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EDITORIAL NOTE 

 
Rethinking China, Confucianism and the World 
from the Late Qing: A Special Issue on Zhang 
Taiyan and Lu Xun 
 
It is a great honor to have been invited to serve as guest editor of an issue of 
Frontiers of Literary Studies in China containing essays by my teachers and 
colleagues on Zhang Taiyan and Lu Xun, with a particular focus on China’s 
literature, humanistic tradition and their relation to the modern era, starting in the 
nineteenth century and running to the present. The volume stems from a 
conference organized in Sydney with the help of my colleagues in Chinese 
Studies at the University of New South Wales (UNSW). We benefitted from the 
support of our former Head of School, Hans Hendrischke, who secured 
conference funding from the Hanban through the good offices of then 
newly-founded Confucius Institute at UNSW and from the organizational help of 
Lu Jia, Barbara Hendrischke and others. In my own research, which was directly 
related to the topic of the conference, I have also benefitted from support from 
both the Chiang Ching-kuo Foundation and the Australian Research Council, all 
of whom I should like to thank at the outset. 

The antecedents of this conference were the Late Qing Living Texts 
Workshops held at Columbia University by Lydia H. Liu, with the idea of 
approaching late Qing literature as “living texts” with an on-going relation to 
contemporary China and the world, rather than as specimens of the past or 
objects for historical enquiry. Within the sinological world over the last several 
decades since Perry Link’s book on Mandarin Ducks and Butterflies: Popular 
Fiction in Early Twentieth Century Chinese Cities (1981) there has been an 
emphasis on literary continuities from the late Qing into the post-May Fourth era, 
as scholars such as David Der-wei Wang in Fin-de-Siecle Splendor: Repressed 
Modernities of Late Qing Fiction (1997) have pointed out with regard to fiction 
and as I have suggested in my own monograph The Subtle Revolution: Poets of 
the “Old Schools” During late Qing and early Republican China (2006) with 
regard to classical-style poetry.  

Our goal in this conference was to examine literary and intellectual 
continuities between the late Qing, the Republic and the People’s Republic of 
China, roughly the period beginning in the 1890s and ending in first decade after 
2000, give or take some years. Participants came from Australia, China, Japan, 
Russia, and the United States. The conference was successfully bilingual: 
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presentations and discussion moved smoothly between English and Mandarin. 
Although this volume contains only papers written in English, I am planning to 
edit a subsequent volume in Chinese which will contain revised versions of the 
papers presented in Chinese by Chian Chin-sung, Huang Qiaosheng, Gao 
Yuandong, Murata Yujiro, Peng Hsiao-yen, Sun Yu, Wang Dehou and Wang Hui. 
A number of the English papers have already been translated into Chinese for 
inclusion. 

All of the articles in this issue have been substantially revised and I should like 
to thank both their authors and all the anonymous referees for the work they put 
into reviewing. Since my own paper had already been published elsewhere,1 I 
submitted a new one reflecting on my work translating the longest of Lu Xun’s 
late-Qing era essays, Moluo shi li shuo (On the power of Māra poetry), which 
was composed during a period of research and reflection on China and the West 
in Tokyo (1906–9) after withdrawing from his medical studies at Sendai. 
Likewise, Olga Medvedeva has contributed a new article on Soviet studies of Lu 
Xun. Although her original conference presentation was about Soviet scholarship 
on Zhang Taiyan, she is now in Norway and too far from the original Russian 
materials to revise that article. Hopefully it will be forthcoming in a future issue 
of this journal. 

On a personal note, I began reading the first of Lu Xun’s early essays, Wenhua 
pianzhi lun (On imbalanced cultural development) with the help of Tu Weiming, 
who had welcomed me as a graduate student at Berkeley and whose kindness and 
generosity I have never forgotten. Tu Weiming’s paper in this volume and those 
of John Makeham and Mabel Lee are excellent examples of learning informed by 
decades of study, yet unencumbered by details. They allow us to survey decades, 
centuries, even millennia in China with a clarity of vision possible only to 
scholars whose scholarship has been steeped in in-depth textual study of the 
classics, yet are able to step out of close reading to reassess the past in light of 
the present, China in light of India and the West, and the West in light of China. 
Tu Weiming argues the importance of a spiritual, as well as secular 
understanding of Confucian humanism and, like Lu Xun in his early essays, he 
rejects materialism as a credo for the modernization of Chinese society. Unlike 
Lu Xun, but in some ways similar to Zhang Taiyan 章太炎 and Liang Shuming 
梁漱溟 (1893–1988) with their affinity for Yogācāra Buddhism and emphasis on 
the need for continuity with tradition, pluralism and intellectual freedom, Tu 
Weiming points toward India as an example for present-day China of a pluralistic, 
                                                               
1 “The Enigma of Su Xuelin and Lu Xun,” Wen yu zhe (Literature and philosophy), Journal of 
National Sun Yat-sen University (Kaohsiung, Taiwan), issue 16, June 2010, 493–527. A 
Chinese version of the article titled “Su Xuelin lun Lu Xun zhi ‘mi’ ” (The “Enigma” of Su 
Xuelin “On Lu Xun”) appeared in Lu Xun yanjiu yuekan (Lu Xun research monthly), vol. 348, 
2011, issue 4, 34–46. 



Editorial Note 327 

democratic society which, in the course of modernizing, has kept many of its 
own traditions alive, while adapting institutions and practices from the West. He 
tells us that “the great strength of modern East Asia is its intellectual and spiritual 
self-definition as a learning civilization. This may very well be the most precious 
legacy of Confucian humanism.” Adding that “tolerance of difference is a 
prerequisite for any fruitful communication,” he cautions that our purpose should 
“not be to preach, but to listen to different voices.” Here again he is not unlike Lu 
Xun, whose stories and essays urge his readers to reflect on their own actions, as 
well as those of their rulers; and, of course, the necessity for and importance of 
self-reflection (fanxing 反省) lies at the very core of Confucian values and 
precepts. 

Zhang Binglin 章炳麟 (hao Taiyan 太炎, 1868–1936), who had been Lu 
Xun’s philology teacher in Tokyo and an inspiration on him through his articles 
in Min Bao (The people’s journal), the editorship of which Zhang took on 1906, 
refuting constitutional monarchists Kang Youwei 康有为 (1858–1927), Liang 
Qichao 梁启超 (1873–1929), is a major focus of this issue, with three (originally 
four) articles devoted to him.  

John Makeham examines Zhang’s studies of the pre-Qin philosophers, whom 
he refers to as the “Masters,” and Zhang’s relationship to Yogācāra Buddhism. 
Makeham tells us that it was only in the late 1890s that the writings of the 
various pre-Qin Masters (zhuzi 诸子) were re-inscribed as the foundational texts 
of Chinese philosophy. This act of re-inscription was, in fact, indicative of a 
larger late-Qing intellectual trend, which culminated in Hu Shi’s 胡 适 
(1891–1962) Outline History of Chinese Philosophy in 1919, often thought of 
simply as another May-Fourth Era enlightenment project. 

Zhang Taiyan challenged the central role of Confucius in pre-Qin philosophy, 
arguing that Confucius was merely a conveyor of teachings, and not a very 
coherent one at that. For Zhang, Jingxue 经学 (the study of the classics) which, 
with its rigorous textual methods, had gained great credence earlier in the Qing 
era, was only of secondary importance because it was preoccupied with technical 
details; the study of the pre-Qin masters, as he envisioned it, should entail an 
element of personal input in terms of meaning and values—he saw the 
philosopher as an original thinker. In that sense, Zhang returns to a more 
fundamental Confucian precept, which may also be at the root of Lu Xun’s 
emphasis, in his early essays, on the importance of the individual as the font of 
inner brilliance (neiyao 内曜).2 This was then picked up in China of the May 

                                                               
2 This term is used by Lu Xun in two of his early essays: Wenhua pianzhi lun (On imbalanced 
cultural development) in Lu Xun quanji (hereafter LXQJ, Beijing: Renmin wenxue chubanshe, 
1991), vol. 1: 54; and Po e’sheng lun (Toward a refutation of malevolent voices) in LXQJ 
(1991), vol. 8: 23, 25. 



Editorial Note 328

Fourth era and attributed to the influence of Western individualism, which, 
although it was there, was only partial. As Makeham explains: 

 
This revival of Masters Studies in the decade immediately before and after 
1900 was, in part, also enhanced by the new interest in logic. During the 
late-Meiji period, Japanese scholars had come to form a widespread 
consensus that Chinese philosophy lacked systemization; that in method and 
organization it was simple and naïve; and that it fell far short of the 
standards set by Western philosophy. More particularly, many late-Meiji 
Sinologists and intellectual historians identified logic as the hallmark of 
order (zuzhi) and system (xitong, tixi), and the prerequisite for genuine 
philosophical discourse, thus throwing into question the status of Chinese 
philosophy as philosophy. These criticisms subsequently influenced the high 
regard that Chinese scholars such as Wang Guowei 王国维 (1887–1927), 
Liang Qichao 梁启超 (1873–1929), Liu Shipei 刘师培 (1884–1919) and 
Zhang Taiyan came to place on logic—the hallmark of system and 
order—as a precondition for the development of philosophy. Similarly 
influential were the views of other Japanese scholars who found evidence of 
the development of logic in early China, such as in Xunzi. These 
developments in turn stimulated Chinese scholars to make significant efforts 
to identify logic in the writings of the pre-Qin masters, in particular in Xunzi 
and in Mozi. Zhang was a key contributor to this movement. 
 

It was also this interest in finding a “native” system of logic that drew Zhang 
Taiyan to Yogācāra Buddhism. Yogācāra (Chinese: the weishi 唯识 “nothing but 
consciousness” or yujiaxing pai 瑜伽行派 Yogic practice School) is a philosophical 
branch of Indian Buddhism which exerted widespread influence in Tibet and East 
Asia, focusing on meditative practice, as well as developing an epistemology and 
logic. But it was not until the end of the nineteenth century that many of its sources 
were re-introduced into China from Japan. Zhang valued it as an Eastern font of 
“scientific” philosophy which could be used to counter the challenges posed by the 
logic, philosophy, psychology and science of the West. He also applied it to assess 
the philosophical merit of individual pre-Qin thinkers, including Confucius and 
Zhuangzi, the latter of whom Lu Xun borrowed heavily on for imagery used in his 
1908 essay Po e’sheng lun (Toward a refutation of malevolent voices).3 Again, 
Makeham assesses the significance of this in the late Qing: 

                                                               
3 Lu Xun makes over twenty references to Zhuangzi in that essay alone, but Itō Toramaru 伊
藤虎丸 (1927–2003) cautions us that these are more an indication of his literary proclivities 
than a proclamation of his affinities toward Daoism and Zhuangzi per se. See Rojin Zenshū 
[The complete works of Lu Xun (in Japanese translation)] (Tokyo: Gakken, 1986), vol. 10: 77. 
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Against the backdrop of an intellectual climate in Japan and China during 
the decades either side of 1900, in which a premium had come to be placed 
on logic as a precondition for the development of philosophy, Zhang was 
one of the first Chinese intellectuals to follow the lead of Japanese scholars 
in maintaining that classical Chinese philosophers had developed 
indigenous forms of logic. Significantly, he further argued that Chinese 
versions of Yogācāra texts on Buddhist logic and reasoning yinming 因明 
(Buddhist logic)—having only recently become available again after a 
hiatus of many centuries—made it possible once again to gain a proper 
understanding of China’s earliest writings on logic.  
 

Like Tu Weiming, Makeham draws our attention to how Zhang Taiyan 
emphasizes that Confucius and Zhuangzi “bore witness” to insights that 
transcend individual cultures. And just as Tu Weiming has reminded us, a 
number of core Confucian precepts are also universal values today.  

In that connection, Mabel Lee focuses on Zhang Taiyan the person, rather than 
his political positions. She begins her reappraisal of Zhang in the 1890s, 
continuing through the period of his imprisonment in Shanghai (1903–6) and 
later into his three-year confinement (1913–16) by Yuan Shikai 袁世凯 
(1859–1916) during which he understandably impressed Lu Xun with his 
courage in standing up to Yuan when few others dared. In that sense, Zhang 
became for Lu Xun a symbol of the national conscience, similar to what Liang 
Shuming became to others in later years.  

Mabel Lee goes on to examine Zhang’s concept of the self and how the 
individual relates to society in terms of action, disagreeing with Michael 
Gasster’s (1969) conclusion that Zhang’s political thought and actions were “like 
a surrealist mural depicting man in conflict with himself and his world.” Zhang 
was indeed in conflict with the world, but not with himself. Embracing an 
individualism inspired by Laozi and Zhuangzi, he was a political failure after the 
1911 Revolution because this strong individualism “rendered him totally 
unsuited to the conformity and unity demanded for political action.” In addition, 
Lee searches through Zhang’s writings, as well as archival material, producing a 
compelling portrait of “the inner reality of this erudite scholar who was the most 
influential propagandist for the revolutionary cause that led to the toppling of the 
Manchu government,” challenging the centrality of Sun Yat-sen’s role. She 
asserts the continued relevance of Zhang Taiyan’s thought and example to China 
and the world today in terms of how one individual can make a difference by 
taking an existential stand in trying times. 

Continuing in this vein, Eileen Cheng examines Lu Xun’s very last essays 
written directly before his own death in 1936 recalling his teacher Zhang Taiyan, 
which depict Zhang as a modern-day eccentric, not entirely unlike the 
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misanthropes and madmen of Lu Xun’s stories, as well as the series of worthy 
but thwarted scholars who populate Sima Qian’s Shiji (Records of the grand 
historian). By placing Zhang within a tradition of eccentric scholars often 
deemed kuang 狂 (mad/wild/unbridled) in their own times, Lu Xun “continues 
the mission of the Grand Historian: to commemorate in writing the lives of 
worthy men, so that the injustice they suffered in their lifetime might be 
overturned in the world of narrative.” Lu Xun constructs an image of his former 
teacher to inspire posterity: that of an old revolutionary, who “after the founding 
of the Republic, remained a fearless critic of the establishment and an 
uncompromising radical at heart, committed to the ideals of a true social 
transformation” long since abandoned by those “revolutionaries” now in power. I 
first read those two essays in the Yangs’ translations on my own volition when I 
was an alienated high school student in a back-water town in Pennsylvania. 
Every time I re-read the Chinese orignals now I get something new from them, 
some new insight, some additional reflection on Zhang Taiyan, Lu Xun, China or 
life. Of late it has been the strength of Lu Xun’s own identification with Zhang 
Taiyan at the end of his life. In a way, Zhang Taiyan becomes a stand-in for Lu 
Xun and Eileen Cheng’s reflections on Zhang in Lu Xun’s eyes may also be true 
of Lu Xun in Lu Xun’s eyes, or at least the way he hoped he would be 
remembered in the eyes of others. His final alienation may also reflect Lu Xun’s. 

Continuing Zhang Taiyan’s spirit of intellectual integrity and adherence to 
absolute standards, in his article “The Conceptualization of Qing-Era Chinese 
Literature in Nineteenth-Century Chosŏn Korea,” polyglot Gregory Evon takes 
us on a scholarly tour de force as the center-piece of this volume back to the first 
half of the nineteenth century with the discussion of a poem composed in 1832 
by the Korean polymath Chŏng Yagyong (1762–1836), protesting his respect for 
Confucian literary principles in an era of the decline of literary culture due to the 
commercialization of literature in Ming and Qing China, starting with new 
developments in the book trade and their implications for Korea. The case of 
Chŏng highlights differences between Chinese and Korean literary cultures, but 
the paradox in their literary relations by late-Qing times also becomes apparent 
when Evon tells us: 

 
…Chŏng Yagyong’s criticisms of Ming and Qing literature were made 
possible through that shared language [classical Chinese]. However, in the 
case of Chosŏn Korea, another factor was the unease that attached to the 
commodification of books. As suggested above, this was particularly ironic 
given the influence that books from Beijing’s bookstores had on Chŏng. 
Without those books, it is impossible to think that Chŏng Yagyong would 
have the reputation he now does. But in a final irony, Chŏng’s writings and 
reputation ultimately became emblematic of the commodification of books 
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in Korea itself over the first decades of the twentieth century. Portions of his 
work were published by a modern press in 1900, and his complete writings 
were published for the first time in 1936. Before that, they had circulated 
piecemeal in manuscript form. 
 

The final moments of Qing Chinese influence occurred over the same period. 
The writings of Liang Qichao, in particular, influenced intellectuals in Korea to 
re-conceive literature and its functions explicitly in pursuit of nation-building. 
This conception of literature, predicated on mass literacy in a national language, 
marked the final stage in which a broadly shared knowledge of classical Chinese 
allowed for any such direct influence. With the increasing use of the vernacular 
in China and Korea, Chinese literature and Korean literature became alike 
precisely because they became different.  

At the University of New South Wales I became involved teaching in the MA 
program in Chinese-English translation, where I offered two courses in “Chinese 
Poetry and Poetics: Theories of Literary Translation” and “Translating the 
Epistolary Genre.” As a result, I have written a few pieces on the subject of 
translation and, since I have, of late, returned to reading the annotations by 
Japanese scholars in Rojin Zenshū (Complete works of Lu Xun in Japanese 
translation) (Tokyo: Gakken, 1984–86) and works of Kitaoka Masako 北岡正子, 
who continues to revise her notes on the sources for Māra and other questions 
concerning Lu Xun’s Lehrjahre in Japan, I felt that it might be useful to discuss a 
few issues in translating Lu Xun’s classical-style treatise of that period Moluo shi 
li shuo, not just to reflect on ideas on translation per se, but also to show in a 
short space the value of textual scholarship both for the study of comparative 
literature as well as intellectual history. 

Using a different mode of enquiry, but dealing with ideas that Lu Xun had first 
been influenced by as early as the turn of the last century, Ari Larissa Heinrich 
has written “Zoology, Celibacy, and the Heterosexual Imperative: Notes on 
Teaching Lu Xun’s ‘Loner’ as a Queer Text,” reflecting on the sexuality (or lack 
thereof) of the protagonist in Lu Xun’s 1925 short story Gudu zhe (The loner). In 
American classrooms, students reading the Yangs’ translation of the story 
occasionally asked me whether that character might be homosexual, particularly 
as the result of a letter he writes to the narrator when they are apart (the Chinese 
text does not bear this out). Heinrich, who has also experienced that same 
question while teaching in the US, suggests instead that The Loner’s reluctance 
to reproduce is influenced by his interpretation of concepts in zoology as 
understood in Japan and China in the late Qing and early Republican eras, and 
thus that the story may help us re-imagine how Lu Xun “envisioned the mixed 
impact of new political economies on private life, rather than [serve as] a source 
text for queer studies.”  
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Wang Ping has written on Lu Xun and his pseudonyms in search of the 
implied meanings of Lu Xun’s numerous and varied noms-de-plume. Part of the 
reason he created so many of these in the 1930s had to do with censorship of the 
media by the Kuomintang government. But Wang Ping tells us “an examination 
of Lu Xun’s pseudonyms shows that his pseudonyms are as complex as his 
personality and writing. Indeed they provide us with milestones throughout his 
life, but they also indicate inner thoughts and reflections.” She quotes Lu Xun’s 
own observation in 1932 that “the pen-names chosen by a writer himself 
naturally give us insights into the inner-workings of his mind.”4 It is the insights 
they afford that Wang Ping sets out to probe, showing how his pseudonyms, 
filled with classical allusions and literary metaphors, link the present and the past, 
just as in his classical-style poetry. The allusions to classical works deepen the 
resonance of his observations on current issues, adding layers of 
culturally-embedded meaning, which Wang Ping skilfully unpacks.  

To close the volume, a prominent member of the new generation of Russian 
sinologists, Olga Medvedeva has contributed “Lu Xun in the Rhetoric of the 
Sino-Soviet Split: A View from Contemporary Russia,” an interesting, 
informative and objective analysis of the positions of Soviet scholars and 
ideologues on Lu Xun from the 1930s through the Cultural Revolution and into 
the late 1980s, from the early sinologist Boris Vasiliev,5 who was shot by 
Stalin’s secret police in 1937, to Sorokin and Semanov (who is known to the 
English-speaking world through the late Charles Alber’s translation6) and many 
others. This article is of particular value for the large number of 
Russian-language sources it draws upon and guides us through, as well as in 
terms of the perspective it shows on the historiography of the Sino-Soviet split. 
Lu Xun was originally attractive to the USSR for his revolutionary commitments, 
but later, as Soviet ideology changed, for his commitment to humanism and his 
internationalist spirit. The vicissitudes in the positions of Soviet scholars and 
ideologues, although they may have been politically motivated, confirm how 
seriously they took Lu Xun’s works and how important a figure they considered 
him to be, not just for China but for the world. It is my hope that Lu Xun and 
Zhang Taiyan will continue to be an inspiration to us all as scholars and 
eccentrics, as well as responsible citizens of the world community. 

 
Jon Eugene von Kowallis 

The University of New South Wales 
E-mail: j.kowallis@unsw.edu.au 

                                                               
4 LXQJ (1991), vol. 4: 451. 
5 B.A. Vasiliev is mentioned as the Russian translator of Ah Q in Lu Xun’s letter of February 
21, 1927 to Li Jiye 李霁野. See LXQJ (1991), vol. 11: 530–31.  
6 V.I. Semanov, Lu Hsun and His Predecessors (Armonk, NY: ME Sharpe), 1980. 
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Confucian Humanism in Perspective 
 
Abstract  This paper is a synthetic piece based on my attempts to address the 
significance and importance of Confucian humanism as a spiritual resource for 
human self-understanding in the 21st century. The relevance of Confucian 
spirituality to ecological civilization is self-evident, but the Confucian revival in 
Cultural China is predicated on its ability to transcend instrumental rationality, 
the Faustian drive to dominate, anthropocentrism, and China-centered mentality. 
The enabling power that helps an open, pluralistic and self-reflexive cultural 
identity to emerge will be greatly enhanced if China takes India as an essential 
reference society. 
 
Keywords  Confucian humanism, Confucian spirituality, Confucian revival, 
cultural identity 

 
Confucian humanism, unlike the secular humanism characteristic of the 
European Enlightenment, is a comprehensive and integrated vision on the human 
condition. 

Traditionally, the ideal Confucians would assume a variety of roles throughout 
their lives. As scholar-officials, they shouldered political responsibilities and 
performed educational functions in society. Like Indian gurus, they were teachers; 
like Buddhist monks, they were ethical exemplars; like Jewish rabbis, they were 
learned scholars; like Greek philosophers, they were wise men; like Christian 
priests, they were spiritual leaders, and like Islamic mullahs, they were 
community leaders. However, in the final analysis, their commitment to the 
improvement of the human condition, rather than to a reality outside or beyond 
this world compelled them to take on social responsibilities comparable to those 
of the modern intellectuals in China. Yet, their intellectual horizons and spiritual 
concerns were broader and deeper. 
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Confucian humanism seeks to integrate four dimensions of human experience: 
the self, community, nature, and Heaven. It is not a form of secular humanism, 
but a humanism that entails both naturalist and spiritual dimensions. As a holistic 
humanistic way of life it proposes that the agenda of human flourishing entails: 1) 
sustained integration of the body and mind, 2) fruitful interaction between the 
self and community, 3) harmonious relationship between the human species and 
nature, and 4) human responsiveness between human hearts and minds and the 
Way of Heaven. A person so conceived is an observer, appreciator, partner, and 
co-creator of the evolutionary, indeed the cosmic, process. Human responsibility 
must be expanded beyond the self, family, community, nation, world, nature, and 
ultimately, to the “great transformation” of the cosmos. 

Thus, underlying Confucian education is the firm conviction that human 
beings are multidimensional. The reductionist mode of thinking is not only 
simplistic but also misleading. We are not merely rational animals, tool users, or 
linguistic beings because we are aesthetic, social, ethical, and spiritual as well. 
We can fully realize ourselves only if we care for our body, heart, mind, soul, and 
spirit. As we move from the center of our existence to meet ever-expanding and 
increasingly complex relationships, we embody home, community, nation, world, 
earth, and the cosmos in our sensitivity and consciousness. This is why true 
humanity is relational and dialogical. 

By implication, in a modernist perspective, ties such as race, gender, age, 
language, place, class and faith are also relevant here. In a way, each of us is 
fated to be that unique person, situated in a particular time and space, which has 
never existed before and will never appear again. Indeed, we are as different as 
our faces. Yet, Confucians also believe that the commonality and 
communicability of our heart-and-mind is such that we can and should share our 
experience communally. This confluence of difference and similarity enables us 
to become what we ought to be not by severing our primordial ties that have 
made possible for us to be concrete and living persons, but by transforming them 
into vehicles for self-realization. That is the reason that, as learners, our lives are 
enriched by our encounters with a variety of humans who are individually unique 
and communally integral parts of the same universe. Therefore learning to be 
human is a central Confucian concern. 

Indeed, the great strength of modern East Asia is its intellectual and spiritual 
self-definition as a learning civilization. This may very well be the most precious 
legacy of Confucian humanism. The first character in the Confucian Analects is 
“learning” (xue 学 ). Learning to be human is a ceaseless process of 
self-realization. Confucius, in his spiritual autobiography, envisions his life 
history as a lifelong commitment to learning: 

 
At fifteen, I set my heart upon learning. 
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At thirty I established my self. 
At forty I no longer had perplexities. 
At fifty I knew the Mandate of Heaven. 
At sixty I was at ease with whatever I heard. 
At seventy I could follow my heart’s desire  

without transgressing the boundaries of right. 
 

In the Confucian perspective, not only a person, but also a family, a 
community, a nation, a region, and the world must learn. All human constructions 
—economic organizations, social structures, political institutions, universities, 
churches, philosophical systems, and ideologies—are evolving processes. 
Without learning, guided by a communal critical self-consciousness, they 
inevitably become stagnant. 

Learning for the sake of the self is learning to be fully human. The 
actualization of humanity entails the ability to embody all forms of 
interconnection in self-awareness and personal knowledge: self, family, 
community, society, nation, world, nature, and cosmos. Not surprisingly, the self 
is, in theory and practice, not an isolated individual but a center of relationships. 
As a flowing stream, rather than an island, the self is a constantly evolving 
process, never a static structure. For the self to grow, develop, and realize its full 
potential, it needs to learn to transcend egoism, nepotism, parochialism, 
communalism, nationalism, and anthropocentrism. As we expand our intellectual 
and spiritual horizon to incorporate an ever-expanding network of meaningful 
relationships into our care and concern, we gradually realize that we are integral 
parts of an immensely complex, highly differentiated, and yet integrated 
wholeness.  

This sense of wholeness is captured by the opening lines so-called Western 
Inscription by Zhang Zai 张载 (1020–78), an 11th century Confucian thinker: 
 

Heaven is my father and Earth is my mother, and even such a small being as 
I finds an intimate place in their midst. Therefore, that which fills the 
universe I regard as my body and that which directs the universe I regard as 
my nature. All people are my brothers and sisters, and all things are my 
companions. 

 
This cosmological and anthropological perspective suggests a few salient 

features of Confucian humanism: 
(1) As a comprehensive and integrated anthropocosmic vision it encompasses 

nature and religion in its humanism. 
(2) It assumes that a concrete, living person is a center of relationships. As a 

center, dignity, independence, and autonomy of the individual are essential 
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features; as relationships, sociality is indispensable for personal identity.   
(3) The Confucian idea of the person is rooted in body and home, and yet 

always connected with community, world, and cosmos, but it must learn to 
transcend egoism, nepotism, parochialism, racism, and anthropocentrism. 

(4) Confucians regard the secular world as sacred by overcoming the exclusive 
dichotomies of body/mind, spirit/matter, creator/creature, and sacred/profane. 

(5) The Confucian way of life embodies self, community, nature, and Heaven 
in an ethic of care and responsibility. 

(6) Humanity as the core value in Confucianism “embodies Heaven, Earth, 
and the myriad things” in its sensitivity and consciousness. 

(7) It seeks “harmony without uniformity” through dialogue.   
 
From the Confucian perspective, tolerance of difference is a prerequisite for 

any fruitful communication. Yet, merely being tolerant is too passive to go 
beyond the self-indulged egoism. We need to be acutely aware of the presence of 
the other before we can actually begin communicating. Awareness of the 
presence of the other as a potential conversation partner compels us to accept our 
co-existence, with an ever-expanding network of human relationships as an 
undeniable fact. This leads to the recognition that the other’s role (belief, attitude, 
and behavior) is relevant and significant to us. In other words, there is an 
intersection where the self and other are likely to meet to resolve divisive tension 
or to explore a joint venture. As the two sides have built enough trust to see each 
other face-to-face with reciprocal respect, a meeting of the hearts and minds 
becomes possible. Only then can a productive dialogue begin. Through dialogue, 
we can appreciate the value of learning from the other in the spirit of mutual 
reference. We may even celebrate the difference between us as the reason for 
expanding both of our horizons. 

Dialogue, so conceived, is neither a tactic of persuasion nor a strategy of 
conversion but a way of generating mutual understanding through sharing 
common values and creating a new meaning of life together. We need to suspend 
our desires to sell our ideas, to persuade others to accept our beliefs, to seek their 
approval of our opinions, to evaluate our course of action in order to gain 
agreement on what we cherish as true, or to justify our deeply held convictions. 
Rather, the purpose is to learn what we do not know, to listen to different voices, 
to open ourselves up to multiple perspectives, to reflect on our own assumptions, 
to share insights, to discover tacit agreements, and to explore best practices for 
human flourishing. Understandably, the Confucian Golden Rule is stated in the 
negative: “Do not do unto others what you would not want others to do unto 
you.”  

Confucians also believe that liberty without justice, rationality without 
sympathy, legality without civility, rights without responsibility, and individual 
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dignity without social solidarity cannot bring about an enduring world order 
nurtured by a richly textured culture of peace. All five core values in the 
Confucian tradition—humanity, righteousness, propriety, wisdom, and trust—are 
not merely Asian values but universal values rooted in the East Asian theory and 
practice. 

Let me end with a wish that a genuine inter-civilizational dialogue will take 
place in Asia—between India and China.  

It is obvious that a remarkable transformation on the cultural scene has taken 
place in the last twenty years in the Chinese mainland. The Confucian discourse 
is no longer confined to the academic community. This boundary crossing is 
evident in several spheres of interest—government, business, mass media, the 
professions, and social movements. Virtually every major university has a center 
of Confucian learning. Many institutes of higher learning offer lifelong 
educational courses with an emphasis on Confucian ethics for business 
executives and government officials. Books on Confucian classics are sold 
throughout China. An estimated ten million children from eight to thirteen can 
recite part of the Four Books by heart.  

The reemergence of the Confucian discourse definitely symbolizes a 
fundamental and thorough rejection of an anti-tradition mentality. It is also an 
acknowledgement by the politically concerned, socially engaged, and culturally 
informed elite that the ideological vacuum and the corrosive power of the market 
with its excessive consumerism have seriously eroded public mores and 
substantially undermined the effectiveness of the body politic. To the Chinese 
public intellectuals, beneath the apparent economic achievement, the social cost 
—inequality, insecurity, incivility, and disharmony—is high and the felt need of a 
sense of direction is strong and urgent. Concerns for the blatant lack of social 
capital, cultural competence, ethical intelligence, and spiritual values at all 
institutional levels throughout the country loom large in their minds. 

“Whither China?” is a question that weighs heavily upon the conscience of all 
reflective minds in the Sinic world—Chinese mainland, Chinese Taiwan, Hong 
Kong, Macau, Singapore, and the Chinese diaspora. With a view toward the 
future, China’s modernization cannot be guided by an unflinching faith in 
materialism, instrumental rationality, progressivism, and social engineering. 
Policies formulated by the technocratic mentality without reference to culture 
and ethics are not sustainable. In a deeper sense, a critical reflection on the 
strengths and limitation of the modernist mentality by tapping into traditional 
resources is both necessary and desirable for formulating a wholesome cultural 
identity.  

The time is ripe for Chinese intellectuals to transcend the West-oriented 
modernist mentality in formulating their own cultural identity, with full 
recognition of the value of openness, cultural diversity, and self-reflexivity. In 
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2004 I had the honor of visiting India again as a “National Lecturer” hosted by 
the Indian Council of Philosophical Research. I visited five cities—New Delhi, 
Madras, Lucknow, Santiniketan, and Bernaras—and gave sixteen presentations at 
a dozen universities. Since then I have traveled to India several times. I am fully 
convinced that it is immensely beneficial for China to take India as a reference 
society. The contrast in developmental strategy, political organization, social 
structure, and cultural system, indeed life-approach and value orientation 
provides occasions for “edifying conversation” between the two most populous 
countries in the world. For China, Indian’s enduring democracy, vibrant civil 
society, powerful middle class, strength in information technology, and 
English-speaking elite are salient features worth in-depth understanding.  

In the area of political economy, there are many points of convergence. Both 
are basically agricultural societies. The restraints of abject poverty in some 
regions, conflict between the rural and urban sectors, and the harsh livelihood of 
the farming communities in general are shared challenges. There are also 
conspicuous differences. Historically, the Indian experience of colonial rule made 
it possible for her to adapt to the British-style parliamentary democracy. China is 
ruled by a single party with strong authoritarian control. Indian democratic 
practices have penetrated the lowest echelon of the economy. The Chinese 
countryside, by contrast, remains indigenous in governance and mentality. The 
material resources of Chinese villages are still monopolized by the state. 
However, for the last thirty years the Chinese socialist system has enabled China 
to accumulate a large amount of collective capital which facilitated China’s 
development of a large-scale industrial infrastructure. As a result, China has been 
able to attract a great deal of foreign direct investment since the “reform and 
open” policy was set in motion in the 1980s. On the other hand, in terms of 
human rights, labor standards, public accountability, and trust, India offers a 
better environment for sustainable development in the long run. 

I feel strongly that the most noteworthy aspect of the Indian experience as a 
source of inspiration for China is in the area of culture: the vibrancy of classical 
dance, music, art, film, devotional songs, religious rituals, and sacred sites, not to 
mention philosophy and literature, is a testament to the continuity and resilience 
of Indian spirituality. The ethical and religious landscape of India today is 
imbued with enduring traditional symbols which give a rich texture to the 
meaning of existence as experienced in everyday life. As Chinese intellectuals 
begin to awaken from their purposeful amnesia and calculated forgetfulness 
toward their own tradition and as China begins to retrieve her rich heritage, they 
ought to take India as a profoundly significant reference. 
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Abstract  Zhang Taiyan is one of the most powerful thinkers in modern times. 
From the 1890s he began reading European works of philosophy, history, and 
thought as they became available in Japanese translation. He also began to assess 
this knowledge in the framework of his Chinese training and scholarship. 
Specializing in the study of the Confucian classics, by his early twenties he had 
distinguished himself through his philological research on ancient texts. Aware of 
his intellectual prowess, he had an uncompromising belief in the judgments of 
his subjective self. His notion of the self and its relationship with society was 
based on the Daoist philosophy of Laozi and Zhuangzi: An individual’s actions 
are dictated by the self, not by any other person, or by the society, the nation, 
ideology, or religion; he saw himself as an individual, but also as being at one 
with society. Escalating foreign encroachments on Chinese territorial sovereignty 
and the extreme suffering of the people from the 1890s was for him a viscerally 
perceived experience. He therefore had no option but to engage in politics. 
However, his Daoist individualism made him unsuited to politics, and his liaisons 
with various agents of change inevitably failed. Nonetheless, his cogently argued 
essays calling for the expulsion of the Manchu rulers significantly contributed to 
the successful outcome of the revolutionary cause. In the post-Manchu era, his 
opposition to a Western-style parliamentary system in favor of the appointment 
of the meritorious and worthy either created enemies or fell on deaf ears. His 
entry into politics had resulted in ignoble failure, and this has consigned him to 
historical obscurity until very recent times. This study focuses on Zhang Taiyan 
as a rational human being acting in the context of extraordinary historical 
circumstances and seeks to demonstrate how his thinking remains relevant for 
understanding the nature of meaningful human existence not just in China in his 
times, but also in the globalized world of today. 
 
Keywords  Daoist individualism, revolutionary propagandist, early Republican 
China 
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Introduction 

In Chinese Intellectuals and the Revolution of 1911: The Birth of Modern 
Chinese Radicalism, Michael Gasster sums up the political life of Zhang Taiyan 
(Zhang Binglin, 1868–1936) as being “like a surrealist mural depicting man in 
conflict with himself and his world.”1 As the book was published in 1969, 
Gasster did not have the benefit of resource materials that began to emerge a 
decade later, including two important books by Tang Zhijun 汤志钧: Zhang 
Taiyan zhenglun xuanji (Selection of Zhang Taiyan’s political writings, 1977)2 
and Zhang Taiyan nianpu changbian (Long chronology of Zhang Taiyan, 1979).3 
The latter work is a two-volume comprehensive documentation of Zhang’s life 
and includes much archival material from scattered sources that are quoted in full 
or in extract form.4 

Zhang’s political life was indeed a “surrealist mural,” but it is argued here that, 
although in conflict with “his world,” he was not “in conflict with himself.” To 
substantiate this thesis, I focus on Zhang’s thoughts, decisions, and actions as a 
rational individual living in the context of his times and, to a lesser extent, on his 
political writings, which establish him as one of the most powerful thinkers in 
China’s modern history. The period of his life under scrutiny begins in the 
mid-1890s, includes the three years he spent in a Shanghai prison (1903–6), and 
ends with his three-year incarceration (1913–16) by Yuan Shikai 袁世凯 
(1859–1916). As an individual, he perceived the urgent need to take political 
action, and it was with reluctance that he forced himself to translate that urgent 
need into action. However, cognizant of his inability to take effective action 
alone, he sought the agency of influential persons or groups, but each time 
encountered problems. 

Zhang was acknowledged by his contemporaries as being the most influential 
propagandist for the Chinese Revolutionary Alliance, which history has credited 
with toppling the Manchu government on October 10, 1911. Aware of his own 
intellectual prowess, he had an uncompromising belief in his subjective self and 
adamantly refused to comply with any directives that he judged to be logically or 
morally flawed. This highly developed sense of Daoist individualism made him 
particularly unsuited to politics, yet, as shown below, it was precisely this that 

                                                               
1 Michael Gasster, Chinese Intellectuals and the Revolution of 1911: The Birth of Modern 
Chinese Radicalism, 190.  
2 Hereafter ZLXJ. 
3 Hereafter NP. 
4 The present study draws on the resource materials used in an earlier article, but here focuses 
on gaining a better understanding of Zhang Taiyan the person, rather than detailing his political 
and scholarly career. See Mabel Lee, “Chang Ping-lin’s Concept of Self and Society: 
Questions of Constancy and Continuity After the 1911 Revolution,” 593–628. 
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had directed him to become involved in politics. 

Uncompromising Belief in the Self 

Liu Ts’un-yan notes that Zhang had studied with Yu Yue 俞樾 (1821–1907), who 
reputedly was “the most distinguished classical master in south-east China at the 
time,” and, by his early twenties, Zhang himself had established a high reputation 
for his philological studies of ancient texts. Zhang subscribed to the 
interpretation of the Confucian Classics promoted by Gu Yanwu 顾炎武 
(1613–82) and Dai Zhen 戴震 (1724–77),5 but his profound knowledge of the 
Confucian Classics did not mean that he was a slavish follower of the Classics or 
the interpretations of his predecessors. He was devoted to learning and he also 
read widely about the philosophies and religions of the West, nonetheless, his 
reading was always through the critical filter of his own knowledge.  

Written when Zhang was twenty-six, “Duju ji” (Record of living in solitude, 
1894) posits a notion of the self that is distinctly Daoist, a fact confirmed by his 
mention of a Daoist who enlightens him on the meaning of “greater solitariness.” 
Unlike the solitariness of bullies, misers and misanthropes, “greater solitariness” 
refers to being at one with society, as demonstrated in the person of Venerable 
Master Wang of Qiantang, an exemplary official whose work was to collect taxes 
from the local people. Because the coffers of Venerable Master Wang were 
always full, the officials of neighboring districts hated him; they found it 
impossible to keep up with him in their tax collection. His success was due to his 
being at one with the people under his jurisdiction. After retiring he fought for 
the weak and the vulnerable of his village, incurring the hatred of the wealthy 
and the noble. Venerable Master Wang lived alone and called himself Old Man 
Solitude. He was solitary, but at the same time he was at one with the weak and 
the vulnerable.6 

Zhang clearly identifies with Venerable Master Wang of Qiantang, and he tells 
of his personal experience of being at one with society, although for him society 
extended to the borders of the Chinese Empire. Foreigners were threatening these 
very borders, and the common people were suffering: This was an age when 
worthy men became recluses, but for him this was not an option. His being at one 
with society induced a strong visceral reaction, and he was forced to respond by 
sullying himself in politics: “In agony I see my limbs, bones, and flesh being torn 
                                                               
5 See Liu Ts’un-yan, “A Biographical Sketch of Liu Shih-p’ei (1884–1919),” 171. A detailed 
account of Zhang Taiyan’s scholarly background and his relationship with Liu are contained in 
this essay. 
6 Originally written in 1894, but later renamed “Ming du” (Understanding solitariness) and 
published as essay no. 29 in Zhang Taiyan’s Qiu Shu 訄书. See also NP, vol. 1, 21–22. 
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apart, but I am unable to cast aside the world. So, mustering my strength and 
enduring the humiliation, I start making plans.”7  

“Record of Living in Solitude” was written in 1894, the year in which the 
Chinese Empire suffered a humiliating defeat by Japan, and many scholars 
became involved in politics. They established “self-strengthening” associations 
and reform-oriented newspapers and began to petition the Manchu authorities on 
the need for immediate reforms. They argued that, without the implementation of 
urgent reforms, the Chinese Empire faced the prospect of being partitioned and 
colonized by the powerful industrialized nations of the world. 

Early Attempts to Choose Agents of Reform 

Although unsuited to group action of any kind, in 1895 Zhang joined the 
Shanghai Self-strengthening Society, and in the following year he was recruited 
to the editorial staff of the reform newspaper Shi Wu Bao, run by Liang Qichao 梁

启超 (1873–1929). Zhang had identified Kang Youwei 康有为 (1858–1927) and 
Liang Qichao as the most influential of the reformers and had aligned himself 
with their group. In other words, he saw the Kang–Liang reformers as the agency 
with the best chance of influencing the political authorities to implement 
desperately needed reforms. However, he promptly resigned when it became 
clear that Kang’s supporters were intent on having Kang made a religious leader. 
He also opposed Kang’s interpretation of the Confucian Classics and bluntly 
accused him of distorting history for political gain.8 Zhang maintained that 
politics and scholarship were totally separate, and he also denounced the 
indiscriminate use of Western jargon in discussions of political ideas, which was 
common practice in the Kang–Liang group.9 Already at this stage, consensus 
within the collective could not shake his absolute confidence in his own 
judgment. Besides, he was adamantly opposed to any attempt to endow ideas or 
thinking with the religiosity of dogma, on the ground that this would distort the 
individual’s rationality. 

Having distanced himself from the Kang–Liang group, he remained on the 
watch for a more appropriate reform agency. In 1897 he became editor of the 
reform newspaper Jingshi Bao in Hangzhou, but soon became impatient and 
restless. He believed that merely talking about reforms was futile; they had to be 
put into practice, and, if this failed, then one must be prepared to “brave searing 

                                                               
7 Ibid. 
8 Zhang Taiyan, “Zhi Tan Xian shu” (Letter to Tan Xian, April 20, 1897), ZLXJ, vol. 1, 14. 
9 Zhang Taiyan, Zhang Taiyan xiansheng ziding nianpu, 16.  
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flames and sharp swords.”10 He despaired that many capable scholars, frustrated 
by their inability to bring about change, were turning from the affairs of the 
world to indulge in Buddhist escapism. But, since he was at one with the people, 
action was required of him. The country’s borders were under threat and the 
“black-haired people” reduced to lives of misery, while those in power existed in 
a state of “drugged euphoria,” concerned only with their own self-interest and 
showing no concern for the country or the people.11 

In 1898 a good opportunity for positive action arose. Zhang travelled to 
Wuhan to edit the newspaper Zhengxue Bao for the powerful pro-reform 
Governor-General Zhang Zhidong 张之洞 (1837–1909). His task was to produce 
the first issue of the newspaper under the supervision of Liang Dingfen 梁鼎芬 
(1859–1919). Liu Yusheng’s memoir records that Liang Dingfen was enraged 
when he read Zhang Taiyan’s “60,000-word tract on the need to expel the 
Manchus,” and called for Zhang’s head. He rushed to the Governor-General’s 
office to request Zhang’s immediate arrest. However, because the publication 
was produced under the auspices of the Governor-General, the officials feared 
that the Governor-General himself would be implicated if it became known that 
anti-Manchu writings had led to an important arrest within his own retinue. The 
officer in charge therefore declared: “This madman Zhang shall forthwith be 
expelled from the district.” Liang was not able to change the decision, so he went 
to the newspaper office, dragged Zhang out of the building, and personally 
chased him off the premises.12 The offending section in Zhang’s tract referred to 
the Manchu ruler feeling no shame at the country’s humiliation by foreigners and 
only feeling shame when he was not able to bestow favors on his own race: The 
protection of the country’s sovereignty was not as important to the Manchus as it 
was to the Chinese.13 

 Despite his Zhengxue Bao misadventure in Wuhan, in late 1899 Zhang still 
saw pro-reform governors-general, and even the Manchu emperor, as potential 
agents for reform and the protection of the national borders, as demonstrated in 
his two essays “Fanzhen lun” (On frontier governors-general, 1899) and “Ke di” 
(Alien emperor, 1899). However, some months later, in the wake of the Boxer 
Uprising and the sacking of the national capital by foreign troops, he wrote 
“‘Fanzhen’ kuangmiu” (Correcting the erroneous views of “On Frontier 
Governors-General,” 1900) and “‘Ke di’ kuangmiu” (Correcting the erroneous 
                                                               
10  Zhang Taiyan, “Bianfa zhenyan” (Calling for reforms, August 2, 1897). Originally 
published in Jingshi Bao, vol. 1. Reprinted in ZLXJ, vol. 1, 19. 
11 Ibid. 
12 Liu Yusheng, “Zhang Taiyan bei zhang” (Zhang Taiyan gets a thrashing). Shizaitang zayi, 
photographic reprint, Jindai Zhongguo shiliao congkan, no. 72, 126–27. See also NP, vol. 1, 
65–67. 
13 Zhang Taiyan, “Zhengxue Bao yuanqi” (The beginnings of Zhengxue Bao, 1898), ZLXJ, vol. 1, 59. 
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views of “Alien Emperor,” 1900), which refuted his earlier essays, and called for 
the overthrow of the Manchu government.14 As the external reality changed, 
Zhang’s perception of that reality changed; he did not hesitate to adjust his 
thinking accordingly and take action to deal with the new reality. Drawing on the 
authority of the Confucian canon the Zuo Commentary, in the second edition of 
his book Qiu Shu 訄书 (Protesting against impositions, 1899) planned for 1900, 
he argued unambiguously for the unification of the Chinese race and the 
expulsion of the barbarian Manchu rulers.15 

Because of his anti-Manchu writings, Zhang sporadically lived in the safety of 
Japan and in the International Settlement of Shanghai. In early 1903, Zou Rong’s
邹容 (1885–1905) Geming jun (Revolutionary army, 1903) was published and, 
to promote the book, on June 10, 1903 Zhang’s preface to the book was 
published in the Shanghai newspaper Su Bao. In the preface, Zhang deplores the 
fact that, despite 260 years of subjugation by the barbarians, few Chinese were 
committed to driving them out, and, moreover, that writings by those committed 
to doing this, his own included, were ineffectual. He declared that “the sound of 
shattering thunder” was needed to make people understand, and this, he claimed, 
was precisely the effect of Zou Rong’s book.16  

On June 29, 1903, Su Bao went on to print extracts from Zhang’s “Bo Kang 
Youwei lun geming shu” (Refuting Kang Youwei’s argument against revolution), 
in which Zhang denigrates the entire Manchu race and refers to the Guangxu 
Emperor as “a simple-minded clown who didn’t know the difference between 
vegetable and grain.” Importantly, he also attacks Kang Youwei for using this 
“frightened deer” to further his own political ambitions.17 The next day, June 30, 
1903, Zhang was arrested on the premises of the Patriotic Institute in Shanghai, 
where he taught classical studies,18 and Zou Rong gave himself up a few days 
later. The Manchu authorities failed in their bid to have the prisoners extradited 
to Nanjing for trial by a Chinese court, and the Mixed Court in the International 
                                                               
14 These two essays were to have been used as the foreword to the second edition of Zhang’s 
Qiu Shu, which was planned for 1900, but not published until 1903. Later editions were 
basically the same, until the 1914 edition, which Zhang revised extensively and from which 
the two essays were removed. See NP, vol. 1, 111–15, 143–50. 
15 Cf. Liu Ts’un-yan, “A Biographical Sketch of Liu Shih-p’ei (1884–1919),” 171. 
16 See Zhang Taiyan, “Gemingjun xu” (Preface to Revolutionary Army, May 1903), ZLXJ, vol. 
1, 192–93. 
17 ZLXJ, vol. 1, 194–209. For events leading to the Su Bao Case, see NP, vol. 1, 163 passim. 
This is a celebrated case and is examined in numerous studies, including Mary Backus Rankin, 
Early Chinese Revolutionaries: Radical Intellectuals in Shanghai and Chekiang, 1902–1911, 
77 passim. 
18 See NP, vol. 1, 170–71. The Institute was run by Cai Yuanpei (1868–1940), and secretly 
used for spreading revolutionary propaganda and training revolutionary activists. See Liu 
Ts’un-yan, “A Biographical Sketch of Liu Shih-p’ei (1884–1919),” 172. 
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Settlement finally sentenced Zhang to three years in prison and Zou Rong to two. 
Zou Rong died the day before he was to be released, and it was rumored that he 
had been poisoned. Zhang certainly believed this to be the case and that this 
explained why he was afforded better treatment afterwards.19 

Propagandist for the Chinese Revolutionary Alliance 

The Chinese Revolutionary Alliance had been established in Tokyo in 1905. 
Upon Zhang’s release from prison on June 29, 1906, he was escorted to Tokyo, 
where he received a hero’s welcome from several thousand Chinese students and 
was also invited to join the Revolutionary Alliance to edit its newspaper Min 
Bao.20  His celebrity credentials, resulting from the Su Bao Case, and his 
significant reputation as a scholar raised the standing of the Revolutionary 
Alliance in the eyes of the scholar-gentry class throughout China. For Liang 
Qichao, who was also in Japan and who had been successfully promoting the 
establishment of a Chinese constitutional monarchy for a number of years, Zhang 
represented a formidable opponent because of his ability to point out the flaws in 
Liang’s arguments. As a propagandist for the Revolutionary Alliance, Zhang 
gave credibility to this motley group, the members of which shared the common 
goal of toppling the Manchu government but lacked political experience and the 
intellectual acumen to argue their case. However, within the Revolutionary 
Alliance, there naturally were power struggles for leadership, as well as the by no 
means insignificant need both to raise and allocate funds. Before long, Zhang 
was at odds with the Revolutionary Alliance leadership and began openly 
criticizing Sun Yat-sen (Sun Yixian 孙逸仙  and Sun Zhongshan 孙中山 , 
1866–1925) over the handling of funds.21 In 1908 when Sun did not respond to 
urgent appeals for financial aid, Zhang took it upon himself to turn over a large 
part of Min Bao’s funds to Huang Xing 黄兴 (1874–1916) for his military 
campaign in China; he also had to contend with Song Jiaoren 宋教仁 
(1882–1913), who was suffering from severe depression because of the military 
failures of the revolutionaries in China. Song was often rolling drunk and 
reduced to borrowing money from the servants at the Min Bao office. Zhang 

                                                               
19 See NP, vol. 1, 201–3 and 209–10. 
20 Zhang Ji initiated Min Bao and was editor until Zhang Taiyan took over. Zhang Taiyan was 
editor from September 5, 1906 to October 10, 1908 and published volumes 7–18 and 23–24. 
See Yang Tianshi ed., “Shehuizhuyi Jiangxihui ziliao,” 373. 
21 Zhang was incensed when Sun Yat-sen called upon Wu Zhihui (1865–1953) in Paris to 
defend him against Zhang’s attacks. Zhang blamed Wu for leaking information that had 
resulted in his and Zou Rong’s imprisonment in the Su Bao Case. See Zhang Taiyan, “Zou 
Rong zhuan” (Biography of Zou Rong, March 15, 1907), ZLXJ, vol. 1, 353–56. 
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attributed Song’s depression to the Revolutionary Alliance leaders’ failure to 
entrust Song with a position of responsibility, and it was through Zhang’s 
intervention that Huang Xing began to involve Song in his work.22  

Towards a No-Government Future for China 

Although the circulation of Min Bao increased considerably under Zhang’s 
editorship, a development that helped to raise funds for the Revolutionary 
Alliance, Zhang rankled at being excluded from decision-making.23 To some 
extent he was distracted by the arrival in Tokyo of his friend Liu Shipei 刘师培 
(1884–1919) and his wife He Zhen 何震

24 in February 1907. Liu was a classical 
scholar also specializing in the study of the Confucian texts, and Zhang and Liu 
had met in Shanghai in 1903 during clandestine discussions with Cai Yuanpei 蔡
元培 (1868–1940). Liu was instantly converted to the revolutionary cause, and 
within months he was publishing extremist anti-Manchu writings. In 1904, while 
Zhang was in prison, Cai Yuanpei founded the Shanghai-based Restoration 
Society (Guangfu hui), and Liu became an active member. Despite their 
considerable age difference, Zhang and Liu formed a close friendship based on 
their shared scholarly interests and respect for each other’s erudition and intellect. 
In Tokyo, Liu joined the Revolutionary Alliance and wrote several articles for 
Min Bao during 1907.25  

Around this time, Zhang began to formulate his vision for post-Manchu China. 
Based on his understanding of Chinese culture and his assessment of the reality 
faced by China, he totally rejected the Western-style parliamentary democracy 
advocated by the leaders of the Revolutionary Alliance. He had reluctantly 
involved himself in politics purely out of concern for the welfare of the 
Han-Chinese race, its culture, and the national borders. He believed that, because 
the alien Manchu authorities had failed to safeguard the borders and the Chinese 
people, their removal was justified. Liu Shipei’s scholarly specialization was also 
the Spring and Autumn Annals and the Zuo Commentary, so he shared Zhang’s 
broad goals; both men were also drawn to socialist and anarchist writings as they 
became available in Japanese translation. 

