary tradition. In short, in all his endeavours, Qu was eager to voice the concerns of a
true Confucian scholar.
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