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Calling in sick to work is a time-honored practice, and something of an art form
in and of itself. Early and medieval Chinese texts are full of instances of
individuals claiming illness to either excuse themselves from current positions, or
to avoid appointments to office, a practice firmly situated in the rhetoric of
reclusion.

This paper focuses several cases in Chang Qu’ s % 35 Huayang guo zhi £/ &
& (compiled ca. 350 CE) of men who made medical excuses to reject
appointments offered by Gongsun Shu = 7% i (d. 36 CE), the self-proclaimed
King, and later, emperor, of Shu § . | will examine these anecdotes with an eye
toward understanding primarily their historiographical significance. How did the
persons narrated by Chang Qu use illness to avoid service under a particular ruler,
and what underlying messages might we glean from Chang’ s own telling of
these stories?

In practice, individuals who claimed specific medical ailments were permitted to
remain in retirement while those who made vague claims of “illness” or
otherwise rejected summons to office were pressured by Gongsun Shu, often to
suicide. From a historiographical perspective, these anecdotes mirror stories of
self-mutilating and suicidal widows in Huayang guo zhi, creating gendered
categories of action in regards to the larger concept of loyalty. Moreover, these
anecdotes help convey Chang Qu’ s the implicit judgement of Gongsun Shu as
the worst of the rulers of the Shu autonomous regimes treated in Huayang
guo zhi.
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