                                                               
22 Zhang Taiyan, Zhang Taiyan xiansheng ziding nianpu, 12. 
23 Zhang Taiyan, “Zhi Wang Kangnian shu” (Letter to Wang Kangnian), Wang Rangqing 
xiansheng shiyou shouzha (Handwritten letters to mentor Mr. Wang Ranqing, Letter No. 21, 
Shanghai Library Archive). See NP, vol. 1, 252. 
24 There is scant information of He Zhen’s personal life. Her husband Liu Shipei’s premature 
death in 1919 appears to have caused a mental breakdown. See Peter Zarrow, “He Zhen and 
Anarcho-Feminism in China,” 800.  
25 See Liu Ts’un-yan, “A Biographical Sketch of Liu Shih-p’ei (1884–1919),” 172–74. 
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Zhang and Liu were dedicated to extending their knowledge of the 
international world, and they adopted an academic and critical attitude to both 
new knowledge and new situations that they encountered. Because of their strong 
sense of self, they refused to compromise on what they judged to be the best 
course of action for the revolution, and this rendered both of them unsuitable for 
politics, which demanded conformity and a united front. While remaining 
members of the Revolutionary Alliance, under the influence of Japanese 
anarchist writings, they joined with the committed anarchist Zhang Ji 张继 
(1882–1947) in promoting anarchism as the end goal of revolution. 

In Japan, decades of industrialized capitalist development had created a great 
deal of social inequality, and, beginning in the late 19th century, waves of 
socialist and anarchist writings from Europe flooded the Japanese intellectual 
world. In 1903, Marx’s Communist Manifesto was translated into Japanese by 
Kotoku Shusui 辛德秋水 (1871–1911), and, in 1906, the Japanese Socialist Party 
was established: At the time socialism and anarchism were generally confused 
and lumped together. By June 1907, the Japanese Socialist Party had split into 
two factions. The soft line faction advocated universal suffrage and the 
establishment of a parliament, while the hard line faction advocated anarchism 
and maintained that the only path to revolution was “direct action” by the 
workers in the form of strikes and assassinations. Kotoku Shusui and Osugi 
Sakae 大杉荣 (1885–1923) were prominent members of the hard line faction,26 
and it was towards this faction that Zhang Taiyan and his close associates 
gravitated. 

In 1906, Zhang Ji produced a Chinese edition of Malatesta’s Anarchism from 
Kotoku’s Japanese translation of the book, and in March 1907 he was joined by 
Zhang Taiyan and Liu Shipei in initiating a movement against Sun Yat-sen; soon 
afterwards, they established close ties with Kotoku Shusui.27 In June 1907, Liu 
launched the anarchist publication Tianyi Bao together with his wife He Zhen, 
and, on August 31, 1907, the Society for the Study of Socialism (Shehuizhuyi 
Jiangxi Hui) was formally established in Tokyo by Zhang Ji and Liu Shipei. This 
was the first Chinese anarchist association, and at the inaugural meeting Liu 
castigated the Chinese people for not seeking to take the revolution further. He 
went on to proclaim that, after the Manchu government had been overthrown, the 
Chinese people should seek the immediate implementation of anarchism, as 
opposed to the establishment of some new form of government. Kotoku Shusui, 
who was also present, spoke about the differences between Marx and Bakunin 
and called for cooperation between China and Japan to hasten the 
implementation of anarchism. Tianyi Bao became the official publication of the 
                                                               
26 See Yang Tianshi ed., “Shehuizhuyi Jiangxi Hui ziliao,” 373. 
27 Ibid., 374. 
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Society.28 
The Society for the Study of Socialism met first on a weekly and then monthly 

basis. Zhang Ji and Liu Shipei were the main speakers. Other speakers included 
He Zhen, Zhang Taiyan, and Tao Chengzhang 陶成章 (1878–1912), as well as a 
number of Japanese anarchists, including Kotoku Shusui and Osugi Sakae. The 
oppression of workers in the cities and the breakdown of the peasant economy in 
China were topics for discussion, while the rule of the proletariat promoted by 
Marx was rejected. During that time, Sun Yat-sen was absent from Tokyo, and 
the core leadership of the Revolutionary Alliance had shifted to Southeast Asia. 
The Society’s influence in promoting anarchism among Chinese students in 
Japan was considerable. On October 17, 1907, when Liang Qichao convened a 
meeting to rally the Chinese students in Tokyo to his cause, Zhang Ji led a team 
to disrupt it.29  

At the end of 1907, Liu Shipei made a trip back to China, where he met with 
Governor-General Duan-fang 端方 (1861–1911) and confessed his mistake in 
supporting the overthrow of the Manchu government. On his return to Tokyo in 
February 1908, he continued to promote anarchism while acting as a spy for 
Duan-fang. During Liu’s absence, Zhang Ji had fled to France after being 
arrested at one of Kotoku Shusui’s meetings, and, in April 1908, Zhang Taiyan 
withdrew from the Society after quarrelling with Liu over a matter concerning 
the alleged impropriety of Liu’s wife He Zhen.30 The Japanese police began a 
systematic crackdown on radical publications. To avoid detection, Tianyi Bao 
ceased publication in early April 1908, resurfacing under the new name Heng 
Bao on April 28, 1908. Nevertheless, Heng Bao was closed down in October of 
that year, after which Liu Shipei and He Zhen returned to China to work under 
Duan-fang. Their departure brought an end to the Chinese anarchist movement in 
Tokyo.31  

On October 19, 1908, the Japanese police also closed down Min Bao, and 
Zhang Taiyan was charged with “endangering public security” and “inciting the 
public.” Zhang had no compunctions about arguing with the judge: “When I talk 
about revolution, I am talking about revolution in China and not in your country. 
If my inflammatory writings incite the public, the public that is incited is not 
Japanese.” Zhang’s response is said to have left the judge speechless, but the 

                                                               
28 Ibid. 
29 Ibid., 374–77. 
30 He Zhen was a staunch advocate of women’s rights and gender equality, and it is likely that 
her male revolutionary associates blamed her for her husband’s betrayal of the Revolutionary 
Alliance and her alleged moral impropriety. See Peter Zarrow, “He Zhen and 
Anarcho-Feminism in China,” 800. 
31 See Yang Tianshi’s compilations in two parts: “Shehuizhuyi Jiangxi Hui ziliao,” 377; and 
“Shehuizhuiyi Jiangxi Hui ziliao(xu)”, 461. 
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publication ban on Min Bao was upheld.32  
The last issue of Min Bao, volume 22, was published on July 10, 1908 and 

carried two important essays by Zhang Taiyan: “Si huo lun” (On the four 
delusions) and “Daiyi ranfou lun” (For and against a parliamentary system). The 
former establishes his uncompromising stance on the individual and 
demonstrates how it was impossible for him to belong to any collective, be it a 
political or any other group. In the latter essay, he derisively expresses his fierce 
objection to the establishment of a parliamentary system in China as proposed by 
the leaders of the Revolutionary Alliance. 

“On the Four Delusions”33 cogently argues for the autonomy of the individual 
and the subjective self. Maintaining that delusions stem from an obsessive 
materialism that negates human feelings and the spontaneous actions of the self, 
Zhang notes that society has created social rules that contribute to this 
unfortunate situation. Whereas Song dynasty thinkers had stifled human feelings 
and human nature by appealing to “heavenly laws,” he warns that the current talk 
of social rules likewise encroaches on the autonomy of the individual. The 
exponents of social rules claim that someone who does not contribute to society 
and decides to become a recluse or to commit suicide violates social rules. Zhang 
refutes these social rules as the views of a particular school of learning. Instead, 
he argues resoundingly that the individual is born naked into the world, with only 
the instinct to live and an innate resourcefulness to survive:  
 

He was not born for the sake of the world. He was not born for the sake of 
society. He was not born for the sake of the nation. He was not born for the 
sake of others. Hence he has no responsibility to the world, the nation, or 
others. 

 
Zhang also censured Christianity for surrendering the autonomy of the 

individual. Christians believe in an Almighty God who especially created man 
both to propagate his species and to bring glory unto his kingdom. However, the 
notion of a Creator meant that the individual abnegated autonomy in matters of 
life and death, and hence the anti-social act of becoming a recluse violated God’s 
will. He saw this as a basic flaw in Christianity; because people were conditioned 
to believe that man is born for the sake of society and not for his own sake, they 
came to believe that all intellectual and physical endeavors should be aimed at 
contributing to society. Political and educational institutions lent authority to this 
way of thinking, causing it to become deeply ingrained in people’s psyches. 

                                                               
32 Zhang was ill for a time, during which Zhang Ji edited volume 19 and Tao Chengzhang 
edited volumes 20, 21, and 22. The closure of Min Bao is reported in NP, 284–89. 
33 Min Bao, 22 (July 10, 1908): 1–3. 
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On the other hand, Zhang fully endorsed the teachings of Laozi and Zhuangzi, 
which state explicitly that man is independent at birth and is not born for the sake 
of others: As a Creator does not exist, only the self dictates the individual’s 
choices. To become a recluse or to commit suicide because one despairs of the 
world are matters of concern to an individual’s autonomy. Others should not 
question one’s actions. If questioned, the answer would be: “You cannot question 
me about what brings harm unto myself yet no harm unto others, nor can you 
question me about what benefits myself yet brings no benefit to others. This is 
what is known as the equality of things, and it has nothing to do with social 
rules.” 

“For and Against a Parliamentary System”34 is Zhang’s most comprehensive 
rebuttal of the proposal to establish a parliamentary system of government in 
China. In the essay he argues that the establishment of a parliamentary system 
along the Japanese model (1 representative per 130,000 citizens) would entail the 
election of 3200 members of parliament to represent 420,000,000 Chinese 
citizens. Whereas in general, parliaments are restricted to no more than 700 
members, in China, this would translate into a ratio of 1 representative per 
600,000 people. If women and children were excluded, the ratio would be 1 
representative per 200,000. The rich and powerful, instead of the worthy and 
learned, would have a greater chance of being elected, and the resulting 
parliament would be nothing more than a sham parliament that would allow the 
powerful to become more powerful, while the common people would be used as 
sacrificial offerings. He argued that, if limited franchise were to be practiced, it 
should be based on literacy, and not on tax bracket, but, even then, only 3 in 10 
would have the right to vote. In that case, why even use the empty term 
“representative parliament?” 

The closure of Min Bao left Zhang in a state of depression, and it was only 
lack of funds for the boat fare that stopped him from travelling to India as a 
monk and severing himself from the cares of the world. He ceased his political 
writing and returned to his research on ancient texts while continuing to give 
seminars on classical studies, which he had begun some months earlier. His 
students would later distinguish themselves as writers and academics during the 
May Fourth period. Thereafter, most of his writings were published in the 
Shanghai-based journal Guocui Xuebao. He also furthered his study of Buddhism, 
which he had begun during his three-year incarceration in Shanghai.35 
                                                               
34 ZLXJ, vol. 1, 456–70. See also Michael Gasster, Chinese Intellectuals and the Revolution of 
1911: The Birth of Modern Chinese Radicalism, 215–18; and Hu Shengwu and Jin Chongji, 
“Xinhai geming shiqi Zhang Binglin de zhengzhi sixiang,” 323–53. 
35 See NP, 288–95 and 322, for various accounts of his extreme depression after the closure of 
Min Bao; and NP, 289 passim, and 305–17 regarding his further study of Buddhism. 



Mabel Lee 358

Zhang was induced to engage in politics again by Tao Chengzhang, who 
returned to Tokyo from Southeast Asia, where he, too, had quarreled with the 
leaders of the Revolutionary Alliance over the handling of funds. Although 
Zhang and Tao did not withdraw their membership from the Revolutionary 
Alliance, together they revived the Restoration Society in February 1910,36 with 
Zhang editing its Jiaoyu jinyu zazhi, a magazine produced in the vernacular 
language. In the first issue, published on March 10, 1910, Zhang wrote about the 
need to promote scholarship and learning that would “develop the characteristics 
of the race and protect the morality of the people.”37 The magazine’s charter 
states that its aim was “to preserve the national heritage, foster learning and 
scholarship, and promote universal education.”38  

Zhang no longer wrote the vitriolic diatribes that had characterized his Min 
Bao editorship; instead, he began outlining ideas designed to foster critical and 
rational thinking in the individual. The targeted readers were the common people, 
and Zhang wrote in lucid vernacular Chinese. He systematically evaluated 
China’s cultural past and strongly affirmed the importance of Confucius’ role in 
this cultural past. He argued that, while governments have fallen, historical study 
has continued, so that it was possible to learn from the events of long ago. 
Confucius compiled the Spring and Autumn Annals, and, in so doing, established 
a precedent for historical studies. He maintained that this was Confucius’ legacy 
to Chinese culture. Nonetheless, he warned against treating Confucius or the 
Confucian texts as sacred: 
 

Confucius was the founder of historical studies and not the founder of a 
religion. History tells of people, whereas religion tells of spirits. Talk of 
spirits makes one stupid, whereas talk of people makes one wiser ….39 

 
He called for an unbiased attitude towards learning and criticized those who 

advocated indiscriminately throwing out the old and replacing it with the new. 
He argued that there was value in both the old and the new, but that prejudice 
prevented people from seeing the value in the old. Zhang specifically cautioned 
against worshipping the learning of other countries while indiscriminately 

                                                               
36 See NP, vol. 1, 318–19. 
37 Zhang Taiyan, “Kanxing Jiaoyu jinyu zazhi zhi yuanqi” (On the beginning of publication of 
Education in the Contemporary Language), Jiaoyu jinyu zazhi, no. 1, quoted in NP, vol. 1, 
321–22. 
38 Zhang Taiyan, “Jiaoyu jinyu zazhi zhangcheng” (Charter of Education in the Contemporary 
Language), summarized in NP, vol. 1, 322. 
39 Zhang Taiyan, “Zhongguo wenhua de genyuan he jindai xueshu de fada” (The origins of 
Chinese culture and the development of contemporary learning), Jiaoyu jinyu zazhi, vol. 1 
(March 10, 1910), quoted in NP, vol. 1, 322–33. 
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rejecting the learning of one’s own country. In addition, he warned that one 
should reject neither one’s own strong points nor the strong points of others.40 

Zhang believed that moral education and intellectual training were unrelated: 
“Morality is derived from feelings, and not from thinking, so, while schools are 
able to provide for the development of the intellect, they do not develop 
feelings.” He argued that this principle is confirmed by the fact that the majority 
of peasants, workers, and merchants possess a high degree of morality. Morality 
is nurtured by society and is not derived from discussions of morality, while 
ethics is the investigation of the origins of morality. Ethics is intellectual and 
academic, and is thus also unrelated to the feelings. Ethics cannot generate 
morality. Even if the morality of the teacher is of the highest order, the teacher 
will not necessarily be able to impart morality to the students. Having established 
that schools existed to train the intellect, he went on to declare that all 
superstitions should be abolished. For him, superstition was not confined to 
religious beliefs, but referred to any blind belief unsubstantiated by proof. 
Furthermore, he argued that even schools and books were only part of the 
learning process, because true learning depends on the efforts that one exerts 
beyond formal learning.41  

Zhang’s confidence in the power of the self is partly derived from Confucius’ 
dictum, “Rely on the self, do not rely on others,” which he isolates as the most 
valuable and fundamental truth contained in the teaching of the Sage. He saw this 
as representing a clear break from earlier reverence for heaven and spirits, and 
that this attitude of esteeming the self resembles what Nietzsche calls the 
Superman. He urges the individual to walk fearlessly straight and alone.42 
However, while valuing Confucius’ dictum to the development of unbiased, 
critical thinking, Zhang does not hesitate to use “Daoist slander” to scorn 
Confucians who seek only wealth and high position:  
 

Zhuangzi quoted the Robber Zhi, saying: “The crafty, hypocritical Kong 
Qiu [Confucius] of the state of Lu is able to eat without plowing and is able 
to wear clothes without weaving. By plying his lips and tongue in glib talk 
he makes mischief to delude the rulers of the empire. He causes scholars of 
the empire not to look back to the origin of things, but instead to be filial 
sons and obedient younger brothers so that, if they are fortunate, they will 
receive a fiefdom and attain wealth and a high position in the bureaucracy.” 

                                                               
40 Zhang Taiyan, “Lun jiaoyu de genben yao cong ziguo zixin fa chulai” (That the basis of 
education must be developed from confidence in one’s own country), Jiaoyu jinyu zazhi, vol. 3 
(May 8, 1910), quoted in NP, vol. 1, 327–28. 
41 Zhang Taiyan, “Gengxu hui yanshuo lu” (Record of speeches at the 1910 meeting), Jiaoyu 
jinyu zazhi, vol. 4 (June 6, 1910), quoted in NP, vol. 1, 329–30. 
42 Zhang Taiyan, “Da Tiezheng” (Reply to Tiezheng), Min Bao, 14 (June 8, 1907): 10. 
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Zhang even went so far as to criticize Confucius. He maintained that, although 
Confucius had ridiculed those who used the formal trappings of philosophical 
teachings to assert their authority within their village locality, for some reason he 
had not criticized those who acted in the same way while holding positions 
within the state bureaucracy. For Zhang, this shortcoming was a clear indication 
that Confucius only wanted to obtain a salaried position in the bureaucracy.43 

Returning to the Reality of China 

While an intense war of words was taking place in Chinese publications based in 
the relative freedom of Japan, a real struggle for political and military power was 
being fought in the cities and provinces of China. Enlightened members of the 
scholar-gentry class were laying the groundwork for a Western-style 
parliamentary government, while anti-Manchu revolutionaries were staging their 
sporadic unsuccessful uprisings. A significant portion of the scholar-gentry class 
had become committed to Constitutionalism, and these individuals believed that 
they would play roles in bringing about the required institutional changes. 
However, the insincerity of the Manchu Court in supporting this process became 
apparent in 1910, when it appointed to the National Assembly a Cabinet 
comprised of members it had handpicked. This caused many leading 
Constitutionalists to change their allegiance and support the more radical option 
of expelling the Manchu rulers. During the Wuhan Uprising on October 10, 1911, 
the Manchu imperial forces under Li Yuanhong 黎元洪 (1864–1928) capitulated. 
The Xuantong Emperor was persuaded to abdicate, and the Provisional 
Government of the Republic of China was established on January 1, 1912. That 
these events were able to take place with such speed indicates the extent of 
scholar-gentry support. The success of the revolution was also aided by the 
decision of Yuan Shikai, who commanded the Beiyang Army, to procrastinate in 
coming to the aid of the imperial forces.  

On learning of the Wuhan Uprising, Zhang immediately returned to the 
political scene in China. He saw himself as one of the victors and came forward 
to state his views on how the new government should be organized. This was 
before Sun Yat-sen had returned, and Zhang scoffed at people in the South for 
being “childish” in waiting for Sun to return to establish the new government. On  
December 1, 1911, he published his “Declaration” in the newspaper Minguo bao. 
He recommended that, because the new government was a military regime, Li 
Yuanhong should be made Generalissimo and Huang Xing Second-in-Command. 
                                                               
43 Zhang Taiyan, “Zhuzi xue lüeshuo” (A summary of the teachings of the Masters), Guocui 
Xuebao, 8 (1911), Xuepian 4a–5a, photographic reprint, Taipei: Wenhai chubanshe, 1970. 
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He opposed the appointment of the President until an election could be held.  
In his Declaration, he named the persons he thought best qualified to establish 

the new government. He nominated Song Jiaoren for the position of greatest 
power as Premier to organize the Cabinet, ignoring the other leaders of the 
Revolutionary Alliance. He also singled out the leading Constitutionalists Tang 
Shouqian 汤寿潜 (1856–1917) and Zhang Jian 张謇 (1853–1926); Liu Shipei, 
who had defected from the revolutionary camp to work for Governor-General 
Duan-fang; and Shen Jiaben 沈家本  (1840–1913), who had actually been 
working for the Manchu government. Zhang promoted a government of the 
worthy and the learned, regardless of past political affiliations. He reaffirmed his 
opposition to political parties and to the idea of a parliament, and clung to the 
view that members of a parliament would only give allegiance to the party they 
represented and only support party policies and objectives. This meant that the 
welfare of the people would never be the major concern: The party would always 
be placed above the people. 

The Republic of China was proclaimed by Sun Yat-sen on January 1, 1912, 
and, on January 3, 1912 in Shanghai, Zhang was elected President of the 
Republic of China Federation, the professed aim of which was “to assist and 
supervise the establishment of the new government.” In the first issue of the 
Federation’s newspaper Dagonghe Ribao (January 4, 1912), Zhang reiterated his 
call for rational and critical action in establishing China’s new government, 
warning against indiscriminately adopting the institutions of France and 
America.44 The speech he gave at the inaugural meeting of the Federation, 
published in Dagonghe Ribao (January 5 and 6, 1912), contains ideas that are 
basically extensions of those expressed in his “For and Against a Parliamentary 
System.” He stressed that China was not a newly created nation and that there 
were many fine laws and customs that should be preserved. These should be 
evaluated, and those worthy of being preserved should be retained. America and 
China had totally different political and institutional backgrounds, and China 
should not abolish its centralized system of government simply to follow 
America. He argued that the power of the President should be limited to prevent 
the rise of a dictatorship. Education and public security should enjoy total 
independence. Education should be independent from other areas of civil 
administration, and, once a general policy had been agreed upon, it should not be 
changed according to the wishes of the Cabinet. The President, the Parliament or 
the common people could all impeach the Ministry of Public Security, but 
changes could not be made according to the whims of the President.45 
                                                               
44 Zhang Taiyan, “Dagonghe Ribao fakanci” (Speech at the inauguration of Dagonghe Daily), 
ZLXJ, vol. 2, 537–38. 
45 Zhang Taiyan, “Zhonghua Minguo lianhehui di yi ci dahui yanshuoci” (Speech at the 
inaugural meeting of the Chinese Republic Federation, January 3, 1912), ZLXJ, vol. 2, 532–33. 
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However, from the early days of the Republic, all rational voices were 
drowned out. Tao Chengzhang’s assassination on January 14, 1912 plunged 
Zhang into a period characterized by his constant tirades against former members 
of the Revolutionary Alliance, and he began viewing Yuan Shikai as the strong 
leader needed to unify China. Despite his former opposition to political parties, 
he supported the conversion of the Republic of China Federation into a political 
party: The Unity Party (Tongyidang), which was established on March 1, 1912. 
When Yuan Shikai was inaugurated as Provisional President on March 10, 1912, 
Zhang immediately established himself as unofficial censor and counselor. He 
advised Yuan to reward the meritorious who had contributed to the overthrow of 
the Manchu government46 and cautioned that, in governing, Yuan should adhere 
strictly to the law, oversee the protection of the northern borders, and keep the 
South pacified.47 He also berated Yuan for giving official appointments to the 
“traitorous” Cao Rulin 曹汝霖 (1877–1966) and “the soldier of fortune” Chen 
Qimei 陈其美 (1878–1916) when there were plenty of capable and worthy 
people to choose from.48  

Zhang’s relations with members of the former Revolutionary Alliance 
continued to deteriorate. On April 14, 1912, Dagonghe Ribao reported that 
Revolutionary Alliance members had wanted to assassinate Zhang, but Huang 
Xing had intervened. At the same time, Zhang’s frequent visits to Yuan Shikai led 
to numerous scathing attacks from former Revolutionary Alliance members and 
even from the Unity Party. One of the most caustic attacks was published in the 
newspaper Minli Bao, in an article entitled “Wuhu jingxue dashi” (Alas, master 
of the Confucian Classics, June 2, 1912): “Zhang Taiyan used to scorn political 
parties and compared supporters of political parties to dried bird shit. Now he is 
willing to be a cockroach that carries bird shit.” In the same article he was 
accused of disregarding the dangers threatening the nation and “dragging his 
long scholar’s sleeves” to pander to the wealthy and powerful just to gain 

                                                               
46  Yuan Shikai in fact seems to have acted on Zhang’s advice. Feng Ziyou 冯自由 
(1882–1958) was appointed director of the Honors Bureau, and, in October 1912, the 
provinces were called upon to nominate judges for the Bureau. At the same time, it was 
announced that Sun Yat-sen was to receive the Merit of the Grand Order and Zhang Taiyan 
was to receive the Merit of the Second Order. Wu Zhihui had refused to accept his award 
because he was an anarchist, but Zhang refused the award because Sun had been award the 
Grand Order. He believed his contribution to the revolution “far surpassed that of Sun 
Yat-sen.” See his “Zhi Wang Yitang shu” (Letter to Wang Yitang 王揖唐, December 23, 1912), 
quoted in full in NP, vol. 1, 421. 
47 Zhang Taiyan, “Zhi Yuan Shikai lun zhishu shu (Letter to Yuan Shikai discussing political 
strategy), ZLXJ, vol. 2, 584. 
48 Zhang Taiyan, “Zhi Yuan Shikai shangque guanzhi dian” (Telegram to Yuan Shikai 
regarding the assessment of bureaucratic institutions), ZLXJ, vol. 2, 585. 
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recognition for his own political views.49  
In January 1913, after Zhang had taken up his appointment by Yuan Shikai to 

take charge of the planning and development of the Three Eastern Provinces,50 it 
was announced that Parliament was to be convened for the formal election of a 
president. Song Jiaoren continued to work towards establishing a Cabinet that 
was responsible to Parliament until he was assassinated on March 20, 1913, just 
a fortnight before the scheduled convening of Parliament on April 8, 1913. On  
May 10, 1913, in a telegram to Yuan Shikai, Zhang named “four thugs” who 
were blocking the appointment of the worthy and the capable. He also said that 
the newspapers were filled with allegations that Yuan had been involved in Song 
Jiaoren’s assassination. He pleaded with Yuan to get rid of the “four thugs.”51 
Zhang’s telegram was published in the newspaper Minli Bao (May 14, 1913) and 
followed the next day by an article stating that the “four thugs” had been hired by 
Yuan Shikai and were protected by him.52 

On June 8, 1913, Zhang rejoined his colleagues of the former Revolutionary 
Alliance, now known as the Chinese Nationalist Party (Zhongguo Guomindang, 
a.k.a. Kuomintang or KMT). At a meeting held on the premises of the Shanghai 
Communications Department of the Chinese Nationalist Party attended by Wu 
Zhihui 吴稚晖 (1865–1953) and Cai Yuanpei, he declared that the Nationalist 
Party had indeed not turned its back on the principle of benefiting the nation and 
ensuring the livelihood of the people. Instead, he accused Yuan of supporting an 
army that he used not against the foreigners, but exclusively against the Chinese. 
He accused Yuan of refusing to give the Republic to the people. When a Cabinet 
was established by members of the Nationalist Party and the Progressive Party 
(Jinbudang), Yuan’s henchmen made it impossible for the Cabinet to function.53  

On July 12, 1913, the Second Revolution broke out. Li Liejun 李烈钧 
(1882–1946) raised troops in Jiangxi to punish Yuan, and, on July 15, 1913, 
Huang Xing appointed himself Jiangsu General to Punish Yuan. On July 17 and 
26, 1913, Zhang published open letters in Minli Bao, again calling for Yuan to 
get rid of the “four thugs” and their associates. It should be noted that, in the 
second of these open letters, Zhang chastised the two revolutionary generals for 
placing all the blame on Yuan instead of on the “four thugs” and their 
associates.54 This can be interpreted as an expression of his lingering faith in 
                                                               
49 See NP, vol. 1, 397–406. 
50 NP, vol. 1, 420. 
51 Zhang Taiyan, “Zhi Yuan Shikai dian” (Telegram to Yuan Shikai), ZLXJ, vol. 2, 646–47.  
52 NP, vol. 1, 433. 
53 Zhang Taiyan, “Guomindang jiatongbu chahuahui jishi” (Record of the informal meeting in 
the Communications Bureau of the Guomindang), Minli Bao (June 11, 1913), quoted in NP, 
vol. 1, 436–37. 
54 See Zhang Taiyan, “Xuanyan shu” (Announcement), ZLXJ, vol. 2, 663, and “Di er ci 
xuanyan shu” (Second Announcement), in ZLXJ, vol. 2, 668–69. 
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Yuan or as a reflection of his fear that national turmoil would break out if Yuan 
lost power. However, it is highly likely that Zhang may have accurately gauged 
the power of Yuan’s armies and was trying to establish a basis for negotiations at 
a later date. In any case, Yuan’s armies swiftly crushed the Second Revolution. 
Yuan had hoped to induce the revolutionaries to squander their energies 
squabbling over the details of their proposed ideal government; he himself had 
absolute confidence in his own military might. 

Zhang’s awareness of the gravity of the situation is confirmed in a letter he 
wrote (August 5, 1913), prior to his departure to join Republican Party 
(Gonghedang) comrades in Beijing. His letter expresses concern for his 
comrades because Yuan Shikai had published a telegram calling for the arrest of 
old revolutionaries. His willingness to be a martyr is suggested by his comment: 
“but people like us are not afraid.”55 He arrived at the Republican Party 
headquarters on August 11, 1913, and, on the following day, Yuan’s soldiers were 
sent to “protect” him. He remained in confinement until Yuan’s death in 1916. In 
a letter dated August 20, 1913, soon after the beginning of his confinement, he 
wrote: 
 

I am insignificant, but I use my own person against the knives of the violent 
to make the world know of their cruelty. Why should I begrudge this frail 
body?56  

 
For a few weeks, from December 1913 to January 1914, Zhang was permitted 

to present lectures on the Republican Party premises. However, Yuan refused to 
tolerate Zhang’s vitriolic attacks on his movement to have Confucianism 
established as the state religion as a prelude to installing himself as the emperor 
of a new dynasty. Zhang was transferred to Longquan Temple on January 20, 
1914. He demonstrated his defiance by burning the silk quilts Yuan had sent to 
him and by a hunger strike, but gradually he succumbed to loneliness and despair: 
“With feeble strength and fettered body, I sit watching helplessly as my country 
is plunged into grave peril. For this I am profoundly ashamed.”57 His despair 
was further aggravated by the death of his daughter, who hanged herself on  
September 8, 1915 after visiting him in prison.58 By October 1915, he seems to 
have been crushed by the events in his life, and he wrote about the graves of past 
patriots near his home village. He compares himself to Liu Ji 刘基 (1311–75), 
                                                               
55 Zhang Taiyan, “Zhi bozhong shu” (Letter to my brothers), Letter No. 11: Archive of the 
Chongqing Municipal Library, quoted in NP, vol. 1, 446. 
56 Zhang Taiyan, “Zhi bozhong shu” (Letter to my brothers), Letter No. 13: Archive of the 
Chongqing Municipal Library, quoted in NP, vol. 1, 447. 
57 Ibid., 456–59, 467–70, 475, 502. 
58 Ibid., 502. 
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who had helped topple the alien Yuan dynasty only to be slandered by powerful 
officials because of his outspoken criticism. Falling out of favor with the Ming 
Emperor, he had died a bitter man. Zhang regretted that he had chosen to serve 
the people through the agency of Yuan Shikai and expressed his wish to be 
buried near the grave of Liu Ji. After his release from prison on June 16, 1916, he 
served in Sun Yat-sen’s government for a short time, but gradually withdrew 
from public life to devote his remaining years to scholarly research.59 

Conclusion 

Beginning in the mid-19th century, China’s failure to meet the challenges posed 
by the influx of foreign industrialized capitalism and superior military capacity 
induced many scholars to take various forms of political action to prevent the 
partitioning and colonization of the Chinese Empire. As outlined above, Zhang 
Taiyan was an extraordinary thinker whose strong commitment to the 
individualism espoused by Laozi and Zhuangzi rendered him totally unsuited to 
the conformity and unity necessary for effective political action. Nevertheless, he 
joined the desperate fray to save the nation and encountered nothing but a series 
of failures. Despite his considerable contributions to toppling the Manchu 
government, his abysmal political incompetence has led scholars to neglect the 
ideas promoted by this intellectual giant in China’s modern history. In reviewing 
the history of modern and contemporary China, and indeed of the contemporary 
globalized world, Zhang Taiyan’s ideas regarding the individual and society 
remain highly relevant. 
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Abstract  Lu Xun, nearing his death, wrote two essays commemorating Zhang 
Taiyan. Both are rather unconventional eulogies, which engage the style, themes, 
and conventions of traditional biographies. Keenly aware of the depictions of his 
teacher as a conservative Confucian scholar and a political reactionary, Lu Xun 
provides a counter image. By associating his teacher with prominent 
revolutionaries and framing his idiosyncratic behaviors and political choices in 
later life as the product of failed ambition, Lu Xun harks back to the figure of the 
“mad genius” lauded as exemplars in the classical literary tradition, an image that 
resonates as well with the gallery of “modern” misanthropes and madmen in his 
short stories. Cast within a lineage of awakened eccentrics often deemed insane 
in their own times, Zhang emerges in Lu Xun’s essays as a revolutionary par 
excellence: an outspoken rebel who, after the founding of the Republic, remained 
a fearless critic of the establishment; an uncompromising radical at heart, who 
remained committed to the ideals of a true social transformation long since 
forgotten by those around him. In making the “worthiness” and relevance of 
Zhang Taiyan as a historical figure legible to modern readers through his 
engagement with traditional biographical conventions, Lu Xun also affirms the 
value of a traditional literati culture which continued to structure his worldview 
as a modern intellectual and writer. For his portrait of the “master of classical 
studies” as a radical revolutionary, however partial, was an attempt to ensure that 
Zhang’s name would remain relevant to posterity, leaving open the possibility 
that his teacher’s “precious records” might also be transmitted and still find 
knowing readers in later ages. 
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Introduction 

When the gentleman of cliffs and caves choose and reject [official 
positions], it is with such careful timing; when their names are buried and 
unspoken, it is sorrowful, isn’t it? ... How can these [actions and names] 
reach later ages?1 

—Sima Qian, Records of the Grand Historian 
 

Lu Xun (orig. Zhou Shuren 周树人, 1881–1936) was haunted by the dead. 
Among his most moving essays were those written to commemorate the 
deceased. While this may in part be the influence of what Hu Ying has referred to 
as a “eulogistic imperative” ingrained in the long tradition of Chinese 
historiography,2 Lu Xun’s insistence on keeping memories of the dead and past 
alive in print is also related to what I refer to as his “refusal to mourn”—that is, 
his refusal to dismiss the persistent effects of the past and tradition on the present 
as some of his New Culture peers were wont to do.3 He was wary of committing 
“posthumous infidelity”—that is, leaving behind the dead without honoring their 
memory or recovering the redemptive meaning of loss.4 Commemorating the 
deceased in writing was a means through which Lu Xun paid homage to the 
singular lives of his subjects, ensuring that their worthy deeds and the injustices 
they suffered in their lifetimes would be transmitted, to serve as lessons and 
inspiration for posterity. 

Such is the case with his essays memorializing Zhang Taiyan (Zhang Binglin, 
1868–1936). In the last two weeks before his own death, Lu Xun wrote two 
essays commemorating his teacher, whose demise preceded his own by four 
months. Digressive in nature, both are rather unconventional eulogies which 
engage the style, themes, and conventions of traditional biography. Keenly aware 
of the dismissive depictions of his teacher as a conservative Confucian scholar 
and a political reactionary out of step with the times, Lu Xun provides a 
counter-narrative of sorts. By associating his teacher with the names of 
prominent revolutionaries and framing his idiosyncratic behaviors and political 
choices in later life as a product of frustrated ambition, Lu Xun harks back to the 
figure of the “mad genius” lauded as exemplars in the classical literary tradition, 
an image that resonates as well with the “modern” madmen and misanthropes in 
his short stories. By situating Zhang within a lineage of awakened eccentrics 
                                                               
1 Translation from Sima Qian, Grand Scribe’s Records 7:6; Sima Qian, Shi ji 2:1691–92. 
2 Hu Ying, “Gender and Modern Martyrology,” 122. 
3 For a detailed examination of Lu Xun’s “refusal to mourn,” seen in his insistence on paying 
homage to the past and figures deceased, see Eileen J. Cheng, Literary Remains: Death, 
Trauma, and Lu Xun’s Refusal to Mourn. 
4 The phrase “posthumous infidelity” is borrowed from Marcel Proust, Remembrance of 
Things Past 3:940. 
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often deemed insane in their own times, Lu Xun depicts his teacher as a 
revolutionary par excellence: An outspoken rebel, who after the institution of the 
Republic, remained a fearless critic of the establishment; an uncompromising 
radical at heart, committed to the ideals of a true social transformation long since 
forgotten by those around him.  

Lu Xun’s engagement with, adaptation, and transformation of the themes, 
styles, and conventions of traditional biographies here not only makes the 
“worthiness” of Zhang Taiyan as a historical figure legible to modern readers; in 
re-inscribing and transforming its conventions, he also affirms the value of 
aspects of a traditional literati culture that continued to structure his worldview as 
a modern writer and intellectual. In his biographical sketches, Lu Xun assumed 
the mission of the historians before him: to record and transmit the names and 
deeds of the worthy and impart a legacy that would inspire generations to come. 
It seems only fitting, then, in the last of his works that Lu Xun, as a “minor” 
historian, would commemorate Zhang Taiyan, for whom preserving a cultural 
legacy was of foremost importance. In casting Zhang’s life in a manner that 
would be legible and meaningful for modern readers, Lu Xun’s portraits also 
enhanced the possibility that the works of “the master of classical studies,” 
ensconced as they are in the universe of traditional texts that both teacher and 
disciple engaged with and cherished, might also be transmitted and still find 
knowing readers in later ages. 

Teachers and Disciples 

After curtailing his medical studies at the Sendai Medical Academy in 1906, 
purportedly to embark on a career as a translator, the young Lu Xun, then known 
as Zhou Shuren, went to Tokyo. Zhang Taiyan was by then well-known in 
overseas student circles for his fiery anti-Manchu rhetoric and outspoken ways. 
In 1903 he wrote a preface to the young revolutionary Zou Rong’s 邹容 
(1885–1905) influential propaganda tract Revolutionary Army (Geming jun), for 
which he was imprisoned in Shanghai in 1903 for three years. It was in the 
summer of 1908 in Tokyo that Zhou became personally acquainted with Zhang 
Taiyan; he attended Zhang’s lectures on the Analysis of Graphs and Explication 
of Characters (Shuo wen jie zi 说文解字) for a period of time between half a year 
to a year along with his brother Zhou Zuoren 周作人 (1885–1967) and friend 
Xu Shoushang 许寿裳 (1883–1948). The content of the course purportedly did 
not leave a remarkable impression on Lu Xun. He noted that it was Zhang’s 
colorful persona and the outspoken nature of his essays published in The People’s 
Paper (Min bao), an organ of the Revolutionary Alliance which Zhang edited for 
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a time after his release from prison in 1906, that most impressed him.5  
Elsewhere, Lu Xun credited his early predilection for archaic prose of the 

Wei-Jin period to the influence of Zhang Taiyan.6 On their linguistic style and 
choices, Theodore Huters astutely observes that neither teacher nor disciple 
subscribed to the belief that expediency and comprehensibility necessarily made 
for a superior mode of transmission.7 Zhang asserted that “there is much use of 
ancient language embedded in the vernacular; if one is not adept at philology, 
then how can one’s vernacular be any good?”8 While Lu Xun publicly refuted 
this line of argument in his writing, 9 he may have shared a philosophy quite 
similar to his teacher’s when it came to composing his own prose. For in spite of 
his public promotion of the vernacular and proletarian literature in later life, Lu 
Xun’s writing remained inflected with classical Chinese usage, grammar, and 
idioms, displaying a command of various linguistic registers, new and old. For 
Lu Xun, like Zhang Taiyan, may have felt that a writer needs to have control of a 
“variety of rhetorical and historical resources of the language in which he is 
working in order to communicate a full range of nuance.”10 
                                                               
5 In “Guanyu Taiyan xiansheng er san shi” (A few matters regarding Mr. Taiyan), Lu Xun 
noted the following: “I went to listen to his lectures …not because he was a good scholar, but 
because he was an erudite revolutionary. Even until now his expressions, gestures, and his 
smiling face appear vividly before my eyes, yet I remember not a word of his lectures on the 
Shuo wen jie zi.” Lu Xun quanji (hereafter LXQJ ) 6:565–66. Almost three decades after the 
fact, however, Lu Xun was to recall that the premise for his 1935 story “Leaving the Pass” 
(Chu guan), collected in Old Tales Retold, of Laozi’s being driven out of the Han’gu Pass by 
his encounter with Confucius, was inspired by the version of this account he heard in Zhang’s 
lectures (LXQJ 6:539). As I argue later, Lu Xun’s accentuating of Zhang’s revolutionary 
character at the expense of his contributions as a scholar may have been a tactical choice, to 
ensure that Zhang’s name would remain relevant to posterity in the new culture of his times 
and beyond. 
6 In preface to Ji wai ji (Collection of uncollected works, 1935), Lu Xun wrote that his 
predilection for archaic language was in part the influence of Zhang Taiyan (LXQJ 7:4); in his 
preface to Fen (Graves), he wrote that his affinity for writing odd sentences and using classical 
phrases was influenced by Min Bao (The people’s paper), edited by Zhang Taiyan for a time 
(LXQJ 1:3).  
7 Theodore Huters, “Legibility vs. Fullness of Expression,” 92, 100. 
8 Zhang Taiyan, “Baihua yu wenyan zhi guanxi ” (The relationship between the vernacular 
and the classical), in Ma Yong, ed., Zhang Taiyan jiangyan ji, 220. 
9 In “Mingren mingyan,” (Famous words by famous people, 1935) Lu Xun at first expresses 
agreement with Zhang’s pronouncement, then refutes it by saying: “Yet, since we began 
promoting the vernacular, none of us thought that the mission of the vernacular was to search 
for characters from ‘ancient philology’…the vernacular is written for modern people, not for 
the ghosts from Shang, Zhou, Qin, and Han. If the ancients are resurrected from the ground 
and don’t understand it, we would not retreat [from our mission].” LXQJ 6: 373–78. 
10 Huters, “Legibility vs. Fullness of Expression,” 92. This line of reasoning may also explain 
the dense nature of Lu Xun’s writings in general, which engage a wide variety of cultural 
resources, foreign and native, traditional and modern, along with various linguistic registers, to 
more fully convey the realities of his time, however more confounding it may be for his 
readers. 
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Scholars have traced the teacher’s impact on his disciple well beyond the 
confines of prose composition to the realms of scholarship and thought as well. 
Leo Ou-fan Lee surmises that Zhang’s unorthodox traditionalism appealed to Lu 
Xun for “its potential radicalism—its profound distrust of established systems of 
thought and styles of composition.”11 Zhou’s youthful essays published in 
Henan—advocating the appropriation of foreign thought to revive tradition, 
emphasizing the importance of matters of the spirit and the cultivation of the 
individual (liren), warning against the capitulation to Western materialism and 
mores—uniformly resonate with ideas that Zhang promoted at the time.12 Lu 
Xun’s often noted “Wei-Jin” obsession, his affinity for the Zhuangzi and 
Buddhist thought, shares marked similarities with the tastes of his teacher.  

In spite of their shared philosophical, intellectual, and linguistic inclinations, 
however, the personal bond between teacher and student may not have been a 
particularly close one. After their encounter in Tokyo, Lu Xun, together with his 
classmates, visited their teacher on a number of occasions while he was under 
house arrest in Beijing for opposing Yuan Shikai 袁世凯 (1859–1916), the last 
of which occurred in 1915.13 From thereon, the choices that teacher and disciple 
made diverged sharply. Lu Xun promoted the vernacular and came to be 
associated with the New Culture movement; by the mid 1930’s, he emerged as 
the leading voice of the League of Left-Wing Writers. Zhang acquired a 
reputation as a “master of classical studies” (guoxue dashi); he adamantly 
opposed the vernacular and remained until his death a staunch advocate of 
preserving China’s “cultural essence” (guocui). The last years of his life were 
spent in Suzhou, where he devoted himself to scholarship and to teaching the 
classics. Lu Xun made a handful of pejorative references to his teacher’s 
post-Republican political choices in his essays and refuted Zhang’s views 
opposing the vernacular and defending traditional culture. 14  Tian Gang 
speculates that his disciple’s criticisms may have contributed to Zhang Taiyan’s 
deliberate omission of the name of Zhou Shuren from his record of disciples.15 

Yet, Lu Xun’s ambivalent attitude towards Zhang Taiyan can be gleaned from 
the sympathetic portrayals of his teacher in various essays and in a letter written 

                                                               
11 Leo Ou-fan Lee, Lu Xun and His Legacy, 26. 
12 For Lu Xun’s early essays published in Henan, see Fen, LXQJ 1:8–65. The observation that 
Lu Xun’s early ideas on culture mirrored many of Zhang Taiyan’s has been made by multiple 
scholars. See for example Li Guohua, “Zhang Taiyan de ‘zixing’ yu Lu Xun liuri shiqi de 
sixiang jiangou”; Gao Xudong, “Lu Xun yu xinhai geming.” 
13 For a detailed list of Lu Xun’s visits to Zhang Taiyan between 1912–15 as recorded in his 
diary, see Chen Xueran, “Zhang Taiyan yu Lu Xun shitu jiaoyi chong tan,” 249. 
14 For citations and analysis of these criticisms, see Tian Gang, Lu Xun yu Zhongguo shiren 
chuantong, 373. 
15 Ibid., 371–32. 
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to Cao Juren 曹聚仁 (1900–1972) dated June 18, 1933. Lu Xun envisioned a 
way of relating to his teacher, whose views and actions he came increasingly to 
disagree with, should their paths cross again: 
 

The ancient ways of revering one’s teacher is really much too strict and I am 
rather put off by them. I feel that if a teacher errs, then one may oppose him. 
But if the teacher is not at fault and falls prey to false accusations, one 
shouldn’t opportunistically cast stones at him just to please one’s enemies or 
to save one’s own skin. Mr. Taiyan taught me ancient philology; after 
advocating the vernacular, I was afraid to go see him anymore. Later on, 
when he supported the touhu 投壶 ritual,16 I privately harbored opposition. 
But when the Nationalists wanted to confiscate his dilapidated shack, I 
didn’t curry favor with the authorities. If we were to meet again in the future, 
I would still treat him with the respect that a disciple ought to accord to his 
teacher (Mr. Taiyan never adopted an arrogant attitude towards his students, 
his manner was affable as a friend). I believe that this is an appropriate 
manner of interaction between teacher and disciple.17 

 
In writing this piece on teachers and disciples, Lu Xun likely had two 

well-known letters on teacher-disciple relations in mind: One penned by Zhang 
Taiyan to his teacher Yu Yue 俞樾 (1821–1907) published in The People’s Paper 
in 1903; the second written by his brother Zhou Zuoren to Zhang Taiyan 
published in Threads of Talk (Yu si) in 1926.18 Both texts are titled “On Taking 
Leave of My Teacher” (Xie ben shi 谢本师). Zhang’s letter recounts how his 
teacher reprimanded him for refusing to take the examinations, participating in 
anti-Qing activities, and fleeing the mainland, claiming that such actions showed 
that Zhang was both disloyal and unfilial. In rebuttal, Zhang Taiyan traced his 
lineage to scholars such as the Ming loyalist and philologist Gu Yanwu 顾炎武 
(1613–82), who called for Han unity.19 Zhang’s letter severs ties with his teacher 
based on their divergent political philosophies and asserts his whole-hearted 
devotion to the anti-Manchu cause.20 Twenty three years later, Zhou Zuoren’s 

                                                               
16 Referring to a ceremonial game of ancient Han origins in which arrows would be pitched 
into a vat. 
17 LXQJ 12:405. 
18 See Guo Jun, “Zhang Taiyan de shidao yu rensheng,” 39. 
19 The sobriquet Taiyan by which he is known is adopted in part from Gu Yanwu’s name. For 
more on Zhang’s sobriquet, see Wong Young-tsu, Search for Modern Nationalism, 5. 
20 Zhang Yilei proposes an unverifiable theory for Zhang Taiyan’s public severance of ties 
with his teacher, to whom he was seemingly very close to: that is, to prevent his teacher from 
suffering the repercussions of being associated with his radical student. See Zhang Yilei, 
“Zhang Taiyan ‘xie ben shi’ yuanyin you yi shuo.”  
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letter acknowledges Zhang Taiyan’s erudition as a scholar. Yet, based on what 
Zhou characterized as his teacher’s mistaken assumption that “politics was his 
forte” and his “predilection for embarking on not very clever political actions,” 
Zhou Zuoren’s public letter, modeled after Zhang’s, severs ties with his teacher.21 

Lu Xun likely would not have disputed his brother’s assessments of Zhang’s 
erudition and scholarly contributions to the study of Confucian classics and his 
erratic political choices in later life. Yet, his more measured response to his 
teacher betrays more than a modicum of sympathy for the plight of Zhang Taiyan. 
While this ambivalence may seem somewhat curious coming from Lu Xun, an 
outspoken critic known for his venomous exchanges with his literary adversaries, 
it seems less so when placed in context of Lu Xun’s shared affinities with his 
teacher: their common appreciation for aspects of tradition and a traditional 
literati culture which continued to shape Lu Xun’s views as an intellectual and 
writer; their shared admiration for and attachment to the figure of the frustrated 
scholar, in particular, the eccentric non-conformists from the Wei-Jin period.22  

Unlike his brother’s portraits, Lu Xun’s two essays memorializing his teacher 
written in 1936 deliberately focuses on Zhang’s role as a “revolutionary.” 
Revolutionary not merely in the political sense of supporting an anti-Manchu 
cause and toppling the Qing empire, but as a radically individual character who 
belonged to a lineage of non-conformists unswayed by praise, excoriation, or the 
fashions of his time. Such a portrait was an attempt on Lu Xun’s part to provide 
an alternate view of his teacher against the prevailing characterizations of the 
time: Be it those that paint an image of a quixotic scholar immersed in esoteric 
scholarship or a political reactionary out of touch with the times. By harking 
back to a lineage of mad geniuses whose ambitions were thwarted and 
associating his teacher with revolutionary figures of his time, Lu Xun hoped to 
resuscitate the image of Zhang Taiyan as a modern day rebel-revolutionary, one 
that would be faithful to the spirit of his teacher while leaving a living legacy that 
would remain relevant for posterity.  

Lunatics and Eccentrics in the Classical Literary Tradition 

In an essay titled “Filling in the Blanks,” (Bubai, 1925) Lu Xun noted the 

                                                               
21 Zhou Zuoren, Zhou Zuoren sanwen quanji 4:744. These public declarations of severed ties 
from their teachers by both Zhang and Zhou, however, turned out to be in name only, as both 
disciples continued to have personal contact with their teachers. For more details on the 
relationship between disciples and the teachers they renounced, see Guo Jun, “Zhang Taiyan 
de shidao yu rensheng.” 
22 For a study that examines teacher and disciples’ affinity for the Wei-Jin period in general, 
see Gao Junling. Xiandai wenren yu “Wei Jin fengdu.” 
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Chinese predilection for giving nicknames to those whom they disliked. He 
offered the example of Zhang Taiyan, viewed as a madman by some for his 
rabidly anti-Manchu stance in his youth, and disparagingly referred to as “Zhang 
the Lunatic” (Zhang Fengzi 章疯子) by his adversaries in the Republican era. Lu 
Xun writes: 
 

In 1911, Mr. Zhang Taiyan was fond of expressing his opinions and gave 
not a care whether it garnered him praise or excoriation. Those who found 
themselves a target of his criticism gave him a nickname: “Zhang the 
lunatic.” Since he was a lunatic, then naturally his opinions were also 
deranged and invalid. Yet, whenever he expressed an opinion, one would 
still find it published in the papers under distinctive headlines such as 
“Zhang the Lunatic has a Manic Episode.” On one occasion, Zhang attacked 
his adversaries’ opponents. What to do? The following day, the headline 
read “Zhang the Lunatic Isn’t Crazy After All.”23  

 
Much is revealed in Lu Xun’s anecdote above. It resonates with his other 

essays in which he lambasted writers who presented distorted views of their 
subjects and/or the press for printing sensational gossip.24 The target here is not 
so much Zhang Taiyan perse, but Zhang’s adversaries. The label of madness, Lu 
Xun reveals, has nothing to do with a clinical diagnosis; it is, rather, an 
underhanded tactic of discounting the credibility of the words and character of 
the subject in question in a publicly demeaning manner. Yet, that Zhang is 
impervious to praise or criticism and that the target of his attacks are 
indiscriminate25 served as reflections of his integrity and upstanding character. 
His words appear as a kind of truth-telling that threatens his foes, who find 
themselves neither able to ignore nor defend themselves against his criticisms. At 
a loss for countering the truths conveyed in Zhang’s messages, they can only 
resort to arbitrarily manipulating Zhang’s words and views to fabricate “truths” 
of their own. 

Lu Xun’s reference to his teacher’s moniker “Zhang the Lunatic” serves more 
than a means of condemning the juvenile tactics employed by his teacher’s 
adversaries and thereby gain reader sympathy for Zhang as a victim of such 
slander. Lu Xun was, by association, situating Zhang within a lineage of the 
                                                               
23 LXQJ 3:110–11. 
24 See for example, “Yi Wei Suyuan jun” (Remembering Wei Suyuan, 1934), in which Lu Xun 
criticized the ways in which the memories of the deceased were willfully distorted by 
unfaithful biographers for their own motives or profit. LXQJ 6:70. In “Lun renyan ke wei” 
(Gossip is a fearful thing, 1935), Lu Xun blames the salacious gossip circulated in the press for 
playing a hand in the suicide of the actress Ruan Lingyu (1910–35).  
25 At least in the sense that an adversaries’ foe was not automatically regarded as a “friend.” 
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kuangshi 狂士 , madmen and misanthropes whose genius and talents were 
misunderstood in their own times. In spite of the pejorative meaning attached to 
kuang in modern times—as mental derangement—the word has positive 
connotations in the classical literary tradition. In the Confucian Analects, the 
term kuangjuan 狂狷 appears as a positive term. Kuang is used to describe one 
who “assertively forges ahead 进取,” conjuring an image of a man motivated to 
action.26 A prototype of the enlightened hermit who feigns madness to retreat 
from the world of politics and preserve his own integrity is found in the character 
Jie Yu 接舆, whom Confucius recognized as a wise man.27 As the term came to 
be associated with a lineage of scholars, artists, and poets, the image invoked is 
of an uncompromising non-conformist, a radically outspoken individual 
unfettered by social norms or conventions.  

In an early essay titled “On the Power of Mara Poetry,” (1908) Lu Xun himself 
lauded such madmen, whom he deemed to be “warriors of the spirit” (jingshen 
jie zhi zhanshi). Here, the Sanskrit and Hebrew terms for demon/devil (Mara, 
transliterated as moluo 摩罗, and Satan, as sadan 撒旦) are invested with positive 
connotations, as the terms are applied to outspoken rebels who dared to speak 
against power and to act against convention. The term kuang is used several 
times to describe the regenerative spirit of these rebel individuals. Kuangren 
appears once in the essay to portray how the Romantic poet Shelley was labeled 
a “madman” and ostracized by those around him.28 

Two years prior to the publication of Lu Xun’s essay, Zhang Taiyan had 
publicly embraced the image of a madman. In a speech he delivered in Tokyo in 
1906, he relayed the following message: 

 
…I admit to being mad, and when people call me crazy and say that I’m 
afflicted with mental illness, I feel especially delighted. And what is the 

                                                               
26 In Chapter 13.21 of the Analects: Confucius said: “If you are unable to find a man who 
walks the middle path, then choose the one who is ardent (kuang 狂) or cautious (juan 狷). The 
ardent man assertively forges ahead, the cautious man can be trusted to refrain from certain 
actions.” 子曰：不得中行而与之，必也狂狷乎。狂者进取，狷者有所不为也. Yang Bojun ed, Lunyu, 
141. 
27 The encounter is recorded in the Analects Chapter 18.129 as follows: “The madman of Chu 
Jieyu sang as he passed by Confucius: ‘Phoenix, oh phoenix! How your virtue has dissipated! 
There is no use in railing against the past, but the future can still be remedied. Let it be! Let it 
be! Danger awaits those who take office!’  Confucius dismounted to converse with him. The 
madman quickly avoided him and Confucius was unable to speak to him.” 楚狂接舆，歌而过孔

子，曰：「凤兮凤！何德之衰？往者不可谏，来者犹可追。已而！已而！今之从政者殆而！」孔子下，

欲与之言。趋而辟之，不得与之言。Yang Bojun ed., Lunyu, 193. Alan Berkowitz traces an earlier 
example of feigned madness as a means of upholding one’s ideals to the Classic of Songs 
(Shijing). See Berkowitz, Patterns of Disengagment, 43.   
28 LXQJ 1:85.  
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reason for this? Those who aren’t mad are hardly able to come up with 
extraordinary pronouncements; even if they did, they wouldn’t dare speak 
them in public. When one encounters adversity, it is only the mad who are 
able to persist at all costs to realize their own intent. So since ancient times, 
the erudite men who accomplish great deeds have all been afflicted with 
mental illness… I admit I am mad, and I hope that each of you, my 
comrades, have your own streak or two of madness. Lately there are rumors 
of this or that person being crazy. From my point of view, being mad is not 
something to fear. I’m only afraid that when one is conferred the prospect of 
prosperity, rank, and salary, that such madness becomes immediately 
cured—this is what is truly unacceptable.29 

 
Zhang’s speech recalls the “mad-exemplars” that preceded him. Among the 

long lineage of fearlessly outspoken and frustrated scholars misunderstood and 
regarded as lunatics in their own times were the Wei-Jin eccentrics, such as Ruan 
Ji 阮籍 (210–63) and Ji Kang 嵇康 (223–62), whom both teacher and disciple 
much admired and wrote about.30 According the Book of Jin (Jin shu), Ruan Ji 
and Ji Kang refused to capitulate to the temptations of prosperity, rank, or salary, 
and resisted performing service to a regime they viewed as corrupt. Ruan Ji, who 
“was regarded a madman by his contemporaries” 时人多谓之痴 and feigned 
illness to avoid service, had a predilection for expressing his disdain at people he 
felt unworthy by looking at them with “the whites of his eyes.”31 Ji Kang, like 
his friend Ruan Ji, also known for his strange character, “feigned madness when 
pressed into service.” 但迫之，必发狂疾.32  

In his essay on “Wei-Jin” sensibility written in 1927, Lu Xun explicitly links 
the erratic character and “dissipated” behaviors—such as excessive 
wine-drinking and ingesting of elixirs—of the Seven Worthies of the Bamboo 
Grove (zhulin qi xian) to their frustrated ambitions. He wrote: “That they 
behaved in such a manner was by no means a reflection of their innate character. 
It was because they were born into turbulent times and unable to fulfill their 
ambitions.”33 While Lu Xun’s work is invariably cited in modern scholarship on 
“Wei Jin sensibility” (Wei Jin fengdu) and studies linking the eccentrics’ 
dissipated behaviors to their frustrated ambitions, such readings had long been 

                                                               
29 Zhang Taiyan, “Dongjing liuxuesheng huanyinghui yanshuoci” (Speech given at the Tokyo 
overseas students welcoming event) in Chen Pingyuan, Zhang Taiyan de baihuawen, 110–11. 
30 See the anecdotes of eccentric behaviors of Ji Kang and Ruan Ji in their biographies 
collected in Fang Xuanling ed., Jin shu (Records of the Jin).   
31 Fang Xuanling ed., Jin shu 5:1359. 
32 Ibid., 5:1372. 
33 “Wei Jin fengdu ji wenzhang yu yao zhi guanxi” (On the relationship of Wei-Jin sensibility 
to writing, drugs, and wine, 1927), LXQJ 3:537. 
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part of the reception of the Seven Worthies since medieval times.34 More than 
two decades before Lu Xun, Zhang Taiyan posed a similar interpretation in 
“Transformations of Scholarship” (Xue bian) in the second edition of Compelled 
Writings (Qiu shu 訄书) published in 1904, which Lu Xun was familiar with.35 
Zhang writes: 

 
会在易代兴废之间，高朗而不降志者，皆阳狂远人。礼法浸微，则持论又变其

始。嵇康、阮籍之伦，极于非尧、舜，薄汤、武，载其厌世，至导引求神仙，

而皆崇法老庄，玄言自此作矣。 
 

In that period of political insurgence during dynastic transition, those who 
nonetheless maintained high-mindedness and didn’t surrender their 
ambitions all pretended to be mad and distanced themselves from others. As 
the rites and rules gradually fell into oblivion, they initiated some changes 
in their discourses. Men like Ji Kang and Ruan Ji went to such extremes as 
denigrating Yao and Shun and showing contempt to Tang and Wu, to 
demonstrate their disgust with the ways of the world. They all tended to 
practice cultivation of the vital breath to seek immortality and worshipped 
Laozi and Zhuangzi. This marked the inception of mysterious words.36  

 
The Wei-Jin eccentrics’ provocative behavior, engagement in bizarre practices, 

and their turn to Taoist thought and metaphysics, in Zhang’s views, then, were 
products of their thwarted ambitions and a means of venting their frustrations in 
a world in which the rites they cherished were no longer observed.  

Incarnations of modern madmen and misanthropes who looked askance on the 
prevailing conventions of their times make more than an occasional appearance 
in Lu Xun’s fictional and non-fictional character studies. His first vernacular 
short story, “Madman’s Diary,” (Kuangren riji, 1918) plays similarly on the 
different connotations of madness. As Tang Xiaobing notes, the protagonist 
identifies himself with the word “kuang,” harking back to the figures of 
unrestrained non-conformist rebels, whose outspoken truth-telling often led to  

                                                               
34 Robert Ashmore traces such a reading back to Eastern Jin scholar-hermit Dai Kui in the 
Seven Worthies of the Bamboo Grove, see Ashmore, The Transport of Reading, 165 fn 5. 
35 On the initial woodblock publication of Qiu shu, Lu Xun’s writes in “Guanyu Taiyan er san 
shi” that he “could not punctuate it, let alone understand it. This was probably the case as well 
for many youths of the time.” LXQJ 6:565. It is unclear whether it is the case that Lu Xun 
found it incomprehensible as a youth or as a case in general, and in either case, if his statement 
can be taken at face value. Lu Xun was familiar with the contents of Qiu shu, which he quotes 
in his essays, and also the disparities in the different editions, dealt with later in the paper. 
36 Zhang Taiyan quanji (hereafter ZTYQJ) 3:145. 
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slander or even death.37 The preface-writer uses the modern medical diagnostic 
term “persecution complex” (pohai kuang) to describe the protagonist’s “illness,” 
while the protagonist himself observes how others were eager to discount him as 
a lunatic “fengzi.”38 The same charge of insanity is hurled at the rabidly 
anti-Manchu revolutionary in “Medicine” (Yao, 1919) who tries in vain to 
convince those around him to rebel against the Qing government. Bystanders 
claim that “he had gone crazy (fengle)” and dismiss his words as “the ravings of 
a lunatic (fenghua).”39 In “Eternal Flame,” (Chang ming deng, 1925) the radical 
individual, who insists on extinguishing the lamp kept alit by the villagers out of 
superstition, is also described as “having gone crazy” (fa le feng).40 

There has been speculation that the protagonist of Lu Xun’s “Madman’s 
Diary” is based on Zhang Taiyan.41 Here, Lu Xun’s own explanations in “How I 
Came to Write Fiction” (Wo zenme zuo qi xiaoshuo lai, 1933) may provide some 
clues: 

 
The things I write about come in part from things I’ve seen and heard, but I 
never rely entirely on the facts. I just take some aspect of an occurrence and 
modify or expand on it to express what I have in mind. The same is true for 
the models for my characters, they are not based on a single individual, but 
more often than not, are composite sketches composed of a mouth from 
Zhejiang, a face from Beijing, clothes from Shanxi. Those people who say 
such-and-such a story was aimed at so-and-so are talking nonsense.42  

                                                               
37 See Tang Xiaobing, “Lu Xun’s ‘Diary of a Madman,’ ” 57–59. 
38 The protagonist comes to a sudden realization that his older brother, whom he attempts to 
dissuade against joining the cannibalistic ways of their society, might be a complicit 
participant in the system, as his sibling tries to dispel the crowd gathering around them by 
shouting: “All of you get out! What’s the big fuss over a lunatic!” He writes in his diary that “I 
understood their clever ploy. Not only were they not willing to change, they had long devised a 
plot: they were going to peg the label of lunatic on me.” 预备一个疯子的名目罩上我 (LXQJ 
1:453). Here, I would add to Tang Xiaobing’s insight that “Madman’s Diary,” along with 
exploring “the semantic difference” between the terms “kuang” (positively connoted with an 
unrestrained and regenerative force) and “feng” (of more recent origin and negatively connoted 
with being neurotic or stupid), also points to how modern Western discourses are appropriated 
to reinforce and legitimize indigenous forms of oppression. The preface-writer, after all, 
disseminates the diary as a “medical case study” of a patient suffering from persecution mania 
(pohai kuang), legitimizing the others’ labeling of the protagonist as insane with a modern 
clinical diagnosis. 
39 LXQJ 1:469. 
40 LXQJ 2:59. 
41 See for example Gan Zhigang, “Lu Xun ‘kuangren’ xingxiang yuanxing kao,” 142. An 
alternate reading is also provided by Zhou Zuoren, that the character of the madman is based 
on one of Lu Xun’s cousins who suffered mental illness. See Zhou Zuoren, “Lu Xun xiaoshuo 
li de renwu,” 11. 
42 Translations adapted from Lu Xun Selected Works (hereafter LXSW) 3:264; LXQJ 4:527. 
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It is difficult to take Lu Xun’s words at face value, since he was known to 
single out individuals for caricature in some of his writings.43 But portraits of 
madmen/revolutionaries in his fiction may well be a composite sketch derived 
from facts or incidents from the lives of revolutionary figures of his time. Some 
are directly or indirectly alluded to—such as Xu Xilin 徐锡麟 (1873–1907) and 
Qiu Jin 秋瑾 (1875–1907) in “Medicine”44—while others may be unnamed but 
kept in mind, such as Zhang Taiyan. Indeed, the plight of Zhang Taiyan is 
mirrored in the fate of a gallery of once youthful rebels and misanthropes in Lu 
Xun’s stories, all of whom were forced to submit to the conventions they once 
flouted: The madman in Lu Xun’s first vernacular short story, readers are told, is 
later “cured” of his illness; Lü Weifu in “In the Tavern” (Zai jiulou shang, 1924) 
serves as a tutor of the Confucian classics he once abhorred; In “Misanthrope,” 
(Gudu zhe, 1925) Wei Lianshu turns his back on his principles to serve as the 
advisor of a warlord. These once rebellious figures, persecuted, disciplined into 
assimilation, or driven to destitution by forces beyond their own control, are 
portrayed with sympathy and bear shades of Lu Xun’s attitudes towards his 
teacher’s choices in later life, vividly portrayed in his last two essays 
memorializing Zhang Taiyan. 

The Frustrated Scholar as Revolutionary Par Excellence 

In essays memorializing figures past, Lu Xun refused to package the lives of the 
deceased into totalizing narratives. Unlike the linear and more 
individual-centered accounts of Western biographies, imported and experimented 
with by modern writers of the time, Lu Xun’s essays draw upon conventions of 
traditional biographies. As Wu Pei-yi writes, traditional biographies, rather than a 
“representation of a life” were “mainly a way of transmitting to posterity certain 
aspects of life.”45 Stephen Durrant has insightfully noted the “relational” quality 
of the biographies in Records of the Grand Historian (Shi ji), observing that the 

                                                               
43 One well-known example is Lu Xun’s caricature of the intellectual “Mr. Birdhead 鸟头先

生” in “Li shui” (Curbing the flood, 1935). Mr. Birdhead, oblivious to the suffering of the 
peasants during the flood, preaches philological theories such as the reptilian origin of Gun 鲧 
and the insect origin of Yu 禹 based on a breakdown of the components of the characters in 
their names (鱼 fish, 虫 insect). The characters “bird” and “head” are derived from breaking 
down the components of the character Gu 顾, a pointed reference to Lu Xun’s adversary, the 
historian and philologist 顾颉刚 who in fact proposed the very theories mocked in the story. 
44 As Zhou Zuoren has noted, the characters for the name of the revolutionary Xia Yu 夏 
(summer) 瑜 (type of jade) are a play on the characters for Qiu Jin 秋(fall) 瑾 (type of jade). 
See Lu Xun xiaoshuo li de renwu, 29. “Madman’s Diary” mentions Xu Xilin by name as one of 
the victims of cannibalism. LXQJ 1:452. 
45 Pei-yi Wu, The Confucian’s Progress, 4. 



Eileen J. Cheng 380

focus of Sima Qian’s portraits was not on individuality or uniqueness; rather, 
“the self” is portrayed as “a point at which various strands from the past 
intersect.”46 As I have argued elsewhere, this “relational” quality of traditional 
biographies underscores the subject’s relationship to a nexus of factors, including 
the historical context of his time, past literary precedents, as well as the 
background, disposition, and life experiences of the biographer in question.47 

The above provides a useful context for reading Lu Xun’s biographical 
sketches. Lu Xun’s biographies are often epigrammatic and anecdotal in quality, 
revealing aspects of his subject’s character through fragmented vignettes, 
sometimes strewn about in different texts. His first essay commemorating his 
teacher, “A Few Matters Regarding Mr. Taiyan” (Guanyu Taiyan xiansheng er 
san shi), completed on October 9, 1936, begins with an unpromising premise. Lu 
Xun reports the dismal turnout of a government sponsored event commemorating 
the death of Zhang Taiyan. He remarked that ordinary folk would never dare to 
attend such official pageantries, which he implies were mostly for show and 
exploited the memory of the deceased for political purposes. Lu Xun then brings 
up the following comparison between Zhang Taiyan and the Russian 
revolutionary Maxim Gorky (1868–1936): “Gorky was a fighter, and while Mr. 
Taiyan was first known as a revolutionary, he later retired to live the quiet life of 
a scholar, erecting a wall, built with his own hands and with the help of others, to 
cut himself off from his age. Naturally there are still those who commemorate 
him, but he will probably be forgotten by most.”48 

Lu Xun here may have been responding to a comparison that was prevalent at 
the time, given that both Zhang Taiyan and Gorky, born in the same year, died 
within four days of each other in June of 1936. After offering such an 
unpromising portrait of his teacher, whose name he predicts would soon fade into 
obscurity, Lu Xun immediately offers a contrasting image: of the young Zhang 
Taiyan as a colorful character and outspoken rebel. Lu Xun claims that his 
teacher’s impact on the history of revolution far outweighs his contributions to 
world of scholarship, noting that he first knew of his teacher not from his books 
or from his lectures, but from his fearless political acts, in particular, “his 
refutation of Kang Youwei and his writing of the preface to Zou Rong’s 
‘Revolutionary Army,’ and his subsequent imprisonment in the jail of the foreign 
concessions in Shanghai.”49 Lu Xun then cites in full two poems written by 
Zhang while he was in prison: the first titled “Written to Zou Rong while in 
Prison” (Yu zhong zeng Zou Rong) and the second “Upon Hearing Shen Yuxi’s 
Murder while in Prison” (Yu zhong wen Shen Yuxi jian sha).50 
                                                               
46 Stephen Durrant, “Intersection of Traditions,” 39. 
47 Eileen J. Cheng, Literary Remains, 64. 
48 LXQJ 6:565. 
49 Ibid. 
50 The original poems with translations are appended to the end of the essay. 
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Lu Xun depicts Zhang as a selfless revolutionary who was courageous, 
upstanding, and fearlessly outspoken in the face of injustice. The inclusion of his 
poems, which bear testimony to the sacrifices made by his fellow revolutionaries, 
reveals a very personal side of Zhang: As a compassionate and appreciative 
friend, the zhiyin so often longed for yet rarely encountered in one’s lifetime. By 
associating Zhang’s name with Zou Rong 51  and Shen Yuxi 沈 愚 溪 
(1872–1903),52 Lu Xun pays homage to figures his teacher deemed worthy, and 
in the process, constructs a linked biography of the three persecuted 
revolutionaries.53 In quoting Zhang’s two poems, Lu Xun also preserves his 
teacher’s verses, which he reveals had touched him so that he could still recite 
them from memory some three decades after he first encountered them. In his 
own act of transmission, Lu Xun preserves his teacher’s verses for readers whom 
he hoped might be similarly moved.  

Lu Xun’s vivid image of the fearless yet compassionate revolutionary sets up 
the subsequent refutation of the caricature of Zhang Taiyan and Gorky offered in 
the beginning of his essay—the former a reclusive scholar who fell out of touch 
with his times, the latter a foreign “fighter” admired by Chinese youths. Zhang is 
described in Lu Xun’s account as a formidable adversary and firebrand, both in 
the realm of political action and in his writings, fearlessly challenging the 
opinions of leading men of his time, from reformists such as Kang Youwei 康有

为 (1858–1927) and Liang Qichao 梁启超 (1873–1929), to the president of the 
Republic and short-lived “emperor,” Yuan Shikai.  

Zhang Taiyan, it turns out, is a figure no less “great” than Gorky and therefore 
no less worthy of remembrance. The difference between the two figures, Lu Xun 
suggests, emerges from the outcome of their struggles. He writes: 

 
In the first year of the Republic after the revolution, our teacher’s ideals 
were effectively realized and he should have been able to accomplish great 
things, yet, he was still unable to fulfill his ambitions. This is completely 
unlike Gorky, who gained respect and admiration in his lifetime and glory 
after death. Their different fates was the result of circumstance. Gorky’s 

                                                               
51 Zou Rong and Zhang Taiyan were imprisoned in 1903 for what later came to be known as 
the “Su bao case” (Su bao an) named after the periodical in which both men published their 
subversive writings. Zou Rong died in prison in 1905 while serving his 2 year sentence, and 
Zhang was released after serving three years. As Jon Kowallis notes, at the time he wrote the 
poem to Zou, Zhang may have believed that they would both be sentenced to death. Jon 
Eugene von Kowallis, Subtle Revolution, 68n.186. 
52 Shen Yuxi, sobriquet of Shen Jin, was a journalist and anti-Manchu activist. He was arrested 
and beaten to death in 1903. 
53  The pairing of two or more figures highlighting their similar characteristics and 
predicaments is frequently found in the biographies section of Sima Qian’s Shi ji. See also fn 
78. 
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ideals were realized, and he was able to identify himself with the common 
people and share in their joys, frustrations, pains, and sorrows. And though 
our teacher’s goals of overthrowing the Manchus was accomplished, what 
he viewed of utmost importance—“firstly, to use religion to inspire faith 
and enhance citizen’s moral values, secondly, to use the national essence to 
arouse patriotism and enhance a sense of nationalism” (see the sixth issue of 
The People’s News)—remained nothing but lofty dreams.54  

 
Lu Xun reinforces Zhang’s revolutionary image by associating him with other 

famous revolutionaries, such as Zou Rong and Maxim Gorky. At the same time, 
the narrative of unfulfilled ambition he employs also links Zhang to the long line 
of marginalized scholars whose talents were unappreciated in their times, and 
whose frustration were sometimes manifested in their eccentric habits and/or 
channeled into the production of literary works.55 Read in this light, Zhang’s 
retreat into the world of academic scholarship and the self-erected barrier to the 
world outside, then, no longer appears as mere signs of political escapism; from 
the various intersecting strands of Zhang’s character and experiences described in 
Lu Xun’s essay emerges a portrait of a frustrated revolutionary, not content with 
the superficial changes brought forth with the toppling of the dynasty, but one 
who sought to transform the soul of a people, to no avail. Lu Xun writes: 
  

So when Yuan Shikai usurped political power to suit his own purposes, our 
teacher was left with nothing but his empty writings (kongwen). Now his 
remaining great monument is having come up with the name “Republic of 
China” (Zhonghua minguo), which originated in his article titled 
“Understanding the Republic of China” (Zhonghua minguo jie) (first 
published in The People’s News), yet, I’m afraid that there are few 
remaining people who know of this great contribution.56 

 
Lu Xun’s narrative of events, juxtaposition of the names of Zhang Taiyan and 

Yuan Shikai, and the use of the term “kongwen” here calls to mind the Records of 
the Grand Historian and a familiar refrain echoed in the “Biographies” section: 
on the injustice of heaven in punishing the worthy and rewarding those without 

                                                               
54 LXQJ 6:566. 
55 Sima Qian is largely credited with constructing a lineage of thwarted scholars whose 
frustrations were channeled in the production of literary masterpieces. Among those he named 
were Confucius, Qu Yuan, Zuo Qiuming, Sunzi, whose ambitions though frustrated in their 
lifetimes, were nonetheless able to pass their thoughts to later age. See Sima Qian, Shi ji 
3:2494. 
56 LXQJ 6:566. 



Records of a Minor Historian: Lu Xun on Zhang Taiyan 383 

virtue.57 Like Sima Qian, Lu Xun’s mission here is to right such wrongs in 
historical record. Far from being a mere scholar out of touch with the times, the 
figure of Zhang Taiyan is resuscitated as an embodiment of the Republican ideal, 
as the name of Zhang is intimately and inextricably intertwined with the 
existence of the nation itself. In Lu Xun’s version of events, Zhang was not only 
the originator of the name “Republic of China,” but one of the fearless 
revolutionaries whose actions and sacrifices made its founding possible in the 
first place.  

Lu Xun’s essay also touches on aspects of Zhang’s later life for which his 
teacher often suffered reproach: his participation in the revival of ancient 
ceremonies, accepting gifts from warlords, and his retreat from worldly affairs. 
Yet, in the context of the image of the eccentric scholar whose ambitions were 
frustrated, the depiction of Zhang’s flaws humanizes him and provides Lu Xun 
an opportunity to offer a pre-emptive defense of his teacher from all such future 
criticisms. These episodes, he notes, were “no more than blemishes on a piece of 
pure jade” that did not, in the end, stain his teacher’s upstanding moral 
character.58 Placed within a narrative of the “awakened man ahead of his times” 
(xianjue zhe) whose ambitions were thwarted at a time of transition, Zhang’s 
retreat from worldly affairs in later life to pursue scholarship calls to mind the 
long tradition of the yinzhe (hermit) 59 and the Wei-Jin eccentrics whom both 
Zhang Taiyan and Lu Xun admired. Readers are thus given an array of 
possibilities for interpreting Zhang’s choice of withdrawal, which can be 
construed in a manner similar to the teacher and disciple’s explanation for the 
Wei-Jin eccentrics’ idiosyncratic behaviors and choices: a refusal to compromise 
one’s “high-mindedness,” a means of releasing one’s frustration, a sign of protest 
against the conventions of the times.  

In the end, Lu Xun recalls a few memorable anecdotes which underscore 
Zhang Taiyan’s fearless character and idiosyncratic manners, linking them to his 
status as a great individual. Lu Xun writes: 

 
When we consider his career, what other man of his generation dared to 
dangle his big medal on his fan and to curse Yuan Shikai in front of the 
gates of the presidential residence? What other man of his generation 

                                                               
57 On the narrative of the injustices of heaven, see Sima Qian, Shi ji 2:1690. “Kongwen” in the 
Grand Historian’s preface is used to describe the plight of Confucius:  “In Confucius’ time, 
there was no sage ruler and his talents went unused, so he wrote Spring and Autumn, leaving 
behind ‘empty writings’ to assess the rites of his time, to serve as standard for the ages.” 孔子

之时，上无明君，下不得任用，故作《春秋》，垂空文以断礼义，当一王之法。Shi ji 3:249. 
58 LXQJ 6:567. 
59 For an account of the reception of the figure of the yinzhe in medieval times, see chapter 
two (“Reading Hermits”) of Robert Ashmore’s study, The Transport of Reading, 56–101. 
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remained committed to his revolutionary ideals, in spite of being subjected 
to seven prosecutions and three prison sentences? This shows the spirit of a 
great man who was ahead of his times, a model for generations to come.60 

 
Establishing oneself through writing (liyan) has traditionally been regarded as 

a means through which both subject and biographer could attain “immortality” 
by having their names transmitted to later ages. Sima Qian in his “Biography of 
Bo Yi” noted how the names of worthy men such as Bo Yi and Shu Qi became all 
the more resplendent after their deeds were recorded by Confucius.61 In the case 
of Lu Xun’s essays on Zhang Taiyan, the name-enhancement effect was clearly 
stacked in favor of the teacher-subject. By the time Lu Xun wrote his essays 
publicly commemorating his teacher, he was well aware of his own stature as one 
of the most prominent men of letters of his time. His resoundingly positive 
assessment and accentuating of his teacher’s revolutionary spirit was no doubt a 
means through which the renowned writer hoped to command respect for his 
controversial subject, to help ensure Zhang Taiyan’s name would be passed down 
to posterity. 

Short-haired Radicals and Chest-baring Bohemians 

Unlike the serious tone adopted in the first essay memorializing his teacher, Lu 
Xun’s second essay, dated October 17, 1936, is much more personal and playful, 
written in the manner of a suigan, a short piece to capture one’s feelings and 
thoughts at a certain moment, in this case, thoughts inspired by Zhang Taiyan. As 
the title itself suggests, “A Few Matters Recollected in Connection to Mr. 
Taiyan” (Yin Taiyan xiansheng er xiangqi de er san shi) is rather digressive in 
nature and seems only tangentially related to the subject in question.  

Lu Xun begins the essay by explaining his motivations for writing it. After 
completing the first essay commemorating his teacher, he felt there were still 
things that remained unsaid. He awoke the following morning to find the 
newspaper headlines heralding the day as the 25th anniversary of the Republic. 
The seemingly free associations in the essay—from an essay on Zhang Taiyan, 
the anniversary of the Chinese Republic, Lu Xun’s odd habit of rubbing his head 
with delight, the history of the queue, Zhang Taiyan’s cutting off his queue, the 
revolutionary Huang Xin baring his chest—may not be as random as they seem. 
The string of references are loosely tied together by means of association to an 
image of Zhang Taiyan, reinforcing the one offered in Lu Xun’s first essay: As a 

                                                               
60 Translation adapted from LXSW 4:325; LXQJ 6:567. 
61 Sima Qian, Shi ji 2:1691. 
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rebel against convention and revolutionary par excellence, whose name is 
inextricably intertwined with the Republic. 

At the outset of the essay, Lu Xun portrays himself as an old-fogey of sorts, 
fond of using awkward phrases in language and exhibiting “backward” behaviors 
such as his frequent gesture of head-rubbing. The habit, he explains, was “a sign 
of triumph, meaning: ‘After all, my queue is cut off.’”62 The meaning of his 
head-rubbing, he noted, would mostly be lost on the younger generation, 
unaware of the symbolism of the queue and unfamiliar with the anti-Manchu 
fervor in the late Qing. The history of the queue and the seemingly random 
association of subjects that follow, ostensibly an explanation of the origins of Lu 
Xun’s odd gesture is, in fact, an attempt to showcase the significance and 
relevance of Zhang Taiyan himself, often regarded as an oddity out of touch with 
the times. 

The essay follows with a bemused history of the queue, from its political 
implications, the strange arrangement and assortments of queues that emerged in 
the Qing, innovative uses of the queue in daily life, to Lu Xun’s own experiences 
with the queue. Towards the end of the essay, Lu Xun quotes an excerpt from 
“Eradicating the Queue” (Jie bianfa), an essay which Zhang Taiyan wrote to 
explain the motivations for his queue-cutting, a criminal offense, in the year 
1900: 

 
…共和二千七百四十一年，秋七月，余年三十三矣。是时满洲政府不道… 愤
东胡之无状，汉族之不得职，陨涕涔涔，曰：“余年已立，而犹被戎狄之服。

不违咫尺。弗能翦除，余之罪也！”将荐绅束发，以复近古。日既不给，衣又

不可得，于是曰：“昔祁班孙、释隐玄，皆以明氏遗老，断发以殁。《春秋谷梁

传》曰‘吴祝发’，《汉书严助传》曰‘越劗发’。余故吴越闲民，去之，亦犹

行古之道也。”
63 

 
In this, the seventh month of the 2,741st year after the establishment of the 
Republic, 64  I am 33 years old. The Manchu government has acted 
unrighteously... Enraged by the iniquities of these tribesmen and the 
thwarted ambitions of the Han people, I shed tears and said, ‘I am over 
thirty and have reached the age of establishing myself, yet I am still wearing 
this uncouth barbarian dress and conforming to their rules. Unless I change 
my ways, I am a guilty man!” I wanted to bind up my hair in the ancient 

                                                               
62 LXSW 4:327; LXQJ 6:576. 
63 ZTYQJ 1:347. 
64 Here Zhang Taiyan traces the “Republic” back to 841 B.C. (as recorded in the Annals 
section of Sima Qian’s Shi ji) as a sign of his refusal to recognize Qing rule. See LXQJ 6:581, 
fn 10. 
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style, but was unable to procure the ancient garments. So I said, “Qi Bansun 
and the monk Yinxuan were loyal subjects of the former Ming dynasty who 
cut off their hair before their death. According to Guliang commentary on 
the Spring and Autumn Annals and The History of the Han Dynasty, the men 
of Wu and Yue cut their hair short. Since I come from the land of Wu and 
Yue, I shall be in accord with the ancient ways if I crop my hair.65 

 
Quoting this passage serves several purposes. Lu Xun may have in particular 

appreciated the personal and historical significance of the piece, which he notes, 
appeared in the first two editions of Compelled Writings, but was later omitted 
when the collection was renamed and published as Investigative Essays (Jian lun
检论). The citation, then, was a means of preserving and transmitting his 
teacher’s words for posterity. As with his quotation of his teacher’s verses written 
to his revolutionary comrades in the first essay, it was also a way of allowing 
Zhang to literally speak for himself, to express his motivations in his own words. 
For the thoroughly radical nature of Zhang’s protest is captured not only in the 
act he commemorates; it is also registered in the unique linguistic style and 
historical interpretations that Zhang adopts in writing. Cutting off the queue was 
not just a sign of anti-revolutionary protest against the Manchus. For Zhang, it 
was also a way of validating and identifying himself with the long history of the 
Han and the traditional customs of his locale, performatively enacted in the 
content, language, form, and style of his text. 

The hair-cutting quote from Zhang, accompanied by neither commentary nor 
analysis on Lu Xun’s part, is left to speak for itself, and effectively so. Readers’ 
attention is drawn to its salient contrast from its immediate context in the essay: 
Zhang’s “Eradicating the Queue” is sandwiched between the unflattering portrait 
of the bombastic ways of the revolutionary Wu Zhihui 吴稚晖 (1865–1953) and 
Lu Xun’s personal revelation of why he himself cut off his queue in Tokyo in 
1903. He writes that: 

 
My cutting off the queue was not due to my being a man of Yue and the 
desire to follow the ancient Yue customs of cutting one’s hair and tattooing 
one’s body. Nor was it out of any revolutionary motive. In short, I found the 
queue inconvenient: Firstly, it was inconvenient when I had to remove my 
hat; secondly, it was inconvenient when I had to do calisthenics; and thirdly, 
it was uncomfortable coiling it on top of my head.66 

 
Zhang Taiyan’s essay “Eradicating the Queue,” along with Lu Xun’s revelation 

                                                               
65 Translation adapted from LXSW 4:331.  
66 LXQJ 6:579. 
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of the “real reason” behind his own queue-cutting, recalls a well-known episode 
in the life of the young Zhou Shuren, captured in his “self-inscribed photo” (Zi ti 
xiaoxiang). The image, of Zhou Shuren in a Japanese cadet uniform, was taken in 
1903 to commemorate the cutting of his hair. He inscribed a poem behind the 
image to convey his patriotic sentiments and express his willingness to shed 
blood for the Han cause.67 This, the most quoted of all of Lu Xun’s classical 
verses, has often been interpreted by scholars as an early sign of the young Zhou 
Shuren’s revolutionary ambitions. Lu Xun himself, however, has almost 
uniformly repudiated his dramatic gesture and verse in later autobiographical 
essays as mere reflections of his youthful immaturity and arrogance, as he 
blindly followed the fashions of being revolutionary at the time, at little cost to 
himself and with no actual sacrifice to show for.68 Unlike Zhang Taiyan’s act of 
protest in cutting off his queue in China, donning the cadet uniform and wearing 
short hair, was, in fact the norm for young men in Japan at the time. In revealing 
his own selfish motivations for cutting off the queue, which Lu Xun suggests that 
he “masqueraded” as a revolutionary gesture, he shows himself to be far inferior 
to the master he emulated.  

The paragraph mocking the bombastic ways of the revolutionary Wu Zhihui 
which precedes the quotation from Zhang’s “Eradicating the Queue” also serves 
a similar purpose. Lu Xun’s depiction of the gallery of fake-revolutionaries in 
Japan, including the likes of Wu Zhihui, full of talk yet short on action, and the 
young Zhou Shuren, more concerned with his own comfort and image than 
revolution itself, Zhang Taiyan emerges as the revolutionary par excellence. As 

                                                               
67 Though originally untitled, Lu Xun’s poem is usually referred to as “Personally inscribed on 
a Small Photo” (Zi ti xiaoxiang) as it was coined by Xu Shoushang (LXQJ 7:447). It reads: 
 
灵台无计逃神矢， The heart has no plan to flee the divine arrow; 
风雨如盘暗故园。 The storms are like boulders, casting darkness upon our native land. 
寄意寒星荃不察， I transmit my intent through a shooting star, but the Fragrant One  

takes no notice. 
我以我血荐轩辕。 I offer my blood to Xuan Yuan [progenitor of the Han race].  
 
For an in depth analysis of this poem, see Kowallis, The Lyrical Lu Xun, 100–107. For an 
examination of how the martial image in the photo and verse, and Lu Xun’s early views of 
masculinity, writing, and revolution, which he later repudiated, were mediated by late Meiji 
discourse on race and masculinity, see Eileen J. Cheng, “Performing the Revolutionary: Lu 
Xun and the Meiji Discourse on Masculinity.” 
68 See in particular the essay “Fan Ainong,” (1926) in Zhao hua xi shi (Dawn blossoms 
plucked at dusk, 1928), where his friend recounts how the young Zhou Shuren was disliked by 
his classmates studying overseas in Japan for his arrogance. Lu Xun then affirms this image, as 
he recalls with embarrassment how he had viewed with disdain many of his fellow-students, 
such as Chen Boping (1882–1907) and Ma Zhonghan (1884–1907), who later sacrificed 
themselves for the revolution (LXQJ 2:324).  
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reflected in his essay “Eradicating the Queue,” Zhang’s words, gestures, and very 
being are inextricably intertwined with a history of the Han, the legacy of which 
he carried on from the past to the present, embodied in the revolutionary role he 
played not only in the anti-Manchu movement of the late Qing, but also in the 
institution of the Republic. The everyday freedoms that came with Republican 
era, including the freedom to cut one’s hair and Lu Xun’s “delightful” 
head-rubbing habit, largely taken for granted by those unaware of the history that 
precedes them, were enabled, in Lu Xun’s narration of events, by the first truly 
revolutionary gesture of queue-cutting, by none other than Zhang Taiyan.  
 Lu Xun’s last essay ends with an amusing anecdote, this time on the 
revolutionary Huang Xing 黄兴 (1874–1916), portrayed as an eccentric rebel 
and kindred spirit of Zhang Taiyan. 69  As revealed in his own words in 
“Eradicating the Queue,” Zhang’s cutting of his hair in China in 1900 was his 
own form of expressing protest and exhibiting his identification with the long 
history of the Han; by Lu Xun’s account, many of the others who followed suit in 
Japan, himself included, were merely second-rate posers who did it for show and 
grew out the queue when they returned to China.70 In the same class of radical 
rebels as Zhang Taiyan, however, was Huang Xing, who had his own singular 
way of expressing protest. “Huang Xing did not cut off his queue nor clamor for 
revolution while in college in Tokyo. He simply gave us a glimpse of his 
rebellious Chu temperament when the Japanese dean of the college ordered 
students not to appear with bare arms, Huang deliberately stripped to the waist 
and sauntered with his enamel wash-basin through the courtyard from the 
bathroom to his study.”71 

This anecdote on Huang Xing concludes the essay. There has been speculation 
that the essay, which remained on Lu Xun’s desk the day of his death on October 
19, 1936, was left unfinished and that the completed version might conceivably 
have contained another portion devoted to his teacher. Speculation aside, the 
digressive and anecdotal nature of the essay may have been an intentional choice 
on Lu Xun’s part. As frequently found in traditional biographies, the essay 
juxtaposes complementary figures who shared similar characters and 
predicaments, 72  as this last anecdote links Zhang and Huang together as 

                                                               
69 Other than Sun Yat-sen, Huang Xing was regarded as one of the most prominent members 
of the Revolutionary Alliance (Tongmeng hui).  
70 For an analysis of Lu Xun’s mocking of what he perceived to be the “fashion” of revolution, 
manifested in outward appearance, style, and behavior, see Eileen J. Cheng, “Performing the 
Revolutionary.” 
71 Translation adapted from LXSW 4:332; LXQJ 6:579. 
72 The biographies in Sima Qian’s Shi ji are filled with examples of such pairings, such as the 
linking of the “frustrated scholars” in “Qu Yuan and Scholar Jia.” (Shi ji 3:1933–49). The 
anecdotes of bizarre and provocative behavior of these modern eccentrics recounted here are 
reminiscent of the biographical sketches of Ruan Ji and Ji Kang in the Jin shu. See fn. 28. 
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singularly unique revolutionary characters instrumental to the formation of the 
Republic. As Denis Twitchett observes of traditional biographies, anecdotes were 
often “chosen as a subtle and indirect means of indicating the character of the 
biographer’s subject, by drawing a parallel with some famous figure of the past 
who would be well known to the cultured reader.73 In laudatory assessments of 
the men of his times, Zhang Taiyan often resorted to comparing them with the 
Wei-Jin eccentrics he admired.74 Lu Xun follows suit in his commendatory 
portrait of his teacher. In highlighting their bizarre behaviors and gestures, the 
essay associates Zhang and Huang to the lineage of non-conformist eccentrics 
lauded in the annals of history. What otherwise might be dismissed as an odd and 
unremarkable life of a revolutionary has-been acquires a legendary hue as Zhang 
Taiyan is transformed into a bohemian character and rebel spirit worthy of 
remembrance.  

Conclusion: Records of a Minor Historian 

In an essay titled “Republic of China” written in 1925, Lu Xun remarked: 
 

I feel that there has been no such thing called the “Republic of China” for a 
long time now. Before the revolution, I was a slave; not long after the 
revolution, I was deceived by slaves and became their slave…I think 
everything has to be done anew. Let’s retreat ten thousand steps —I hope 
that someone will do a good job of writing a history book about the 
founding of our new ‘People’s Republic’ for youths to read. Though a mere 
fourteen years have elapsed, I believe that we have already forgotten how 
the republic came about.75 
 

Lu Xun’s essays commemorating Zhang Taiyan can be read as attempts to 
record fragments of the lost history of the Republic. In an era in which the ideals 
of the Republic have not been realized and people have long since forgotten its 
original intent, Lu Xun revives that history and the spirit of transformation 
through his accounts commemorating his teacher. Indeed, his very life and 
travails—from his early aspirations, heroic sacrifices, and the frustration of his 
ambitions—mirror the very history and fate of the Republic itself. Zhang Taiyan 
is portrayed not only as an essential link to the history of the Republic; he is also 
portrayed as what Lu Xun elsewhere referred to as an “in-between” (zhongjian 

                                                               
73 Denis Twitchett, “Problems of Chinese Biography,” 30. 
74 For examples of these comparisons, see Gao Junlin, Xiandai wenren yu “Wei-Jin fengdu,” 
75. 
75 Lu Xun, “Huran xiangdao zhi san” (Sudden thoughts, part three, 1925) in LXQJ. 3:16–17. 
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wu), a crucial intermediary between the past and the present, who, by dint of his 
own self-sacrifice, paves the way for a better future yet to come.76 

Lu Xun’s essays, then, might be read as a form of historical “preservation” as 
well as a pre-emptive strike against dismissive portraits of his teachers as a 
scholar of the outmoded Confucian classics or a revolutionary turned political 
reactionary. As I have noted earlier, Lu Xun’s portrait of his teacher did not 
necessarily indicate his refutation of Zhang Taiyan’s contributions as a scholar of 
the classics. Indeed, in a letter to Xu Shoushang dated September 25, 1936, Lu 
Xun expressed his admiration for and a desire to transmit his teacher’s works. He 
noted how after the death of Wang Guowei 王国维 (1877–1927), there were those 
who printed the master’s writings. Zhang Taiyan’s works, too, he remarked, were 
“precious records” that ought to be collected into volumes “to be made available to 
all under heaven and left behind for posterity.” 以示天下，以遗将来。77 

Lu Xun’s essays commemorating Zhang Taiyan, however, focus almost 
exclusively on his role as a revolutionary at the expense of his scholarly 
contributions. The name of Wang Guowei, an eminent philologist and historian 
in his own right, while associated with Zhang in private correspondence, is 
unmentioned in the published essays. It could be that Wang Guowei, who kept 
his queue until his suicide in 1927, and the lineage of “masters of classical 
studies” he and Zhang were associated with, may have conjured up the image of 
an yilao 遗老—a loyalist to a prior regime and conservative scholar out of touch 
with his times—one that Lu Xun wanted to distance his teacher from. In light of 
the increasing obsolescence of the traditional texts and the classical language and 
the pejorative associations attached to them, Lu Xun’s choice to present a partial 
portrait accentuating Zhang’s role as a revolutionary may be a tactical choice, 
one which, to borrow Theodore Huters’ terms, privileges “legibility” over “the 
fullness of expression,” to ensure the transmission of his teacher’s name.78  

Since Lu Xun’s canonization as the “father of modern Chinese literature” and 
“soul of nation,” his biographical portraits and assessments of cultural figures 
have often been cited as authoritative truisms. Zhang Taiyan enters the pantheon 
of worthies Lu Xun commemorated in writing, from the famous to the obscure, 
whose singular characters he wanted to preserve in memory. The two moving 
essays Lu Xun wrote in honor of his teacher have been highly influential in the 
subsequent assessments of Zhang Taiyan. Even accounts that contradict Lu Xun’s 
opinions invariably cite one or both of the memorable phrases he used to 
describe his teacher, impressing upon readers’ mind Zhang’s revolutionary spirit 
and exemplary character: as an “erudite revolutionary” (you xuewen de geming 

                                                               
76 For more on the “in-between” see the afterword to Fen, LXQJ 1:302. 
77 LXQJ 14:154.  
78 See Theodore Huters’ essay by the same name. 
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jia) and “the spirit of a great man ahead of his times and a model for posterity” 
(xianzhe de jingshen, housheng de kaimo). 79  The mere citation of these 
pronouncements recalls aspects of Zhang’s “revolutionary” character and draws 
readers’ attention to Lu Xun’s intimate portraits of his teacher: as an eccentric 
“lunatic” and “warrior of the spirit” instrumental to the founding of the Republic, 
who was nonetheless disillusioned with its unfulfilled promises; a free-spirited 
rebel legendary in his own right, whose outspoken nature and dedication to a 
revolutionary cause was worthy of remembrance and emulation in our own 
times.  

In his choice of subject and the way in which his essays engage the themes and 
conventions of traditional biographies and allude to the mission of recording 
history for posterity, Lu Xun betrays his own indebtedness to traditional culture. 
In spite of Lu Xun’s association as a vanguard of the New Culture movement, 
this disciple shared with his teacher a deep appreciation for the classical language 
and aspects of traditional culture that continued to shape his worldview and 
literary sensibilities as a writer and intellectual. The imprints of classical thought 
and literary conventions on Lu Xun were no less visible in the years after he 
promoted proletarian literature. He composed classical-style poems in greater 
numbers than ever before in the 1930s. To the end of his life, he continued to 
read and engage with traditional literary texts and conventions, evident in the 
content of his zawen and the last of his creative works collected in Old Tales 
Retold (Gushi xin bian, 1936). Some of his last rewrites, which cobbled together 
an assortment of traditional myths and legends, some or parts of which were 
written in classical Chinese, are so abstruse as to confound even the most learned 
of readers. The dense prose of his essays continued to be inflected with classical 
Chinese usage, grammar, and idioms and routinely engaged traditional texts and 
classical historical precedents as a means of reflecting upon the culture of his 
times. Lu Xun’s sustained engagement, adaptation, and transformation of 
traditional literary and linguistic conventions in his writings, which themselves 
require readers’ engagement with a classical textual universe in order to fully 
appreciate their finer nuances, validates the elasticity of tradition itself and shows 
its continued relevance in modern times. It seems only fitting, then, that in the 
last of his works, Lu Xun, as a “minor” historian, would commemorate his 
teacher, Zhang Taiyan, a “master of classical studies,” for whom preserving a 
                                                               
79 To name just two polar examples: Tao Xu and Shi Gexin’s biography of Zhang Taiyan is 
titled “The erudite revolutionary Zhang Taiyan”; Chen Pingyuan begins his afterword to a 
collection of essays memorializing Zhang Taiyan in the following manner: “Lu Xun referred to 
Zhang as ‘an erudite revolutionary,’ but I’m inclined to treat him as a ‘thoughtful scholar.’” 
Chen Pingyuan, Du Lingling, eds. Zhuiyi Zhang Taiyan, 463. Chen’s assessment takes Lu 
Xun’s portraits of his teacher at face value, without accounting for the tactical nature of his 
depiction. 
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cultural legacy was of foremost importance. 
A few remarks in his observations on the Wei-Jin eccentrics and on the fate of 

Confucius in modern times may help shed some light on Lu Xun’s complicated 
relationship with the traditional culture he purportedly abhorred and his 
ambivalent relationship to his teacher, Zhang Taiyan. In his essay on “Wei-Jin 
sensibility,” he remarked that “those that sought to destroy the Confucian rituals 
were, in fact, their most extreme devotees.”80 In an essay on Confucianism, he 
depicted how the teachings of Confucius, having little impact in the 
philosopher’s lifetime, were exploited by those in power after his death.81 Lu 
Xun’s public rejection of traditional culture, aspects of which he continued to 
cherish, might be read in a similar manner. For he, too, witnessed how traditional 
mores and conventions had been manipulated and adulterated, losing their 
original meaning and value in modern times. At the same time, Lu Xun may also 
have anticipated that the very aspects of a tradition he most cherished, along with 
the recorders and protectors of that tradition, including Zhang Taiyan, would 
likely soon lose their relevance in the new culture of the times. In casting the life 
of his teacher in a narrative that he felt would be legible and meaningful to 
posterity, Lu Xun also left open the possibility that the “precious records” of 
Zhang Taiyan, ensconced as they are in a classical literary universe that teacher 
and disciple cherished, might still find knowing readers in later ages. 

Appendix 

Two poems by Zhang Taiyan cited in “Guanyu Taiyan xiansheng er san shi”82  
 
狱中赠邹容              To Zou Rong from Prison 

 
邹容吾小弟，被发下瀛洲。  Zou Rong, my younger brother, 
 In youth, with hair flowing against his back, ventured 

off to Nippon. 
快剪刀除辫，干牛肉作糇。 He made quick with scissors to be rid of his queue, 
 Subsisting there, eating dried beef. 
英雄一入狱，天地亦悲秋。 When a hero is put in prison, 
 Heaven and earth too become despondent. 
临命须掺手，乾坤只两头。 Facing execution, let us join hands, 
 And be together as our heads fall. 
                                                               
80 LXQJ 3:537. 
81 “Zai xiandai Zhongguo de Kong fuzi,” (Confucius in modern times, 1935), LXQJ 6:327. 
82  LXQJ 6: 565–66. Translations adapted from Jon Eugene von Kowallis, The Subtle 
Revolution, 68–69. 
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狱中闻沈禹希见杀         On Learning of Shen Yuxi’s Death in Prison 
 
不见沈生久，江湖知隐沦， Long had it been since I last saw Master Shen, 
 It was known that he had gone into hiding, 
萧萧悲壮士，今在易京门。 The wailing wind grieves for this gallant fighter, 
 Whose head now hangs from a Hebei gate. 
螭鬽羞争焰，文章总断魂。 He did not deign to compete with ghosts for light,83 
 Now composing essays in mourning shatters my soul. 
中阴当待我，南北几新坟。 Wait for me therein the Land of the Shades, 
 The north and the south shall have two new graves. 
 
Acknowledgement： I am grateful to Jon Eugene von Kowallis and Timothy Wai 
Keung Chan for their insightful comments and suggestions. Thanks as well to 
Theodore Huters, who generously shared his work and ideas with me, and to the 
managing editor Zhang Chun, who shepherded the project from start to finish. 
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Abstract  In a poem composed in 1832, the Chosŏn-Korean polymath Chŏng 
Yagyong (1762–1836) declared his fidelity towards Confucian literary principles. 
Chŏng’s poem was a product of an elite education, and in both form and content, 
it embodied the ideals of the Chosŏn elite: written in classical Chinese rather 
than Korean, it was an expression of cultural self-confidence. From the point of 
view of nationalism and its emphasis on vernaculars, it seems strange to define 
oneself through a cosmopolitan written language. But Chŏng was no nationalist. 
He was a Confucian conservative, and the sense of distinction and difference that 
animated Chŏng’s poem was Confucian and literary. His articulation of such 
ideals manifested unease over the erosion of Confucian literary values in China 
and the prospect of the same occurring in Chosŏn under Chinese influence. The 
source of that influence was books imported from China. What Chŏng was 
reacting against was, at root, the commodification of literature and all that had 
entailed in Ming (1368–1644) and Qing (1644–1911) China. Although such 
concerns had grown increasingly urgent a half-century before, they had a long 
pedigree in Chosŏn, stretching back to debates that had arisen in relation to Ming 
China and the principal emblem of the commodification of literature: commercial 
bookstores. This paper examines some of the principal differences between 
Chinese and Korean literary cultures that were embodied in Chŏng. It therefore 
begins with a brief overview of Chŏng and his poem, before turning to a 
discussion of some key sociopolitical and intellectual features that distinguished 
Chosŏn’s literary culture from that of China. Sixteenth-century attitudes towards 
bookstores are discussed to contextualize subsequent worries over Chinese books, 
with special attention given to the historical and historiographical dimensions of 
the question, before concluding with an assessment of the final moments of 
direct Chinese literary influence in Korea. 
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A Brief Introduction to a Large Historical Question: Tracing 
Differences in Korean and Chinese Literary Cultures 

In 1832, Chŏng Yagyong (1762–1836), one of the crucial intellectual and literary 
figures of Korea’s Chosŏn (1392–1910) dynasty, wrote a long ancient-style poem 
in classical Chinese.1 In it, he affirmed his allegiance to the view that literature 
must serve Confucian moral and political purposes. He had addressed the 
essential relationship between Confucian morality and literature throughout his 
life, and had also undertaken his own literary experiments, inspired, at least in 
part, by various Chinese verse forms. But by 1832, his views had hardened into a 
Confucian literary conservatism. As he saw it, Chinese literature had deviated 
from its Confucian foundations, and he squarely placed the blame on Ming 
(1368–1644) and Qing (1644–1911) writers. Implicit in this critique was yet 
another leveled directly at his fellow countrymen, who, he thought, failed 
Confucian literary virtues by slavishly imitating noted Chinese writers.2  

That at least some Chosŏn writers were inspired by or imitated Chinese writers 
is not in doubt, and Chŏng himself had been thus inspired in some of his own 
earlier verse. But what was most interesting in his 1832 poem-cum-critique was 
the clarity of his criticism that Ming and Qing literature represented not distinct 
entities, but rather a continuum in which orthodox literature in China had 
disappeared. In this respect, Chŏng’s views were not remarkable for their 
newness, but rather for the clarity and concision of their formulation. The issues 
were largely moral and political, and his attitudes were firmly rooted in Chosŏn 
intellectual, political, and literary history.  

In what follows, I examine the foundations for Chŏng’s literary conservatism. 
I do so, moreover, with an audience of Sinologists in mind, which is to say, to 
explain significant features of Chosŏn literary history and their connection to 
Ming and Qing China. Indeed, looking at Chosŏn from a Chinese historical point 
of view is beneficial in that it brings to light aspects of Chosŏn literary culture 
that would otherwise be easy to overlook. Among these, the most prominent in 
what follows is the issue of how the Chosŏn elite were opposed to commercial 

                                                               
1 The McCune-Reischauer Romanization system is used throughout for all Korean and 
Sino-Korean items. Pinyin is used for Chinese. Romanized items in titles in the References, 
however, are given as originally published (e.g., Ch’ien-lung rather than Qianlong). 
2 For the original poem, English translation and analysis, see Gregory N. Evon, “Chinese 
Contexts, Korean Realities: The Politics of Literary Genre in Late Chosŏn (1725–1863) 
Korea,” 79–81.  
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bookstores. I therefore begin with a sketch of key aspects of Chosŏn’s 
sociopolitical structure that had a direct bearing on literary issues, framing this 
discussion in relation to theoretical questions posed in Pollock’s study of Sanskrit 
literary history and Chŏng’s literary conservatism.3 I then turn to specific textual 
and historical examples to illustrate the dominant views among the Chosŏn elite, 
paying special attention to attitudes towards bookstores as well as the historical 
and historiographical dimensions in concerns over the importation of books from 
China in the eighteenth century. Here, too, looking at Chosŏn from a Chinese 
perspective proves beneficial, because it becomes evident how indebted Chŏng 
was to the commodification of literature in China. 

Cosmopolitanism and Regional Difference: Some Key 
Features of Literary Production in Chosŏn Korea 

In assessing the history of Sanskrit, cosmopolitan and vernacular languages, and 
the history of literary cultures more broadly, Pollock raises the vexing question 
of the relationship between civilization and nation, asking “whether standard 
explanations for the emergence of the culture-power complex today called nation 
are adequate to the evidence actually adduced, especially the role attributed to 
language and literature in the theorization of the nation.”4 The Korean case 
poses numerous conundrums in relation to this proposition, and in so doing, it 
exposes the dangers of using “off-the-rack Western theory,” a point which 
Pollock makes explicit in relation to pre-modern South Asia but which applies 
equally well to pre-modern Korea. The problem is not merely terminological or 
conceptual, which is to say, an issue of refining vocabulary, precisely because 
words and the ideas they embody can all too easily lead to prejudgment.5 To put 
the matter plainly in relation to Chosŏn Korea, there is no shortage of material 
for those seeking to locate connections between language and literature, on the 
one hand, and nationalism, on the other. But such efforts come at a great expense. 
Either by chance or design, they necessarily distort the historicity of Chosŏn 
Korea’s literary history in which a sense of cosmopolitanism and regional 
difference could be in principle—and often explicitly were—mutually 
reinforcing and complementary rather than contradictory or antagonistic. In 
relation to Chŏng Yagyong, the situation is sharply defined both as an historical 
fact and in relation to much of the literary historiography surrounding him. The 
reason is simple. Chŏng’s expression of himself as a Chosŏn Korean poet was 
                                                               
3 Sheldon Pollock, The Language of the Gods in the World of Men: Sanskrit, Culture, and 
Power in Premodern India. 
4 Ibid., 540.  
5 Ibid., 565. 
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not written in Korean. It was instead expressed in the cosmopolitan written 
language of classical Chinese and belonged to a cosmopolitan Confucian 
intellectual and literary order.6 Situated in relation to Pollock’s question, Chŏng 
demonstrates fully the inadequacy of the role typically attributed to language and 
literature in the theorization of the nation.  

But Chŏng is useful for other reasons, as well, and two are of specific concern 
here. First, he was what can usefully be called a literary conservative. This 
conservatism was expressed through an explicit emphasis on Confucian literary 
principles which, in their very essence, were intellectual and political principles 
learned through an elite education. Literature was not a matter of fun or 
entertainment. Instead, as Chŏng insisted, it was to embody Confucian moral 
principles surrounding family relationships, loyalty towards the sovereign, and 
concern over the country and the welfare of the people.7 Chŏng’s rejection of 
Ming and Qing literature was, at root, a rejection of the commodification of 
literature that was commonplace in Qing China by the time he lived. However, 
the commodification of literature in China was a key ingredient in Chŏng’s own 
intellectual evolution. These issues are discussed further below. Here it is 
sufficient to emphasize that Ming and Qing China had what Chosŏn did not: a 
thriving commercial book trade with bookstores. In Chŏng’s case—though he 
was perfectly average in this respect—this meant that his writings went 
unpublished until a century after he had died. When they were published by a 
modern commercial press, the entire social, political, and educational world of 
which they were a product was slipping from living memory. Literature had 
become a commodity. What Chŏng rejected proved crucial to the establishment 
of his reputation. 

Second, there is the question of the representativeness of Chŏng’s concern 
over Confucian political order as reflected in his attitudes towards literature and, 
in particular, in relation to his negative attitude towards Ming and Qing literature. 
That question has several complex features and can be approached from a variety 
angles, for example, by juxtaposing Chŏng with contemporary thinkers and 
writers or by examining them in relation to others who lived before or after. Such 
an analysis, however, is too complex to be undertaken here. Instead, what must 
be emphasized is that Chŏng’s Confucian conservatism was in no way 
anomalous. On the contrary, it contained within it a set of assumptions upon 
which the Chosŏn elite defined themselves and their dynasty. The Ming-Qing 
transition was central to these assumptions. One reason was the fact that the 
Manchus invaded Chosŏn in the early seventeenth century before finally 
                                                               
6 Gregory N. Evon, “Chinese Contexts, Korean Realities: The Politics of Literary Genre in 
Late Chosŏn (1725–1863) Korea,” 60. 
7 For a full translation, see ibid., 77–78.  
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conquering the Ming. There was, however, another reason that inadvertently 
comes into focus through recent work on the issue of pluralism during the Koryŏ 
dynasty (936–1392) undertaken by Breuker. 8  The founding of Chosŏn 
consolidated and made explicit a rejection of the pluralistic tendencies that had 
been commonplace among Korean intellectuals for centuries. The result was an 
intellectual mismatch between Chosŏn Korea and Ming China, with the 
pluralism of Ming intellectual life looking to the Koreans like what they had 
rejected in favor of an exclusive commitment to Confucian orthodoxy, 
specifically the teachings of Zhu Xi 朱熹 (1130–1200). Tensions arising from 
such differences were already evident by the early fifteenth century when 
Chosŏn’s anti-Buddhist policies led to a diplomatic fiasco with the Ming court.9 
Increasingly thereafter the Chosŏn elite defined themselves and their dynasty 
through orthodox Confucianism.10 This idea animated intellectual and political 
life in the Chosŏn dynasty. 

Seen from a contemporary Ming and then Qing Chinese point of view or 
through Chinese historical and literary scholarship, Chosŏn Korea is 
recognizable but strange. It can be likened to a doll which has all its parts, albeit 
attached in unexpected ways: an arm where a leg should be, a hat serving as a 
shoe, etc. In saying this, I do not mean to suggest that Chosŏn was malformed, 
but merely to emphasize that notwithstanding the many points of similarity 
Chosŏn shared with China, Chosŏn was not China. Shared ideas, for instance, 
functioned in different contexts and thus took on their own often incommensurate 
accretions.  

In the context of literature, this was evident in the overwhelming emphasis on 
poetry and hostility towards fiction. To be sure, Chosŏn Korea’s elite was not 
unique in emphasizing the relationship among writing, morality, and 
politics/governance, that is, the view that literature was to serve Confucian 
principles. This was a commonplace Confucian view and of course was found 
also in China and Japan. Notwithstanding such similarities, however, literary 
practices in Chosŏn tended to hew closely to the Confucian principles that 
justified literary production. Thus in the abstract, elite views on literature looked 
much the same in China, Korea, and Japan. In reality, however, literary 
production was quite different.  

                                                               
8 Remco E. Breuker, Establishing a Pluralist Society in Medieval Korea, 918–1170: History, 
Ideology, and Identity in the Koryŏ Dynasty. 
9 For an overview in English, see John Jorgensen, “Problems in the Comparison of Korean 
and Chinese Buddhism: From the 16th Century to the 19th Century,” 133–34.  
10 Also see Martina Deuchler, “Despoilers of the Way—Insulters of the Sages: Controversies 
over the Classics in Seventeenth-Century Korea,” 96. 
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The clearest and perhaps most significant example of how the literary arts in 
Korea differed is found in the fact that Korea had no tradition of theater 
equivalent to what existed in China or Japan. There is, therefore, no Korean 
equivalent to figures such as Zeami (fl. 14th to 15th centuries) in Japan or Tang 
Xianzu 汤显祖 (1550–1616) in China. In assessing why this was so, Killick 
follows the view advanced by Marshall Pihl in his study of Korea’s indigenous 
oral narratives (The Korean Singer of Tales, 1994), arguing that:  

 
Korea did not have the substantial merchant class whose disposable income 
and leisure time made commercial theatre viable in China and Japan, as 
indeed in the West. Merchant activity in Korea was discouraged not only by 
Confucian prejudice against it, but by a corrupt and rapacious system of 
taxation that made it virtually impossible for any commoner to accumulate 
wealth.11 

 
The consequence was that there were no “permanent, indoor theaters,” which 

in turn meant that Korea “could not develop an indigenous form of drama with 
the elaborate resources and conventions that characterized the theatrical 
traditions of neighboring countries.” 12  This conclusion seems substantially 
correct, but it is not entirely satisfying. Leaving aside the complicated matter of 
taxation, it is clear that any appeal to “Confucian prejudice” in this instance 
raises as many questions as it answers. At root, the issue is how 
Neo-Confucianism was integrated into and functioned within Chosŏn, and the 
difference between Korea, on the one hand, and China and Japan, on the other, 
appears to have been one of practice rather than theory. After all, merchants were 
also theoretically accorded a low status in pre-modern China and Japan, but 
unlike in Korea, their status in theory was belied by the reality of their 
socioeconomic prominence and symbiotic relationship with the political centers 
of power.13 

A fuller explanation is found in Palais’ argument that Chosŏn Korea was 
distinguished from contemporary China and Japan by an 
“aristocratic/bureaucratic balance” in which neither birth-status nor educational 
                                                               
11 Andrew Killick, “Korean Ch’anggŭk Opera: Its Origins and Its Origin Myth,” 45–46. 
12 Ibid., 46.  
13 For sharp contrasts to Korea as found in China and Japan, see Joanna F. Handlin Smith, 
“Social Hierarchy and Merchant Philanthropy as Perceived in Several Late-Ming and 
Early-Qing Texts,” and Charles D. Sheldon, “‘Pre-modern Merchants’ and Modernization in 
Japan.” For additional Korean examples based on firsthand accounts from 1869, see Baron F. 
von Richthofen, “China, Japan, and Korea.” See also Hwang Kyung Moon, “From the Dirt to 
Heaven: Northern Koreans in the Chosŏn and Early Modern Eras,” esp. 138, 152, 162–63. 
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attainment alone was sufficient to secure one’s sociopolitical position.14 Instead, 
both were necessary. The result was that social mobility was highly restricted 
through regulations surrounding the examination system, with power highly 
concentrated in a limited number of families.15 A central feature of this society 
was self-conscious pride among the elite over their study, practice, and 
propagation of the Neo-Confucian teachings of Zhu Xi.16 

Ultimately, Chosŏn’s social, political, economic, and intellectual structures 
were inimical to the emergence of anyone comparable to such Ming dynasty 
figures as Li Zhi 李贽 (1527–1602) or Feng Menglong 冯梦龙 (1574–1646) 
who, despite their education and social position, openly advocated (and, of 
course, in Feng’s case, also wrote and compiled) popular vernacular literature. 
Chosŏn Korea had no analogous figures. This was due not to Confucianism or 
Neo-Confucianism per se, but rather the way in which Neo-Confucianism was 
integrated with centralized and peripheral power in Chosŏn. 

Chosŏn Korea differed from Ming and Qing China in yet another important 
respect that influenced typical elite views of literature and attitudes towards 
Chinese literature more generally. That is, the Chosŏn elite wrote in classical 
Chinese like their Ming/Qing counterparts, but they did not speak a Chinese 
vernacular as a mother tongue. Just as important, the elite appear to have looked 
askance at training in vernacular foreign languages. They had reason to do so. 
Specialists in foreign languages, known as translator-interpreters (yŏkkwan), 
belonged to the chungin (“middle people”), a class of technical specialists who 
sat below the elite on the social hierarchy.17 

The list of languages taught to the translator-interpreters changed slightly over 
time in relation to changing needs (e.g., the incorporation of Manchu), but 
Chinese was a constant and remained the most important due to the frequent 
dispatch of embassies to the Chinese capital. It was also the most important in 
Chosŏn literary history because contemporary Chinese texts highlighted the 
limitations of elite education in Chosŏn and pointed to evolving differences in 
Chinese and Korean literary cultures. However, wide knowledge of 
                                                               
14 James B. Palais, “Confucianism and the Aristocratic/Bureaucratic Balance in Korea;” see 
also John B. Duncan, The Origins of the Chosŏn Dynasty. For more detail on these and other 
issues in relation to recent scholarship, see Gregory N. Evon, “Korea’s Aristocratic Moods: 
Re-examining Chosŏn Social and Political History.” 
15 See also Edward W. Wagner, “The Ladder of Success in Yi Dynasty Korea,” and Martina 
Deuchler, The Confucian Transformation of Korea: A Study of Society and Ideology, 279. 
16 Sun Joo Kim, Marginality and Subversion in Korea: The Hong Kyŏngnae Rebellion of 1812, 
50.  
17 For further information in English on the Translation Bureau, see Kwang Chung, “Foreign 
Language Education and Foreign Language Teaching Materials in Korea: The Chinese 
Language Primer Nogoldae (Lao Qida, ‘The Mr. Cathayan’).” For biographies of individual 
translator-interpreters, see Yi Sanggak, Chosŏn yŏkkwan yŏlchŏn.   
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contemporary Chinese was central to the translator-interpreters’ function. It also 
seems that due to status, translator-interpreters felt no need to justify their 
reading materials on moral grounds. In short, they could read for fun, and justify 
such reading on practical rather than moral grounds. 

The Korean [vernacular] Gloss of “Translator Pak” (Pak t’ongsa ŏnhae, 
1677), a Korean textbook for translator-interpreters of vernacular Chinese, 
provides a clear example of such an extra-moral justification in the form of a 
dialogue set at a bookstore in China. Due to the significance of internal 
references and dates for the textbook, the passage in question is relatively 
well-known to scholars of Chinese literary history.18 But it is also important in 
Korean literary history, albeit for a different reason. It goes beyond disregard for 
typical Confucian pieties over the relationship between moral cultivation and 
reading. Indeed, the textbook openly mocks the elite Confucian view of literature. 
In the passage in question, one interlocutor expresses his desire to purchase 
popular fiction, including The Journey to the West (Xi you ji). His counterpart 
instead suggests that it would be better to purchase the Confucian classics for 
moral and intellectual self-improvement. Such pursuits are of no interest to the 
prospective buyer, however, and he responds that “The Journey to the West is 
exciting. It is fun to read it when you are bored” (Xi you ji renao, men shijie 
haokan [西游记热闹，闷时节好看]).19 

Although it is reasonable to assume that the elite also read for pleasure, this 
passage from the Pak t’ongsa ŏnhae is a rarity in the history of Chosŏn for baldly 
emphasizing reading-for-fun, with no additional moral comment. Moreover, 
there is the serious question of how Chinese books entered Korea. Very few 
among Chosŏn’s educated elite ever went to China, and at least through the 
mid-to-late nineteenth century, Korea did not have a commercial print culture 
equivalent to that of China or Japan. On the other hand, a profusion of texts 
existed in Korea as evidenced in, among other things, the holdings of the 
Naksŏnjae Library attached to the royal palace. Although understanding of the 
circulation of texts (whether in print or manuscript) in Chosŏn remains limited, it 
is nevertheless clear that it was the translator-interpreters who had both the 
opportunity to obtain and the impetus to read contemporary Chinese vernacular 
(baihua) texts. 

There is, however, another important, related question that is easy to overlook: 
namely, apart from the matter of reading for moral and intellectual 
self-cultivation, did Chosŏn’s educated elite see any other potential practical or 
political benefits to reading widely? Given that the vast majority of the Chosŏn 

                                                               
18 For example, see Wilt L. Idema, Chinese Vernacular Fiction: The Formative Period, 58; see 
also Yang Ojin, Nogŏltae Pak T’ongsa yŏn’gu, 87–90. 
19 Yang Ojin, Nogŏltae Pak T’ongsa yŏn’gu, 88.  
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elite never had the opportunity to go to China and that Chosŏn’s closest foreign 
relationship was with China, it would be reasonable to expect that they would 
have—or should have—shown an interest in contemporary Chinese writings, if 
for no other reason than to understand China better. Yet there is little evidence to 
indicate that this was the case. Indeed, what evidence there is suggests that, on 
the contrary, it was exceedingly difficult to argue any benefit in Chosŏn Koreans 
keeping abreast of literary developments China.  

Crucially, this tendency was evident long before the fall of the Ming dynasty, 
as exemplified in the events surrounding Yun Ch’unnyŏn (1514–67). Yun is an 
important figure in Chosŏn literary and intellectual history. Although he had a 
proper Neo-Confucian education, was a brilliant student, and attained high office 
in the central bureaucracy, he nevertheless openly advocated reading widely and 
thought that even Chinese fiction had a practical educational value.20  

The Chinese text that was of primary concern to Yun was the Jiandeng xinhua 
(New tales [written while] trimming the wick), a collection of Ming classical 
Chinese fiction by Qu You 瞿佑 (1341–1427). It is difficult to know precisely 
when Qu You’s Jiandeng xinhua first entered Chosŏn, but it would appear to 
have been no later than the mid-to-late fifteenth century; Qu You’s collection had 
its most noticeable impact in serving as a model for Kŭmo sinhwa (New tales of 
the golden turtle [mountain]) by the Chosŏn Confucian-Buddhist figure Kim 
Sisŭp (1435–93). By the sixteenth century, Qu You’s collection appears to have 
become quite popular within Chosŏn. This much at least can be inferred from 
explicit references to the Jiandeng xinhua contained in the entries in Chosŏn’s 
Veritable Records (Sillok) for 1506, the final year of the reign of Prince Yŏnsan 
(Yŏnsan-gun; r. 1494–1506).  

Prince Yŏnsan, who was intemperate at best and perhaps insane, was anything 
but a model Confucian monarch. Based on the Veritable Records, it is apparent 
that the prince was an avid reader of Chinese fiction. He ordered Chosŏn 
embassies to China to return with collections of fiction, and discussed such 
collections at court. It would appear that at least some of his officials too had 
read the works in question. But this was not, of course, what a monarch or his 
court ought to have been doing. Nonetheless, these records are of importance for 
two specific reasons. First, it is possible to conclude that the desire for books 
printed in China was partly a consequence of mistrust over copies of those same 
books which were circulating in Chosŏn. This cannot be proven definitively, but 
it helps to explain portions of the documents that are otherwise difficult to 
understand. Second, there was clear recognition of interpretive difficulties in 
                                                               
20 The information here and in the following paragraphs is partly drawn from Gregory N. 
Evon, “The Conservation of Knowledge and Technology of the Word in Korea;” for Yun, see 
esp. 14–16 and the sources therein. 
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reading such fiction. This is explicitly noted in an entry for 1506 which refers to 
the incomprehensibility of passages containing “vernacular Chinese” 
(Sino-Korean, Hanŏ; 汉语). It is uncertain whether the incomprehensible items 
in question were, in fact, “vernacular Chinese” or merely things they did not 
understand, as discussed below in relation to Yun. The record further refers to the 
publication of a text with explanatory glosses for the “vernacular Chinese” 
portions.21 It is reasonable to assume that this project was undertaken at Prince 
Yŏnsan’s request. But he was soon deposed, and there is nothing to indicate that 
his interest in Chinese fiction was anything other than a pleasurable distraction 
for his addled mind. Indeed, his erratic behavior reads like a cautionary tale of 
the dangers of fiction which would come to prominence in debates at court close 
to three centuries later.  

For Yun, by contrast, the linguistic difficulties posed by the Jiandeng xinhua 
were not merely some impediment to enjoying the collection. Instead, such 
difficulties provoked in Yun intellectual curiosity and fear in equal measure, and 
he saw such difficulties as indicative of a growing gap between the literary 
cultures of Ming China and Chosŏn Korea. This was all the more pressing 
because the Jiandeng xinhua was written in classical Chinese; it was not a 
vernacular text, and even so, portions of it were difficult to understand. Yun’s 
fundamental insight was that literature was not static and had changed over time 
in China itself, leading to a situation in which the Chosŏn elite’s education 
rendered them ill-equipped to read contemporary classical Chinese texts. True 
vernacular texts, of course, would have been all the more problematic. It is 
reasonable to conclude that his clear-eyed recognition of the causes and 
implications of literary evolution in China were at least partly emboldened by his 
studies in poetics and the phonology of Chinese characters or Sinographs 
(hereafter, Sinographs). 

In short, Yun understood that the pronunciations of Sinographs varied 
according to geography, underwent historical change, and that the nature of elite 
education in Chosŏn meant that the vast majority of the Korean literati were 
effectively incapable of recognizing the phonological instability of Sinographs. 
Indeed, when the Korean alphabet was created roughly one hundred years earlier 
by King Sejong (r. 1418–50), intense opposition to it mounted by conservative 
elements at court bespoke a staunch commitment to the use of the Sinographic 
script as a defining element of civilization. Paradoxically, equating the 
                                                               
21 Chosŏn wangjo sillok (Veritable records of the Chosŏn dynasty): Yŏnsan-gun, 12th year 
[1506]/8th month/7th day, record no. 3. The Veritable Records are available online and digitized 
(see References), and all subsequent citations will follow this pattern as established in the 
online Veritable Records: the ruler’s name, year of his rule [Western calendar year]/month (per 
original record)/day (per original record), the relevant record or entry number.  
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Sinographic script with civilization entailed disdain for non-Sinographic scripts, 
even though non-Sinographic scripts could help to establish “correct” 
pronunciations. And the idea of “correct” pronunciations was essential to this 
view of civilization. This paradox is not altogether surprising. For the likes of 
Ch’oe Malli (?–1445), who vigorously opposed Sejong’s new script, there was 
neither reason nor opportunity to confront the difficulties posed by the 
phonological instability of Sinographs. However, Sejong had an opportunity to 
confront such difficulties firsthand. Though a king, Sejong had a broad interest in 
languages and even studied vernacular Chinese.22 He was thus in a position to 
recognize the potential benefits of an alphabetic script that would allow for 
accurate transcriptions of sound.  

The interpretive difficulties posed by the Jiandeng xinhua were nonetheless 
irresolvable by Yun alone, because these stemmed from literary-lexical 
innovation on the part of the Chinese. Therefore, he sought the assistance of Im 
Ki (dates unknown), a translator-interpreter of Chinese as well as a specialist in 
diplomatic correspondence (imun), to provide glosses of lexical items. Their 
collaborative efforts on the text were intermittent, but in all seem to have lasted 
more than a decade from inception to completion, with Im, it seems, doing much 
of the work and Yun, in effect, giving authority to the project through his high 
social and political standing. The resulting text, Chŏndŭng Sinhwa kuhae 
(Glosses on the Jiandeng Xinhua) can best be seen as one element in Yun’s 
strategy to strengthen Chosŏn’s literary culture.23 The other two were his push 
for increasing commercial publication and the types of books available in print as 
opposed to manuscript. Yun was also the moving force behind the publication of 
the aforementioned New Tales of the Golden Turtle [Mountain].24  

Since Yun himself went to Ming China once and Im went several times, it is 
reasonable to conclude that they too felt what other Korean visitors reported, 
namely, a general sense of shock at the number and availability of printed books 
in China as opposed to Korea. Nonetheless, Yun’s intellectual pursuits were 
regarded with deep suspicion precisely because he aimed to align Choson’s 
literary culture more closely with that of the Ming. An entry in the Veritable 
Records shows that his call for a commercial bookstore was regarded as 
particularly dangerous, because, as the entry noted, any such innovation would 
break with Chosŏn’s own traditions and laws. Although it is difficult to ascertain 
what truth—if any—there was to the claims regarding legality, there can be no 

                                                               
22 Gari K. Ledyard, The Korean Language Reform of 1446, 109–10. 
23 For a critical study, modern translation, and reprints of the original text, see Chŏng Yongsu, 
Chŏndŭng Sinhwa kuhae. 
24 For reprints and a critical study of the publication history of this text, see Ch’oe Yongch’ŏl, 
Kŭmo sinhwa ŭi p’anbon. 
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question that there was a real sense that commercial bookstores were foreign to 
Chosŏn’s own traditions and therefore unacceptable. By the middle of the 
sixteenth century, not having commercial bookstores was an identifiable part of 
the way that things were done in Chosŏn.25 The dominant sense in this court 
record is thus that the matter had somehow already been settled. In a way, it had. 
That is perhaps the most significant aspect of Yun’s efforts as well as his failure. 

 “Our Country Is Not Like China”: At the Pointy End of 
Bureaucratic Logic 

The question of establishing bookstores had been raised at court over the 
previous several decades under the rule of King Chungjong (r. 1506–44). 
Chungjong was in favor of bookstores, as was Ŏ Tŭkkang (1470–1550), a 
military official. Ŏ thus belonged to the elite class, but in Chosŏn, there was a 
clear divide between the military elite and the civil elite, with the former 
subordinate to the latter. This presents what seems, at first glance, to be a 
bewildering paradox: Ŏ, a military official, was arguing for an increase in the 
availability of books, as was the king, and both were concerned that a lack of 
books was leading to an erosion of learning in Chosŏn vis-à-vis China. But the 
debates at court over establishing bookstores that occurred during the decades 
prior to Yun’s own efforts suggest that fundamentally there was no paradox. 
There was instead a solid—albeit implicit—logic in the responses to 
Chungjong’s and Ŏ’s entreaties, and these responses can best be characterized as 
inaction by the civil ministers who, for all intents and purposes, held power. They 
periodically debated the question before pushing it to the side and ignoring it for 
long stretches of time. What we can intuit in relation to Ŏ and Chungjong 
becomes much clearer in relation to Yun. The civil elite’s antagonism towards 
establishing bookstores reflected their own interests as a class, and these interests 
were distinct from those of their military counterparts and kings. Since they 
monopolized education and learning, the very idea of increasing the availability 
of books through commercial bookstores was a challenge that they could—and 
did—meet: They simply responded to the requests with bureaucratese, stalled, 
and then forgot about them. An early example in 1519 set the tone for what 
followed: 

 
Bookstores (sŏsa 书肆) are truly excellent, but our country is not like China, 
and to do it [i.e., establish bookstores] would indeed be difficult. One does 
not hope to force others to do it, but if there is someone to do it, then not 

                                                               
25 Chosŏn wangjo sillok: Myŏngjong, 6th year [1551]/5th month/26th day, record no. 3.   
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prohibiting it is acceptable.26 (书肆则甚美矣，然我国非如中国，为之亦难。

不须强为，如有为者，则不禁可也。)  
 

In short, the answer was no, permission was not—nor would be—granted. 
This process was essentially repeated over four decades and culminated in Yun’s 
failure. What made Yun different was the clarity of his position. From his point 
of view, even Ming popular literature had a pedagogical value. Moreover, he was 
neither a king nor a military official; instead, he fully belonged to the class whose 
interests he was challenging. That this was a challenge—and that it was deemed 
so threatening by virtue of coming from within rather than from without the top 
ranks of the elite—is evident in the responses he elicited from his peers. 
Chungjong and Ŏ were ignored; Yun’s character was attacked.   

Two overlapping questions were at the heart of debates over commercial 
bookstores through the middle of the sixteenth-century. First and most simply, 
there was the question over access to books. What is clear through the court 
documents is that books in general were expensive because they were in short 
supply, and this problem was exacerbated after Korean books and printing 
technologies were lost to the Japanese when they invaded Korea during the final 
decade of the sixteenth century.27 Yet decades before that, Chungjong, Ŏ, and 
Yun all fretted over the scarcity and cost of books and saw commercial 
bookstores as a solution on the basis of straightforward economic logic: cost is 
inversely related to supply. Their opponents, who represented the dominant view, 
did not want an increase in the supply of books. That view ultimately prevailed. 
Second, whereas Chungjong, Ŏ, and Yun viewed the lack of bookstores in 
Chosŏn compared with Ming China as a weakness, their opponents viewed it as 
an inviolable aspect in the dynasty’s constitution and one that distinguished 
Chosŏn from Ming China. 

The ability to block the establishment of bookstores, however, did not stop the 
flow of books into Chosŏn, nor did it mean that there was no trade in books.28 
                                                               
26 Chosŏn wangjo sillok: Chungjong, 14th year [1519]/6th month/9th day, record no. 3. 
27 Korea lost much through these invasions, and the Japanese benefitted greatly. One item 
taken by the Japanese was a Korean printing press; see Peter Kornicki, “Japan, Korea, and 
Vietnam,” 112. In addition, however, there is the issue of Korean books taken to Japan as well 
as books destroyed in Korea. A full accounting of the impact of the Japanese invasions on 
Korean literary history has yet to be undertaken. 
28 See also Boudewijn Walraven, “Reader’s Etiquette, and Other Aspects of Book Culture in 
Chosŏn Korea.” One crucial point to emphasize is that commercial woodblock printing 
(panggakpon; the term used in Korea is the same as the Chinese fangkeben) existed in the 
absence of bookstores. The history of commercial woodblock printing in Korea, however, 
remains a topic of debate with respect to when it began. Such difficulties arise, in part, from 
terminological differences and the sorts of books researchers focus on. An additional factor is, 
of course, the loss of materials due to the Japanese invasions of the late sixteenth century, as 
noted above. 
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What it did mean in comparative terms is less clear. But one thing is reasonably 
certain: the absence of bookstores very well might have led to a false sense of 
confidence and made it more difficult to police the circulation of books. This 
much at least can be deduced from the court records, and in particular, those from 
the final decades of the eighteenth century, when a similar set of tensions over 
books, their availability, and the Chosŏn elite’s sense of themselves and their 
dynasty would erupt at the court of King Chŏngjo (r. 1776–1800). By that point, 
the essential point of comparison was not Ming China, but rather Ming and Qing 
China.   

Chŏngjo worried that books from China posed an existential threat to the 
health and vitality of Chosŏn by undermining commitment to Neo-Confucianism. 
His concern was evident by 1785 and would only grow over the following 
years.29 I have addressed elements of these questions in several overlapping 
contexts, including a forthcoming article that, among other things, examines the 
role of religion in considerable detail and in turn contextualizes these events in 
relation to the literary output of a specific figure whose writings had angered 
Chŏngjo.30  

Here it is sufficient to emphasize three overarching points. First, at the heart of 
the events that occurred at Chŏngjo’s court over the final two decades of his 
reign was the question of how the Chosŏn elite viewed themselves and the 
history of their dynasty; this was, in a fundamental sense, a question of identity. 
Second, Chŏngjo took proper writing as a litmus test for Confucian orthodoxy in 
Chosŏn. Third, Chŏngjo was keen to fortify what Jorgensen has called a “cordon 
sanitaire” in reference to the Chosŏn court’s earlier approach to blocking 
Chinese Buddhist influences.31 

Continuities in Sixteenth and Nineteenth Century Fears of 
China, Where Any Book Could Be Found 

Chŏngjo’s keenness to fortify this cordon sanitaire was stimulated by his belief 
that it was breaking down. The reason for this is explicable. By necessity, 
Chosŏn maintained diplomatic relations with Qing China, and these embassies 

                                                               
29 For example, see Chosŏn wangjo sillok: Chŏngjo, 9th year [1785]/4th month/9th day, record 
no. 3; Chŏngjo, 16th year [1792]/10th month/19th day, record no. 1. 
30 Gregory N. Evon, “Chinese Contexts, Korean Realities: The Politics of Literary Genre in 
Late Chosŏn (1725–1863) Korea;” “The Conservation of Knowledge and Technology of the 
Word in Korea;” “Korea’s Aristocratic Moods: Re-examining Chosŏn Social and Political 
History;” and “The Fate of The Jehol Diary: A Skeleton Key to ‘The Book’ in Chosŏn Korea.”  
31 John Jorgensen, “Mujaku Dōchū (1653–1744) and Seventeenth-Century Chinese Buddhist 
Scholarship,” 30–31.  
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provided a conduit for books and ideas to enter Chosŏn. But most important of 
all, by the end of the eighteenth century, what was deemed unacceptable had 
grown to encompass far more than Chinese Buddhism. Indeed, Chŏngjo provides 
a fascinating comparison with King Chungjong, as discussed above. Whereas 
Chungjong saw that it was his duty as king to promote learning in Chosŏn by 
establishing commercial bookstores on a Ming Chinese model, Chŏngjo saw that 
the fostering of learning in Chosŏn entailed the rejection of Chinese influences 
with the exception of what was classifiable as orthodox Confucianism. As 
Chungjong had put it centuries earlier when arguing on behalf of establishing 
bookstores in Chosŏn, “if one wants a book [in China], there is no book one 
cannot get” (求无不获).32 That scenario was precisely what the vast majority of 
the elite feared. 

Seen from the viewpoint of Chinese history, Chŏngjo’s concerns are 
understandable in broad outline, but are less so when seen up close. To put the 
matter more concretely, it is difficult to imagine in a Chinese context what 
happened at Chŏngjo’s court: high-level and protracted debate arising from the 
view that the “fiction-style” of writing (稗官小品之体) represented a threat to the 
very foundations of the state.33 One indication among many of the seriousness of 
the matter and how it was interpreted can be seen through the “record of 
conduct” (haengjang) for Chŏngjo, which was prepared after his death. This 
summation of Chŏngjo’s rule emphasized how he had sought to promote 
“orthodoxy” (正学) by, in part, “admonishing against the study of late-Ming and 
early-Qing fiction” (饬明末淸初稗官小品之学) and banning the import of books 
from China.34 

Read within the broader context of Chosŏn literary history, that summation is 
not only accurate with respect to Chŏngjo but, moreover, represents a prevailing 
trend that was already evident in the early sixteenth-century discussions about 
bookstores as discussed above. That attitude towards books bears scrutiny with 
Salman Rushdie’s quip in which he pithily defined the difference between 
philistinism and fascism through their differing motives in destroying books: 
philistines destroy books because they have no regard for books, whereas fascists 
destroy books because they “DO [sic] care” about books.35 Chŏngjo was no 
philistine, but he cannot easily escape the charge of fascism. The Korean scholar 
Kang Myŏnggwan, to whom I will turn below, has made virtually the same point 

                                                               
32 Chosŏn wangjo sillok: Chungjong, 33rd year [1538]/3rd month/11th day, record no. 3.  
33 For example, see Chosŏn wangjo sillok: Chŏngjo, 16th year [1792]/10th month/19th day, 
record no. 1.  
34 This “record of conduct” is in the Chosŏn wangjo sillok under the title “Chŏngjo taewang 
haengjang.” It is the final entry in the supplementary materials (purok) for Chŏngjo’s reign.  
35 Salman Rushdie, Tweet at 10:37 AM, November 17, 2011.   
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in relation to Chosŏn, in general, and Chŏngjo, in particular.36  
Until very recently, it would have been all but impossible even to think of 

framing Chosŏn literary history in such terms. Over the past few years, however, 
there has been a growing body of critical scholarship that not only makes it 
possible to do so, but, in fact, makes the question difficult to avoid. Yet there are 
blind spots even within this otherwise outstanding body of Korean scholarship. 
One of these, in particular, is of interest since my explicit purpose here is to 
explain something of Chosŏn Korea’s literary history to Sinologists, which 
means, in effect, attempting to look at this literary history from a Chinese 
historical and literary point of view. Indeed, this specific problem is partly 
historical and partly historiographical, and it is only visible from a Chinese point 
of view. 

A Sinologist will readily recognize potential significance in the dates 
surrounding the events at Chŏngjo’s court and reasonably assume that there must 
have been a direct connection with the policies instituted by the Qianlong 
emperor (r. 1735–96) during the compilation of The Complete Library of the 
Four Treasuries (Siku quanshu).37 Seen at a distance and in terms of broad 
contours, there was, of course, a key similarity. Both instances involved 
censorship and concern over unacceptable writings, which Brook has called 
“heterodox opinions” in relation to the events at Qianlong’s court.38 Seen up 
close, however, this similarity is less convincing. Chŏngjo’s insistent focus on 
fiction appears odd—if not altogether incomprehensible—from the contemporary 
Chinese point of view. The comparison I offered at the outset of a doll with parts 
affixed in unexpected ways seems especially appropriate here, and it works in 
both directions. Another difficulty is that of sequence. Qianlong’s efforts to erase 
“heterodox opinions”—which is to say, writings containing anti-Manchu 
views—were ending roughly around the time that Chŏngjo’s efforts began in 
earnest. Therefore, one can legitimately argue either for or against Qianlong’s 
influence on Chŏngjo as a point of history. But the fundamental problem is how 
to define “influence.” Did Chŏngjo consciously model himself on Qianlong? Or 
was he reacting to what was occurring in China? Or was this perhaps a 
coincidence? On the basis of the primary sources, I am increasingly convinced 
that it is possible to argue that it was a combination of all three and that these 
alternative scenarios are not exhaustive. Moreover, even a cursory reading of 
Woodside’s detailed study of Qianlong’s reign suggests additional parallels that 
are at times nothing short of staggering.39 My intent here, however, is not to 
                                                               
36 Kang Myŏnggwan, Ch’aekpŏlle tŭl Chosŏn ŭl mandŭlda; for Chŏngjo, see esp. 262–81.  
37  R. Kent Guy, The Emperor’s Four Treasuries: Scholars and the State in the Late 
Ch’ien-lung Era. 
38 Timothy Brook, The Chinese State in Ming Society, 125. 
39 Alexander Woodside, “The Ch’ien-lung Reign.” 
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argue that case, but merely to emphasize that the sequence of events raises 
obvious historical questions of obvious significance. 

Instead, my greater concern is historiographical. Notwithstanding the 
excellence of recent Korean scholarship on Chosŏn literary history, in general, 
and the late eighteenth century, in particular, there is nothing to indicate 
recognition of the possibility that Qianlong’s policies had an effect in Chosŏn. 
This is particularly striking given that Pak Chiwŏn (1737–1805), one of the 
Chosŏn Koreans who was deeply implicated in the events at Chŏngjo’s court, 
had travelled to Qing China in 1780 on a diplomatic mission. Pak was thus in 
China at the mid-point of the The Complete Library of the Four Treasuries 
project itself and some six year after Qianlong’s censorship regime had begun. 
Moreover, Pak wrote about his experiences and offered assessments of Qianlong 
that leave little room for doubt that he knew full well about the censorship 
program that was underway. But this point—and its potential significance in 
relation to the attempts to censor Pak’s writings in Chosŏn several years 
later—are not found in the Korean scholarship. Instead, it is Sinologists who 
have noted this connection, and in particular, Brook’s two treatments of 
censorship, both of which mention Pak by name.40  

Two further examples are sufficient to underscore the oddness of this 
historiographical conundrum. The first is an excellent study of Pak by Min Tu-ki, 
a Korean Sinologist, which served as Brooks’ source material. In assessing the 
importance of the diary Pak wrote about his travels in China, Min writes that it 
“is a unique historical source not only because it contains his penetrating 
observations but because it was written beyond the reach of the [Qing] literary 
inquisition” set in motion by Qianlong.41 Setting to the side the enormous 
bibliographical questions surrounding the diary—consequences, it must be 
emphasized, of attitudes towards commercial print and bookstores as discussed 
above—it is clear that both Pak and his diary were within Chŏngjo’s reach, 
which would suggest that whether by chance or design, Chŏngjo was in effect 
doing Qianlong’s work. In fact, Min then goes on to refer explicitly to the role 
Pak played in the debates over literature at Chŏngjo’s court, adding a lengthy 
footnote that functions as a mini-essay on the issue.42 But even so, there is not 
even the slightest hint that what was occurring in Chosŏn might be related to—or 
at the very least, was strikingly similar to—what Pak had described in his diary 
about Qianlong and the events in Qing China.  

                                                               
40 Timothy Brook, “Censorship in Eighteenth-Century China: A View from the Book Trade,” 
178; The Chinese State in Ming Society, 125–26.   
41 Min Tu-ki, National Polity and Local Power: The Transformation of Late Imperial China, 
xii-xiii. 
42 Ibid., 3, 222n4. 
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The second example is found in the work of Chŏng Okcha, a Korean scholar, 
who has undertaken detailed research on Chŏngjo’s reign, including a fascinating 
book dealing with the relationship between his “literary thought” (munye sasang) 
and his establishment of the Royal Library (Kyujanggak) in 1776. Here too it is 
to be expected that Sinologists will readily recognize potential influence: the 
Royal Library bears a resemblance to Qianlong’s own bibliographical project, 
and moreover, Chŏngjo founded it roughly four years after Qianlong’s project 
had begun. Even more important is the fact that the court records for Chŏngjo’s 
reign explicitly mention The Complete Library of the Four Treasuries. Although 
there is a time lag between the founding of the Kyujanggak and the first mention 
of The Complete Library of the Four Treasuries, it is a matter of months.43 
Furthermore, the obvious implication in the court record is that Chŏngjo and 
others already knew about Qianlong’s project. In assessing Chŏngjo and the 
Kyujanggak, however, Chŏng Okcha seems to dismiss any link with The 
Complete Library of the Four Treasuries, merely mentioning in passing that 
Japanese scholars during the colonial era (1910–45) saw such a connection, 
before dropping the matter altogether.44 But as Chŏng shows, the Kyujanggak’s 
primary purpose appears to have been to cultivate orthodox Confucian learning, 
and thus, one of its chief functions was to establish policies on acceptable literary 
styles as defined by Chŏngjo himself.45 In sum, the Kyujanggak does not appear 
to have been precisely the same as Qianlong’s The Complete Library of the Four 
Treasuries, but it certainly did have an analogous function. Both were projections 
of political authority. 

Why Korean scholars have ignored the parallels between Qing China and 
Chosŏn in the late nineteenth century can best be understood through two 
contradictory attitudes. The first can be described as a reflection of nationalism 
and cultural pride that took shape in the second half of the twentieth century. In 
this vision of the past, Chŏngjo’s commitment to orthodox learning and belief in 
Chosŏn’s cultural superiority vis-à-vis China are viewed positively, with little 
evident recognition—much less concern—that censorship was a consequence. To 
be sure, there are variations within the scholarship. Studies of the aforementioned 
Pak Chiwŏn undertaken by scholars of Chosŏn literary history, for instance, will 
typically mention the conflict between Pak and Chŏngjo. In this scenario, Pak’s 
openness to new ideas and his writing of fiction are pitted against the 
conservatism of Chŏngjo and the elite more generally. There is a hard core of 
truth in this view. But it is, nonetheless, insular in how it excludes any 
examination of outside influences in these events—an exclusion that is 

                                                               
43 Chosŏn wangjo sillok: Chŏngjo, 1st year [1777]/2nd month/24th day, record no. 2.   
44 Chŏng Okcha, Chŏngjo ŭi munye sasang kwa Kyujanggak, 11. 
45 Ibid., 125–65. 
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particularly conspicuous in light of the fact that Pak’s visit to China is typically 
emphasized in such arguments. An additional crucial factor is that censorship in 
Korean history is strongly identified with the Japanese colonial period. 
Censorship is thus conceived as something that the Japanese imposed on Koreans, 
not as something that Koreans had imposed on Koreans in the past. An element 
of this post-colonialist attitude seems inherent in Chŏng Okcha’s dismissal of the 
views of Japanese scholars, as noted above.  

The second attitude is a more recent phenomenon, and whereas the first is 
defined by cultural and historical pride, the second is marked by shame over the 
limitations in social, intellectual, and literary life imposed by the Chosŏn elite. 
These were, of course, manifested in the debates over bookstores and the absence 
of theatre as discussed at the outset of this paper. What is of particular interest 
here is the way that Chosŏn is negatively contrasted with Ming and Qing China 
in what amounts to a thorough overturning of the traditional view on Chosŏn’s 
cultural superiority. This is not to suggest that this attitude has supplanted the 
first. It has not. But it has been articulated with great clarity in recent years and 
cannot be ignored. The obvious question is, how to account for it? On balance, 
the simplest and most persuasive answer is technology, specifically the massive 
digitization projects that have been undertaken in South Korea over the past 
decade. Among these, the two most important in this context have been the 
digitization of the court records for the Chosŏn dynasty and many, if not all, 
literary collections by individual authors of the elite class. Not only are these and 
other primary sources available for free to anyone with internet access, they are 
keyword searchable. One consequence is that it is possible for researchers to ask 
and answer questions in a way that simply would have been impossible in the 
past. Indeed, it would have been very difficult—if not altogether impossible—to 
write this paper even a few years ago.  

The work of Kang Myŏnggwan is especially significant in relation to this 
second, critical attitude towards the limitations in social, intellectual, and literary 
life imposed in Chosŏn through the elite’s attitude towards books. Kang is not the 
only Korean scholar to cast a critical eye on this aspect of Korean history, but he 
has done so at great length in a study of Chosŏn’s book culture.46 It is due to the 
depth and breadth of Kang’s work that the issue of insularity becomes so visible 
when viewed from a Sinological perspective. In contrast to Chŏng Okcha’s 
intention of examining the internal logic and dynamics of the Kyujanggak, Kang 
examines attitudes towards books over the five centuries of the Chosŏn dynasty. 
In doing so, however, he is mindful of that book culture in a larger historical 
setting. In essence, his approach is comparative, if not always explicitly so, and 
his principal point of comparison is with China over the five centuries of the 
                                                               
46 Kang Myŏnggwan, Ch’aekpŏlle tŭl Chosŏn ŭl mandŭlda.  



The Conceptualization of Qing-Era Chinese Literature in Nineteenth-Century Chosŏn Korea 415 

Chosŏn dynasty, which is to say, Ming and then Qing China. China’s abundance 
of books is contrasted with the situation in Korea, something evident even in 
short epithets such as “sea of books” (ch’aeg ŭi pada) to describe China in 
contrast to Korea.47 In sum, the sharp difference between Chosŏn and China as 
articulated by King Chungjong nearly half a millennium ago constitutes a central 
thread of Kang’s work.48 

In and of itself, this is not a problem; as Kang shows, that contrast was a real 
and abiding manifestation of sociopolitical, intellectual, and literary differences 
that were traced at the start of this paper. All these elements come into play in 
Kang’s chapter-length treatment of the hapless Yi Tŏngmu (1741–93) under the 
title “A Book-Reading Fool” (Ch’aek ingnŭn pabo Yi Tŏngmu), where the 
epithet “fool” is directed at the absence of a meritocratic system in which Yi and 
others like him could have thrived.49 Such men were fools not because they 
lacked ability, but rather because their capabilities—no matter how great—were 
largely irrelevant for two complementary reasons: First, because they did not 
have proper family backgrounds; and second, because their eclectic intellectual 
and literary interests went far beyond the narrow confines of Neo-Confucian 
orthodoxy. In most instances, it is reasonable to conclude that the second was a 
direct consequence of the first. Yi Tŏngmu, for instance, belonged to a lineage of 
secondary sons (i.e., born of concubines) and therefore was banned from doing 
what he might otherwise have done: sitting for the civil service exams with the 
aim of obtaining a government position. He could afford to have a wide range of 
literary and intellectual interests that went beyond what was needed for taking 
examinations. But gainful employment was a pressing problem, and in his case, 
it was ultimately solved when Chŏngjo gave him a position in the Kyujanggak. 
Kang acknowledges that this was a wish come true, albeit with no shortage of 
irony. Yi Tŏngmu loved books, and reading books became his job: he was posted 
as a proofreader.50 However, Chŏngjo did not make the full use of his talents and 
knowledge, and that, in fact, was the point: to try to ensure that such knowledge 
of and interest in Chinese literature and intellectual thought were kept under 
control. In essence, Yi and others like him were granted employment in the 
Kyujanggak with the aim of diverting their interests away from Chinese “books 
from Beijing” (Beijing ŭi sŏjŏk).51 Jorge Luis Borges could have done no better 
in fiction than Chŏngjo did in reality. 

There is little room for doubt that Kang knows full-well what occurred under 

                                                               
47 For examples, see ibid., 221, 237, 252.  
48 On this point, see ibid., esp. 217–19. 
49 Ibid., 228–49. 
50 Ibid., 249.  
51 Ibid. 
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Qianlong during the compilation of The Complete Library of the Four Treasuries. 
Tell-tale references are found throughout his study.52 This is where the problem 
is found. It is at once an historical and historiographical problem, and it also 
recalls a key point made earlier about how similar ideas could take on 
incommensurate accretions. Seen from the point of view of Chinese intellectual 
and literary history, censorship is inextricable from the compilation of The 
Complete Library of the Four Treasuries. From Kang’s point of view, however, 
such censorship seems to pale into insignificance when compared to the situation 
in Chosŏn. Moreover, Kang sees the compilation of The Complete Library of the 
Four Treasuries in a positive light inasmuch as it attested to the abundance and 
range of writings in China, and this abundance and range encompassed far more 
than what was deemed objectionable by Qianlong and his censors. Just as 
important, it encompassed far less than what was deemed objectionable in 
Chosŏn. In short, Chosŏn here too suffers by comparison. From a Sinologist’s 
point of view, Qianlong’s project is connected to state censorship; from Kang’s 
point of view, it attests to China’s much greater degree of intellectual and literary 
freedom.  

Beyond that, however, is another factor that is of particular interest. In an echo 
of the events surrounding Yun Ch’unnyŏn as discussed above, Kang persuasively 
argues that the processes of Qianlong’s project that were so visible to Chosŏn 
embassies to Qing China—specifically, the hustle and bustle surrounding the 
gathering and transportation of books throughout the realm—led to an uneasy 
recognition among some that learning in Chosŏn was lagging far behind Qing 
China.53 This in turn led to an eagerness to collect books and return with them to 
Chosŏn, where those books sparked concern partly due to the relative intellectual 
and literary freedom that they embodied. Kang situates the Kyujanggak in that 
light, which is to say, as a conservative response to the potential for intellectual 
and literary inventiveness, specifically an interest in fiction as an acceptable 
means for the expression of thought. However, he raises another point that is 
subtler and more interesting in relation to the writings of Chŏng Yagyong whose 
critical views from 1832 on Ming and Qing literature were discussed at the start 
of this paper. Kang suggests that Chŏng’s massive and diverse body of work on 
history, philosophy, and literature—among many other topics—was made 
possible through Qianlong’s project: Chosŏn Koreans visiting Qing China 
became increasingly aware of the range of works available during the 
compilation of Qianlong’s The Complete Library of the Four Treasuries; those 
works were then imported into Chosŏn where they were read by Chŏng.54 

                                                               
52 Ibid., see esp. 20–21, 245–48.  
53 Ibid., 248.  
54 Ibid. 
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Indeed, Kang goes on to argue that Chŏng’s impressive intellectual 
accomplishments are inconceivable without the importation of books from Qing 
China.55 The same holds true for Chŏng’s conservative literary views articulated 
so forcefully in 1832. In criticizing Ming and Qing Chinese writers for turning 
literature into a plaything that betrayed the Confucian political and moral 
principles that literature was to embody, Chŏng was making a wide-sweeping 
criticism enabled by his own vast reading of those writers. As Kang summarizes 
it, the massive amount of books available in the bookstores of Beijing “became 
the hardware for [Chŏng’s] scholarship” (Tasan hangmun ŭi hadŭweŏga 
toeŏtta).56 They also became the basis for his rejection of Ming and Qing 
Chinese literature. The irony is that Chŏng was, at root, rejecting the 
commodification of literature, something enabled by those very bookstores in 
Beijing upon which his own views and scholarship were utterly reliant. 

The End of Direct Influence and New Beginnings: Some 
Concluding Remarks 

Chŏng Yagyong’s negative attitudes towards Ming and Qing literature belonged 
to a cultural order that would endure for roughly seventy more years before 
disappearing with remarkable speed at the start of the twentieth century. Classical 
Chinese and its use by the educated elite was the central feature of that order 
which encompassed China, Korea, Japan, and Vietnam. There were, to be sure, 
regional differences as well as regional-specific uses of Sinographs, and in the 
case of China itself, there was also the use Sinographs for vernacular writing, 
something that, as seen above, posed problems for non-Chinese readers. But such 
differences and local specificities did not override a central and shared 
assumption: that classical Chinese constituted the foundation for learning and 
literate expression. Nor was this simply an ideal; instead, it had practical 
consequences. Chŏng Yagyong’s criticisms of Ming and Qing literature were 
made possible through that shared language. However, in the case of Chosŏn 
Korea, another factor was the unease that attached to the commodification of 
books. As suggested above, this was particularly ironic given the influence that 
books from Beijing’s bookstores had on Chŏng. Without those books, it is 
impossible to think that Chŏng Yagyong would have the reputation he now does. 
But in a final irony, Chŏng’s writings and reputation ultimately became 
emblematic of the commodification of books in Korea itself over the first 
decades of the twentieth century. Portions of his work were first published in 

                                                               
55 Ibid., 308–9. 
56 Ibid., 309. 



Gregory N. Evon 418

1900, and his complete writings were published for the first time in 1936. Before 
that, they had circulated piecemeal in manuscript form.57 

The final moments of Qing Chinese influence occurred over the same period. 
The writings of Liang Qichao (1873–1929), in particular, influenced intellectuals 
in Korea to reconceive literature and its functions explicitly in pursuit of 
nation-building.58 This conception of literature, predicated on mass literacy in a 
national language, marked the final stage in which a broadly shared knowledge 
of classical Chinese allowed for any such direct influence. With the increasing 
use of the vernacular in China and Korea, Chinese literature and Korean 
literature became alike precisely because they became different.  

The implication of this similitude-qua-difference was, of course, apparent only 
in retrospect, but it did not take long. When Kim T’aejun wrote his path-breaking 
study of the History of Korean Literature in Classical Chinese (Chosŏn 
Hanmunhak-sa, 1933), he noted that if Chinese literature were to be imported 
into Korea at that moment, it would necessarily be vernacular Chinese literature. 
The broadly shared intellectual world of an educated elite, bonded through 
common knowledge of classical Chinese, was by then, of course, receding from 
living memory as national literatures and national languages became the 
dominant organizing principles. Kim interpreted this massive cultural shift 
through a very modern analogy, comparing the recently-disappeared world of 
shared knowledge of classical Chinese to a museum and asking, “what relevance 
[such knowledge] might have to the lives of a modern people?”59 The true 
answer to Kim’s saturnine question, of course, was none, or at least no relevance 
that was quantifiable.  

Yet Kim’s question was as wrong as his epitaph was premature. Such 
knowledge had had little direct relevance to the vast majority of people 
throughout history, and Kim’s early efforts in reconstructing and preserving 
Korea’s literary past enabled that past to be much more than some relic confined 
to a museum. Kim’s own influence has proved durable; the literary past he 
studied remains firmly lodged in the present, and in rude good health. Through 
the internet, that shared past is now accessible to greater numbers of people than 
ever before, with the availability of original texts and translations democratizing 
such knowledge to a degree hitherto inconceivable. Indeed, the entirety of Chŏng 
Yagyong’s formidable output is freely available to anyone at the click of a 
mouse.    
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Abstract  Not long after he withdrew from medical studies at Sendai and 
returned to Tokyo in 1906, Lu Xun began research on the history and philosophy 
of science, modern European thought, and comparative literature which produced 
five treatises he eventually published in an archaistic classical prose style 
influenced by that of Zhang Taiyan. Central to, and the longest among these 
essays is Moluo shi li shuo (On the power of Māra Poetry), which focuses on 
literature East and West and, in particular, the Byronic poets and their 
international legacy. In translating, annotating, and analyzing this essay, one 
meets with a number of quotations and terms derived originally from Western 
sources, sometimes through a secondary Japanese, German, or English 
translation. This article will focus on issues that arise in the translation and 
interpretation of that essay, in particular on the question of determining the 
source text, what bearing that has or should have on scholarly translation and 
how the study of textual issues can shed light not only on texts but also on 
literary and intellectual history. It offers an analysis of Lu Xun’s own 
interpretation of the source texts as well as conclusions reflecting on the 
significance of his literary career and broader mission. 
 
Keywords  Lu Xun, Mara Poetry, Zhang Taiyan, Chinese-English literary 
translation, Byron, Cain, Nietzsche, Satanic school, Demoniac Poets 

The Significance of Lu Xun’s Early Essays 

In his mid-20s, not long after he left Sendai Medical Academy and returned to 
Tokyo in 1906, Lu Xun (1881–1936) began research to write a series of five 
essays, each of substantial length, in an archaistic style of classical Chinese. 
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Wang Dehou, senior scholar of Lu Xun’s work in China, has argued that these 
essays in fact fit together as an integral whole to constitute a book, expressing Lu 
Xun’s formative ideas on evolution, the history and philosophy of science, 
culture, politics, literature, and religion.1 Elsewhere I have held that they may in 
fact be read as a blueprint for the rest of his career.2 The five essays were 
published in 1907–8 in Tokyo in a Chinese expatriate journal titled Henan, which 
was soon thereafter banned by the Japanese authorities under suspicion of 
revolutionary leanings at the request of the Qing embassy. 

The first of the essays, Ren zhi lishi (orig. Renjian zhi lishi, The history of [the 
evolution of] humankind), traces the development of the theory of evolution from 
Thales to Darwin, focusing on Ernst Haeckel’s Natürliche Schöpfungsgeschichte 
(History of creation, 1868).3 The second, Kexueshi jiao pian (Lessons from the 
history of science) outlines the development of science in the West from ancient 
Greece to the nineteenth century, introducing Bacon and Descartes and arguing 
that scientific truth will ultimately emerge only through a balance of their 
inductive and deductive methods.  

In the third, Wenhua pianzhi lun (On imbalanced cultural development) Lu 
Xun criticizes the “lopsided” or “unbalanced” developments in 19th century 
civilization, with its emphasis on materialism and the usually self-centered will 
of the majority, the defects of which he proposed to counteract by stressing the 
value of the individual, of intellect, and enlightenment. He looked for inspiration 
toward the “new idealism” that had emerged from Germany in the late 19th 
century (Stirner, Schopenhauer and Nietzsche). The fourth, Moluo shi li shuo (On 
the power of Māra Poetry) the longest of all is a treatise on Chinese and 
comparative literature, offering a critical assessment of the Chinese poetic 
tradition followed by an introduction of Byron and an extensive discussion of his 
influence on other English, Russian, Polish and Hungarian poets including 
Shelley, Pushkin, Lermontov, Mickiewicz, Slowacki, and Petöfi, ending with an 
appeal for China to produce such writers who can speak with what he calls the 
“voices of the heart” (xinsheng 心声) to strike a responsive chord in their readers, 
stirring them to struggle for freedom from oppression and to build a new, more 
humane order, both in China and the world. 

The fifth essay, Po e’sheng lun (Toward a refutation of malevolent voices, 
1908) is one which I have translated for the American journal boundary2,4 
                                                               
1 See the collected articles of Wang Dehou published under the title Lu Xun jiao wo, 234–38. 
2 See my article on “Lu Xun’s Early Essays and Present-Day China,” 1301–13.  
3 For an analysis of this article and more, see Lydia H. Liu, “Life as Form: How Biomimesis 
Encountered Buddhism in Lu Xun,” 21–54. 
4 For this new annotated translation of Lu Xun’s “Toward a Refutation of Malevolent Voices,” 
see boundary2: an international journal of literature and culture, vol. 38, no. 2, summer 2011, 
39–62. 
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published at Duke University, along with a commentary by Wang Hui, a 
prominent public intellectual and leader of what has been termed the “New Left” 
in China today. In it Lu Xun criticizes China’s gentry elites for attributing the 
nation’s backwardness to “superstition,” i.e. folk religion and Buddhism, the 
former of which he sees as connected to celebration of the seasons and their link 
with agricultural production and the latter of which he views as part of a great 
philosophical tradition. He condemns iconoclastic demands with regard to the 
abolition of the Chinese language and religious festivals, as well as chauvinism, 
militarism and jingoism, emerging as an internationalist who would have China 
go to the aid of weaker nations, as did Byron and the Polish general Bem. 

Unlike the leading reformers of the time, Lu Xun’s focus was inward-looking 
rather than focusing on external factors such as modernization of the military, 
financial reform, spurring the growth of industry and the expansion of trade and 
commerce. For him what was important was rethinking social practices, attitudes, 
priorities and morality. China’s modernization would need to rely on its people 
and this is what he meant by emphasizing the idea of li ren (lit. establishing the 
people) as a modern, independent, self-reflective and responsible citizenry, 
cherishing the scientific spirit but at the same time maintaining links to the 
humanistic elements in tradition and treasuring the life of the intellect. 

These essays are important from a historical point of view, chronicling China’s 
reception of Western civilization and differentiating Lu Xun’s position from other 
intellectual leaders at the time such as Kang Youwei 康有为 (1858–1927), Liang 
Qichao 梁启超 (1873–1929) and Wu Zhihui 吴稚晖 (1865–1953). Although he 
had read Yan Fu (1853–1921), was a student of Zhang Binglin 章炳麟 (hao 
Taiyan 太炎; 1868–1936) and had been exposed to a vibrant intellectual milieu 
in Tokyo, Lu Xun emerges both as a serious, self-motivated researcher5 and an 
independent thinker. They also reveal a change in the role of literature, which had 
become a vehicle for exposing corruption and popularizing new ideas in the late 
Qing, but in Lu Xun’s hands became a tool for challenging people to rethink the 
way they live and how they relate to others. And most importantly for Lu Xun 
studies—they outline his concerns and ideals at the outset of his literary career, 
many of which resurface in his later writings and activities. 

Māra Poetry, Demoniac Poets or Satanic Verse: literal, 
figurative or back to the source? 

From the perspective of the literary scholar, central to the five essays is Moluo 
shi li shuo the longest, which focuses on literature East and West and, in 

                                                               
5 See Kitaoka Masako, Mara shirikisetsuzaigenkōnōto 摩罗诗力说材源考ノ一ト, 35. 
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particular, the Byronic poets and their international legacy. The essay was written 
in 1907, is divided into nine parts and was first published serially in Tokyo in 
February and March of 1908 in the journal Henan. The late Stanford Professor 
William A. Lyell once suggested that it in itself could be the subject of a 
book-length study and Zhao Ruihong of Nanjing University did just that.6 
Elsewhere I have argued that Lu Xun was trying to create a language for literary 
and cultural criticism that was at once more authentically “Chinese” by reverting 
to the guwen (classical writing) of the Han, Wei, and Jin eras, while at the same 
time attempting to develop a discursive style that could accommodate modern 
concepts and yet resonate with a moral and intellectual authority akin aurally and 
linguistically to that of the classics.7 Here I will focus on issues that arise in the 
translation and interpretation of that essay, in particular on the question of 
determining the source text and what bearing that has or should have on 
scholarly translation and how the study of textual issues can shed light not only 
on texts but also on literary and intellectual history. 

The first question that arises for a translator is how to render the title of the 
essay Moluo shi li shuo. The celebrated husband-wife team of Yang Xianyi and 
Gladys Yang translated this title as “On the Demoniac Poets” in a brief English 
nianpu (chronology) of his life.8 But the word “demoniac” sounds jarring in 
English and also lacks accuracy. “Demoniac” suggests inner-possession by a 
demon, either that or a source of inspiration as in “the demoniac fire of genius.”9 
This makes me begin to suspect that the Yang’s never actually read the essay. 
Their translation also omits the word li 力 (strength/power) and translates shi as 
“poets” rather than its literal meaning of “poetry” or “verse.” 

A literal translation of the title would be “On the Power of Māra Poetry” but 
that begs the question of what Māra means or, better put, who or what Māra is. 
The name is derived from the Sanskrit word for “‘Death,’ from mri, to die, and 
hence a-mrta, not mortal. In Hindu legend, Māra as a deity is associated with 
pestilence and fatal disease, and also with killing or destroying. In Buddhist 
mythology Māra is portrayed as the Destroyer, the Evil One, who attempted to 
dissuade the Buddha from his mission by a vision of temporal power.”10 So why 
not simply translate it “On the Power of Māra Poetry”? Because when Lu Xun 
created this title for his article he was referring to a transnational group of poets, 
all of whom had, in one way or another, been inspired by Byron, whom Robert 
                                                               
6 Zhao Ruihong, Lu Xun Moluo shi li shuo zhushi, jinyi, jieshuo. 
7 See my chapter titled “Lu Xun’s Han Linguistic Project: The use of wenyan to create an 
‘authentic’ Han vocabulary for literary terminology in his early essays,” 289–312. 
8 Lu Xun: Selected Works, vol. 4: 336. 
9 Cited in the Collins Compact Australian Dictionary, 223. 
10 Margaret and James Stutley, A Dictionary of Hinduism: Its Mythology, Folklore, and 
Development 1500 B.C–A.D. 1500, 182. 
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Southey (1774–1843), then Poet-Laureate of England, once derided as the “chief 
of the Satanic school, inspired by the spirit of Moloch and Belial.”11 With his 
famous penchant for irony already developing, it is this epithet that Lu Xun 
translates into Chinese as Moluo (Māra), writing in 1907: 

 
新声之别，不可究详；至力足以振人，且语之较有深趣者，实莫如摩罗诗派。

摩罗之言，假自天竺，此云天魔，欧人谓之撒但，人本以目裴伦 (G. Byron)。
今则举一切诗人中，凡立意在反抗，指归在动作，而为世所不甚愉悦者悉入之，

为传其言行思惟，流别影响，始宗主裴伦，终以摩迦 (匈加利) 文士。
12 

The variety of such voices precludes any attempt at a complete treatment 
here, but judging in terms of strength sufficient to stir people, as well as the 
depth of their subject matter, one poetical school has emerged as clearly 
unexcelled, this is the Māra group. The name is a Sanskrit word [I have] 
borrowed from India to translate an epithet once applied to Byron that 
meant he was a celestial demon (tianmo), or what the Europeans call 
“satanic.” But here [I am using it] to refer to all poets who are resolved to be 
rebels, whose themes agitate [their readers] to action, and who call down 
upon themselves the open displeasure of society. A delineation of their ideas 
and their deeds, their sub�divisions and their literary influence begins with 
Byron and runs all the way down to the Magyar (Hungarian) writer [Petöfi].  
 

In part three of the essay Lu Xun continues: 
 
迨有裴伦，乃超脱古范，直抒所信，其文章无不函刚健抗拒破坏挑战之声。平

和之人，能无惧乎？于是谓之撒但。此言始于苏惹 (R. Southey), 而众和之；

后或扩以称修黎 (P. B. Shelley) 以下数人，至今不废。
13 

…Only when Byron came on the scene did he transgress the old limitations 
and give direct voice to his convictions; his every work resounded with 
defiant strength and iconoclastic challenge. Could genteel society not but 
tremble at this? And so they called him “satanic.” Although this term 
originated from Southey, the public at large concurred. Later, [membership 
in the “satanic school” of poets] was broadened to include Shelley and a 
number of others who came after him; in fact, the term is still in use at 
present. 

 
Therefore I would argue that in this instance, research and back-translation 

yield the corresponding English “equivalent” of the important title word 

                                                               
11 As quoted in Roden Noel, Life of Lord Byron, 165. 
12 Lu Xun quanji, vol. 1: 65–66. 
13 Ibid., 73. 
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“Moluo,” namely “Satanic.” So why haven’t all scholars adopted this translation? 
There is an old Chinese saying: xianruweizhu 先入为主 (lit. “first impressions 
are the dominant ones”) and “On the Power of Māra Poetry” was Professor 
William A. Lyell’s translation of the title early on, although (like the Yangs) he 
did not actually attempt to translate any of the essay.14 But the other part of the 
reason, I think, is the drive for exoticism. When you say “the power of Māra 
poetry” in English, it has a certain cachet to it and the appeal of mystery. This 
gets even stronger if you know that Māra had something to do with death, 
destruction, or even better: seduction. If you say “Satanic poetry” it sounds a bit 
like devil worship but if you use “Satanic verse,” it sounds like a plug for Salman 
Rushdie’s novel The Satanic Verses, which won him a fatwa. So the choice is this: 
Does one go with the “correct” translation or the not-so-correct one that happens 
to sound closer to the original but isn’t? 

To be fair, I had discussions with the Indian sinologist N. C. Sen when we 
were both working at the Foreign Languages Press in Beijing. Sen held that in 
Buddhist legend, Māra is a trickster but not a fiend. For that reason, I concluded 
that there is not the same association of Māra with diabolical evil as one might 
have with Satan in Christianity.15 In other words, if this is the case, then Lu Xun 
not only sinocizes the translation of “Satanic,” he also modifies it to fit into his 
theme of Māra poetry as subversive, but not actually evil. In fact, it is the 
opposite of evil, or at least in an area “beyond good and evil” (Jenseits von gut 
und böse) as Nietzsche might say. 

Lu Xun Translates Nietzsche 

Lu Xun in fact begins the entire essay with a quotation from Nietzsche: 
 

求古源尽者将求方来之泉，将求新源。嗟我昆弟，新生之作，新泉之涌于渊深，

                                                               
14 William A. Lyell, Lu Hsun’s Vision of Reality, 91. 
15 The contemporary Hanyu da cidian (Great dictionary of the Chinese language) 12 vols. 
(1990) 6: 826 defines Moluo thus: “A transliteration of the Sanskrit Māra, i.e. mo (demon). It 
implies creating chaos (rao’luan) or hinderance (zhang’ai).” In Buddhist sutras it originally 
referred to Boxun 波旬 (Pāpiyas), the demon king of the sixth sky in the realm of desires. 
Later it was used as a general reference to ways of obstructing the Dao (path/way/teachings). 
In “On the Power of Māra Poetry” (in “The Grave”) Lu Xun writes: “The word Māra is 
borrowed from India, here it refers to a celestial demon, who the Europeans call Satan, and 
was an epithet applied to G. Byron.” The entry for Boxun (5:1117) states: “Pāpiyas—the name 
of a demon king, lord of the sixth sky in the realm of desires. Its meaning is ‘the Evil One,’ or 
the ‘One Who Kills.’” Pāpiyas abhors Buddhist teachings and often kills monks… Zhang 
Binglin in his Wu wu lun 五无论 (Discourse on the five nothings) writes: Tianmo you ren, 
Boxun rao Fo天魔诱人，波旬娆佛 [“The celestial demon lures people, Pāpiyas tempted (rao娆) 
the Buddha.”]. 
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其非远矣。 

—尼佉
16
 

 
This is an important quotation because it not only sums up Nietzsche’s 

position, it also delineates Lu Xun’s at the outset of his literary undertaking. In 
order to make the best possible rendering into English, we need first to locate it 
in Nietzsche’s works and compare. Lu Xun had studied German as well as 
Japanese and some English at the time. But he does not give us any citation other 
than the author’s name. If we are familiar with the career of Lu Xun as a literary 
translator, we know that he undertook two separate translations of the 
introduction to Also Sprach Zarathustra (Thus Spake Zarathustra), one into 
classical Chinese and one into the vernacular. The corresponding passage is not 
there, but reading further in Zarathustra, we locate it in part three, section 25 
titled “Von alten und neuen Tafeln” (Of old and new tablets): 

 
Wer über alte Ursprünge weise wurde, siehe, der wird zuletzt nach Quellen 
der Zukunft suchen und nach neuen Ursprüngen. —Oh meine Brüder, es ist 
nicht überlange, da warden neue Völker entspringen und neue Quellen 
hinab in neue Tiefen rauschen.  

—Nietzsche’s Werke, Leipzig: C.G. Naumann, 1899, VI, 308. 
 

For this Walter Kaufmann gives us his English version: 
 

Whoever has gained wisdom concerning ancient origins will eventually 
look for wells of the future and for new origins. O my brothers, it will not 
be overlong before new peoples originate and new wells roar down into new 
depths. 

—Walter Kaufmann, trans. The Portable Nietzsche, Middlesex: Penguin,  
1976, 323. 

 
Lu Xun’s translation of quan 泉 (springs) for Quellen (springs/sources) is 

more accurate than Kaufmann’s “wells.” I also like his verb choice yong 涌 (to 
surge) to describe the action of water. In translating Lu Xun’s version of this 
passage, one must also take into account the controversy over how best to 
translate Zarathustra into English. Walter Kaufmann and other scholars writing 
after World War II rejected the older, archaistic rendering into Biblical-style 
English. But because Lu Xun had deliberately chosen an archaistic style of 
classical Chinese influenced by the writings of Zhang Taiyan in Min bao (The 
People’s journal) for his translation and for the text of these essays, we might 
                                                               
16 Lu Xun quanji, vol. 1: 63. 
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want to attempt to preserve or at least suggest the tone of the original in English. 
Looking at the Chinese text, with an eye toward the German original and also 
various English translations, I would propose: 

 
Whosoever exhausteth the ancient sources shall seek after springs of the 
future for new sources. O my brothers, it shall not be overlong ‘ere new life 
comes into being and new springs churn within the depths. 

—Nietzsche 
 

Why not just quote from Kaufmann, cite him and be done with it? Aside from 
the questions of style, register and accuracy, one obviously cannot do that and 
claim fidelity to the Chinese text because Lu Xun’s translation is at variance with 
the original, both in tone and content (as is Kaufmann’s). The tone of Lu Xun’s 
rendering seems more pressing. Why not translate from the German 
original?—because Lu Xun changes it. He also avoids the Nietzschean image 
(and wording of) “…neue Völker entspringen” (new peoples arise) altogether, 
rendering this as xinsheng zhi zuo 新生之作 (“new life comes into being”)—a 
more universal and humanistic vision. I have argued elsewhere that Lu Xun 
makes deliberate changes in his translations which reflect not misunderstandings, 
but rather deliberate recreations within texts.17 The term he uses here, xinsheng 
新生 (new life), has even more relevance from the perspective of Lu Xun studies 
because it was intended as the name of the abortive literary journal that he and 
his associates had hoped to publish after his return to Tokyo. Here the scholarly 
translator has no choice but to follow Lu Xun’s text and provide a footnote 
discussing the reasons for variation, or at least noting the variation by 
comparison with the original. 

Terms Originating from Secondary Translations and Seeming 
Incongruities 

Lu Xun had a long-term aversion toward blind patriotism, nationalism, 
militarism and all forms of chauvinism, which he denounced in 1908 in Po’e 
sheng lun as shouxing zhi aiguo 兽性之爱国,18 borrowing a term from the 
prominent Danish literary and intellectual historian Georg Brandes. Lu Xun’s 
term shouxing zhi aiguo (lit. “bestial patriotism”) seems to be a Chinese 
translation derived from the English translation of Brandes’ term “a brutal 

                                                               
17  Jon Eugene von Kowallis, “Translation and Originality: Reexamining Lu Xun as 
a Translator,” 320–33. 
18 Lu Xun quanji, vol. 8: 32. 
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patriotism.” In Māra he uses the term shou’ai zhe 兽 爱 者  (beastial 
jingoism/jingoist). Kitaoka Masako tells us: “As it is used here, the word is a 
translation of [Brandes’ English term] ‘brutal patriotism’ and ‘patriot of 
brutality’.” She does not tell us it came from a Japanese translation of Brandes 
(there was none at the time), but rather observes that “although this passage in 
Brandes is short, the intellectual influence it exerted on Lu Xun was deep.”19 
Kitaoka, being a meticulous scholar, states at one point that we are not sure 
whether he relied on Zhou Zuoren to make an oral translation of Brandes’ 
Impressions of Russia, or if he read it in German.20 Zhou Zuoren tells us:  
 

When we saw in the publication advertisements that Impressions of Poland 
by the Danish [critic] Brandes had been published in England, we ordered a 
copy through Maruzen Bookstore. It was published by Heinemann in 
London… Brandes, it seems, was a Dane of Jewish descent, so he was a bit 
unconventional in his approach and sympathized with those revolutionary 
poets, but this made him even more useful to us. His book Impressions of 
Russia had been translated into English for some time already and was 
easily available in Tokyo. This, together with Kropotkin’s Ideals and Reality 
in Russian Literature, were both excellent reference books for 
nineteenth-century Russian literature. As for [Brandes’] Impressions of 
Poland, that was particularly difficult to obtain. When writing “On the 
Power of Mara Poetry” for Henan magazine, when [the text] speaks of the 
Polish poets, in particular of matters concerning Mickiewicz and Slowacki, 
the so-called “poets of revenge,” this is all based on [Brandes’] Impressions 
of Poland, which I was translating orally [for Lu Xun].21 

 
This accounts for the Chinese translation of Impressions of Poland but not 

Impressions of Russia, where the term originated. Hence we have a seminal term 

                                                               
19  See Kitaoka Masako, “Mara shirikisetsu no kōsei” 摩罗诗力说力说の构成  (The 
composition of “On the Power of Māra Poetry”) in Kinda ibungaku ni okeru Chūgoku to 
Nihon 近代文学における中国と日本 (China and Japan in the literature of the recent historic 
period), Kyuko Shoen, October 1986, 97: reprinted in her book Rojin Kyūbō no Yume no 
Yukue: Akumaha Shijinronkara “Kyoojin Nikki” made 鲁迅救亡の梦のゆくえ：恶魔派诗人论か
ら“狂人日记”まで (Surrounding Lu Xun’s dream of [national] salvation: From ‘On the Power 
of the Poets of the Satanic School’ to ‘The Diary of a Madman’), Suita-shi: Kansai 
DaigakuShuppanbu, 2006, 57. The original Danish term used by Brandes before Eastman’s 
late-19th century translation into English is raat Fædrelanderi (lit. raw, i.e. crude 
fatherlandishness). See his Indtrykfra Rusland (Impressions of Russia) in Samlede Skrifter 
(Collected works of Georg Brandes), Kjøbenhavn: Gyldendal, 1899–1910, 10:465. Cf. Georg 
Brandes, Impressions of Russia, where Eastman uses “a brutal patriotism,” 240. 
20 Kitaoka Masako, Mara shirikisetsuzaigenkōnōto, 46. 
21 Zhou Zuoren, Zhitang huixianglu, 210. 
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for Lu Xun that developed out of someone else’s translation from Danish, either 
into English or German, and then perhaps, if it were from the English version, an 
oral translation and discussion with Zhou Zuoren. 

Fortunately, Lu Xun helps “define” the concept for us by giving it a context in 
Māra when he writes: 
 

千八百三十一年波阑抗俄，西欧诸国右波阑，于俄多所憎恶。普式庚乃作《俄

国之谗谤者》暨《波罗及诺之一周年》二篇，以自明爱国。丹麦评骘家勃阑兑

思 (G. Brandes) 于是有微辞，谓惟武力之恃而狼藉人之自由，虽云爱国，顾

为兽爱。特此亦不仅普式庚为然，即今之君子，日日言爱国者，于国有诚为人

爱而不坠于兽爱者，亦仅见也。
22 

In 1831, when Poland resisted Russia and the Western nations aided Poland, 
frequently decrying Russian actions there, Pushkin wrote two pieces: To the 
Calumniators of Russia and On the Anniversary of Borodino as displays of 
his patriotism. The Danish critic Georg Brandes rebukes him for this, saying 
that though the usurpation of another’s freedom through military might may 
be hailed as a manifestation of love for one’s country, this is a bestial love. 
His assessment applies, in fact, not only to Pushkin, but to all those 
gentlemen of our own day who frequently hold forth on love of country yet 
are themselves, or at least the vast majority of them, devoid of anything 
approaching the sincerity of love in human terms, above and beyond bestial 
jingoism.23 
 

In the original er bu zhuiyu shou’ai zhe 而不坠于兽爱者 simply means: “and 
do not degenerate into bestial patriots/patriotism” so I have added jingoism in 
order to further clarify, but perhaps strengthened the term too much. Brandes’ 
original is raat Fædrelanderi (lit. raw fatherlandishness), which by now has 
become something else in Lu Xun’s text, but still has the impact of Brandes’ 
Danish term, as Fædrelanderi is an uncommon, obviously derisive term 
describing an action or a type of behavior and raat (raw) connotes “crude.”24 
And it is here that I would submit that it is the context and the usage Lu Xun 
assigns to the term, more so than its philological derivation (it is essentially a 
new term he has created in Chinese) that determines its meaning and therefore 
how one “back-translates” it into English. 

Another unfamiliar and, at first glance, incongruous term is wuzhuo zhi pinghe
污浊之平和 (lit. “muddy/foul, /filthy peace”), which occurs in section 2 of Māra. 
                                                               
22 This passage occurs in section 7 of Māra, see Lu Xun quanji, vol.1: 88. As translated in 
Kowallis, Warriors of the Spirit. 
23 As translated in Kowallis, Warriors of the Spirit. 
24 Thanks to Swedish sinologist Dr. Anders Hanssen for explicating the implications of both 
terms. 
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Earlier, at the outset of the same section, Lu Xun announces to the reader with 
some flourish that pinghe weiwu, bu jian yu renjian 平和为物, 不见于人间 
(“Such things as peace and harmony are not manifest the human world”)25 
openly questioning the feasibility of peace within the human order; he follows 
directly with the elaboration: 其强谓之平和者，不过战事方已或未始之时，外状若

宁，暗流仍伏，时劫一会，动作始矣 (“What people insist on calling peace is merely 
an interlude between wars. When on the surface all appears calm, but an 
undercurrent is still present which, at a certain moment and with the right 
combination of factors, will set the entire process in motion again”).26 But in 
other instances in Lu Xun’s writing, pinghe 平 和 implies “accord” or 
“compromise” in terms of compromising one’s principles to make peace with the 
status quo. One example is Lu Xun’s comparison of Pushkin with Lermontov in 
section 7 of Mara, when he remarks: “Accordingly, after his return to Moscow, 
Pushkin’s writings took on a markedly conciliatory (平和) tone…” and concludes: 
“Pushkin eventually submitted to the Tsar’s authority, choosing reconciliation (平
和), whereas Lermontov fought on….”27 Obviously he favors Lermontov over 
Pushkin. Lu Xun saw great poetry as something that disrupts the tranquility of 
the state. So in fact wuzhuo zhi pinghe means something closer to “the muck and 
mire of passivity and accord,” as he uses it in Māra:  

 
中国之治，理想在不撄，而意异于前说。有人撄人，或有人得撄者，为帝大禁，

其意在保位，使子孙王千万世，无有底止，故性解 (Genius) 之出，必竭全力死

之；有人撄我，或有能撄人者，为民大禁，其意在安生，宁蜷伏堕落而恶进取，

故性解之出，亦必竭全力死之。柏拉图建神思之邦，谓诗人乱治，当放域外；虽

国之美污，意之高下有不同，而术实出于一。盖诗人者，撄人心者也。凡人之心，

无不有诗，如诗人作诗，诗不为诗人独有，凡一读其诗，心即会解者，即无不自

有诗人之诗。无之何以能解？惟有而未能言，诗人为之语，则握拨一弹，心弦立

应，其声激于灵府，令有情皆举其首，如睹晓日，益为之美伟强力高尚发扬，而

污浊之平和，以之将破。平和之破，人道蒸也。虽然，上极天帝，下至舆台，则

不能不因此变其前时之生活；协力而夭阏之，思永保其故态，殆亦人情已。故

态永存，是曰古国。惟诗究不可灭尽，则又设范以囚之。
28 

                                                               
25 This is at the very beginning of section 2 of Māra, see Lu Xun quanji, vol. 1: 66. In Po 
e’sheng lun (Toward a refutation of malevolent voices) he expresses similar views, saying: 顾
战争绝迹，平和永存，乃又须迟之人类灭尽，大地崩离以后… (Yet the total elimination of war and 
the realization of permanent peace would seem possible only with the extinction of the human 
race and the destruction of the earth). See that essay in Lu Xun quanji, vol. 8: 32; as translated 
in Kowallis, Warriors of the Spirit. 
26 Lu Xun quanji, vol. 1: 66. 
27 Ibid., 88; 91. 
28 Ibid., 68. This passage occurs in the middle of section 2 of Māra and is notable for the way 
Lu Xun broaches this topic (“harmony” vs “disruption” in the governance of China) as a 
sub-section with a new paragraph—Māra has few paragraph breaks (section 2 has only three). 
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In Chinese politics, curtailing “disruption” has always been the ideal, but for 
reasons quite different from the above [notion that a return to high antiquity 
would bring the world back to the state of “great harmony”]. Anyone with 
the capacity to disrupt others or anyone with a marked susceptibility to such 
“disruptions” would be suppressed by our emperors. This was done out of 
fear that disruption might somehow threaten the throne and the emperor’s 
right to secure the line of succession for generations to come as the 
exclusive domain of his own offspring. So whenever genius29 appeared, 
every possible effort was expended to destroy it. By the same token, the 
people themselves also suppressed anyone who disrupted them or had the 
potential to disrupt others. After all, they too valued their tranquility, 
preferring to curl up and atrophy because they detested the notion of having 
to go out and strive for anything. Thus when genius appeared, the people 
would expend their every effort to destroy it. [Similarly], when Plato 
formulated his ideal state, he said that poets would incite turmoil and should 
be exiled from its borders. Though nations [such as China and Plato’s 
Republic] may be qualitatively different, their methods of governance 
actually stem from one and the same impetus. Poets are indeed “disrupters 
of men’s hearts.” For every human heart contains poetry within it, and when 
a poet has written a poem, it no longer belongs to him exclusively, but to 
others who, upon reading it, come to an emotional understanding of it in 
their own hearts. If there were no poetry in their hearts to begin with, how 
could they arrive at an understanding? This is only possible because they 
themselves have had similar feelings but could not put them into words. 
Poets say these things for them. Like [a musician] plucking a note, a 
response comes immediately from the heartstrings of the audience and the 
note reverberates throughout the caverns of the soul, causing all men of 
feeling to look up, inspired, as though they might be gazing on some new 
dawn ablaze with light that has the power to strengthen, ennoble, beautify, 
and enlighten until the muck and mire of passivity and accord are 
broken down thereby. The shattering of passivity and accord spells the 
burgeoning of the human experience. At that point, the lives of all, from 
the emperor on high down to his vassals and thralls below, will never be the 
same again. They shall be compelled to work thenceforth in concert in the 
hope of stifling [the spread of] this [poetry] so as to insure the preservation 
of the old order. This is, perhaps, quite a normal reaction. Those places 
where they have succeeded in preserving the status quo are what we now 

                                                               
29 Here, Lu Xun uses the English word “genius” alongside an early Chinese translation 
devised by Yan Fu—xingjie 性解, which connotes the “liberation of one’s basic nature.” 
Presently the term tiancai (lit. “heaven/nature given talent”) has gained wider acceptance as a 
translation for the word genius, which of course has different connotations. 
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term the world’s “ancient civilizations.” But since poetry could not be 
eliminated entirely, certain specifications had to be set down in order to 
confine it.30 

 
Here it becomes obvious that some terms must be defined by their context and 

not by their philological derivations or more general linguistic deployment at the 
time. To a degree, Lu Xun creates his own language in the early essays much as 
he did in his mature period, when he held that the Chinese language would have 
to change in order to revitalize by bringing in new, more complicated ideas, 
through new, more complicated sentence structures.31 

Sympathy for the Devil 

In some instances, for example, Lu Xun adds material to the text. Take for 
example his discussion of good and evil (in terms of the battle between God and 
Satan) in Byron’s poem “Cain.” Here the Faustian protagonist Cain has just 
reminded Lucifer that he has a superior, i.e. God. Lu Xun first comments, then 
translates: 

 
卢希飞勒不然，曰吾誓之两间，吾实有胜我之强者，而无有加于我之上位。彼

胜我故，名我曰恶，若我致胜，恶且在神，善恶易位耳。
32 

Lucifer did not agree, saying: “I swear it on all the world [lit. between the 
two, i.e. heaven and earth]: forsooth that though there be a mighty one who 
defeated me, there is no one above me. Because He defeated me, I was 
called evil. If I had been victorious, evil would have been associated with 
God, [and good and bad would have changed places].” 

 
This passage corresponds to Byron’s lines: 

 
  Of worlds and life, [which I hold with him— 
   No!]   
  I have a victor—true; but no  

  superior ... 
  He as a conqueror will call the  

  conquer’d 
                                                               
30 As translated in Kowallis, Warriors of the Spirit. 
31 See his famous essay defending his approach to translation against criticism by Liang 
Shiqiu: “‘Ying yi’ yu ‘wenxue de jiejixing’” (“Hard translation” and the “class character of 
literature”), in Lu Xun quanji, vol. 4: 195–222. English translation in Lu Xun, Selected Works, 
vol. 3: 75–96. 
32 Lu Xun quanji, vol.1: 78. This is in section 4 of Māra. 
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   Evil; but what will be the good he  
  gives? 

 Were I the victor, his works would be  
  Deem’d 

    The only evil ones.33 
    

Lu Xun has deleted part of the first line and also added a line of his own—the 
last one, which I have marked in square brackets[“and good and bad would have 
changed places”], perhaps to clarify it for Chinese readers, whom he suspected 
were not always a tune to irony. Lu Xun, needless to say, had sympathy for the 
devil as a rebel against tyranny and hypocrisy and the failed leader of a cowardly 
humankind in rebellion. There may be something of Lu Xun himself in this 
portrait as well. 

Translating the Persecution of Byron 

Another problem is dealing with omission or condensation in translation, 
particularly if the locus is unclear or a combination of passages from different 
sources. In part four, Lu Xun discusses the persecution of Byron, which he likens 
to literary inquisitions in China as far back as Han and Jin times, 34 continuing:  
 

顾裴伦由是遂不能居英，自曰，使世之评骘诚，吾在英为无值，若评骘谬，则

英于我为无值矣。吾其行乎？然未已也，虽赴异邦，彼且蹑我。
35 

These factors made it impossible for Byron to remain in England. As he 
himself put it: “[I felt that] if society’s verdict were true, I was unfit for 
England; if false, England was unfit for me. Should I leave—or would there 
be no end to it even in that—would they not pursue and hound me even into 
other countries?” 
 

Although it is presented as a quotation (the word yue 曰 in classical Chinese 
normally signals the beginning of a direct quotation), I have found no passage in 
                                                               
33 Cain: A Mystery, Act II, Scene II Hades, lines 428–29; 443–46. The original reads: “Of 
worlds and life, which I hold with him—No!/ I have a victor—true; but no superior.” (l. 
429)/“He as a conqueror will call the conquer’d/Evil; but what will be the good he gives?/ 
Were I the victor, his works would be deem’d/The only evil ones. And you, ye new/And 
scarce born mortals, what have been his gifts/To you already, in your little world?” (l. 
443–48). 
34 He writes: “Zhongguo Han Jin yilai, fan fu wenming zhe, duo shou huibang” 中国汉晋以

来，凡负文名者，多受谤毁… (In China since the Han and Jin eras, most of those who won 
distinction through their writing became the subject of slander). Lu Xun quanji, vol. 1: 76. 
35 Ibid. 
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Byron’s works directly corresponding to it. What we have instead are Byron’s 
letter of December 7, 1818 to Scrope Davies which runs in part: 

 
You can hardly have forgotten the circumstances under which I quitted 
England, nor the rumours of which I was the subject—if they were true I 
was unfit for England, if false England was unfit for me….  

 
Also Byron’s own evaluation of the circumstances under which he left 

England:  
 

[I felt that] if what was whispered and muttered and murmured was true, I 
was unfit for England; if false, England was unfit for me. I withdrew; but 
this was not enough. In other countries... I was pursued.... (written in 
retrospect in August 1819).36 

 
Lu Xun has construed the second sentence above as a question and thus 

occasioned a shift in time sequence. But this rendering is also consistent with his 
portrayal of Byron as self-reflective, a quality that every good Confucian literatus 
should possess. Again, we need to be circumspect in treating this alleged 
quotation and its rendering into English, in part for accuracy but in part because 
it is reflective of Lu Xun’s, and indeed the Chinese understanding and 
appreciation of Byron as a poet who was also an internationalist and a man of 
action, who combined the pen and the sword in a tragic quest to rescue 
subjugated people, sometimes even from themselves.37 Lu Xun and Byron’s 
other biographer/translators such as Liang Qichao, Su Manshu, Ma Junwu and 
Hu Shi never bought into the moral condemnation of Byron as a libertine and 
sexual adventurer that gained credence in the Victorian West (“Mad, bad and 
dangerous to know”).38 

“I Love America” 

Finally, there arises the question of what to do about quotations one cannot find 
                                                               
36 The Works of Lord Byron: complete in one volume, 802. Accessed November 4, 2012 at 
books.google.com/books?id=e9MTAAAAQAAJ. Also see John Nichol’s Byron, New York: 
Harper & Brothers, 1902, 98. Nichol’s biography was first published in 1880. 
37 I have in mind Byron’s criticism of the Greeks, whom he called “hereditary bondsmen in 
Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage 1–86: “Hereditary bondsmen! Know ye not/who would be free 
themselves must strike the blow?” 
38 The quotation is attributed, ironically, to Lady Caroline Lamb, who had had an adulterous 
affair with him, but continued to seek him out afterward. In his treatment of Byron, Lu Xun 
avoids details of an overly personal nature, such as Byron’s morality, the ill feelings between 
Shelley and Byron over Byron’s affair with Jane Clairmont, etc. 
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in any of the original texts. For example, Lu Xun concludes his treatment of 
Byron in part four: 
 

故既揄扬威力，颂美强者矣，复曰：吾爱亚美利加，此自由之区，神之绿野，

不被压制之地也。
39 

[As for Byron,] however, at the same time he exalted power and praised the 
strong, he also proclaimed: “I love America, this realm of freedom, green 
meadow of God, land unbowed.” 

 
Neither I nor any of the Chinese scholars working on this essay could locate 

this alleged quotation anywhere in Byron’s works. In fact, it turns out to be an 
attribution by Byron’s Meiji-era Japanese biographer and translator Kimura 
Takatarō, attributed to Byron: 1) on the field of battle in Greece (p. 273–32) in a 
conversation with an American which took place approximately three months 
prior to Byron’s death in Greece (p. 334) in Kimura’s 1902 book Bairon: Bungai 
no Dai Maoo (Byron: Great Satan of the Literary World).40 Neither of these 
attributions can be verified.41 Byron did have a conversation with the captain of 
an American ship from Philadelphia in which he expressed a desire to go to 
America, but there was no praise as poetic as this for the United States, then 
perceived as a weak nation defying the reactionary powers of Europe, as well as 
a spiritual successor to the democratic traditions of ancient Greece. This type of 
lyrical passage, though a conundrum for scholars and scholarly translators, is 
rhetorically crucial for Lu Xun in setting up his final point about Byron: 
 

由是观之，裴伦既喜拿坡仑之毁世界，亦爱华盛顿之争自由，既心仪海贼之横

行，亦孤援希腊之独立，压制反抗，兼以一人矣。虽然，自由在是，人道亦在

是。
42 

From all these things it becomes evident how Byron could delight in 
Napoleon’s decimation of the world, while at the same time love 
Washington’s struggle for liberty; how he could be fascinated by the ravages 
of pirates, yet go off alone to aid the cause of Greek independence; how 
repression and resistance could be embodied in one and the same person. It 
is, in fact, [on this paradox that] his dedication to both liberty and humanism 
turned. 

 
This depiction of Byron, whom Lu Xun greatly admired, may well be, at the 

                                                               
39 Lu Xun quanji, vol. 1: 78. 
40 Kimura Takatarō, BaironBungai no Dai Maoo バイロン文界の大魔王, 273; 334. 
41 According to my own search and later confirmed by my correspondence with American 
Byron scholar Leslie Marchand. 
42 Lu Xun quanji, vol. 1: 79. 
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same time, an image of one aspect of Lu Xun’s own personality: a defender of 
liberty and human rights who lent his name, at the same time and sometimes 
against his own better judgment, to the Communist-led opposition movement in 
Nationalist China of the 1930s. 

Conclusion: No Apologies for Translation 

When I first address my students in an MA-level course on “Chinese Poetry and 
Poetics: Theories of Translation,” I often tell the story of Stephen Mitchell, who, 
though not knowing any Chinese, was given an advance payment of US 
$160,000 for his translation of the book of Laozi/Lao Tzu 老子 or the Daode jing 
by a major New York publisher. This was because he had proven a successful 
translator of the Austrian poet Rilke and several portions of the Bible (Job and 
Genesis, if memory serves me correctly) and so the New York publishers felt he 
could be trusted to give them what the American readers wanted out of Laozi by 
merely reading some older translations and re-writing them into his own elegant 
modern English version, as the prominent Roman Catholic theologian Thomas 
Merton once did with portions of Zhuangzi/Chuang Tzu 庄子. The crucial step in 
being a successful literary translator is envisioning your audience and then giving 
them the translation they want, which is not necessarily the one you yourself 
deem to be “correct.” If we translate for a scholarly readership we must give 
them what they want in order to be a success. This includes tracing back 
quotations given within already obscure languages and formats, such as 
undocumented classical Chinese. But the final English text we turn out can never 
be recreated without taking into account the process of recreation from the 
original sources, its whys and wherefores. If not, then this is not real textual 
scholarship, it is either “cut and paste” or the indolent version of a so-called 
“direct” translation that actually does precious little to shed light on the historical 
and intellectual significance of the text. 

Finally, I will not apologize to those who hold that literary translation is 
impossible or that translation of poetry is even more impossible. Hegel held that 
poets speak in poetic ideas not in specific languages, and therefore these ideas 
can be translated. The imagist school took a similar position with regard to the 
possibility of the linguistic transfer of imagery. The King James version of the 
Bible is itself a translation, yet it contains some of what has been recognized as 
the greatest poetry in the English language. And anyhow, I tell my students that 
even if we all were to agree that the translation of poetry is impossible, people 
will still go on translating it and others will still go on buying their translations, 
taking them home and reading them. We cannot stop them from doing so. 
Literary translation is an intrinsic part of human activity, brought about more by 
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human curiosity than by human folly. Translation is part of the endeavor to 
understand other people’s ideas and cultures. This is an admirable thing, and also 
an even greater necessity in the current century. Lu Xun understood this when he 
first read Tianyan lun (On natural selection), Yan Fu’s version of Huxley’s 
Evolution and Ethics at the end of the nineteenth century. Reading that 
translation changed his life, as reading Chinese literature, first in translation and 
later in the original, changed mine. 

Chinese students in Japan were enamored of Byron because of the way he 
gave his life for the cause of Greek independence. But Lu Xun touched on 
aspects of Byron that Liang Qichao, Su Manshu, Ma Junwu, Hu Shi and others 
ignored—they translated “Isles of Greece”—he focused on the humanistically- 
motivated defiance of God in “Cain.” How did Lu Xun differ from his age? Lu 
Xun did something more important than sending an alarm call or responding to it. 
He addressed the problem of how to regenerate China culturally and spiritually. 
For him the question was not how to regain wealth and power, but rather how 
best to use it for the benefit of all of humankind. 
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Imperative: Notes on Teaching Lu Xun’s “Loner” 
as a Queer Text 
 
Abstract  This essay reflects on the reception of Lu Xun’s short story “The 
Loner” (Gudu zhe, alternately translated as “The Lone Wolf,” “The Misanthrope,” 
and “The Isolate”) in American classrooms, where students have sometimes 
wondered whether that character might be read as “queer.” It suggests that the 
title character’s unusual and self-imposed celibacy is probably best explained by 
his belief, in a very general sense, in the foundational values of zoology as 
practiced in Japan and China in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, 
and thus that the story may be a better gateway to understanding the ways in 
which Lu Xun envisioned the mixed impact of new political economies on 
private life than a source text for queer studies. At the same time, however, this 
essay emphasizes that in “The Loner,” as elsewhere, accounting for the 
“heterosexual imperative” of early zoology (e.g., with its emphases on animal 
husbandry, propagation, reproduction) can have meaningful consequences for 
“queering” interpretations of received texts from literature, history of science, 
and beyond. 
 
Keywords  queer, Lu Xun, zoology, celibacy, modern Chinese literature, “The 
Loner,” pedagogy 

Introduction 

[Q]ueerness names the side of those not “fighting for the children,” the side 
outside the consensus by which all politics confirms the absolute value of 
reproductive futurism.  

—Lee Edelman, No Future: Queer Theory and the Death Drive 
 
In undergraduate survey courses on modern Chinese Literature that include Lu 
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Xun’s 1925 portrait of a lonely man, a short story called “The Loner” (Gudu zhe), 
students sometimes speculate about the title character’s sexuality.1 After all, they 
argue, the character deliberately renounces all family ties and only ever has one 
intimate friend, another male. When a matchmaker tries to arrange a marriage, 
the main character rejects it unambiguously. Could it be that he is attracted to 
men? In general, I have argued against such a reading. The politicization of 
same-sex desire and sexual identity have never been shown to be an explicit 
object of concern for Lu Xun, and privileging these would also represent a 
departure from the conceptual vocabulary and themes of others of his short 
stories from the same period. Reading “The Loner” as a queer artifact would be 
misleading.  

Yet two factors have contributed to convincing me that something may yet be 
gained by a reappraisal of this question. The first is simply that, before Andrew 
Jones’ study of “The Loner” in his monograph Developmental Fairytales, the 
story had been neglected as an object of study among Lu Xun’s more canonical 
works.2 Though it is one of the author’s most sustained and penetrating portraits, 
one finds few dedicated secondary studies of the work. Rather the story is 
mentioned in passing for its historical significance; to extrapolate clues about Lu 
Xun’s life, mood, and relationships; or as part of a more global examination of 
Lu Xun’s literary innovations (in particular in writing tragedy) and style. In the 
syllabi for literature survey courses in translation “The Loner” is sometimes 
included as a kind of contrast to the author’s more well-known and transparent 
masterpieces such “Madman’s Diary” (Kuangren riji) or “Medicine” (Yao). 
Surely such a carefully crafted literary portrait would reward more focused 
attention? 

Second, in the decade since I began including “The Loner” in modern Chinese 
literature and culture syllabi, a critical mass of studies has emerged that not only 
addresses archival absences (and suppressions) in the history of 
same-sex-attracted figures in modern Chinese literature and culture, but also 
successfully challenges the very epistemologies that have been used to frame 
inquiries into affective relationships in the early modern period and beyond. Such 
works include studies focusing not only on themes of homosexuality (for 
example by scholars such as Fran Martin, Deborah Tze-lan Sang, and Wenqing 
Kang, to name only a few), but also on epistemological questions surrounding 
the “repressed modernities” of the late Imperial period (David Der-wei Wang), 
                                                               
1 In this essay I refer primarily to William Lyell’s translation of Lu Xun’s story “The Loner,” 
with my own supplemental modifications or adaptations of Hsien-yi Yang and Gladys Yang’s 
classic translation when noted. William Lyell, trans., Diary of a Madman and Other Stories. 
See also Hsien-yi Yang and Gladys Yang, trans., Selected Stories of Lu Hsün. 
2 Jones’ work is definitive. See Andrew Jones, Developmental Fairy Tales: Evolutionary 
Thinking and Modern Chinese Culture. 
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shifting notions of love in the early modern period (Haiyan Lee), the implications 
of social and cultural constructions of transgender China (Howard Chiang), and 
more.3 Through “the multiplicity and complexity of modern Chinese sexual 
epistemologies” brought to light by these and other works, it becomes 
possible—and indeed imperative—to revisit or reframe some of the 
interpretations of May Fourth literature that have now had time to mature into 
convention.4 

In a literature classroom, the implications of such epistemological reframings 
are substantial. Questions about transitions in marriage economies (from 
arranged marriage to marriage by choice) in the late imperial and early modern 
periods inevitably take center stage, for instance, in analyzing works by Lu Xun, 
Ding Ling, Xiao Hong, and many other writers. Yet the more global changes in 
the conditions of marriage in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries had 
far-reaching consequences, not only because a shift toward new models of the 
nuclear family meant shifts also in the way sexual and affective activity were 
conceived, practiced, and legislated, but also because the terms of refusal to 
marry changed. Thus what recent scholarship has attempted to theorize is the 
appearance not of categories of homosexuality or heterosexuality per se so much 
as the epistemological formation of modern sexuality and affective relationships 
alongside the phenomenon of increasing public dialogue about sexuality in 
general.5 Instead of highlighting only representations of the transition from 
arranged marriage to romantic love in the May Fourth era, in other words, a 
literature survey course might include discussions about what kinds of 
alternatives to conventional marriage were now possible, and how they were 
represented. For example, where critical scholarship has already described very 
well some of the challenges facing the “New Woman” as she engaged with the 
ambivalence of choosing romantic love over arranged marriage (as most 
famously in the case of Ding Ling’s character Sophie in “Miss Sophie’s Diary” 
[Shafei nüshi de riji]), a new syllabus might find ways to include representations 
                                                               
3  See for instance Howard Chiang’s “Epistemic Modernity and the Emergence of 
Homosexuality in China”; Wenqing Kang’s Obsession: Male Same-Sex Relations in China, 
1900–1950; Haiyan Lee’s Revolution of the Heart: A Genealogy of Love in China, 1900–1950; 
Fran Martin’s Situating Sexualities, as well as Backward Glances, and her many essays; 
Tse-lan Deborah Sang, The Emerging Lesbian: Female Same-Sex Desire in Modern China; 
and David Der-wei Wang’s Fin-de-siècle Splendor: Repressed Modernities of Late Qing 
Fiction, 1849–1911. For a synoptic perspective on queer cultures and the Sinophone, see my 
“Queer Sinophone Synergies Across Literature, Film, and Culture,” in Ari Larissa Heinrich 
and Howard Chiang, eds., Queer Sinophone Cultures. 
4 Fran Martin, Backward Glances, 32. 
5 As a starting-point for discussion of the “transculturation” of sexological terms into Chinese 
from the 1920s forward, see not only Deborah Tze-lan Sang, The Emerging Lesbian, 17–20, 
but also Fran Martin, Backward Glances, 32–36. 
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of ambivalence about marriage, alongside changing notions of brotherhood, 
adoption, intermarriage, and celibacy.6 Read against the backdrop of global 
changes in marriage ideology and expression, “The Loner’s” determination to 
remain single despite intense social pressure can hardly be seen as apolitical.  

In the discussion that follows I will outline some approaches to thinking about 
“The Loner” in classroom contexts that may serve to address questions about 
sexual orientation in the piece, while hopefully providing some insight into one 
of the otherwise more obscure literary figures of modern Chinese literature. I will 
begin by recapping the story; next discuss in greater detail some of the ways that 
the story escalates narrative tension by emphasizing the main character’s 
non-normative matrimonial and familial choices; and finally draw connections 
between some of these non-normative choices and the contemporary historical 
and cultural phenomena that produce them. I contend that “The Loner” is in 
many ways a work in which sexuality is, ironically, both absent and at the work’s 
unspoken heart—and that in fact this narrative structure based on absence (or 
abstinence) is what contributes to the opacity of the main character’s motivations, 
leading contemporary students to speculate about sexual orientation but also 
making the work less immediately available to more “mainstream” readings of 
Lu Xun’s canon. My hope is that an open discussion of the question of sexuality 
in “The Loner” can contribute to answering students’ questions in future, but also 
to complicating fruitfully discussions of Republican-era understandings of the 
roles of marriage and sexuality in general.  

The Presence of Absence 

Some of the unique structural characteristics of “The Loner” might explain why 
students, looking to make sense of the story’s main character, might turn to 
sexuality for an explanation of his otherwise inexplicable peculiarities. For the 
story is not an action-oriented work but a somewhat opaque, reflective piece, a 
complex portrait of a figure who neither resembles any other literary characters 
from the Republican period nor offers easy clues within the text to his 
motivations. “The Loner” begins when the narrator recounts the circumstances of 
his friendship with Wei Lianshu, “the only one from any of the mountain villages 
thereabouts who had gone away and been educated” and who at the opening of 
the story still teaches history at a middle-school in “S-town” (commonly a [word] 
used by Lu Xun to stand in for Shaoxing), a hundred li away, where the narrator 
has initially met Wei. Wei’s grandmother has contracted dysentery and Wei is 

                                                               
6 Wendy Larson’s Women and Writing in Modern China addresses this and remains essential 
reading in any English-language survey course on modern Chinese literature and culture. 
Haiyan Lee offers a powerful reading of “Miss Sophie’s Diary” in Revolution of the Heart. 
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called back from S-town, arriving only in time for the funeral; the narrator 
happens to be in town, too, and attends the funeral along with a number of other 
villagers. Here, though dispatching his other traditional funerary duties dutifully 
and to the letter, Wei nonetheless lets out a long, wolf-like, and decidedly 
untraditional wail of mourning (“Within the customary categories of mourning 
there was no place for such a display”), which piques the narrator’s interest. The 
two eventually become close, spending time smoking, drinking, and talking 
about books and teaching. Only once in their friendship do they become 
estranged, when they disagree over the nature of children: Wei believes that 
children are fundamentally innocent, and that “the evil they grow into… is the 
result of environment,” and indeed he dotes on and spoils the children of his 
landlord, who often come over for treats. But the narrator holds that children are 
already born with the roots of evil in them (he uses the analogy of seeds 
containing the whole potential of the plant). Only three months later, after Wei 
experiences some disillusionment with a small child, does their friendship 
recover. Nonetheless they see each other less frequently as the narrator becomes 
busy at work, and before long the narrator learns that Wei has been fired from his 
teaching position for publishing radical, “no-holds-barred opinions” in local 
newspapers. Wei becomes increasingly impoverished, and after a while he 
“rejects and desecrates every last thing I used to hold dear” (as he writes in a 
letter to the narrator), accepting highly-paid employment as an adviser to a local 
warlord, living extravagantly, and (as we later find out) transforming completely, 
being generally rude and even making jokes at the expense of children. But this 
is also the beginning of his end: suffering the narrative punishment extraordinaire, 
Wei finally dies of tuberculosis. When the narrator learns of Wei’s death, he feels 
a brief burst of anguish, wailing mournfully just as Wei had done for his 
grandmother at the beginning of the story, but then quickly experiences a kind of 
catharsis as his “heart [begins] to lighten” and he finds himself “completely at 
ease” in a closing scene strongly reminiscent of the narrator’s response to the 
news of Sister Xianglin’s death at the end of “New Year’s Sacrifice” (Zhufu). Part 
of the power and pathos of the work derives from the stark contrast of Wei’s 
manifest capacity to love (i.e. his behavior with children in the beginning and his 
friendship with the narrator) and his self-imposed loneliness, as well as Wei’s 
tragic self-awareness and the narrator’s own failure to grow (again, similar to 
“New Year’s Sacrifice”). And it also derives from the contrast between Wei’s 
ideological determination at the beginning of the story and his 
reversal/capitulation by the end—the story tells the death of idealism, the 
supreme tragedy of the hubris of the ideologue who aims to change history but 
ultimately is lost to it.  

But as I have already indicated, another source of narrative tension in “The 
Loner” (and a source of confusion for students trying to find explanations for the 
main character’s behavior) is the story’s insistent return to the unanswered 
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question of Wei Lianshu’s perplexing rejection of matrimony, family life, and 
any of the intimacies and responsibilities that such obligations entail. Again and 
again the text reminds us that the main character refuses those very 
choices—connected in a kind of radial vector to marriage and family—which 
would make him legible to most members of society: choices to guarantee 
appropriate income as well as distributions of inheritance; to cultivate family 
relationships; to have children; and even to engage in sexual behavior. In the 
short space of the story’s opening paragraphs, for instance, we encounter a 
conspicuous number of variations on words for “strange” or “different” to 
describe Wei (terms like guguai, qiguai, yiyang, yilei, and yuzhongbutong, which 
reappear over the course of the text and are translated in Lyell and Yang 
variously as “strange,” “unique,” “oddball,” “odd,” “quite different,” “freakish,” 
“queer,” and so on). The narrator remarks more specifically that people find Wei 
odd in part because of his inexplicable behavior: 

 
I had often heard people speak of him. They described him as something of 
an oddball: though his training had been in zoology, he was employed as a 
history teacher in the local middle school; though he treated those around 
him with apparent indifference, he loved to involve himself in other people’s 
affairs, and did so rather frequently; and though he was fond of saying that 
the family system ought to be destroyed, whenever he received any salary 
he would immediately send it back home to his grandmother.7 

 
Besides Wei’s choice to teach history in middle-school instead of pursuing 

zoology, or the apparent contradiction between his ideological claims about 
family and his filial behavior, in this brief opening segment the narrator also 
manages to add that Wei’s own clansmen understood him “even less than 
outsiders did and would speak of him as though he was a foreigner,” and that 
Wei’s education beyond the borders of the village meant that “in the eyes of the 
villagers he really was quite different.” This dense list of examples of Wei’s 
difference culminates with the most incomprehensible peculiarity of all: Wei’s 
refusal to marry, as described by the narrator when he concludes that, in addition 
to his other idiosyncracies, the fact that “Lianshu had neither wife nor children” 
was “I daresay… also one of the reasons people thought him ‘different from us’ 
(yiyang de).”8 

Having established this fundamental difference and its expression in Wei’s 
singleness, the narrative then goes on to repeat at several intervals what might be 
called a leitmotif of celibacy: repeated reminders of Wei’s single status and also 
                                                               
7 William Lyell, Diary of a Madman, 311. Lyell translates it as “biology,” but I here revert to 
the Yangs’ “zoology,” for dongwuxue. 
8 Ibid., 312. 
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of the narrator’s (and our) desire to comprehend it. The signal iteration of this 
leitmotif is in the title of the story itself, which has been variously translated as 
“The Loner,” “Lone Wolf,” and “The Misanthrope,” and “The Isolate.”9 But 
there are also regular reminders within the text, as when Wei and the narrator 
discuss the unwelcome attempts of Wei’s cousin to convince Wei to adopt his 
nephew to secure inheritance of his house. Remarking on the unusual nature of 
the proposal, the narrator exclaims, “But you’re not married!” Wei affirms this by 
noting that “They [the cousin and his family] know I won’t marry,” at which 
point the narrator seizes the opportunity to ask Wei the question that he (and we) 
have been “want[ing] to ask him for a long time,” namely: “Why don’t you get 
married?”10 Although Wei “lets the question go unanswered,” we are reminded 
again of the self-imposed nature of his celibacy (or at least his awareness of its 
consequences for family and connection) when he later falls on hard times and 
sighs to the narrator that “it is hard to live so that no one will mourn for your 
death.”11 Even at the end of the story, when the narrator waits while Wei’s 
corpse is being dressed and laid out in its casket, Wei’s landlady comments that 
“[a]t his age, he should’ve been thinkin” about setting up a family, and what with 
his money and position, it would’ve been easy enough to do, too. On the off 
chance that he couldn’t find a girl to suit ‘him for a wife, there would’ve been no 
harm in buying’ a couple of concubines for starters.” But even this option doesn’t 
appeal to Wei, the landlady reports, as he responds to her suggestions with only, 
“Do you always worry over other people’s love-lives like this, Old Dingbat?”12 
Here it may be helpful to remember that Wei’s refusal to marry would have gone 
against not only traditional family values as represented by the landlady and the 
villagers, but also those more “liberatory” values represented by the 
“liberalization of opposite-sex socialization, courtship, and marriage in the 
1920s,” which was ultimately, as Sang has noted, “predicated on the idealization 
of heterosexuality.” 13  Wei’s active insistence on singleness—his proactive 
                                                               
9  The story’s title has been translated by Hsien-yi Yang and Gladys Yang as “The 
Misanthrope”; as “Lone Wolf” by David Pollard in The True Story of Lu Xun; and as “The 
Loner” by William Lyell; Jon Eugene von Kowallis has also observed in a review of Pollard’s 
book that the title could be translated literally as “The Isolate.” “The Individualist” could also 
work, especially given some of the critical suggestions about writing by Zhang Taiyan as 
outlined by other contributors to this volume; anything emphasizing aloneness, separateness, 
being on one’s own, etc.  
10 Hsien-yi Yang, Selected Stories of Lu Hsün, 231–33. 
11 Ibid., 255.  
12 William Lyell, Diary of a Madman, 335. 
13 “[I]ntellectuals’ advocacy of ‘free love’ during the May Fourth New Cultural Movement 
was predicated on the idealization of heterosexuality and the denigration of same-sex intimacy. 
The cultural reform that liberalised opposite-sex socialization, courtship, and marriage in the 
1920s involved transposing the center of many Chinese youths’ affection from a same-sex to a 
cross-sex axis…. The seemingly liberatory discourse succeeded in inculcating a rejection of 
same-sex passion as either naïve or base....” Deborah Tze-lan Sang, The Emerging Lesbian, 26. 
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defense against the building of any kind of recognizably traditional familial 
structure (including non-marital ones such as formal adoption of his nephew) and 
his implicit rejection at the same time even of a more liberal “opposite-sex 
socialization, courtship, and marriage”—makes Wei “different” not only from the 
older generation but also from the newer one. Wei does not want a wife. He does 
not want children (though he loves children, at least at first). And he rejects 
alternative familial bonds, knowingly leaving behind “no one to mourn” him.  

But in the end it is the universal refusal or absence of sexuality in the story, 
and indeed of any intimacy at all beyond Wei’s friendship with the narrator, that 
builds tension in the plot by escalating the urgency of that central, unanswered 
question about Wei’s refusal to marry. Here it is important to consider for a 
moment the problem of representing sexuality generally in literature of this 
period. For while the politicization of sexual desire has never been shown to be a 
priority in Lu Xun’s writing, sexuality and its vocabulary was of considerable 
interest to other writers and thinkers of the May Fourth decade (1915–27), a 
period which Sang reminds us “has been frequently noted by China scholars of 
today for its major changes in gender and sexual conceptions, practices, and 
politics.” Sang notes, furthermore, how “sexological neologisms acquired 
considerable prestige and popularity among the urban Chinese educated class 
during the 1920s[.]”14 Writers like Yu Dafu, Ding Ling, Shi Zhecun and others, 
far from shying away from controversial vocabulary and imagery, experimented 
with portrayals of explicit sexuality ranging from depictions of masturbatory 
practices and prostitution, to homosexuality in girls’ dormitories, to erotic 
surrealist encounters with sexual ghosts.15 One could argue that for many May 
Fourth writers, the neologistic values of a certain kind of explicit sexuality were 
woven into the fabric of their literary experiments and expression, to the degree 
that they helped add shock value, perform a political function, or flesh out a new 
psychological realism or “sensationalism.” 

By this reasoning, is precisely the lack or suppression of explicit sexuality in 
Lu Xun’s writing that speaks volumes. In searching for representations of 
sexuality in “The Loner,” and crucially in all of Lu Xun’s extensive and 
well-studied oeuvre, one is at pains to find a single overtly descriptive 
representation of, or reference to, sexuality. Instead, those sexual neologisms that 
had “acquired considerable prestige and popularity” for other writers of the 
Republican period are almost completely absent from Lu Xun’s work. This is not 
to suggest that sexuality is strictly speaking absent from Lu Xun’s stories; just 
                                                               
14 Deborah Tze-lan Sang, The Emerging Lesbian, 17–20. 
15 Besides “Miss Sophie’s Diary,” I am thinking of Yu Dafu’s famous “Chenlun” (Sinking) 
—discussed briefly later—and his “Ta shi yi ge ruo nüzi” (She was a weak woman), (analyzed 
brilliantly in Martin’s recent Backward Glances) as well as Shi Zhecun’s “Meiyu zhi xi” (One 
rainy evening) and other stories from the collection by the same name. 
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that it is not signposted in explicit or descriptive terms. While Lu Xun explored 
what might happen when Nora leaves home, for instance, or imagined a young 
man’s “Regrets for the Past” following a failed romantic rather than matrimonial 
union, there is no piece in which the author explores sexuality in its own right, 
using the kind of linguistic and conceptual vocabulary that was in vogue with 
other authors. Even Lu Xun’s private journals, as well as his personal 
correspondence with his lover Xu Guangping, yield no clues about what some 
kind of sexualized vocabulary might have looked like in his writing. In “The 
Loner,” moreover, there is even an inter-textual reference to Yu Dafu’s novella 
“Sinking” (Chenlun), perhaps the signature example of sexually explicit modernist 
literature from this period, in which the narrator acts as a sort of proxy 
mouthpiece for the author’s own critical views. In this scene, the narrator 
remarks that he finds some of Wei’s young visitors exasperating because “As a 
result, probably, of reading ‘Sinking,’ they constantly referred to themselves as 
‘the young unfortunate’ or ‘the outcast’; and, sprawling on the big chairs like 
lazy and arrogant crabs, they would sigh, smoke and frown all at the same 
time.”16 Thus the silence of “The Loner” on matters of sexuality and desire at 
both the linguistic and the thematic levels is not only consistent with the absence 
of sexuality in the rest of Lu Xun’s oeuvre but indicative of a conscious refusal to 
exploit sexuality in writing and thereby risk contributing to the development of a 
“lazy and arrogant” readership.  

In the same vein, then, it is important for students to consider that the central 
relationship between Wei Lianshu and the narrator resists interpretation as 
complicated by any erotic bond. The two men certainly share a fascination with 
each other, a sort of romance of “feeling”; Wei and the narrator—also unmarried, 
as far as readers know—exchange many letters and have many conversations, 
care about each other’s opinions and welfare, and even quarrel. The sole person 
to mourn Wei’s passing is the narrator. Yet as Sang reminds us via Eve Kosofsky 
Sedgwick’s notion of the “homosocial,” in relationships between men in late 
imperial and Republican-era China “‘preference,’ or the exclusive orientation 
toward one particular gender as object, was not necessarily involved,” adding 
also that often “no clear distinction is made between the emotional states of 
friendship and love, both of which fell in the late-imperial period under the 
category feelings (qing).”17 Culminating in his final mourning cry upon Wei’s 
death, the narrator’s affection for Wei Lianshu thus could be seen not as 
indicative of repressed homosexuality so much as an indicator of the two men’s 
“homosocial” bond—a connection of feelings, of qing, not of desire. In other 
                                                               
16 The Yangs’ translation omits the exact translation of the title of Yu Dafu’s story in this line; 
I add it back here. Hsien-yi Yang, Selected Stories, 180. 
17 Deborah Tze-lan Sang, The Emerging Lesbian, 293: fn. 48. See also Eve Kosofsky 
Sedgwick, Between Men: English Literature and Male Homosocial Desire. 
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words, any attempt to “queer” “The Loner” is better served by a kind of reverse 
inquiry into the apparent suppression of sexuality in the work than by searching 
for a reticent eroticism that we are unlikely to find chez Lu Xun. It is the 
conspicuous absence of sexuality, expressed as part of the main character’s 
determination to remain single at all costs and without compromise, that speaks 
more eloquently and poignantly than a more explicit sexual language ever could. 

Ideal Husbandry 

How then to explain Wei’s insistence on celibacy, how to answer that question at 
the heart of the text about which Wei is so resoundingly silent? Why, against all 
odds, won’t Wei marry? Wei was certainly capable of love and intimacy, as I 
have suggested. And we have no reason to suspect that his choice derived either 
from a politicized homosexuality, as discussed, or from some kind of sexual 
incapacity, especially given Lu Xun’s precedent of not concerning himself with 
such matters in his literary works. Why then would Wei voluntarily refuse any 
form of marital or conjugal union and choose instead the thankless path of living 
without someone to mourn his death?  

One explanation involves the emergence of new discourses of familial options 
for young educated men in this period. Where celibacy in the past had been 
associated primarily with religion, eunuchism, or family misfortune, it was now 
theoretically conceivable to choose singleness over marriage. In the new 
sexology, for instance, singleness (although not necessarily abstinence) was 
recognized as an understandable, if less desirable, option. As Zhang Jingsheng 
remarked in his 1926 treatise Sex Histories, being a “beloved husband” was not 
exactly easy, so some “gentlemen” might understandably choose to abstain from 
marriage and its burdens. “Perhaps you gentlemen will say that since the Way of 
The Husband is so bothersome it’s better just to stay single,” he writes. “That’s 
true. It’s easy merely to become a husband but really hard to become a ‘beloved 
husband.’ If you want a common, insipid and at times even hopelessly distressing 
married life there’s nothing more to be said.”18 Even as a rhetorical device, this 
statement suggests that opting out of a certain kind of marriage–with all its 
                                                               
18 “Perhaps you gentlemen will say that since the Way of The Husband is so bothersome it’s 
better just to stay single. That’s true. It’s easy merely to become a husband but really hard to 
become a ‘beloved husband.’ If you want a common, insipid and at times even hopelessly 
distressing married life there’s nothing more to be said. But if you’re thinking of enjoying an 
inexhaustibly deep flavor and of ordinarily being favored by fresh delights in a ‘married life of 
lovers’ and a ‘truly happy married life,’ then you must study the best methods and make 
considerable exertions one after the other.” Ching-sheng Chang, Sex Histories: China’s First 
Modern Treatise on Sex Education, from Zhang’s commentary “The Thrill of Secret 
Intercourse and Husbands and Wives Becoming Lovers.” But note that Levy’s translation is 
itself based on a Japanese translation and not the Chinese original. 
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“common, insipid and… hopelessly distressing” characteristics–could be 
conceived at least rhetorically as an option, however less than ideal; it also 
suggests recognition that some men might raise objections to the burdens and 
obligations of marriage. 

More convincingly, celibacy could now also be practiced as an expression of 
political principle or affiliation. In Wei’s case, a determination not to marry 
would be consistent with strong political convictions. We know from the text, for 
instance, that Wei not only believes that “the family system should be abolished” 
(this is listed among those unique personality traits that make Wei so “different” 
at the story’s beginning) but also that he is reputed to be “one of those ‘new 
party’ [or ‘modern’] fanatics.”19 As the story clearly demonstrates, moreover, 
Wei’s singleness comes at great cost (his alienation from villagers, from extended 
family, and from employers alike) giving him the signature of an ideologue who 
puts principles above all else. Although the text does not spell out the finer 
details of Wei’s politics, his insistence on celibacy in particular and his belief that 
the family system should be eradicated fit the profile of certain strains of Chinese 
anarchism that called for actively renouncing matrimony in the pursuit of utopian 
ideals. Matrimonial union—not just traditional Chinese-style marriage but the 
“new” volitional and monogamous marriage promulgated by many reformists—
was rejected, for instance, by anarchists like Liu Shifu 刘师复 (1884–1915), 
founder of the Conscience Society in Guangzhou, who compiled an anarchist 
“no” list of twelve things from which aspiring anarchists were urged to abstain. 
These included meat, wine, tobacco, servants, marriage, surnames, official 
positions, rickshaws, running for parliament, political parties, military service, 
and religion.20 While Wei does not abstain from wine and tobacco (sharing both 
with his friend the narrator), he does give housing privileges to his grandmother’s 
old servant after the grandmother dies, against the wishes of his extended family 
(“they reasoned with him until they were simply blue in the face,” mentioned 
twice in the text), and his celibacy consists not only of an abstinence from 
marriage but also from any kinds of analog (for example in his dismissal even of 
the option of purchasing a concubine). In addition, even when employed as a 
teacher at the opening of the story, Wei lives abstemiously in simple “sparsely 
furnished” rooms, and over the course of the story demonstrates little concern for 
property, savings, or inheritance. (In the original: 两间连通的客厅，并无什么陈

                                                               
19 William Lyell, Diary of a Madman, 316. 
20 Edward S. Krebs, Shifu, Soul of Chinese Anarchism. “Many of the young radicals were 
anarchists. In 1913 Liu Shifu had founded the Conscience Society in Guangzhou. They learned 
Esperanto and recommended abstaining from twelve things—meat, wine, tobacco, servants, 
marriage, surnames, official positions, rickshaws, running for parliament, political parties, 
military service, and religion. However, Liu died of tuberculosis in 1915, and his group 
dissolved.” 
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设，不过是桌椅之外，排列些书架, which the Yangs translate as “His sitting-room 
consisted of two rooms thrown into one, quite bare of ornament, with nothing in 
it apart from table and chairs, but some bookcases.”) From Wei’s later 
transformation and abandonment of his original principles, we can similarly infer 
that these earlier principles would have included abstaining from “official 
positions… political parties, [and] military service”—all compromised by his 
new appointment, even in death as, much to the surprise of the narrator, Wei’s 
corpse is laid out military garb. A formal affiliation or even a practical affinity for 
anarchist politics not only could explain Wei’s earlier ascetic lifestyle, but also 
help resolve the apparent contradiction between his belief that “the family system 
should be abolished” and his deep respect for his (non-biological) grandmother. 
In such a framework, families are formed by affinity, not by blood bonds.  

But perhaps the most compelling explanation for Wei’s deliberate celibacy has 
to do with his training in zoology (dongwuxue). Where readings prior to Jones’ 
Developmental Fairytales have elided this particular descriptive detail (even, as I 
noted in the case of Lyell’s translation, rendering the term as “biology” instead of 
the more precise “zoology”), Lu Xun’s choice of zoology is anything but 
accidental. In fact, it is precisely the overlap and interplay of understandings of 
sexology, anarchism, eugenics, and zoology in the story that create the perfect 
storm of ideological extremism that can satisfactorily explain not only the 
puzzles of Wei’s personality as introduced in the work’s opening paragraphs but 
his urgently perplexing singleness. Consider the state of contemporary biology, 
or zoology, at the time when Wei (or Lu Xun) would have been a student of it: At 
the turn of the century, it was zoology—more than any other scientific discipline 
including the science of anatomy or taxonomic studies of plants and animals in 
the British naturalist tradition—that had an epistemological range broad enough 
to encompass not only the nuts and bolts of animal husbandry and propagation 
techniques but the mechanics of applied evolutionary theory; those aspects of 
evolutionary theory that still were highly controversial in other disciplines, in 
other words, were a matter of pragmatics in zoology-related research. As 
historian of science Lynn Nyhart explains,  

 
Whereas relatively few anatomists took up both phylogenetic questions 
(considered either descriptive or speculative by most) and causal ones, in 
zoology this mix was common; after all, systematics, physiology, and the 
animal’s relation to its physical environment were all within the recognized 
purview of zoologists, as were broader questions about the nature and 
mechanisms of evolution.21 

                                                               
21 Lynn Nyhart, Biology Takes Form: Animal Morphology and the German Universities, 
1800–1900, 306. 



Zoology, Celibacy, and the Heterosexual Imperative 453 

University-level zoology in Japan at the turn of the century, keeping pace with 
developments in Germany and England, likewise emphasized evolutionary 
theory through the study of cell biology and embryology.22 In fact, so central 
was evolutionary theory to the development and teaching of zoology at this time 
that another historian refers to “[t]he last two decades of the [nineteenth] 
century … [as]… the Evolution Period, for instruction was arranged to bring out 
the advances in complexity of biological processes and structures and selection 
of materials for study was based on phylogeny.”23  

As many scholars have noted, Lu Xun was fascinated by evolutionary theory, 
and regularly incorporated it into his works, although it was not the 
Darwinian-derived framework we may take for granted today. Rather Lu Xun’s 
understanding of evolutionary theory at the turn of the century derived from a 
sort of hybrid of incompletely translated works and conceptual generalizations by 
other thinkers. Lu Xun was particularly influenced by the zoologist Ernst 
Haeckel (1834–1919), whose works held that racial characteristics, rather than 
being strictly determined by heredity, were mutable depending on interactions 
with the environment.24 Similarly, the combined influence of Mendelian ideas 
about heritability and Lamarckian notions of environmental influence and 
“acquired characteristics” produced among certain Republican-era Chinese 
reformers a conviction that both genetic and acquired characteristics could be 

                                                               
22  http://www.ns.kogakuin.ac.jp/~ft12153/doc/japacell.html (last accessed December 20, 
2010): On the early history of zoology in Japan from the late 1800s forward; on cell theory; on 
embryology; on pervasive Darwinism and evolutionary theory; and on use of cell function as 
larger political metaphors at this time and onward. See “Cell Theory in its Development and 
Inheritance in Meiji Era Japan,” Hayashi Makoto, Department of Value and Decision Science, 
Graduate School of Decision Science and Technology, Tokyo Institute of Technology, 2–12–1, 
Ookayama, Meguro-ku, Tokyo, Japan, 152–8552. Note that the whole text of the 1888 journal 
Dobutsu gaku-zasshi is available online, and has great illustrations and production values. 
23 “Beginning near that date the influence of the cell theory and the evolution doctrine, 
together with a better interpretation of embryological facts was reflected in the teaching of 
zoology both in secondary schools and colleges making possible the advanced courses in these 
various subdivisions which carry over into twentieth century zoology. Both research and 
teaching took similar trends in searching for indications of evolutionary kinship. If simpler 
animals gave rise to more complex ones, the attempt to discover the relationships between the 
groups was a logical one. There was much investigation, and not a little speculation, as to the 
position of the great groups of animals in the phylogenetic scale. Thus, the type system became 
fashionable and as laboratories and laboratory methods became part of the educational scheme, 
the study of laboratory types was increasingly practiced. Text-books and laboratory manuals 
were written to fit into the new scheme. The last two decades of the century may be called the 
Evolution Period, for instruction was arranged to bring out the advances in complexity of 
biological processes and structures and selection of materials for study was based on 
phylogeny.” A. Richards, “Nineteenth Century Zoology: A New College Subject,” 179. 
24 James Pusey, Lu Xun and Evolution, 37–66. More critically, see Lydia H. Liu’s key essay, 
“Life as Form: How Biomimesis Encountered Buddhism in Lu Xun.” 
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passed on to future generations.25 In any event, Lu Xun’s imperfect grasp of an 
imperfect science was in large part due to the fact that he— like many 
reformers—was less interested in the specific science behind evolution than in its 
political applications and potential as a driver for social change. 26  This 
investment in political pragmatism is what also accounted for Lu Xun’s and other 
reformers’ (most notably, Lu Xun’s brother Zhou Jianren’s) initial attraction to 
eugenics as a science which promised tantalizingly immediate results—including 
the possibility of change within their lifetimes.27 For Lu Xun, in short, zoology 
represented a means of bringing all these disparate disciplines and critiques 
together: a place where evolutionary theory could meet social theory and mature 
in a vested practical politics of “natural” social selection. 

Coming full circle, even anarchism found a use for evolutionary theory à la 
chinoise. Hsiao-yen Peng reminds us for example that the great anarchist Peter 
Kropotkin (1842–1921) was also an active advocate of science and Darwinian 
theory. “Written while he was in exile in London in 1912, Modern Science and 
Anarchism expresses Kropotkin’s view of Anarchism as a branch of modern 
science,” she writes. “To him the ultimate development of modern science is 
Darwin’s theory of evolution.”28 Japanese translators of European scientific texts 
like Fabre’s Souvenirs entomologiques were anarchists who translated it (like Lu 
Xun) because of their political faith in science and not necessarily because of 
their grasp of the finer points of philosophical disagreements among the authors 
they translated (including, as in Fabre’s case, a dangerous tendency toward 
theosophy). The overlap of anarchism, evolutionary theory and eugenics, and 
                                                               
25 Frank Dikötter, Imperfect Conceptions: Medical Knowledge, Birth Defects, and Eugenics in 
China. 
26 On poor understandings of Spencer as seen in Fryer’s essay contests, see Benjamin Elman, 
On Their Own Terms: Science in China, 1550–1900. Hsiao-yen Peng remarks in her excellent 
study of the global circulation, relationship to anarchism, and translation of the French 
entomology classic Souvenirs entomologiques that “From Fabre’s Souvenirs entomologiques to 
ruminations on the Chinese national character, and then to the critique of the ruling class, Lu 
Xun does not seem to be particularly interested in science per se, but rather in science as a 
weapon of cultural critique.” Hsiao-yen Peng, “A Traveling Text,” 21. “A Traveling Text” as 
quoted here is from an earlier essay; please see Hsiao-yen Peng’s more recent monograph, 
Dandyism and Transcultural Modernity, The Dandy, the Flaneur, and the Translator in 1930s 
Shanghai, Tokyo, and Paris, for an even fuller picture. 
27 On eugenics in China, besides Pusey and Dikötter, above, see Yuehtsen Juliette Chung, 
Struggle For National Survival: Eugenics in Sino-Japanese Contexts, 1896–1945; Sakamoto, 
Hiroko, “The Culture of ‘Love and Eugenics’ in May Fourth Movement Discourse”; Sun, 
Lung-kee, The Chinese National Character: From Nationhood to Individuality; and especially 
Andrew Jones, Developmental Fairy Tales: Evolutionary Thinking and Modern Chinese 
Culture, whose detailed investigation into the relationship of Lu Xun to his brother in his 
chapter on “Inherit the Wolf: Lu Xun, Natural History, and Narrative Form,” addresses these 
questions directly. 
28 Hsiao-yen Peng, “A Traveling Text,” 35. 
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zoology at this juncture happens also, moreover, at the level of political practice. 
In his discussion of Chinese anarchism, the historian Peter Zarrow notes that 
“[T]he key notion remained that social reform had to begin with the creation of a 
new kind of human being.”29 Evolutionary theory, put into practice through the 
study of animals and plants in the emerging discipline of zoology, gave Lu Xun 
the material for the idea that social reform had to begin with the creation of a 
new kind of human being, and that a new kind of human being could be created 
within a single generation: the generation, more specifically, of the reformers’ 
children. 

Thus Wei Lianshu’s training in zoology is by no means incidental to the 
meaning of the text. Rather it immediately suggests a connected string of values 
pertaining to Lu Xun’s understandings of evolutionary theory, eugenics, 
anarchism, and the political implications of evolutionary theory for Chinese 
cultural advancement in the early modern era. Wei Lianshu recognizes in himself 
the need for political accountability, but it is in children that he initially sees the 
future of mankind and of China; one could go so far as to say that the famously 
recurring theme of “save the children” in Lu Xun’s works from “Diary of a 
Madman” forward is nothing other than the optimistic expression of the 
imperfectly conceived zoological conviction that evolutionary progress in 
humans could literally happen within one generation. This is why Wei Lianshu 
and the narrator clash over the question of nature vs. nurture when talking about 
children, with Wei maintaining that children are fundamentally good and the 
narrator insisting that, like seeds, they are born with their natures already scripted 
in, and it is why, disillusioned, Wei’s repeated expressions of a need to “live a 
little longer” alongside his unwillingness to perish (or “die out,” “become 
extinct,”) (both possibly iterations of the Haeckelian version of the “struggle to 
survive”) eventually give way to what Wei calls his “failure.” Importantly, Wei’s 
belief in generational change or “soft inheritability” also explains his choice to 
teach history rather than follow up on his zoological studies, as described in the 
introductory list of his perplexing contradictions: As a teacher of children, he 
could at least contribute to their correct education and the management of their 
environment to encourage direct (social) adaptation.30 Finally, Wei’s zoological 
philosophy also explains why he could or would not produce any children 

                                                               
29 Peter Zarrow, China in War and Revolution, 1895–1949, 142. Again, see Lydia H. Liu, 
“Life as Form: How Biomimesis Encountered Buddhism in Lu Xun” on Lu Xun’s early 
translations of science fiction about “technique[s] for creating humans.” 
30 Another possible explanation for Wei Lianshu’s career as a teacher despite his training as a 
zoologist: “There were few who had been specifically trained as biologists… As already 
remarked, those who taught commonly must teach various subjects. For example, Francis 
Huntington Snow had been a student at Williams College and had subsequently studied for a 
time under Agassiz. He came to the University of Kansas as a member of its first faculty, being 
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himself, why he resigns himself to being the last of his line—and why the story 
goes to such great lengths to establish the voluntary nature of this celibacy and 
Wei’s determination not to produce a new generation of his own. Zoology in the 
earliest part of the twentieth century was, after all, fundamentally eugenic: the 
science of husbandry and controlled propagation, of improving or “evolving” 
animal and plant varieties from generation to generation in agriculture and 
livestock breeding. Wei Lianshu knew himself to be imperfect and therefore unfit 
to contribute to the improvement of Chinese humanity through heredity, so he 
altruistically “selected” himself out of the gene pool.  

Herein lies the heart of the apparent contradiction in Wei Lianshu’s personality 
with which the story began: Wei Lianshu’s idealist politics, combined with his 
education in applied zoology and evolutionary theory, suggest that Wei’s celibacy 
is an expression not of his non-normative sexuality but rather of his conviction 
that he was not good breeding stock and therefore must not marry. For an 
imperfect but principled man like Wei, reproduction would have been both 
politically irresponsible and an evolutionary mistake. At the same time, such 
convictions do not stop Wei from being aware of the tragedy of his own existence 
(of basically committing himself to the extinction of his line) and also go a long 
way toward resolving the apparent contradiction between Wei’s love for family 
and his belief that family systems must be abolished. By emphasizing Wei’s 
non-blood-relation to his grandmother and his friendship with the narrator, for 
instance, the text alerts us that loyalty, filiality, and “family” are artificial to Wei 
Lianshu. Thus Wei’s belief in the artificiality of family bonds is therefore what 
causes him to resist adopting his own nephew but also to refuse to evict his 
grandmother’s maidservant. The real paradox of “The Loner” is that the story 
depends upon the evolutionary principles associated with zoology, eugenics, and 
anarchism even as it ultimately renounces biological connections among people 
entirely. The only family Wei can accept is the one that joins him without an 
agenda and without arbitrary biological connections, and the only person to 
mourn him, in the end, is not a blood relation.  

                                                               
 professor of mathematics and natural science from 1866 to 1870 and of natural history from 
1870 to 1889, when he became the Chancellor of the University. Again, at the University of 
North Carolina, when it was reopened in 1875, Professor John Kimberley was the head of the 
school of natural history and for a time the whole staff. He taught twelve subjects. Professor F. W. 
Simonds, who came to North Carolina in 1877, taught zoology and botany, physiology in the 
Medical School, and geology. These are but a few illustrations of a very common condition. A 
host of other institutions might be cited which similarly would serve as examples. One is not 
surprised that the biology of the first three quarters of the nineteenth century in America lacked 
impressiveness.” A. Richards, “Nineteenth Century Zoology: A New College Subject,” 
177–78. 
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Conclusion 

Returning to the question with which I began, it seems clear that the “queer” 
contradictions of Wei Lianshu’s celibacy are best explained not by his repressed 
homosexuality, but rather by a potent combination of political idealism, training 
in zoology, and assumptions about immediate or conditional evolution. At the 
heart of the protagonist’s many contradictions is not his sexuality but the 
understanding that there is something profoundly wrong with Wei Lianshu, 
something undesirably and fundamentally uninheritable—his melancholia, 
perhaps, or his aloofness—that renders him unfit for reproduction, and that 
leaves him no choice but to accept the devastating consequences of being the last 
of his line. Such is the central paradox of “The Loner”: on the one hand the story 
offers a detailed portrait of a kind of tragic nobility in Wei’s willingness to 
sacrifice everything for his ideals, a sacrifice that, as we have learned, is 
predicated on his conformity to the heterosexual imperative of zoology—his 
belief in animal husbandry and the subjugation of sexuality to the greater good of 
propagation (and improvement) of the species. Yet on the other, the story’s 
portrayal of this sacrifice can hardly be read as uncritically affirmative; rather 
Wei’s convictions cause him to remain painfully alone, alienated not just from 
the possibility of sexual connection but from all forms of intimacy and 
community, unreachable even by the narrator and indeed, most tragically of all 
for Lu Xun, lost to history. From the point of view of the heterosexual imperative 
of early zoology, in short, Lu Xun’s “Loner,” far from advocating certain forms 
of ideological extremism, could be construed as a call for a healthier, more 
integrated, and less idealistic epistemology of desire—for a politics of intimacy, 
connection, and even pleasure in sexuality that could flourish beyond the cold 
expediency of reproduction.  
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The Inner Workings of Lu Xun’s Mind: Behind the 
Author’s Pen-Names 
 
Abstract  Lu Xun is arguably the most prolific user of pseudonyms of all 
writers in the world. The question, then, is why. While the diversity and 
multiplicity of Lu Xun’s pseudonyms defy clear classification, a close 
examination reveals much more than just the erstwhile political justifications for 
anonymity. This article argues that Lu Xun’s pseudonyms, with their rich literary 
allusions, satire, and humour, shed light on his complex character, and 
contributed to his sophisticated writing style. Through the author’s choice of 
pseudonyms, we see the inner workings of his mind, hear a voice of a national 
conscience, and feel his intense—albeit at times ambivalent—emotions. The 
pen-names Lu Xun ingeniously employed constructed his image as a solitary 
thinker and fighter embarked on a long and difficult journey in search of light in 
the darkness. Indeed, not only have the pseudonyms enriched the layered 
significance of his writing, they also have much to tell about Lu Xun both as an 
author and a person: his keen awareness of social and political issues, his deep 
insight into the weakness of the national character, and his passionate concern for 
the nation, as well as his eclectic approach to both classical discourse and 
modern narrative. And as such, these pseudonyms should form an integral part of 
the many queries posed and pondered by Lu Xun studies. 
 
Keywords  Lu Xun, pen-names, Chinese, literature, classical, modern 

Introduction 

 

Lu Xun often used this seal for his own collection
of books, as well as his own writings, which he sent
to his friends. See Lu Xun yiyin 鲁迅遗印 (Seals
left by Lu Xun), Beijing guji chubanshe, 2001, 26. 
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Lu Xun (1881–1936), one of the greatest Chinese writers of the twentieth century, 
was as prolific in his use of pseudonyms as he was as a writer. This article argues 
that the reasons for his use of pseudonyms extend beyond political exigencies 
and the desire for anonymity. These pseudonyms serve as commentary on Lu 
Xun’s life and shed new light on the inner workings of his mind.  

The use of pseudonyms, or noms de plume, has been practiced in literate 
societies across cultures from earliest historical times. A Dictionary of Literary 
Pseudonyms in the English Language1 lists nearly 17,000 pseudonyms (along 
with diminutives and nicknames) for more than 10,500 writers. The survey 
includes writers from the early 17th century to the present day—albeit with a 
strong emphasis on British authors and historians. Hawk’s Authors’ Pseudonyms2 
is more international in scope, listing more than 61,000 pseudonyms used by 
authors. Hawk’s work provides a comprehensive list of modern writers’ 
pseudonyms and includes the pen-names of journalists, columnists, and 
screenwriters.  

The use of pseudonyms has been a common practice among modern Chinese 
authors. Modern Chinese Authors: A List of Pseudonyms 3  lists 2,000 
pseudonyms used by modern Chinese authors who lived and published in the 
twentieth century. Ershi shiji Zhongguo zuojia biming lu (Twentieth-century 
Chinese writers and their pen-names)4 contains 7,429 pen-names for 2,524 
writers, including authors of both literary works and other types of writing, such 
as philosophy.  

Famous writers who are better known by their pseudonyms are too numerous 
to mention: George Eliot (Mary Ann Evans), Mark Twain (Samuel Clemens), 
Lewis Carroll (Charles Lutwidge Dodgson), O. Henry (William Sydney Porter), 
George Sand (Amandine Aurore Lucie Dupin, baronne Dudevant), Voltaire 
(Francois-Marie Arouet), and Lu Xun (Zhou Shuren), to name only a few. In 
terms of the number of pen-names adopted by any given writer, Lu Xun comes in 
at the top of the list—even surpassing his French counterpart Voltaire, who 
published under 137 different pseudonyms.5  

Altogether, Lu Xun used more than 140 pseudonyms,6 among which sixteen 
are one-character names, such as Fei 飞, Zhi 直, Sun 隼; more than 100 are 
two-character names, such as Suoshi 索士, Tangsi 唐俟, Huayu 华圉; and about 
35 are three-character names, such as Sui Luowen 隋洛文, Feng Zhiyu 丰之余, 
and Jia Jiansheng 戛剑生. There are also four-character monikers, such as 
                                                               
1 Terence John Carty ed., A Dictionary of Literary Pseudonyms in the English Language. 
2 Pat Hawk, Authors’ Pseudonyms. 
3 Austin C. W. Shu, Modern Chinese authors: a list of pseudonyms (Available on microfiche). 
4 Zhu Baoliang, Ershi shiji Zhongguo zuojia biming lu. 
5 Tony Joseph, “A Choice of Pseudonyms,” 204. 
6 Lu Xun quanji, vol. 16, 614–18, and Lu Xun nianpu, vol. 4, 464–65. 
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Yanzhi aozhe 宴之敖者 and Zhuguan bingshou 楮冠病寿; and five-character 
names, such as Benliushe tongren 奔流社同人 and Zhuxia huaishuangshe 诸夏

怀霜社. Lu Xun also recruited into service letters of the Latin alphabet—“L,” 
“EL,” or “H.M.” Indeed, few writers in the world can match Lu Xun in terms of 
variety of pseudonyms. 

Common reasons for adopting a pseudonym include an author’s desire to 
remain anonymous, to hide his or her gender, or to conceal collective 
authorship—all intended to hide the identity of the author or authors. In 
Victorian-era Britain, for example, it was not altogether acceptable for women to 
pursue literary careers, so it was common for women writers to assume male 
names: The Brontë sisters published their first poetry collection under the names 
Currer, Ellis, and Acton Bell, and Mary Anne Evans has enjoyed long-lasting 
fame as George Eliot. On the other hand, a man writing a romance novel may 
choose to use a typically female name as his pseudonym, as readers of this 
literary genre generally expect the author to be female. Tom Huff, for instance, 
wrote best-selling historical romance novels under the pen-name Jennifer Wilde.7 
Editors and publishers have also been known to favor the use of pseudonyms. In 
some cases, they have been motivated by a preference for unusual names or the 
desire to disguise the fact that the same author wrote multiple articles for the 
same magazine issue.8 Lu Xun mentioned, for instance, that the editor of Xin 
qingnian (New youth) preferred that he use a range of unusual names.9  

Another important reason is, of course, political. Satirists and critics of those 
in power often write under false names to avoid harassment or worse. Lu Xun is 
a case in point. Kuomintang authorities made life very difficult for him: For a 
period of time, he had to flee to avoid being arrested. It is thus a common belief 
that Lu Xun frequently changed his pseudonyms as a way to avoid trouble in the 
years of the White Terror.10  

However, when we examine Lu Xun’s pseudonyms closely, we realize that 
there is much more to it. The White Terror (1927–49) was undeniably the main 
reason that he hid his identity, and fear of political persecution explains why Lu 
                                                               
7 Vickie Britton: “Writing under a pen-name: When should a n Auhor use a pseudonym?” (an 
on-line resource). 
8 For more information on the reasons for pseudonyms, see Howard G. Zaharoff, “A Rose by 
Any Other Name: Pros and Cons of Pseudonyms,” as well as Samuel Halkett’s Preface to the 
Dictionary of Anonymous and Pseudonymous English Literature. 
9 See Lu Xun, “Ah Q zhengzhuan de chengyin” (How did Ah Q come into being?), Lu Xun 
zizhuan, 339. 
10 For example, Lu Xun’s Er xin ji (Two hearts), a collection of 37 zawen (written between 
1930–31), plus a translation piece, was banned soon after its publication in 1932, and 16 of the 
zawen were taken out of the collection by the Kuomingtang censorship. Later, when Hezhong 
shudian published the 16 zawen under the new name of Shiling ji (The Titbits), it was again 
banned. See Lu Xun huazhuan, 140–41. 
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Xun used such a great variety of pen-names (more than 70) during 1933 and 
1934, when the White Terror was at its worst. Nevertheless, many of his 
texts—especially his polemical essays or zawen—which appeared under various 
pen-names during this period were soon included in collections published under 
the name of Lu Xun, so his authorship was not, in fact, concealed for very long. 
For example, Wei ziyou shu (False liberty, 1933)11 collects 43 zawen written in 
1933; Nanqiang beidiao ji (Mixed accents, 1934)12 includes 51 zawen written 
between 1932–33; Huabian wenxue (Fringed literature, 1936)13 consists of 61 
zawen written in 1934; and Ji wai ji (Collection of uncollected works, 1935)14 
contains poems and other pieces left out of the collections published before 1933, 
as well as Nahan (Call to arms), published in 1923, which contains Ah Q and 13 
other stories written between 1918–22. 

We also know that Lu Xun did not invent pen-names randomly, as recounted 
by Xu Guangping:15 “Each time he finished writing an essay, he’d lean back in 
his rattan chair, pondering (a pen-name), and whenever he came up with a name 
he was happy with, he’d share it with people around him….” Therefore, she 
continued, “it is perhaps not without benefit to future men of letters to study the 
author’s particular and unspeakable difficulties, which made him change his 
pseudonyms frequently in order to be heard.”16  

What then, are the implied meanings the author wished to convey? 
An examination of Lu Xun’s pseudonyms demonstrates that his pseudonyms 

are as complex as his personality and writing. Some of them can be explained by 
reference to Lu Xun’s biography. A few of his childhood names, including a 
Buddhist name and student names, later became his pseudonyms, such as Chang 
Geng 长庚, Yu Shan 豫山, Yu Cai 豫才, and Zhou Shuren 周树人, or simply 
Shuren 树人. These names commemorate major moments in the author’s life and 
reference his early education and family life. More importantly, they reveal the 
burgeoning conflict between, on the one hand, traditional values, family 
expectations, and self-aspirations and, on the other, reality, with all its caprice, 
adversity, and hostility—a conflict which was to plague the writer for the rest of 
his life.  

By way of conclusion, I draw attention to one of the goals of this workshop on 
                                                               
11 Published by Beixin shuju. 
12 Published by Tongwen shudian. 
13 Published by Lianhua shuju. 
14 Published by Qunzhong tushu gongsi. 
15 Xu Guangping (1898–1968) was one of Lu Xun’s students at Women’s Normal College 
(Later known as Beijing Normal University for Women), but eventually became Lu Xun’s 
companion for the last 10 years of his life, his common-law wife, and the mother of his only 
son.  
16 See Xu Guangping, Xinwei de jinian. 
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“Living Texts: Rethinking China, Confucianism and the World in the Late Qing 
and Early Republican Eras”: “We seek to treat late Qing texts as ‘living texts’ 
rather than relics of the past or dead objects of intellectual history.” If this goal is 
to be realized then the translation of key texts is necessary if those text are to 
become living texts. Two texts that I would put at the top of such an endeavour 
are Zhang Taiyan’s Qiu shu and Qi wu lun shi. 

 
 

 
 
The diversity and multiplicity of Lu Xun’s pseudonyms defy clear 

classification. This paper attempts to examine the major ways in which Lu Xun 
used pseudonyms and which, in turn, reveal the ideological and emotional 
complexity, sophistication, and paradoxical behavior of the author. He was a 
literary warrior, yet also a willing “ox”;17 he was a bitter satirist as well as a 
light-hearted humorist; he was at once an ardent advocate of modernity and an 
accomplished classical scholar. These paradoxes are perhaps best embodied in 
Lu Xun, his favorite pseudonym. Why did the author favor this pseudonym so 
much? According to Xu Shoushang 许寿裳 (1883–1948), one of Lu Xun’s 
closest friends, apart from the fact that Lu was his mother’s family name, Lu Xun 
gave two more reasons: 1) Zhou and Lu are the two related names for the ancient 
State of Lu 鲁国;18 2) the word Lu 鲁 also implies slow-wittedness, while Xun 
迅  suggests swiftness—the two together indicate both slowness and quick 
action.19 The name perhaps suggests self-mockery, but it certainly embraces a 
paradox: swiftness and slowness. However, the motif paradox is by no means 
confined to this pseudonym. The four themes outlined below construct Lu Xun’s 
rich and complex world, a world of ambiguity and contradiction, in which 
tradition interacted with modernity. Through his choice of pseudonyms, Lu Xun 
constructed his image as a solitary thinker and fighter wandering in search of 
light in the darkness. 

                                                               
17  An image used by the author himself, a vivid reference to his dedication to the 
people—serving people like a docile ox. In one of his letters to Xu Guangping, Lu Xun wrote 
that he was like a cow that only eats grass, but produces milk. See Lu Xun, Xu Guangping, 
Liangdi shu zhenji yuanxin shougao, 124. 
18 “Lu” refers to the ancient state of Lu, where the imperial family was descended from the 
Zhou dynasty. Therefore, more than 2000 years ago, Zhou and Lu belonged to the same family. 
19 Xu Shoushang, “Wangyou Lu Xun yinxiang ji,” Zhiyou de huainian, 28. 

See Lu Xun biming yinpu 鲁迅笔名印谱 (A
Collection of impressions from seals of Lu
Xun’s pseudonyms), Beijing: Xinhua shudian,
1976, 2. 
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A Literary Warrior 

 
 
There is another interpretation of Xun. According to historian Hou Wailu 侯外庐, 
the word Xun can be used to refer to a fierce wolf pup.20 The name thus suggests 
the author’s strong determination to fight against the system that “eats humans,” 
a theme that runs throughout Kuangren riji (A madman’s diary). It is said that 
Xu Guangping agreed with Hou Wailu’s interpretation. Indeed, looking back on 
Lu Xun’s life, he never stopped fighting. 

Bored by the courses offered at Nanjing Naval Academy, Lu Xun transferred 
to the new School of Mines and Railways, attached to the Nanjing Army 
Academy. It was here that he came into close contact with swords and horses, an 
experience that fostered in him a “warrior spirit.” It is possible that he even 
considered joining the proposed Chinese Volunteer Corps to resist the threat of 
Russian invasion. During that time, he had three seals carved (some sources 
suggest that he carved them himself) for his pen-names: Rongma Shusheng 戎马

书生 (a soldier-scholar/a warrior-scholar), Jia Jiansheng 戛剑生 (referring to the 
sound made by a sword clearing its sheath), and Wenzhang Wuwo 文章误我 
(Studies wasting my time). However, according to Zhou Zuoren, only the first of 
the three seals survived.21 All these names reveal his moral courage and desire to 
use his pen as a sword. The fight against society’s dark forces was to become one 
of Lu Xun’s life-long pursuits.  

The year 1902 marked another turning point in Lu Xun’s life; at the age of 21, 
he went to study Japanese at the Kobun Institute in Tokyo. There, he cut off his 
queue in protest against the Qing court and to demonstrate his desire for 
freedom.22 At around this time, he wrote a poem, one of the lines of which reads, 
“I dedicate my blood to the survival of my country” (我以我血荐轩辕).23 This 
line must have meant a great deal to him; he copied it many times throughout his 
life, the last time being in 1931, when he turned 51.24 It was also in Japan that 
                                                               
20 See “The Explanation of animal names,” Er ya: The wolf pup that is fierce is called xun. 
21 See Lu Xun Bowuguan, Lu Xun yiyin, 22. 
22 Xu Shoushang, Zhiyou de huainian, 2–3. 
23 Lu Xun wrote the poem on the back of a photo he sent to Xu Shoushang when he was 
studying at the meidal school in Japan. See Xu Shoushang, Zhiyou de huainian, 10. 
24 Lu Xun, “Zi ti xiaoxiang” (To my own small portrait), Ji wai ji shiyi. Lu Xun quanji, vol. 7. 

See Lu Xun yiyin, 22.
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Lu Xun decided to abandon medicine for literature; he famously realized that 
treating Chinese people’s physical illnesses was not as important or as urgent as 
curing their spiritual illnesses. 

By the time Lu Xun joined the Ministry of Education in Beijing in 1912, he 
had witnessed many political upheavals: the 1911 Revolution led by Dr. Sun 
Yat-sen 孙逸仙  (1866–1925); Yuan Shikai’s 袁世凯  (1859–1916) 1912 
usurpation of power, followed by his eventual self-proclamation as emperor in 
1916; and, finally, the 1917 restoration movement led by the loyalist Qing 
general Zhang Xun 张勋 (1854–1923). All the political turmoil marred Lu 
Xun’s time in the Ministry (1912 to 1926), during which he often felt 
disappointed and lonely. He later referred to this period in his “Nahan zixu” 
(Preface to Call to arms): “Perhaps it is because I have not forgotten the grief of 
my own loneliness that I sometimes call out to encourage those fighters who are 
galloping in loneliness, so that they do not fear to forge ahead.”25  
 

 
 

Many other pen-names adopted by Lu Xun also suggest the meaning of 
forging ahead, such as Xun Xing 迅行, Sun 隼, Lü Sun 旅隼, and Weng Sun 翁
隼—a flying falcon. Falcons can soar high and fly fast, and they attack their prey 
quickly and fiercely.  

After the May Fourth Movement, the united front of the New Culture 
Movement began to disintegrate: Some, such as Hu Shi (1891–1962), moved 
closer to the Northern Warlord government, while others, such as Li Dazhao 李
大钊 (1888–1927), were attracted by Marxist ideas and started to get involved in 
revolutionary activities. Lu Xun subsequently felt that he was left alone on the 
battlefield, “wandering back and forth with a halberd/spear on the shoulder” (荷
戟独彷徨 ), as he described vividly in his poem “Ti Panghuang” (On 
Wandering).26 Hesitant and uncertain, he did not lay down his weapon; instead, 
he tried to find a way out. Later he became more resolute and decided that he 
was not going to hesitate any more.27 His determination and fighting spirit are 
reflected in his pseudonyms, such as You Gang 尤刚 , meaning firm and 
unyielding, a true reflection of Lu Xun’s personality, and Ji Feng 及锋 , 
suggesting sharpness. Indeed, his zawen were as powerful as sharp 
                                                               
25 Lu Xun, Lu Xun quanji, vol. 1, 441. 
26 This poem is included in Lu Xun’s Ji wai ji. Lu Xun quanji, vol. 7.  
27 See his letter no. 79, in Liangdi shu, 360.  

According to Lu Xun’s diary, this signet was
given to him as a present by his friend Zheng
Zhenduo in 1934. See Lu Xun yiyin, 20. 
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daggers—influenced by the spirit of Nietzsche, Lu Xun brandished his “shield 
and battleaxe” to the end of his life. 

Lu Xun was a keen observer of current affairs and commented on almost every 
controversy that arose. Consequently, he very often found himself in conflict 
with others, such as the extreme leftists of the so-called Creation Society, who 
campaigned for a more narrow and prescriptive “proletarian literature.”28 They 
accused Lu Xun of being outdated, of having lost touch, and even called him 
“feudal dregs”; some young people in the Sun Society also joined in on the attack. 
In response, Lu Xun launched a counter-attack, accusing them of playing wicked 
tricks. His bitter verbal exchanges with his opponents are also reflected in his 
pseudonyms, such as Bai Zaixuan 白在宣, indicating an open declaration of war 
against his opponents, and Jing Yizun 敬一尊, suggesting retaliation.  

According to Xu Guangping, Xiao Jiao 晓角—a bugle, or clarion at dawn— 
was the last pen-name Lu Xun used. Lu Xun adopted the name in 1936 for a 
piece he wrote for a fortnightly magazine called Zhongliu (Midstream). Until the 
very end of his life, Lu Xun, the literary warrior, was still trying to awaken 
people, urging them to fight the darkness before the dawn.  

The symbolic associations of darkness and light are also embodied in 
pseudonyms such as You Guang 游光, which means to listen and see in the dark. 
Lu Xun used this pen-name for a series of zawen, including “Ye song” (Ode to 
the night), “Tan bianfu” (Talking about bats), “Qiuye ji you” (Travel log on an 
autumn night), and “Wen chuang qiu meng” (Autumn dreams on a literary bed). 
All of these essays were later included in the zawen collection Zhun feng yue tan 
(Not really talking about wind and the moon)29 under the pen-name of Lü Sun. 

A French term for pseudonym is “nom de guerre.” This originated from a 
practice according to which a soldier, upon enlisting under the flag, would take a 
special surname, which he retained for the length of his army service.30 On a 
metaphorical level, Lu Xun was such a soldier. As he described in one of his 
letters, he fought bravely in face of danger: “Lately a Chinese-style Fascism has 
become rampant: among my friends, one has disappeared, one has already been 
assassinated, and it is possible that more will be assassinated. However, I am still 
                                                               
28 However, later in his life Lu Xun became an advocate of proletarian literature and was even 
upset when the League of Left-Wing Writers was dissolved in 1935–36 as part of an effort to 
build a united cultural front to resist Japan. 
29 On May 25, 1933, the editor of Shanghai’s Shen Bao-ziyou tan under pressure from the 
government, put a notice in the paper “calling on all the great writers to write about the wind and 
moon”; that is, he was soliciting pieces about romantic affairs instead of politically themed 
works. Therefore, Lu Xun referred to this incident in the title for his collection, suggesting, by 
adding the word “zhun,” that what he had written might not really be about the “wind” and 
“moon.” Zhun feng yue tan was published by Lianhua shuju, but in the name of Xingzhong 
shuju in 1934.  
30 Tony Joseph, “A Choice of Pseudonyms,” 204–6. 
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alive, and, as long as I’m alive, I will take up my pen to fight against their 
guns.”31 Indeed, Lu Xun used many noms de guerres during his life-long battle: 
from the earlier 戎马书生 (a soldier-scholar / a warrior-scholar) and 戛剑生 
(sound made by a sword clearing its sheath) to 旅隼 (a flying falcon) and 锋 

(sharp point) and, finally, 晓 角  (clarion at dawn). These pseudonyms 
contributed to the discursive force of his writing and trace the long trajectory of 
his career as a literary warrior, a journey during which the soldier was not only 
fighting against the dark forces in society, but also was in constant conflict with 
himself, as can be seen in the self-punishing and self-destructive visions 
expressed in his prose poems collected in Yecao (Wild grass, 1927).  

The People’s Ox 

 

 
 
Lu Xun was not just a relentless fighter, however. He was also a man of intense 
emotions who cared deeply about the fate of his people and country. His poem 
“Da ke qiao” (In answer to a gibe from a guest) epitomizes the inner compassion 
that lay beneath his grave external appearance. As the title suggests, the poem 
was written in response to some criticism he received alleging that he spoiled his 
son Haiying: “Must a true man be unfeeling and cold?/Cannot a doting father be 
a hero untold?/Know you not that tigers, whose mighty roar winds send,/Often 
take a backward glance for their cubs to fend?”).32 This poem, conjuring up the 
vivid image of a fearless tiger’s instinctive love for its cubs, reminds us of 
another of Lu Xun’s pseudonyms: Runiu 孺牛 (serve as an ox for the children), 
an image he used in the antithetical couplet of another of his poem: “Eyes 
askance, I cast a cold glance at the thousand pointing fingers: /But bowing my 
head, I gladly agree, an ox for the children to be.”33 Not only was Lu Xun a 
brave fighter against the dark forces, he was also a dutiful son to his people and 
country, for whom he had strong—albeit at times ambivalent—feelings. 

                                                               
31 Shanghai Lu Xun jinianguan, Lu Xun huazhuan, 178. 
32  Translation by Jon Eugene von Kowallis, The Lyrical Lu Xun: A Study of His 
Classical-Style Verse, 179. 
33 Lu Xun, “Zichao” (Self-parody), translated by Jon Eugene von Kowallis, The Lyrical Lu 
Xun, 205. 

This signet is taken from Li Yunjing’s 李允经

book Lu Xun biming suojie 鲁迅笔名索解

(Seeking meanings of Lu Xun’s pseudonyms).
Fuzhou: Fujian jiaoyu chubanshe, 2006, 149. 
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On the one hand, he sympathized with the unfortunate plight of the Chinese 
people; on the other hand, he could not help but feel disappointed and even 
indignant at their weakness, including their apathy towards the suffering of other 
people. The deeper the love, the higher the expectations and the stronger the 
disappointment; these emotions consequently heightened Lu’s anxiety and 
sharpened his criticism, leading him to make bitterly honest comments on 
virtually all aspects of Chinese institutions, culture, and customs. A trenchant 
social commentator, he made impassioned pleas for reform, which were 
instrumental in guiding China’s path toward progress.  

Lu Xun’s love for the Chinese people is also reflected in his choice of 
pseudonyms. 

One of his earlier pseudonyms was Geng Chen 庚晨, the name of a legendary 
figure Lu Xun must have admired. Gu yue du jing 古岳渎经

34 describes how 
Geng Chen, in order to save the people, helped Emperor Yu 大禹 to control a 
rampant flood. Geng Chen, the people’s hero, thus became an inspiration for Lu 
Xun.  

Out of love for the people, Lu Xun attacked the obscurantist policy of 
Kuomintang reactionaries. He adopted two pseudonyms, Yu Ming 虞明 and Yu 
Ming 余铭, both of which are loosely homophonous with yumin 愚民, “to keep 
the people in ignorance.” Lu Xun was very sympathetic towards progressive 
student movements. After the March 18th, 1926 massacre in Beijing, Lu Xun 
wrote his famous piece “Jinian Liu Hezhen jun” (In memory of Miss Liu 
Hezhen). He was furious about the Kuomintang’s arrest and subsequent 
executions of Rou Shi 柔石 (1902–31) in 1931 and Qu Qiubai 瞿秋白 

(1899–1935) in 1934. These tragic events irrevocably committed Lu Xun to war 
against the Kuomintang. In the last decade of his life, it is clear that Lu Xun 
came to support the Chinese Communist Party in its fight against the 
Kuomintang. Lu Xun held the Chinese Communist Party in high regard, and, in 
February 1936, upon the successful conclusion of the Long March, he even sent 
a telegram to the Central Committee, which ends with the line, “on you rest the 
hopes of China and mankind.”35 

Lu Xun’s respect for those who shared his beliefs and ideals was best 
embodied in his pseudonym Zhuxia Huaishuangshe 诸夏怀霜社, which is based 
on Qu Qiubai’s original name, Shuang 霜 . Lu Xun’s adoption of this 
five-character pen-name, therefore, was intended to signify that the Chinese 
people cherished the memory of Qu Qiubai. Lu Xun considered Qu his bosom 
friend and soul mate and even copied a couplet by Qing seal-cutter and artist He 
Waqin 何瓦琴 and presented it to Qu: 
                                                               
34 Gu yue du jing is included in Lu Xun’s Tang Song chuanqi ji. 
35 For more information about Lu Xun’s attitudes towards Mao’s Red Army, see Lu Xun 
huazhuan, 171–72. 
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Contend with this one bosom friend in life,  
I’ll always cherish him as another self.36 
人生得一知己足矣，斯世当以同怀视之。 

 
Lu Xun’s love for the people was also manifested in his concern and sympathy 

for the less fortunate: people at the bottom of society, women, and children. 
Indeed, most of his writings were inspired by the suffering of the masses and 
attempted to expose society’s ailments so as to attract attention and spark reform. 
Many of his pseudonyms are suggestive of these concerns. 

Baren 巴人, for instance, is the pen-name he used for Ah Q zhengzhuan (The 
authentic biography of Ah Q), originally serialized in the supplement to Chen 
Bao (The morning herald) from Dec. 1921 to Feb. 1922. Baren was usually used 
to refer to ordinary people at the lower social stratum. The low and vulgar 
associations of the term37 also contribute to the comic effect of the Ah Q pieces, 
which were initially intended to be skits.  

Zhao Lingyi 赵令仪, a very typical female name,38 was adopted by Lu Xun 
for two of his zawen, “Nüren weibi duo shuohuang” (Women do not necessarily 
tell more lies) and “Lun renyankewei” (On gossip being a fearful thing), in which 
Lu Xun spoke for women and attacked the prejudice against them. The latter was 
written about the untimely death of Ruan Lingyu (1910–35), one of the most 
popular movie stars of the time. Lu Xun’s essay suggested that media and 
paparazzi reports were partly responsible for the actress’ suicide. The pen-name 
赵令仪 evoked the story of Zhao Zhaoyi 赵昭仪, a beautiful concubine of 
Emperor Cheng of Han (52–7 B.C.) who died tragically. When her sister Zhao 
Feiyan 赵飞燕 became the favorite consort of the Emperor, Zhao Zhaoyi was 
also summoned to the palace, and the emperor was so infatuated by her that he 
called her body the “land of tender love.” When the emperor died in her bed, she 
was blamed and later committed suicide. The female name, very appropriate for 
the content of these two zawen, reveals Lu Xun’s sympathy for women’s plight, 
which is further expressed in his famous work Zhufu (The new year’s sacrifice), 
which features a long-suffering female protagonist Xianglin Sao. Mi Zizhang 宓
子章, literally, “a silent child’s writing,” is a pseudonym that Lu Xun used for a 
couple of his zawen on children. To Lu Xun, children represent the future, and 
                                                               
36 Ibid., 168.  
37 Lu Xun explained that this pseudonym was taken from the phrase “xia li ba ren,” meaning 
not elegant. Lu Xun, “Ah Q zhengzhuan de chengyin,” Lu Xun zizhuan, 340. 
38 Lu Xun’s use of female pseudonyms merits separate discussion. Most of the writers of Lu 
Xun’s time used pseudonyms to reflect their genders: Man often adopted pen-names that were 
associated with masculinity, while women writers chose names indicating femininity. Some 
women writers whose maiden names seemed more masculine, or neutral, would pick more 
typically feminine names as their pseudonym. For example, Ding Ling (1904–86), one of Lu 
Xun’s contemporaries, wrote under a pseudonym. She had a few other names including Jiang 
Wei, Ding Bingzhi , but Ding Ling was by far her preferred name. 
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his concern for children is epitomized in the last sentence of A Madman’s 
Diary—“save our children” (jiujiu haizi).  

Perhaps no pseudonym reflects more clearly than Suozi 索子 or Suoshi 索士

who Lu Xun really was—a solitary scholar in quest. He started using these 
names in 1902, when he was in Japan, where he was disappointed in the behavior 
of some Chinese expatriates. He was especially disgusted with the lack of 
compassion shown by the Chinese people during the Russo-Japanese War 
(1904–5).39 Unlike many of his compatriots, who preferred to study medicine in 
Tokyo, Lu Xun attended Sendai Medical College, a provincial college, where he 
was the only Chinese student. The names 索子 and 索士 evoke two lines from 
Qu Yuan’s 屈原 (340–278 B.C.) Li sao 离骚 (Lament on encountering sorrow): 
“Alas, long and winding is the road, /I’ll keep seeking to and fro” (路漫漫其修远

兮，吾将上下而求索), which Lu Xun also quoted in his forward to Panghuang 
(Wandering). 40  These two lines describe Lu Xun’s long and often lonely 
spiritual quest, probing deep into the Chinese national character and searching 
for ways to save the nation and people from a deplorable situation. In a 1925 
letter to Xu Guangping, Lu Xun diagnosed three major weaknesses in the 
national character: lack of foresight, cowardice, and greed.41 Yet “what marked 
him out was his severe and unrelenting analysis of the dark side of the Chinese 
character, not—this is the crucial point—in a detached way, dissociating himself 
from this dark side, but just the opposite: painfully probing the recesses of his 
own psyche, as a Chinese himself.”42 

Indeed, the spirit of self-consciousness, a dominant theme in May Fourth 
rhetoric, is also reflected in Lu Xun’s keen awareness of his own writing and the 
controversy it would provoke. As he wrote in his autobiography, “I myself also 
know that in China, my pen is among the sharpest, and my words are sometimes 
also merciless… (This is because) I’ve become awakened, so I cannot help 
writing them….”43  

In addition to the image of the “children’s ox” 孺牛, Lu Xun also employed 
the image of the snake, as evoked by the pen-name Ta/Tuo Yin 它音. Lu Xun 
ingeniously created this name by dropping the insect radical 虫 from the word 
snake 蛇. The vivid—albeit poignant—image of the snake reflects Lu Xun’s 

                                                               
39 Lu Xun recalled a scene he had seen in class, in which a Chinese was executed, but the 
crowd, instead of showing sympathy, seemed to be enjoying the spectacle of seeing the man’s 
head cut off. Lu Xun, “Guanyu Nahan,” Lu Xun quanji, 438. See also “Wo de xiaoshuo” (My 
fiction), Lu Xun zizhuan, 333–37. 
40 Lu Xun, Lu Xun quanji, vol. 2, 3. Qu Yuan was one of Lu Xun’s favourite writers; Lu Xun 
even owned a copy of Li sao that had been printed in Japan. See Xu Shoushang’s “Wangyou 
Lu Xun yinxiang ji,” 4–5. 
41 Lu Xun, Xu Guangping, Liangdi shu, 54. 
42 David E. Pollard, The True Story of Lu Xun, 204. 
43 Lu Xun, Chapter 10, Lu Xun zizhuan, 356. 
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strong and lingering love for his nation and people. Lu Xun, born under the sign 
of the snake in the Chinese zodiac, seemed to have a special affinity for this 
reptile. Admiring its tenacity, Lu Xun suggested that true love—whether for food, 
sex, one’s nation, or mankind—should be strong and tenacious like a snake. Lu 
Xun also used this image to indicate his attitude toward his enemies: to be 
perseverant and unflagging, just like a snake.44  

 
 

 
 
Lu Xun’s other pseudonyms, such as Lingfei 令飞 and its variations, were 

intended to inspire people to soar to new heights. This was also the pen-name he 
used for Moluo shi li shuo45 (On the power of Mara Poetry), in which he praised 
the fighting spirit of Romantic Poets, such as George Gordon Byron (1788–1824) 
and Percy Bysshe Shelley (1792–1822) and hinted at his enthusiasm for the 
revolutionary cause against the corrupt Qing court.  

This name also suggests Lu Xun’s expectations and hope. While his keen 
awareness of the weakness of the national character often lead to frustration and 
even anger, Lu Xun never lost hope in his country and people. Even during his 
final lonely and fragile years, he still wrote, “The world will not die with me; 
hope lies in the future.”46 It was not surprising that when Lu Xun, the people’s 
ox, passed away in October 1936, he was lauded as “The Soul of the Nation.” 

A Touch of Humor 

 

 
 

Lu Xun’s pseudonyms also enliven his writing through the use of wordplay; he 
                                                               
44 Lu Xun, Huagai ji. Za gan (Miscellaneous thoughts). Lu Xun quanji, vol. 3. 
45 It was first published in 1908 in installments in Henan, a Tokyo-based patriotic magazine 
run by overseas Chinese students and later included in the author’s zawen collection Fen 
(Grave) in Lu Xun quanji, 77–143. 
46 Lu Xun, Lu Xun zizhuan, 427. 

This signet is taken from Li Yunjing, Lu xun
biming suojie, 29. 

See Lu Xun biming yinpu, 2.
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often employs special terms or names and homophones, as well as breaking 
characters (hanzi) up and using some elements while discarding others. 
Therefore, Lu Xun’s pen-names not only enhance the desired effect of his 
writing—whether light-hearted humor, mocking satire, or bitter irony—but also 
strengthen its meaning, often in a subtle way.  

The pen-name He Jiagan 何家干  literally means, “who did it?” or “who wrote 
it?” Li Yunjing points out that Lu Xun used this pen-name for 24 of his zawen.47 
Most of these zawen were strong attacks on Kuomintang reactionaries, and Lu 
Xun could easily anticipate the reactions of his targets to these essays—they 
would stamp with fury: “Who wrote it?” This pen-name demonstrates the same 
ingenuity as the pen-name “what is his name” adopted by the author of The 
Green-Eyed Monster: A Christmas Lesson.48 

Lu Xun frequently used the pseudonym Sui Luowen 隋洛文. This pen-name is 
another example of Lu Xun’s use of wordplay. In 1930, Lu Xun participated in 
underground activities conducted by the Chinese Communist Party. Therefore, he 
was attacked by the Kuomintang as “a degenerate literary man” (堕落文人) and 
became a wanted man. Lu Xun cleverly played with the word duo 堕, which had 
been used to insult him, turning it into sui 隋. There is no better counterattack to 
an enemy’s provocation than the humor embodied in this pseudonym, from 
which other names were also derived: Luowen 洛文, Le Wen 乐雯, Luo 洛, Le 
Wen 乐文, Le (or Yue) Ben 乐贲, and so on. The pen-name Le (Yue) Ben also 
alludes to the Book of Changes 易经, which will be discussed in more detail in 
the following section. Similarly, in 1931−32, when Lu Xun was groundlessly 
accused of being the “dregs of feudalism” (Fengjian yu nie 封建余孽), he started 
using Fengyu 封余 as his pen-name, an obvious and ironic reference to the 
charges levelled against him. Variations of this pen-name include Feng Yu 丰瑜, 
Tang Fengyu 唐丰瑜, and Feng Zhiyu 丰之瑜. 

Lu Xun used Gonghan 公汗 as his pseudonym for a dozen of his zawen, 
mostly written in 1934, when he was slandered as a “traitor” (hanjian) by people 
trying to cater to his opponents. According to Xu Shiquan 徐诗荃, who was close 
to Lu Xun, this pen name was derived from the phrase “ba yun hanjian” (叭云汉

奸), “the traitor denounced by sycophants.” Indignant at being branded a traitor 
by his opponents, Lu Xun wrote to his friend, “Within a year or two, it will 
immediately be clear who is the traitor.”49 The name Gonghan was formed by 
condensing four characters into two, leaving out one component of each 
character—thus “叭云” becomes “公” and “汉奸” turns into “汗.”50 In addition, 
                                                               
47 Li Yunjing, Lu Xun biming suojie, 134. 
48 Tony Joseph, “A Choice of Pseudonyms,” 206. 
49 See his letter “Zhi Cao Juren xin” (To Cao Juren), June 2, 1934. 
50 See Bao Ziyan, “Shi ‘Gonghan’” (An explanation of the meaning of “Gonghan”), Xin 
wenxue shiliao, Issue 4, 1979. 
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han 汗, literally, “sweat,” was also an accurate and vivid description of the 
circumstances under which Lu Xun wrote these zawen—Lu Xun kept writing 
despite being soaked with sweat in the heat of summertime Shanghai.  

Such wisdom and humor can also be found in the titles Lu Xun gave to his 
zawen collections. Take Qiejie ting zawen (Zawen written in Qiejie Studio) for 
example. Qiejie 且介  was derived from the word zujie 租界 , meaning 
“concession.” At the time, China was a semi-feudal and semi-colonial society, 
and Lu Xun was living near to the foreign concessions area, a neighborhood 
known in Shanghai as a “half concession.” Lu Xun picked half of each of the 
characters in the word zujie 租界 to form a name for his studio—Qiejie ting 且
介亭, which he also used in the title of his book, Qiejie ting zawen, a collection of 
zawen written between 1934 and 1936 and published posthumously in 1937. 

Lu Xun also employed Chinese translations of foreign names as his 
pseudonyms. Both Ge Hede 葛何德 and Dong Jihe 董季荷, for instance, are 
transliterations of Don Quixote (唐·吉诃德). During the heated debate between 
Lu Xun and members of the Creation League and the Sun League, an opponent’s 
article, “请看我们中国的 Don Quixote 的乱舞” (Please take a look at he revelry 
of the Chinese Don Quixote), ridiculed Lu Xun as a Chinese Don Quixote. In 
response, Lu Xun wrote a zawen entitled “中华民国的新‘唐·吉诃德’们” (The 
new Don Quixotes of the Republic of China), in which he commented that, if 
Cervantes’ Don Quixote was ludicrous, the Chinese Don Quixotes were 
despicable.51  

Lu Xun adopted a similar approach in fabricating the pseudonyms Kang Bodu
康伯度 and Ni Shuo’er 倪朔尔. Kang Bodu comes from the Portuguese word 
“comprador,” maiban in Chinese. An article written by one of Lu Xun’s 
opponents and published in the Da Wanbao (The evening paper) insinuated that 
Lu Xun was a comprador, so Lu Xun used Kang Bodau as his pen-name in 
retaliation. Ni Shuo’er comes from Nisul, Lu Xun’s English name, “Lusin,” 
spelled backwards and then transliterated into Chinese.  

Yanzhi Aozhe 宴之敖者 (The one driven out by a Japanese woman at home) 
is another good example of how Lu Xun cunningly played with words to achieve 
special effects. Aozhe 敖者 refers to someone who walks away—in this case, 
someone who is driven away; but by whom? Lu Xun split the character “宴” into 
to its three components: The top is the radical for house or home; the middle part 
means “Japanese,” and the final component is associated with the female gender, 
so that, altogether, Lu Xun used the word to refer to a Japanese woman at home. 
Other variations of this pseudonym include Yan Ao 宴敖 and Aozhe 敖者.  

There has been a great deal of speculation as to what actually happened 
                                                               
51 Li Yunjing, Lu Xun biming suojie, 88. 
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between Lu Xun and his younger brother Zhou Zuoren’s (1885–1967) Japanese 
wife, but one thing is certain: The two brothers, who had been very close (Lu Xun 
had often helped his younger brother and his wife), had a major falling-out in 
1924, after which Lu Xun moved out of the big compound shared by the families 
of the three Zhou brothers. After this, Lu Xun and Zhou Zuoren never reconciled.  

This incident could not have come at a worse time—it occurred in the wake of 
the New Cultural Movement, when Lu Xun was at a low point in his life. The 
rupture in his relationship with his brother threw him yet again into a dark abyss 
of loneliness and despair; he found himself “trudging back and forth in the 
desert.”52 Coincidentally, Lu Xun’s Buddhist name is Changgeng 长庚, while 
Zhou Zuoren’s is Qiming 启明 (or Qimeng 启孟); both are names for the planet 
Venus. Whereas Changgeng 长庚 shines at dusk in the West, Qiming 启明 is 
visible at dawn in the East,53 but the two stars cannot be seen together. That, 
tragically, was also the case with the two brothers.  

Erudition in classical literature 

  
An ardent advocate of the new literature written in baihua, the vernacular 
language (as opposed to wenyanwen, the classical language), Lu Xun was, at the 
same time, an accomplished classical scholar. Although, as a literary reformer, 
Lu Xun was against the “old tunes,” the hackneyed conventions of traditional 
literature that had little relevance for contemporary society,54 he was able to use 
the old tunes to sing new songs. In 1925, a student asked Lu Xun why he wanted 
youngsters to read less classical Chinese and more Western texts, when he 
himself was obviously well versed in classical literature. Responding to this 
challenge, Lu Xun used the metaphor of an overdose to compare his enjoyment 
of classical texts to drinking wine: Like wine, classical texts are harmful in 
excess but fine in moderation.55 Lu Xun did not dismiss the importance of the 
past—rather, he believed that understanding the past was necessary to drawing 
                                                               
52 See his Zi xuan ji “zixu” (Preface to Self-selected works). 
53 “There is the Qiming star in the east, /and Changgen star in the west.” See “Xiaoya” (Little 
elegance airs) in Shijing (Book/Classic of odes/songs).  
54 Lu Xun, “Lao diaozi yijing chang wanle” (The old tune has come to an end), Ji wai ji shiyi. 
Lu Xun quanji, vol. 7, 321–29. 
55 Lu Xun, “Zhe shi zheme yi ge yisi” (This is what is meant), Ji wai ji shiyi. Lu Xun quanji, 
vol. 7, 274–76. 

According to Lu Xun’s diary, this seal was a present
from his friend Zheng Zhenduo in 1934. See Lu Xun
yiyin, 19.
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correct inferences about the future and bringing about new literary 
developments.56  

This view stemmed from the author’s historical outlook and life philosophy. 
Influenced by Darwinian theory, Lu Xun believed in social change and 
progress.57 However, for Lu Xun, tradition entailed continuity between past, 
present, and future. Therefore, he advocated adopting the present, drawing on the 
past, and establishing the new; he argued that a “new China” could only be 
established by keeping pace with outside forces without losing touch with the 
roots of Chinese culture.58 

Lu Xun’s contributions to traditional Chinese literature are manifold. His 
publications include poems in the traditional styles, stories based on ancient myth 
and fairy tales, and works on the relationship between legend and historical fact, 
such as Gushi xin bian (Old stories retold), as well as annotated classical literary 
texts, most of which were included in the four volumes of Lu Xun jilu guji 
congbian (A collection of classical literary texts annotated by Lu Xun). He also 
wrote books on the history of Chinese literature, such as Zhongguo xiaoshuo shi 
lüe (A brief history of Chinese fiction), Wei Jin Liuchao xiaoshuo (Fiction during 
the period of Wei, Jin and Six-Dynasties), Han wenxueshi gangyao (An outline 
of Han literature), and Tang Song chuanqi ji (A collection of Tang and Song 
romances). 

Lu Xun possessed a profound knowledge of classical Chinese language and 
literature. During the 6 years he spent at the Three Flavor Studio as a young boy, 
he read widely and studied a variety of works, including Shisan jing (The thirteen 
classics).59 When he felt lonely and disappointed with the political situation in 
China when he was working in the Ministry of Education in Beijing, he would 
bury himself in classical texts, available in the ministry libraries,  

As a result, even his most political writings still resonate with the echoes of 
classical literature, representing, as Jon von Kowallis puts it, a “direct indication 
of how strong a grip the aesthetic criteria of the past still held on him.”60 The 
                                                               
56 Lu Xun made this point in his speech “Shanghai wenyi zhi yipie” (A glance at the arts in 
Shanghai), he delivered at the Symposium of Social Sciences in 1931. This speech was 
colleted in Er xin ji in 1932, see Lu Xun quanji, vol. 4.  
57 Lu Xun, “Rende lishi” (The history of man), Fen, in Lu Xun quanji, 8–24.  
58 Lu Xun, “Wenhua pianzhi lun” (On the biased culture), Fen, in Lu Xun quanji, 57. 
59 The “Thirteen Classics” are：the Zhouyi (Book/Classic of changes), the Shangshu (The 
documents), the Shijing (Book/Classic of odes/songs), the Zhouli (Rites of Zhou), the Yili 
(Ceremony & Rites), the Liji (Rites record), the Zuozhuan (Zuo commentary), the Gongyang 
zhuan (Gongyang commentary), the Guliang zhuan (Guliang commentary), the Lunyu 
(Analects), the Xiaojing (Book/Classic of filial piety), the Er ya (This is the earliest Chinese 
dictionary, explaining the meanings of words in ancient books/texts.), as well as Mengzi 
(Mencius). For more information about Lu Xun’s early education, see Lu Xun, Zhao hua xi shi. 
In Lu Xun quanji, vol. 2, 235–350. 
60 Jon Eugene von Kowallis, The Lyrical Lu Xun, 41. 
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influence of the past is also palpable in his choice of pseudonyms. Many of his 
pen-names allude to the classics, such as Shijing, Mengzi, and Zhuangzi, as well 
as ancient works of poetry, such as Chuci (Songs of the South). Just as he 
adopted highly stylized classical poetic forms, such as jueju and lüshi, to express 
his feelings and his predicament in modern society, many of his pseudonyms 
allude to ancient texts in such a way as to enhance their resonance within the 
tradition and thus their significance. 

The following are only some examples of Lu Xun’s pseudonyms which reveal 
his erudition in classical literature: Huang Ji 黄棘, Tao Chui 桃椎, Yuan Gen 元
艮, Yue Ben 乐贲, Tang Si 唐俟, Du Deji 杜德机, and Hua Yu 华圉. 

The compound huangji 黄棘 literally refers to a kind of wood used in making 
horse whips. The word alludes to a line from “Bei hui feng” (Grieving at the 
eddying wind) in the Jiu zhang (Nine pieces) of the Chuci.61 Lu Xun frequently 
referred to Qu Yuan. He held him in very high regard and praised his Li sao as 
“the greatest work of all time.”62 

The name Tao Chui 桃椎 alludes to a story recorded in Huangdi shu 黄帝书

(The book of Yellow emperor).63 According to the story, in ancient times there 
were two brothers who had special skills in catching devils. Knowing that devils 
were scared of peach trees, the two brothers would wait for them under peach trees. 
Based on this legend, a popular custom developed, whereby people hung on their 
doors two wooden boards made from peach wood so as to rid themselves of evil. 
These wooden boards are called taochui or taofu 桃符. Similar references may also 
be found in the Zuozhuan and the Hou Han shu (History of the Later Han). These 
pen-names demonstrate Lu Xun’s desire to protect the people from evil. The 
pseudonym Wei Suo 苇索 provides another example. Literally signifying rope 
made of reeds to be hung on both sides of the door to expel evil spirits, weisuo can 
also be used metaphorically to suggest firmness and tenacity.  
 

 
 
The word si 俟 appears in a number of Lu Xun’s pen-names: Si 俟, Tang Si 

                                                               
61 See No. 9 of Jiu zhang, Qu Yuan Jiu zhang jin yi (A modern translation of Qu Yuan’s nine 
pieces). 
62 Lu Xun, “Qu Yuan ji Song Yu” (Qu Yuan and Song Yu), Han wenxueshi gangyao. In Lu 
Xun quanji, vol. 9. 
63 Huangdi shu is also known as Huangdi si jing (The Four Classics of Yellow Emperor). 
These Four Classics of the Yellow Emperor are very important documents for the research of 
the early history of Chinese philosophy, especially that of the early Han dynasty.  

According to Lu Xun’s diary, this signet was carved
and sent to him as a present by Chen Shizeng in 1916.
See Lu Xun yiyin, 6. 
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唐俟, and Si Tang 俟堂. Tang 唐 refers to China, and si means “to wait,” so 
Tang Si 唐俟 can be interpreted to mean “China waiting for a brighter future.” 
Tang Si seems to have been one of Lu Xun’s favorite pen-names; he used it for 
as many as 25 of his works. 

Si also means “to wait for one’s fate,” as conveyed in Zhongyong: “The noble 
man dwells in equanimity and accepts his lot, whereas the inferior man acts 
recklessly in pursuit of good fortune.”64 In 1924, Lu Xun used the phrase sitang
俟堂 to attack the corruption and nepotism of his work-place, the Ministry of 
Education. The attack was triggered by an incident; at the time, an official 
wanted to replace Lu Xun with one of his own trusted followers. Lu Xun was 
suggesting that he would sit and wait in his office and see what happened. 
Apparently, Lu Xun used this pen-name to show his contempt for xiaoren. The 
few years when Lu Xun worked in the Ministry of Education were marked by 
uncertainty and even helplessness, as later reflected in many of the writings he 
published in Wondering (1926) and Wild Grass (1927).  

Yue Ben 乐贲  was the pen-name Lu Xun used for “Beyond ‘Japanese 
Studies’” and “Introduction to a print exhibition of German Writers.” While ben
贲 can be used to refer to a warrior in classical Chinese, it is also the name of 
one of the 64 hexagrams in Yijing (Book of changes), where its meaning is 
related to “pattern” or “decoration” and can be extended to the arts and 
humanities in general. The name Yue Ben implies finding pleasure in art, a 
sentiment that accords with Lu Xun’s life-long interest in graphic art. When he 
was still a little boy, he was deeply attracted to the illustrations of strange 
creatures in Shanhai jing (The classic of mountains and seas). Lu Xun said that 
the four volumes of Shanhai jing were his earliest and most cherished books.65 
Lu Xun further developed his interest in graphic art during his years at the 
Sanwei shuwu (Three-Flavor Studio).  

Under the pen-name Sanwei Shuwu, Lu Xun published a collection of 
woodcuts by the German artist Käthe Kollwitz. The collection emphasized the 
significance and power of art. Commenting on one of Kollwitz’s woodcuts, 
entitled “Sacrifice” (Xisheng) and published in memory of Rou Shi, Lu Xun 
wrote: “No other power can obstruct art in the service of mankind.”66 Lu Xun 
                                                               
64 The Zhongyong is the longer and more complex of the two chapters (the other being Daxue) 
in the Liji (Rites record), from which Later Zhu Xi (1130–1200) took to join with the Analects 
and Mencius to form the Four Books in Sishu zhangju (The Four Books in chapters and 
sentences). Zhongyong has been variously titled in translation but is probably most familiar in 
English as “the Doctrince of the Means,” dating from Legge’s translation. For more recent 
translation, see Ian Johnston and Wang Ping, Daxue & Zhongyong, 251 & 433.  
65 Lu Xun, Lu Xun zizhuan, 22. 
66 Lu Xun, “Xie zai shenye li” (Written in the small hours of the morning). This article was 
originally written for The Voice of China, an English-language journal published in Shanghai. 
It was included in Qie jie ting zawen mobian, Lu Xun quanji, vol. 6. 
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was involved in the art world as a collector of Chinese and foreign 
works—German prints hung on the walls of his Shanghai home—and he also 
tried his hand at drawing. He greatly contributed to the introduction to China of 
foreign art, especially the work of Japanese and German woodcut artists.67 Many 
young Chinese artists of the time benefited from Lu Xun’s generous support; he 
wrote introductions to their published works and even financed some of their 
publications, including a book entitled Muke licheng (History of the woodcut; 
1934), which he hoped would mark a milestone in the Chinese woodcut.  

Yuangen 元艮 is also the name of a hexagram. Yuan 元 is associated with 
greatness and broadness, as in yuanheng 元亨. Yuangen means to pay attention 
to the broad implications of something, instead of its smaller parts. This might 
that Lu Xun adopted Yuan Gen as a pen-name to criticize scholars, such as Shi 
Zhecun 施蛰存 (1905–2003), who encouraged young people to focus on the 
meanings of specific words in classical texts rather than trying to understand 
their broader significance. Gen 艮 can also be used to refer to a simple and 
unadorned writing style. Lu Xun was suggesting that young people should not 
follow Shi’s advice to look for archaic and pretentious words. 

The meaning of the pseudonym Du Deji 杜德机 is more complicated. It 
alludes to a story found in the chapter “Responding to the Emperors and Kings” 
in the Zhuangzi (庄子·应帝王 ). 68  The first character, du 杜 , means to 
deliberately block or make inaccessible, while de 德 means to give life to or to 
have vitality; together, the characters mean to block others from accessing one’s 
vitality. In other words, Zhuangzi was trying to say that, to best protect oneself, 
one should be unpredictable and inaccessible to others.  

According to the story, Liezi 列子 once told his teacher Huzi 壶子 that there 
was such a marvellous shaman named Ji Xian 季咸, whose prophecies always 
proved true. Huzi, however, said that Ji Xian was able to tell your fortune only 
because you allowed him to do so; if you did not give him access to your true 
self, he would not be able to. To prove his point, Huzi summoned Ji Xian and 
asked him to tell his fortune. Ji Xian told Liezi that his teacher was going to die 
soon, while, in reality, Huzi was alive and well. Ji Xian predicted that Huzi was 
going to die only because Huzi used his special powers to block his own vitality 
and pretend to be on the verge of death. Ji Xian’s prediction was foiled by the 
false appearance adopted by Huzi.  

Lu Xun was well versed in and often alluded to the Zhuangzi.69 The message 
                                                               
67 See his Introduction and additional note to “Jindai muke xuanji” (Selected woodcut works 
of modern times), written in 1929 and included in Ji wai ji shiyi. Lu Xun quanji, vol. 7. 
68 “Ying diwang” is the 7th and last chapter of the Inner Chapters of Zhuangzi. 
69 Xu Shoushang agreed with Guo Moruo’s comment, given in his essay “Zhuangzi yu Lu 
Xun” (Zhuangzi and Lu Xun) that Lu Xun possessed an in-depth understanding of Zhuangzi. 
See Xu’s “Wangyou Lu Xun yinxiang ji,” Zhiyou de huainian, 4. 
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embodied in the name Du Deji—not allowing others to know one’s true 
self—was apparently very important to Lu Xun during the White Terror. 
Publishing under pseudonyms was one of the strategies he used to protect 
himself. Allusions to the Zhuangzi can also be found in pen-names such as Qiwu 
lun 齐物论 (On the uniformity of all things), the title of Chapter Two of the 
Zhuangzi.  

The pseudonym Hua Yu 华圉 is even more complex. The meaning of the 
word yu 圉 can also be traced back to the Zhuangzi, which says that all things 
come and go: “Their coming cannot be blocked nor can their going be stopped. 
Therefore it is said: Those who lose themselves in their pursuit of transient things, 
and lose their true nature in seeking what is vulgar, are putting the cart before the 
horse.”70 (《庄子缮性》: 其来不可圉，其去不可止。… 故曰：丧己于物，失性于

俗者，谓之倒置之民。) 
According to Xu Guangping, the name Hua Yu also alludes to a chapter in the 

Mengzi, which says, “A fish stranded, becomes still, and only comes to life again 
and swims away freely when released into the water” (始舍之圉圉焉，少则洋洋

焉，攸然而逝).71 Metaphorically, Lu Xun was also stranded in China as a result 
of the White Terror. In addition, yu 圉 is also homophonous with the word 
“prison” (yu 狱).  

Hua Yu is also homophonous with Huayu 华语, “the Chinese language.” Lu 
Xun was very concerned about the problems posed by the Chinese script in 
efforts to modernize China. While he frequently discussed this issue, his most 
comprehensive treatment of China’s “language problem” is found in the essay 
“Menwai wentan” (“An outsider’s chats about the written language”), 72 
published under the pseudonym Hua Yu. A pun is at work here— as mentioned 
above, Hua Yu can be understood as both “China’s Prison” and “China’s 
Language.” Lu Xun blamed the writing system for China’s backwardness, so 
much so that, just before his death, he even made the radical comment: “If 
Chinese characters are not eradicated, China will perish!”73 

When Lu Xun used the past to disparage the present, he more subtly 
articulated his meaning. For example, the pseudonyms Zhang Chenglu 张承禄 

                                                               
70 “Shang xing” (Cultivating the inborn nature) is one of the Outer Chapters of Zhuangzi. See 
Chapter 16 of Zhuangzi. 
71 This is from Chapter 2 of Mengzi wanzhang zhangju. See Zhu Xi’s Mengzi ji zhu in Sishu 
zhangju jizhu. 
72 “Menwai wentan” first appeared in the “Ziyou tan” (Free discussions) supplement of the 
influential Shanghai newspaper Shen Bao, from August 24 through September1934 under the 
pseudonym Hua Yu. See the entire article in Lu Xun zawen xuan, vol. 2 (written between 
1933–36). 
73 For Lu Xun’s views on the Chinese language—in particular, Chinese characters—see Xu 
Shoushang’s “Wangyou Lu Xun yinxiang ji,” Zhiyou de huainian, 51–52. 
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and Zhang Luru 张禄如 allude to the story of Fan Ju 范睢 in Shi ji (Records of 
the Historian). According to the “Biographies of Fan Ju and Cai Ze” 范睢蔡泽列

传,74 Fan Ju was originally a statesman of Wei, where he was falsely implicated 
in a crime and severely persecuted. Fan Ju escaped death by concealing his true 
identity and changed his name to Zhang Lu. He fled to the State of Qin, where he 
became a minister. Therefore, Lu Xun used the name and its implications to 
attack the White Terror, because of which he had had to conceal his identity.  

 

     
 
Lu Xun was supported both the use of the vernacular language as the literary 

language and Latinization. This was because he believed that these linguistic 
reforms would create a literature that was more easily understood by the masses, 
the vast majority of whom were illiterate. However, this in no way prevented him 
from using allusions, allegories, and imagery derived from classical texts; he also 
utilized the classical tradition in formulating many of his pseudonyms. The 
pseudonyms, which link the present with the past by making the past relevant to 
the present, indeed suggest, to use Jon von Kowallis’ term, a “subtle revolution.”75 
Lu Xun’s allusions to classical works enrich the layered significance of his 
writings on current issues. 

Conclusion 

Lu Xun is known for his prolific use of pseudonyms; some might be less serious, 
others more subtle, but most of them were, nonetheless, well considered and 
carefully chosen. Indeed, the in-depth study of pseudonyms sheds new light on our 
                                                               
74 See Liezhuan 19 of Sima Qian’s Shiji. Lu Xun called Shiji “the historians’ most perfect song, 
a Li sao without the rhyme.” Lu Xun, Han wenxueshi gangyao. Lu Xun quanji, vol. 9. 
75 The term is borrowed from the title of Jon Eugene von Kowallis’ latest book, in which he 
argues that the classical language poetry produced during late Qing and early Republican 
China “could and did serve its writers and their intended readership as a vehicle to articulate a 
complex and sophisticated understanding of as well reaction to the entry of modernity.” See 
The Subtle Revolution: Poets of the “Old Schools” During Late Qing and Early Republican 
China.  

According to Xu Guangping, this signet was
by carved by Lu Xun himself. See Lu Xun
yiyin, 1.
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understanding of Lu Xun. As Lu Xun himself put it, “The pen-names chosen by a 
writer himself naturally give insights into the inner workings of his mind.”76  

The array of pseudonyms cunningly employed by the author reflects a whole 
range of his strong, albeit often conflicting, emotions: an almost fin-de-siècle 
pessimism mingled with hope. This paradox is further suggested, in condensed 
form, by an image from Lu Xun’s poem “Wuti” (Untitled, 1932): “Across a vast 
and frozen land, flowers of spring come bursting forth.”77 This echoes Byron’s 
line, “If Winter is here, will Spring be far behind?” Or, as Lu Xun quoted from 
Hungarian poet Petofi Sandor (1823–49), “The self-delusion in despair is not any 
less than that in hope.”78  

Indeed, the pseudonyms Lu Xun so ingeniously used reflect his ideological 
and emotional complexity, as well as his personality, erudition, and humor. They 
tell us much about Lu Xun both as a writer and a person, and, as such, they 
should form an integral part of the many queries posed and pondered by Lu Xun 
studies.  
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Lu Xun in the Rhetoric of the Sino-Soviet Split: A 
View from Contemporary Russia 
 
Abstract  The historical role of the prominent Chinese writer, social activist 
and thinker Lu Xun (1881–1936), is difficult to overestimate. His works 
influenced social change within China and became recognized internationally. 
For these and other reasons, he was of particular interest in the Soviet Union. 
Since 1932, his works have been published in numerous editions in Russian and 
have received a great deal of scholarly attention in the Soviet Union. Such 
unprecedented attention was initially based on the idea that he held similar 
revolutionary sentiments to those prevailing in the Soviet Union. Later, from the 
second half of the 1960s to the early 1970s, the ideological disagreements 
between the Soviet Union and China influenced the direction of Lu Xun studies 
in the Soviet Union. Soviet leader Khrushchev called for peaceful coexistence 
with the capitalist West, while Mao Zedong stressed the universal character of 
the proletarian revolution. Lu Xun was highly respected in both the USSR and 
China, and thus became an influential tool in this polemic. But, for Soviet 
scholars, this renewed focus on Lu Xun offered an opportunity to provide a new 
perspective on the writer’s works. This paper analyzes how the Sino-Soviet split 
influenced Russian academics’ positions on Lu Xun. The focus is on the three 
main points of contention in the ideological disagreements between the PRC and 
the USSR. First, Soviet critics focused on the psychological aspects and 
individualism in the Lu Xun’s works. Second, a special focus on humanistic 
elements in the writer’s ideas can be seen as a result of the Soviet disagreement 
with the Cultural Revolution’s period. Third, by pointing to the internationalist 
aspects of Lu Xun’s writings, Soviet scholars attempted to expose the Sinocentric 
political attitudes of the ruling circles in China. 
 
Keywords  Lu Xun, Sino-Soviet split, Russian intellectual history 

Introduction 

Even now, Lu Xun’s captivating works have not lost their relevance. We live in 
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an era of global change, where the crises caused by consumer society grips the 
planet. Such problems as the prevalence of materialism and the decline of moral 
values are widely discussed among the intellectuals. A century ago, Lu Xun also 
sought to improve the world. His powerful influence on people’s minds promoted 
social changes, and his authority gained international significance. Lu Xun was 
of particular interest in the Soviet Union (USSR), especially after 1931, when he 
became the leader of the League of Left-Wing Writers. From 1932 to 1989, his 
works were published several times and received a great deal of academic 
attention in the Soviet Union. During this period, more than two hundred 
research papers, books and articles in the popular press on Lu Xun were 
published, and a specialized branch of literary criticism was 
established—lusinovedenie (meaning “Lu Xun studies”). The unprecedented 
attention directed towards the writer in the Soviet Union was not accidental. 
Originally, the focus on Lu Xun was prompted by the idea that similar 
revolutionary sentiments existed in the PRC and the USSR, and, later, the interest 
in Lu Xun was further intensified by the ideological conflicts between the two 
countries. From 1949 to 1956, during the period of active friendship between the 
PRC and the USSR, Lu Xun’s works acted as a significant cultural and 
ideological link between the two countries, and the studies produced by Soviet 
and Chinese scholars mirrored their common ideological views.  

In the confrontation between advocates of pragmatic imperialism and 
adherents of Marxist-Leninist theory, Lu Xun was presented by Russian 
sinologists as an ardent defender of Communist ideals. After Khrushchev came to 
power, the basic disagreement boiled down to different visions of the general line 
of the international Communist movement. As an advocate of active 
revolutionary activity, China criticized the Soviet Union for its revisionism 
because the latter had adopted a policy of peaceful coexistence with the 
capitalistic West. In 1963, the Central Committee of the Communist Party of the 
Soviet Union (CPSU) and the Central Committee of the Communist Party of 
China (CPC) expressed their positions in open letters. The name of Lu Xun was 
invoked in an article attacking the Soviet Union titled Apologists of 
Neo-Colonialism, which was published by the editorial departments of Renmin 
Ribao (People’s daily) and Hongqi (Red flag) on the 22nd of October 1963. As 
Russian sinologists were then reading Chinese newspapers as part of their 
assigned duties, the letters did not go by unnoticed in the USSR.  

In the 1970–80s, a number of influential studies devoted to the Soviet criticism 
of Lu Xun were written by Western scholars.1 They justly observe that most of 
the research is rather uniform in character and does not offer much in terms of 
                                                               
1 Charles J. Alber, Soviet Criticism of Lu Hsun (1881–1936); Irene Eber, “The Perception of 
Lu Xun in Europe and America: the Politics of Popularization and Scholarship.” 
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freshness or novelty. Yet at the same time, I would argue that nowadays we have 
the “privilege” to look at the Soviet intellectual works through a historical 
perspective, which can reveal the dynamics of the changing attitudes toward Lu 
Xun’s works. The goal of the present paper is to trace how the Sino-Soviet 
ideological polemics influenced the perception of Lu Xun in the Soviet Union 
during the period from the late 1960s to the early 1970s, and to understand the 
role that discussions of the writer played in the split. I am not going to analyze 
the reasons for the disagreement between the two countries. They might simply 
be explained by conflicting political interests or by the two countries’ being at 
different stages of a historical process. In the USSR, the paradigm shift from 
Lenin’s call for a world revolution to Khrushchev’s “truce” with old ideological 
adversaries caused changes in the approach to such fundamental issues as 
individualism, humanism and revolution, nationalism, and internationalism. 

Individualism 

The issue of the importance of individualism in Lu Xun’s works was raised as 
early as the 1930s by the prominent Russian sinologist Boris Vasil’ev.2 In 1937, 
he was shot by the NKVD (People’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs). Before 
the onset of confrontation between the CPC and CPSU, the dominant approach to 
literature in the USSR was markedly class-oriented, and common ideological 
interests were supposed to prevail over individual desires. One of the most 
prominent representatives of this interpretation was the influential translator of 
Chinese literature Lyubov Pozdneeva.3 Later, when the USSR (in contrast to the 
PRC), started to move away from the idea of world revolution, the prevailing 
attitude towards individualism began to change. In the early 1960s, the issue of 
individualism in the works of Lu Xun was raised once again by highly regarded 
sinologist Vladimir Semanov. He claimed that Lu Xun not only depicted the 
“ordinary person” in literature, but also took the next step by making him the 
main character and emphasizing his emotions. 4  In the 1960s, another 
well-known sinologist and translator, Lev Eidlin, likewise argued that Lu Xun’s 
notion of individualism was inextricable from the “solitary protest” of the “little 
man”:  
 

Lu Xun took it upon himself to prove that China has individuals […]. He 
highlighted the importance of individuated personality, which he believed 

                                                               
2 B.A. Vasil’ev, “Inostrannoe vliyanie v kitaiskoi literature epokhi imperializma”; “Levyi front 
v kitaiskoi literature.”  
3 L.D. Pozdneeva, Lu Sin’, zhizn’ i tvorchestvo. 
4 V. I. Semanov, Kitaiskaya literatura 19– nachala 20 veka i Lu Sin’, 10–11.  
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was lacking in Chinese life and literature. Lu Xun dedicated his artistic gift 
to bringing up the individual, to creating his personality […].5 

 
Eidlin emphasized individualism by focusing on the psychological aspect of 

Lu Xun’s stories. Nevertheless, in the 1960s, some scholars continued to adopt 
the perspective put forth by Pozdneeva in the 1950s. For instance, in 1966, in 
honor of the 85th anniversary of Lu Xun’s birth, Vladislav Sorokin, a well-known 
expert in Chinese studies, published a small article in the central newspaper 
Izvestia (The news). In the spirit of proletarian propaganda, he claimed that “Lu 
Xun rejected individualism in the name of the collective struggle against the 
oppressors.”6 But, in due course, this approach became less and less prominent.  

In 1971, the Chinese newspaper Hongqi published the article “Study Lu Xun, 
Deeply Criticize Revisionism,”7 written by Zhou Jianren, Lu Xun’s younger 
brother. The article caused a stir in the Soviet Union. Zhou stated that Lu Xun’s 
enemies included bourgeois scholars of all kinds, the revisionists and the 
pseudo-Marxists. According to Zhou Jianren, they had slandered Lu Xun, 
attributing to him such negative sentiments as the desire to “liberate the 
personality” (gexing jiefang), belief in “humanism” (rendaozhuyi), and 
encouragement of “individual pursuit of the struggle” (geren mosuo fendou). 
Blaming Zhou Yang for promoting bourgeois ideology, Zhou Jianren argued that, 
over the years, Lu Xun became more and more faithful to the revolutionary cause 
of his dearly beloved Chairman Mao.  

In the 1970s, the most prominent critic of this article was Alexey Zhelokhovtsev, 
who had studied at Beijing University during the 1960s. He linked the concept of 
individualism to the idea of the personal quest inherent to the process of 
revolutionary struggle. Zhelokhovtsev declared that Lu Xun’s personal quest 
enabled him to develop as a writer and to draw closer to both Marxism-Leninism 
and contemporary Soviet literature.8 Moreover, Zhelokhovtsev considered Lu 
Xun’s personal quest to be not a “gradual search,” but rather a “radical rebirth.” 
He argued that the sudden “leap” in the writer’s mind occurred on the 14th of 
April 1927 as a reaction against Chiang Kai-shek’s “counter-revolutionary coup.”   

This approach resonates with a critique written by Semanov, in which he 
argued against portraying Lu Xun as Mao Zedong’s “fellow campaigner.” In his 
defense of individualism and its legitimacy in modern society, Semanov quoted 
Lu Xun: 
                                                               
5 L. Eidlin, “Kitai Lu Sinya,” 164. Author’s translation from Russian into English. 
6 V. F. Sorokin, “Pevets bor’by i bratstva: k 85-letiyu Lu Sinya,” 5.  
7 Zhou Jianren, “Xuexi Lu Xun shenru pi xiu—pipan Zhou Yang yi huo waiqu, wumie Lu Xun 
de fandong miulun.”  
8 A.N. Zhelokhovtsev, “Sud’ba naslediya Lu Sinya posle ‘kulturnoi revolyutsii’ v Kitae,” 300.  
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In China, it often happens that selfishness, individualism, and individuality 
all get mixed up and rejected by adherents to the materialist view of history. 
If more people were to evoke these concepts to support the materialist view 
of history, that would be a real travesty.9 
 

Another factor that intensified the focus on individualism in the works of Lu 
Xun during the period of the split was Soviet disagreement with the Chinese 
promotion of the Mao Zedong personality cult. Earlier, Khrushchev had 
criticized the similar attitude towards Stalin in the USSR. Soviet scholars 
considered the glorified depictions of Lu Xun’s admiration for the Chinese 
Communist leader unjustifiable:  

 
In Lu Xun’s writings, the name of Mao Zedong is mentioned in only one 
note, where the writer referred to him three times using only the common 
appellation “Mr. Mao Zedong.”10 

Revolution and Humanism 

The roles of revolution and humanism in Lu Xun’s works have always been 
important issues for Soviet critics. In the 1950s, Pozdneeva often applied the 
then-popular term “revolutionary humanism” to Lu Xun’s writings. Today, the 
combination of the two words “revolutionary” and “humanism” may seem 
almost sacrilegious. The first represents the clash between social classes, while 
the second symbolizes the aspiration to philanthropy. Nevertheless, these 
concepts can be correlated if we take into account such humanistic intentions of 
the revolution as fair distribution of goods and services, equal rights, and the 
promotion of a better standard of living for the majority. Therefore, Lu Xun was 
depicted as an ardent supporter of the revolution who denounced liberal 
maneuvering.11 

After the middle of the 1960s, Soviet scholars revised their understanding of 
the relationship between humanism and rebellion. They shifted their focus from 
the goals of revolution to how revolution was implemented (in other words, 
revolution versus a peaceful path). In this way, Russian scholars accentuated the 
                                                               
9 V. I. Semanov, “Lu Sin’ protiv vul’garizatorov,” 296. Author’s translation from Russian into 
English. A direct translation from Chinese into English would be: “But in China it happens to be 
the case that individuality, human nature, individualism and self-interest all get mixed up and 
rebuked by adherents to a self-styled materialist view of history. If more people were evoke 
these concepts to support the materialist view of history, that would really be a travesty.” 
10 A.N. Zhelokhovtsev, “Sud’ba naslediya Lu Sinya posle ‘kulturnoi revolyutsii’ v Kitae,” 290. 
Author`s translation from Russian into English. 
11 L. D. Pozdneeva, Lu Sin’, zhizn’ i tvorchestvo, 148. 
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importance of humanistic ideas, which had been negated by the Chinese 
revolutionists. The multivolume Philosophical Encyclopedia, which was 
published in the USSR during the 1960–70s, includes a long article devoted 
purely to humanism. In a broad sense, the article defined humanism as a 
progressive trend in contemporary social thought, characterized by the interest in 
protecting human dignity and individual freedom and development, as well as 
promoting humaneness in social relations.12 Officially, Marxist humanism was 
considered the highest form of humanism. However, in most scholarship the 
concept of “humanism” was left undefined, and this lack of definition gave rise 
to various forms of speculation. Soviet commentators held that Chinese 
revolutionists used the cover of “proletarian revolution” as a pretext to 
implement their self-serving agenda. Academics in the USSR argued that the 
essence of the Chinese social movements during the 1960s was directly opposed 
to the revolutionary aspirations of Lu Xun because the leadership downplayed 
the militant aspects in Lu Xun’s works in order to emphasize his adherence to the 
one line.  

Soviet critics strongly attacked all attempts to equate “the revolutionary course 
of Chairman Mao” with Lu Xun’s beliefs. In the USSR, these attempts were 
considered a complete falsification and abuse of the writer’s name. In criticizing 
the Chinese revolutionists’ interpretation of revolution, Semanov was trying to 
remind society about the controversy surrounding the process of revolution: 

 
Although Lu Xun did not officially belong to the Communist Party, 
nevertheless he understood the revolution better than many of his 
contemporaries and even their descendants. Lu Xun did not approach 
revolution without thinking; he was concerned not only about the 
revolutionary fighters, but also about the “passive masses.”13 

 
Moreover, Semanov believed that, according to Lu Xun, a revolutionary nature 

should not be a prerequisite for literature: “non-revolutionary literature also has a 
deep significance.”14 In addition, he mentioned the inappropriate criticisms of 
Lu Xun made by the Chuangzao she (Creation Society) and Taiyang she (Sun 
Society) literary groups in the late 1920s, when Lu Xun was labeled a “petty 
bourgeois” and a “feudal remnant.” In Semanov’s critique, it is possible to detect 
his preference for humanism and deemphasis on the revolutionary spirit. 
According to Z. Berzing (whose research focused on Lu Xun’s translation 
                                                               
12 F.V. Konstantinov, ed. Filosofskaya entsiklopediya, 413.  
13 V.I. Semanov, “Lu Sin’ protiv vul’garizatorov,” 292. Author’s translation from Russian into 
English. 
14 Ibid., 298. 
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activities), Lu Xun preferred to work with sentimental texts rather than 
revolutionary texts: 

 
Lu Xun stayed faithful to the principles of humanism, and one of the criteria 
for his selection of works for translation was the presence of characters who 
were unhappy people in a sick society.15 

Nationalism and Internationalism 

Before the outbreak of open ideological confrontation between the PRC and the 
USSR, Soviet scholars discussed the issue of national consciousness in Lu Xun’s 
work in terms of his patriotic sentiments against imperialism. Pozdneeva 
declared that “the crucial factor in Lu Xun’s development as an artist lies in his 
dedication to the national literature.”16 She used Lu Xun as an instrument against 
American influence: 

 
In 1927, the question of how to structure foreign literature studies in China 
was considered by Lu Xun as an issue relating to the conflict between 
American and Russian cultural influence. The same as in 1922, in a debate 
against Professor Wu Mi 吴宓, who had graduated from Harvard University, 
Lu Xun defended socialism and the “language of Turgenev.”17 
 

In the late 1960s, the focus moved to the criticism of the Chinese nationalism 
and “the idea of the superiority of the Chinese nation,” as well as the “thesis 
about the special revolutionary nature of the Chinese people, which makes them 
superior to the revolutionaries of other nations.”18 In 1966, Sorokin wrote that 
Lu Xun was “implacably at war with the chauvinistic scribblers who rallied 
‘Asian heroes’ in order to attack the Soviet Union under the banner of Genghis 
Khan.”19 Semanov even argued that, at times, Lu Xun was too extreme in his 
stance against nationalism. The sinologist pointed out that “Lu Xun denounced 
all Chinese poets that lived after the Tang dynasty, although he continued to write 
poetry that was in many ways similar to what they had written.”20 

                                                               
15 Z. Berzing, “Nekotorye soobrazheniya otnositel’no deyatel’nosti Lu Sinya kak perevodchika,” 
230. 
16 L.D. Pozdneeva, Lu Sin’, zhizn’ i tvorchestvo, 101. 
17 Ibid., 418. Author’s translation from Russian into English. 
18 V. A. Krivtsov, “Maoism i velikokhan’skii shovinizm kitaiskoi burzhuazii,” 80. 
19 V.F. Sorokin, “Pevets bor’by i bratstva: k 85-letiyu Lu Sinya,” 5. Sorokin refers to the 
Chinese ideologists who considered the Mongol domination in Russia during the 13–15th 
centuries as a golden age for China. 
20 V.I. Semanov, Lu Sin’ i ego predshestvenniki, 146. 
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Soviet critics held that Chinese revolutionists invoked the name of Lu Xun to 
carry out anti-Soviet machinations. Therefore, one of their objectives was to 
highlight Lu Xun’s favorable attitude toward the USSR, to emphasize how 
Russian literature influenced the writer. Zhelokhovtsev claimed: 

 
Lu Xun did not like the spirit of jingoism. He wrote a great deal about and 
respected Soviet literature. In his work Welcoming a Literary Relationship 
between China and Russia, Lu Xun said many good things about the 
Russian writer Dostoyevsky and the Soviet writer Libedinsky (whose story, 
The Week, was translated into Chinese) [...]. The Maoists’ malicious slander 
of Sholokhov, and Lu Xun’s admiration of the remarkable epic written by 
this Soviet writer—could their ideological differences be more 
pronounced?21 
 

Soviet critics provided a psychosocial explanation for Lu Xun’s attention to 
the Russian classics. Namely, they argued that his interest in the Russian 
literature was reflective of a broader phenomenon in the 20th century China, “a 
special search for a literature which would actively oppose social injustice: 
humanistic literature, in which the characters seek the truth and fearlessly defend 
it.”22 The critical emphasis on Lu Xun’s interest in the humanistic aspects of 
Russian literature can be seen well into the 1980s. In 1987, Roman Belousov 
wrote that it was Lu Xun’s humanism that led him in his early years to study 
Russian literature, which Lu Xun called “the literature that serves man.”23 

During the period of confrontation, Soviet scholars not only started to 
emphasize the influence exerted by Russian literature on Lu Xun’s works and 
their anti-nationalistic nature, but also drew attention to Lu Xun’s 
internationalism. According to Igor Lisevich, Lu Xun was the first Chinese writer 
who openly declared the primary importance of foreign literature.24 Semanov 
referred to Lu Xun’s “socialistic sympathies and international sentiments” and 
his connections to Henrik Ibsen and Georg Bernard Shaw.25 His works were seen 
as a “phenomenon in a global process, the particular elements of which are 
repeated at different times and in different literatures.”26 G. Ivanov wrote: 
                                                               
21 A.N. Zhelokhovtsev, “Sud’ba naslediya Lu Sinya posle ‘kulturnoi revolyutsii’ v Kitae,” 300. 
Author’s translation from Russian into English. 
22 M.E. Schneider, “V poiskakh literatury dlya zhizni: proizvedeniya Leonida Andreeva v 
Kitae,” 206. 
23 R.S. Belousov, “Za stranitsami dnevnikov Lu Sinya,” 114. 
24 I.S. Lisevich, and V. I. Semanov, “Lu Sin’ i national’noe nasledie,” 539.  
25 V.I. Semanov, “Lu Sin’ protiv vul’garizatorov,” 294, 297–98. 
26  A.A. Antipovskii, “Satira kak odno iz vedushchikh napravlenii v kitaiskoi literature 
20-30-kh godov ХХ veka: na primere tvorchestva Lu Sinya i Laoshe,” 3–4. 
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Lu Xun’s works are imbued with an authentic humanism; they are 
profoundly revolutionary and international […] he has never been a nihilist 
in regard to the global cultural heritage. 27 

Conclusion 

Ideas can be the most powerful forces in human development: They can unite 
and revive nations, bring together hundreds of millions of people, and transform 
society in a very radical way. The Soviet reception of Lu Xun’s work was a part 
of the process of ideological transformation during the Sino-Soviet split. The 
genius of Lu Xun is reflected in the fact that his works never lose their relevance. 
They force people to think about such fundamental issues as the choice between 
public and private interests, the cost of social renovation, and the role of 
international interaction. Before the conflict between the CPSU and the CPC, 
when the idea of world revolution still exerted an appeal in the Soviet Union, Lu 
Xun’s works were studied through the perspective of class warfare, revolution, 
and national movements against imperialism. In the 1960s, the USSR was 
gradually distancing itself from the ideology of self-sacrifice for the sake of 
cardinal world-wide changes. This ideological transformation forced scholars to 
expand their research perspectives. They prioritized themes relating to the value 
of the individualism, humanism, and pacifism. For Soviet scholars, Lu Xun’s 
works represented a fertile source to justify this paradigmatic shift to their former 
“comrades-in-arms,” as well as to refute Chinese revolutionists’ attacks and 
promote their own ideological line in the international arena. Even after his death, 
Lu Xun continued to lobby (albeit indirectly) for change.  

In this way, the three main goals of the last Soviet polemic become apparent. 
First, Soviet ideologists did not agree with the establishment in China of a party 
that exclusively represented the interests of the proletariat. These ideologists tried 
to use their discussions of the significance of individualism in the works of Lu 
Xun to demonstrate the importance of representing the interests of every member 
of society. Second, Soviet analyses of Lu Xun’s work emphasized the importance 
of humanistic ideals in order to criticize the social movements during the 1960s 
China. They claimed that Lu Xun understood the complex character of revolution: 
There are winner and losers, and both warrant attention. Third, Soviet critics 
argued that Lu Xun’s openness to foreign literary, cultural, and scientific 
achievements refuted nationalism and advocated international cooperation and 
global culture. 

                                                               
27  G.Y. Ivanov, “‘Literatura natsional’noi samooborony’ i fal’sifikatsii maoistov,” 126. 
Author’s translation from Russian into English. 
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Nevertheless, in spite of the presence of political partisanship, literary studies 
enabled Soviet scholars to better understand their Eastern neighbors, and they 
were less judgmental than their political leaders. Even during the split, Lu Xun’s 
works had a unifying effect: not between the political systems, but between 
intellectual traditions. The late 1960s to early 1970s were a challenging period of 
ideological transition for both countries. The historical lessons we stand to learn 
from them may indeed prove relevant to our own time as well, when the choice 
between private, state, and international interests, as well as the definitions of 
humanism and national identity, have acquired even more pressing importance.  
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INTERVIEW 

 

Narrative and Representation in the Age of 
iPhone—A Dialogue Between Wang Anyi and 
Fredric Jameson on Shanghai, Urban Experience, 
and Technological Conditions of Possibility for 
Literature 
 
Co-authors: Anyi Wang and Fredric Jameson 
Oral interpreted by Xudong Zhang (New York University) 
Transcripted by Yu Zhu (Shanghai University) 
 
Location: Ruijin Hotel, Shanghai, China 
Time: December 22, 2012 
 
Fredric Jameson: I had a lecture in Fudan University. It was a long time ago. 
But I don’t know this city very well. I taught in Beijing for much longer. But now 
I find Shanghai is a more pleasant place. 
 
Anyi Wang: A lot of Westerners prefer Shanghai to Beijing, especially for these 
ordinary Westerners. They especially love Shanghai; a lot of them live in my 
building. 
 
Jameson: Well, it’s very different from Beijing. See, I lived for a semester on the 
Beida Campus. But that’s a closed thing, in those days—1985, it was outside the 
city. You couldn’t get into the city. There were few taxis. There was a subway. 
There was something in those days. But we had to take a bus to get there. If you 
go to some place at night, there is always no taxi you can call. For example, Mr. 
Yang Zhouhan (杨周翰) once took me to watch a Brecht play and thereafter we 
could not get home, because you can’t call a taxi. It’s not like today. When I first 
accepted, I saw I would have an apartment downtown, but there wasn’t anything 
downtown in Beijing in those days. Where did I live? There’s still no downtown, 
I think. So we wondered if it was something about cities of power that made 
them unlivable. I mean the cities in which power is exercised.  
 
Wang: Yes. On the one hand, it’s a city of power. But those of higher status live 
well…. 
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Jameson: Yes, they live well. But I mean it’s not a livable city.  
 
Wang: On the other hand, it is also a northern city. Northern life is kind of rough. 
After 1949, all Chinese cities were reorganized around production. There were 
only production centers and areas. Only Shanghai preserved some kind of 
remnants of modern consumer life. 
 
Jameson: Yes, this is wonderful, this French Concession…. Suddenly it’s a real 
city of the old style, because our cities are also getting unlivable.  
 
Wang: But what you saw is really the center of city, the best part of Shanghai. 
The reality is that the old residents were pushed out. We can barely hear 
Shanghai dialect in this area. It is either English or mandarin.  
 
Jameson: On the plane they taught us Shanghai dialect.  
 
Wang: That’s a logo. 
 
Jameson: But you see I don’t even know if Taipei is a livable place, either. I 
think the modern city in general really faces this problem. Jane Jacobs has 
written a book named The Death and Life of Great American Cities. She says 
you have a real city if you have little stores, if you have small business. And 
finally she moved to Canada, because Toronto was still a livable city.  
 
Wang: You mean the convenience of everyday life is gone. 
 
Jameson: Well, there are skyscrapers everywhere, and then suppose you need to 
buy shoelaces—where would you buy shoelaces with all these skyscrapers? In 
Washington, you know, there are obvious famous places, such as Georgetown. 
But I have a friend here. He told me, “You think you meet someone in 
Washington, and then you find out it is a person who represents an institution. 
Everybody in Washington represents something.” Shanghai is a very pleasant 
place. I think I would have had a very different experience if I had been here for 
a semester. This is the first time I have a real feel for Shanghai. Before, I stayed 
here for two days, one day in Peace Hotel and the rest of time on Fudan campus.  
   
Wang: Fudan is not really in the center of Shanghai; it’s located in the suburbs. 
 
Jameson: But it’s very sad what you say—there are no longer Shanghai people 
here.  
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Wang: Shanghainese living in their own city are getting a raw deal. The elites 
like Zhang Xudong went to Beijing or the USA.  
 
Jameson: That’s what I want to ask you: Before, when I was in Pudong, there 
was nothing but a funny Tower, which is now suddenly full of people, but those 
are not Shanghai people, are they? They are from countryside or from other 
places? 
 
Wang: The locals would never consider living in that place because of their 
prejudice or its inconvenience. However, there are more and more new 
immigrants from the country or from other places in China, even other places in 
the world. They came to settle down in Pudong. The real estate is still cheaper 
over there.  
 
Jameson: So, none of your stories are ever set over there? 
 
Wang: Rarely. A little bit. When I grew up, there were only the peasants and 
industrial workers over there. The urban dwellers all lived in the west side of the 
city. Now it’s different. If you go to Pudong now, you see these young rich 
middle class people living there.  
 
Jameson: I see that happening. In a city I know someone—well, it is 
Berlin—and when the people said to me that, after reunification, they knew 
things were changing when they saw these very well-dressed young men in black 
suits—the lawyers, the businessmen. Because I studied in Berlin and, in old days 
—that’s the 1950s—West Berlin was only for very young people and old people; 
there was no work because of the blockade. And the city was subsidy-based. So 
young men and students didn’t have to do military service, and the food was 
cheap for the old people because of the subsidy system. So it was a very 
interesting, strange place in those days. And, later on, the intellectuals, writers, 
and so forth began to come there.  

That’s the other thing I want to ask you. Are there many other writers and 
intellectuals living here, or do they migrate to Beijing?  
 
Wang: There are, of course, lots of writers here. There is a writers’ community. 
But it is weak; the good and ambitious ones all go to Beijing. Beijing is a 
political center, and, since 1949, Shanghai has been regarded as a technical city, a 
city of science and technology, a city of production. Therefore its intellectual life 
has withered. Shanghai also plays a pivotal role in the national tax revenue. It is a 
major source of tax revenue. One-fifth of the national tax revenue comes from 
Shanghai.  
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And the Shanghai city government is very strong. It is powerful and efficient. 
Therefore, the writers and intellectuals are well managed. It is like Singapore: too 
efficient, too rational, and too well-organized.  

But for ordinary people, I have to say, the city is doing a good job; everything 
is well organized and well administered, and social welfare is good, the coverage 
is very good. It provides social equality, safety, and convenience. So, for people 
who just want to live a decent life, this is a good place. The minimum social 
security level in Shanghai is higher than in other cities. It is like your social 
security check is bigger than the average paycheck received by people living in 
other places.  
 
Jameson: That is very interesting. But do they limit migration here? 
 
Wang: We have a hukou system, the residential permits. Social welfare is limited 
to official residents of Shanghai. Because scientific, technological, and industrial 
conditions here are pretty good, and the average income is pretty decent. So the 
city can afford to provide this kind of welfare to official residents.  

But in Beijing, there are so many cracks and gaps between the central and 
local governments. So it is very lively intellectually. Beijing is very dynamic. 
Intellectuals there are more dynamic.  
 
Jameson: But what about theatres and music? 
 
Wang: There is a lively non-government, non-official culture in Beijing—theatre 
groups, musicians, etc. But in Shanghai, everything you see is somehow run by 
the city’s propaganda department or something. Shanghai is safe but boring in 
comparison to Beijing. Beijing is kind of romantic.  
  
Jameson: What about film production in Shanghai? 
 
Wang: This is a rather embarrassing topic because the Shanghai film industry 
has really withered.  
 
Jameson: Would that also be dependent on government subsidy? 
 
Wang: You see, all films are officially Shanghai Studio products, but actually 
they are made by other people. The producers and directors who are really 
influential are all in Beijing. For instance, it is rumored that Jia Zhangke has 
already established official residence in Shanghai. The Shanghai Film Studio 
furnished him with a studio, a production union, etc. Though he is officially a 
Shanghai resident, he does everything outside Shanghai. He just used the 
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convenience of Shanghai residence and the logo of the Shanghai Film Studio. It 
is said that he is living in an expensive apartment in Pudong. But he’s from 
Shanxi province. 
 
Jameson: In my opinion, he is the most interesting director in China today. 
 
Wang: I think he is the contemporary Chinese filmmaker who is most easily 
accepted by Western reviewers.  
 
Jameson: Oh, perhaps. 
 
Wang: And he is also lucky. But some Chinese filmmakers and playwrights are 
doing very well in Hong Kong.  
 
Jameson: But that’s a special kind of film?  
 
Wang: For instance, there is a popular movie called Tou Mingzhuang/Warlords, 
directed by a Hong Kong director, Chen Kexin. But the film script was written 
by a female writer from Shanghai, Xu Lan (须兰). Things like that can never be 
done in Shanghai, because the city authorities do not permit the eccentric. 
 
Jameson: Besides your novels, have you also written film scripts?  
 
Wang: Yes, I also wrote some plays. They are still being shown on stage in Hong 
Kong, but in Shanghai, they were shown only once.  
 
Jameson: Which play? 
 
Wang: I dramatized Zhang Ailing’s novel Jinsuo ji (Golden cangue). Maybe it 
fits the Hong Kong taste. To some extent, the plays being staged in Shanghai 
have to meet the demands of the propaganda department. For instance, when the 
Expo was being shown, the Shanghai city government was looking for someone 
to make a documentary on the city. They called some Shanghai filmmakers, but 
eventually they settled on Jia Zhangke. He did this documentary called Hai 
shang chuanqi (Shanghai legend). It is also available in English.  
 
Jameson: Zhang Ailing is from here, aha? Maybe the people of Shanghai don’t 
like the image of Shanghai that she created.  
 
Wang: Oh, the government would certainly be on guard against Zhang Ailing, 
because she only wrote about the old capitals and heavy urban nights, she 
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married a major collaborator, Hu Lancheng, and she only talked about “old 
Shanghai.”  

What’s your impression of the China Pavilion at the World Expo, which you 
visited this morning? 
 
Jameson: Well, it’s a wonderful building for expositions. It’s huge. We didn’t 
have time to see it, because it exhibits a history of modern Chinese painting. And 
there is a French exhibition of the painter Courbet’s works, which we didn’t have 
time to see.  
 
Wang: I think that the background of the exposition is worthy of discussion. The 
old Shanghai art museum is inside the old horse-racing ring, which is the 
building with a bell tower on Nanjing Road. But because the Chinese Pavilion is 
the new art museum, the old one will be shut down. So there will be no art 
museum in the old town. You will have to go way out to see art exhibitions. Only 
the government is capable of doing those kinds of things. By the way, I consider 
the Shanghai Exhibition Center as an ideal place for art shows. It used to be 
called the “Sino-Soviet Friendship Building.” However, this building belongs to 
a bureau of the city government. So they won’t allow public access and only use 
the space for government meetings. Occasionally, there is a sort of book fair or 
an industrial products show. You see, the heads of the city government are very 
powerful, very efficient, but they are not interested in art.  

There is campaign by Shanghai intellectuals to save the old art museum, but I 
don’t think it will make any difference.  
 
Jameson: Because the city government is too powerful…. I am very interested 
in Xudong’s comments that the kind of modern art museum here is very different 
from the one you find in Beijing. That is to say, the stuff in Beijing is more 
abstract, postmodern. I am interested in representation or story-telling arts. I like 
many of these things but they come directly from socialist realism and not very 
popular nowadays.  
  
Wang: It is interesting that there is a locally organized art show in Shanghai, 
which is part of a national thing. And the main exhibition is in Beijing. Again, the 
government is organizing this kind of representation of the history of revolution. 
Even though the show in Shanghai is a local show and the one in Beijing is a 
major national show, nevertheless, in Beijing, it is swamped with all kinds of 
contemporary postmodern and international experimental art. But in Shanghai, 
there is nothing like this that stands out.  
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Jameson: I see. 
 
Wang: It looks as though those things in Shanghai are more in line with the 
official than in Beijing. This year, the Beijing People’s Theatre—it is very 
famous for staging Lao She’s Tea House—brought some plays to Shanghai, but 
none of them are about reality or the representation of reality. If Shanghai theatre 
sent its plays to Beijing, I am sure that there would be a couple of works about 
the representation of everyday life and reality.  
  
(Xudong Zhang: I saw the theatre, the theatric version of your book, The Song 
of Everlasting Sorrow. I even wrote a review of it. What do you think of this 
version?) 
 
Wang: I think the theatric version is ok, but the film version is bad, and the 
television version is also bad. 
 
Jameson: Did they allow you to judge it or intervene in it? 
 
Wang: I didn’t intervene at all.  
 
Jameson: Because authors often complain that they have no right to intervene. I 
mean, if you want to intervene, do they allow it? 
 
Wang: I think it’s possible and sometimes productive for the writer and the 
theater to work together with others, not only to intervene but to corporate with 
them. And that could be good. But in fact, it was very hard for me to intervene, 
especially in the film version, because of box office concerns, and the autonomy 
of the director is always a kind of worship. I didn’t try to do that, but even if I 
had tried, I would not have been successful. 
 
Jameson: And this is a very successful book…. 
 
Wang: But that was more than a decade ago. 
 
Jameson: Right, but people who know the story want to see the film…. 
 
Wang: The number of readers can never compete with the number of 
movie-goers and television viewers.  
 
Jameson: But what I found is—with my daughters, for example—there was a 
big Jane Austin television series, maybe two decades ago? And that sent them 
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back to reading Jane Austin. I mean, that was not something popular, it’s not 
contemporary English.  
 
Wang: That’s a happy story, but the general situation is not like that. I have little 
confidence in film. It is basically an industry driven by technology and money. 
We cannot count on it to promote reading of literature.  
 
Jameson: I think it is very rare for a really good novel to produce a film version.  
 
Wang: The Jane Austin story had a pretty good result, but what I experienced is 
that if I assign a book in a college classroom, the students will watch the film and 
skip the book.  
 
Jameson: But sometimes, it’s the other way around, that is, a great film is made 
based on a mediocre book; the book is just a pretext, and the film is really 
interesting. So it’s very rare for one to be equal to the other.  
 
Wang: Right. But a film has so many means and ways and a novel has only one, 
which is story-telling, narrative. Film has concreteness—it is so specific. 
 
Jameson: Oh, that’s something I wanted to ask you. I read somewhere that you 
are supposed to be the last living writer. Because in general literature is being 
replaced not just by film but by video games; everybody spends all of their time 
doing things in front of a screen. What do you think about this kind of situation?  
 
Wang: I think literature might be reduced or transformed into something like 
handicraft or craftsmanship because literature as means of communication and 
representation has been rendered suspicious. All these functions have been 
replaced by other more efficient and capable things.  
  Moreover, there is the challenge posed by democratic society, which also 
persecutes literature. As long as you are literate, you can read and write, you feel 
that you have something to contribute, i.e., to write a novel, and someone is 
writing on twitter, typing a piece of story. And everybody wants to participate in 
something. For instance, in theatre, a lot of audiences demand to be a part of the 
play. But I think there is a difference in terms of the capacity for writing. If 
everything were equalized, literature would become very precarious. 
 
Jameson: But when I was traveling in East Europe, such as East Germany and 
Russia, in the old days, on the subway and bus, I saw tremendous amounts of 
people reading, people read a lot. But I think it is because there wasn’t any 
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television, and there wasn’t any computer, and so on.  
 
Wang: In my opinion, it is not only China but across Asia, this catch-up 
mentality makes people very susceptible to anything new, they always want to 
see some new things. But in my experience, I have seen that in Europe, there are 
still a lot of people who read a lot, read seriously…. 
 
Jameson: The situation in the United States is not so certain.  
 
Wang: But in comparison with Europe, of course my experience is limited but 
my observation is that we had not constructed a credible reading culture before 
the onslaught of visual culture. In Europe, the situation is different. For instance, 
even the popular readers, bestsellers, are good preparation for ordinary people to 
become readers. I am impressed by the Penguin series. 
 
Jameson: That’s very nice but that’s an English press. 
 
Wang: Whenever I see a European reader holding a fat volume, I think that it 
must be a popular book, must be some kind of bestseller, and I can anticipate that, 
after a certain number of pages, someone will die, and there will be all these plot 
twists, but nevertheless, it requires reading. It activates the imagination, the 
reconstruction of experience. In Asia, across Asia, the basic mode is looking, 
looking around for information, looking for visual stuff. Even in Japan, which is 
culturally more developmental, they would immerse themselves in MEGA, 
cartoons. 
  It seems to me that Asian people have a very low tolerance for reading and 
anything abstract. They demand something very sensory, i.e., songs, a karaoke 
bar, visual images.  
 
Jameson: I can’t subscribe to your culturist version of this. But I think that 
affective reading is terribly important. I mean, when kids are playing a game, 
they forget about you. My daughters have started to read these long fantasy 
novels. I don’t consider them to be of very great quality, but it doesn’t matter 
because they would devour the five volumes. But they are affectively reading 
hundreds of pages. That’s very good. It goes on to do something else for them.  
 
Wang: What bothers me is that, before the reform era, Chinese people had some 
kind of inner quietness, certainty—they read. But after the reform era, people 
became distracted, impatient.  
 
Jameson: For us, in history, the Chinese and Jewish cultures are two great 
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cultures of the book, where reading was important to the fabric of society—I 
mean not just for an education.  
 
Wang: These cultures have historically been limited to the elite, the upper class. 
These readers were educated intellectuals. They were adept readers. But the 
majority of common people were illiterate and, if they were literate, their reading 
skills were limited to the ability to keep track of daily expenses. 
  Professor, your activities are covered in the newspapers these days, and I read 
the interviews, etc., so I know the rough outline of your thought. And I am 
curious to know your ideas on Chinese consumer culture.  
 
Jameson: Well, right now I think in the Chinese coastal areas, the culture is very 
much like our consumer culture. It’s this new sort of frenetic objects, interesting 
objects, especially communication objects, it seems to me, is what’s interesting 
here. I mean, capitalism has always been that matter, consumption and 
production of objects, but the machine is doing something else. Machines maybe 
produce this object of consumption, but now communication machines, I mean 
computers and so on, are the object of consumption themselves. So you not only 
use these things for communication, but you really consume the object of 
communication itself. It is very funny.  
  In the old days, when I visited the Soviet Union, I used to know Russians 
came over to the United States, and the things they wanted to take back were 
always computers, communication stuffs, and so forth. People who truly 
understand this technology will be interested in these things. I don’t use it. When 
I travel, I have a book to read. But communication technology doesn’t excite me 
as it excites the next generation. So it seems to me there’s a new kind of 
consumerism.  
  Somebody like Steve Jobs could become one of the great heroes of modern 
history. You know, after all we had Henry Ford, we had Edison, but Steve Jobs is 
not an inventor like that. He is just a very clever predictor—he predicts what 
objects the people need—but this is a different kind of technological fascination.   
    
Wang: I am wondering about the final difference between them. Was what Steve 
Jobs did technologically inventive or was it mainly about images or forms? 
 
Jameson: I think he was a designer. And he knew that what he would like wasn’t 
what people in general would like, he knew what people needed and knew how 
to hold their hands, what would make it easy to use and so forth, and I think he 
was the ideal consumer and he reshaped the object according to his own needs. 
Another great culture-inventor like that is Walt Disney. But this is not the same 
thing, I think.  
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Wang: Does this mean that he didn’t create anything, material or technological? 
 
Jameson: He made his people create these things in the image that he thought 
would respond to people’s desires.  
 
Wang: In the early industrial age, what we produced was something to address 
people’s necessities or basic needs, but nowadays, it is about excess. 
 
Jameson: Not excess, but heightened use. Remember the story I told? It is about 
a great Finnish architect. Sometimes, when he passed through the doors, his 
pocket caught on the doorknob. And he then invented a doorknob that wouldn’t 
catch a pocket. That’s the kind of thing Steve Jobs did, really. 
 
Wang: But then in what sense have people like Steve Jobs or this kind of 
consumer product changed the world or changed people? 
 
Jameson: Well, there is a different form of communication going on. Let me ask 
you because there’s a question that occurs to me about plot and narrative. Before 
cell phones, you have characters walking around in the city. They are supposed to 
meet each other; they miss each other. There are no telephones and so on. But 
now you cannot have this type of plot device any more because everybody has a 
cell phone. “Meet me over there,” “Meet me over here,” and so forth. Do you 
find that this changes the way you organize the plot and narrative? 
 
Wang: This development is unfortunate for novelists, because the possibilities 
for process, for longer experience of time have diminished. However, eventually 
the stories are created by ordinary folks, and they are not something created by 
novelists. 
 
Jameson: Yes, that’s the reality of daily life.  
 
Wang: It’s hard for me to predict what kind of thing it will lead to. 
 
Jameson: But do your characters use cell phones? 
 
Wang: I do my best to describe those who do not use cell phone. If they use 
them, there will be no adventure or unpredictable encounters.  
 
Jameson: Yes, exactly. The great stable plots are one character never finds the 
other one and one is missing someone forever and so on, so forth. I mean, this is 
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the great tragic story.  
 
Wang: There is a sort of popular detective story or spy story in which someone 
becomes a traitor, but his former colleagues still don’t know, and ordinary 
viewers often comment that that’s because they don’t have cell phones. So 
tragedy happens.  
 
Jameson: It’s interesting. Have you never been tempted by genre literature, I 
mean, for instance, detective stories? 
 
Wang: Of genre literature, there are two types that I particularly like. One is the 
detective story, and the other is the ethical or family romance. I greatly admire 
those genre literature writers because they can stuff all this different content into 
this extremely fixed form. It’s regrettable that, in the history of the Chinese novel, 
there was no point at which we developed our genre literature. And it causes 
most of our writers today to lack training in this professional skill to keep 
writing.  
 
Jameson: The interesting thing for me about the detective stories is that the 
detective has to go around from one class milieu to another, so he has to go to see 
the very rich people and explore the homeless and so forth. So the whole society 
is gone through by the detective. Sometimes the policeman.  
 
Wang: Have you read a lot of detective stories? 
 
Jameson: Yes, I read a lot. But [what I read] is different from the tradition of 
Agatha Christie. It’s the tradition of Raymond Chandler, or nowadays Michael 
Connelly. For genre literature, they are very good writers.  
 
Wang: I wonder whether there are some translations of these writers here. 
 
Jameson: I don’t know, but Michael Connelly’s works have been translated into 
lots of languages. I would be surprised if there isn’t any Chinese translation. 
 
Wang: Is he a contemporary writer? 
 
Jameson: Yes. Michael Connelly wrote about a policeman in Los Angeles. 
What’s interesting is that the detective story is not regional, but every state in the 
United States, every major city has somebody producing detective stories about it. 
And then on the international level, we have these cases right now in Scandinavia. 
Everybody is reading Swedish detective stories and Norwegian ones. So the 
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relationship between the detective story and place, especially the city, but 
sometimes countries, is very interesting.  
 
Wang: I wonder why are there so many great detective stories in Scandinavia? Is 
that because it is so cold or boring? 
 
Jameson: There was a great series of detective stories in the 1970s. But 
otherwise it’s a phenomenon of globalization. There have been several famous 
international successes and now publishers are desperate. For example, I read a 
joke in the New Yorker. A guy brought his manuscript to the editor. Later, the 
editor said to him, “It’s very good, but do you mind if we change the setting to 
Sweden?” So right now it’s a really worldwide affair. It poses that question, the 
question of the politics of translation.  
  It’s the whole question of world literature today, globalization and its 
relationship with the presses and translators who control translations. For 
example, now we know that, in the old days, somebody was able to select the 
writers who didn’t know English because English was the lingua franca. Today 
you don’t have to deal with that issue, exactly. But how it does function is very 
interesting. I mean, Howard Goldblatt is worthy as a translator of Mo Yan. He is 
a very powerful thinker and a wonderful translator. But he picks and chooses 
what he translates.  
 
Wang: Up until recently, the translation processes were basically natural. For 
instance, a Western student came to China to learn the Chinese language, he read 
and liked a book, and he would recommend it to a publisher. But then, the 
interest in Chinese literature among that kind of Western reader or publisher was 
dampened. In the 1980s, there was tremendous Western fascination with China 
and Chinese literature, but things changed since early 1990s. Now, with 
economic rise of China, the publishers’ interests in China has resumed, but, in 
recent years, there has been a new development, which is for the Chinese 
government to provide a lot of funding to promote Chinese literature, to project 
Chinese literature, but it is not very productive or effective.  

Howard Goldblatt is a special case; not too many people have been translating 
since the 1980s. We all know the translation of literary works is a kind of manual 
labor. It doesn’t give you high academic prestige. And also, because he has a very 
good relationship with several major publishers, he’s not only a translator, he is 
virtually a literary agency.  

Of course, Mo Yan winning the Nobel Prize is a really big deal in China, but 
nonetheless, I doubt seriously whether that will produce a kind of fascination 
with China and Chinese literature. Right after Mo Yan received the Nobel Prize, I 
traveled to England, and nobody knew anything about Mo Yan. Personally I 
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don’t think Western readers are interested in Chinese literature, as I had hoped 
they would be.  

I often ask myself why the international readership is not that concerned with 
Chinese literature, and then I turn this question back to us. We are not concerned 
with literature produced in Laos, in Zimbabwe, etc. Our vision is limited to some 
kind of mainstream.  
 
Jameson: But I think we have to distinguish. I mean, it is disgraceful that most 
of your books have not yet been translated. But would you say that French and 
German translations of your books are much more numerous than American ones? 
And I think that means something, because European countries know what 
far-off countries are and are interested in them, but Americans don’t have much 
interest in the outside world. And then, at the free market level, I mean that 
economic thing, we don’t subsidize it. 

So do you have more translations in France and Germany? 
 
Wang: My works are more welcomed in France. The Song of Everlasting Sorrow 
was first translated into French, and, after it did well, an American publisher 
picked it up. There were collections of essays and collections of short stories 
translated into French. And most recently, there was a translated book named 
Moonstruck.  
 
Jameson: What about German? 
 
Wang: In the 1980s, I had very close ties with German publishers, and they 
invited me to a book fair in Frankfurt. But after 1989, everything was cut off. 

As someone who lives in Shanghai, I have very low expectations for a 
so-called “East-West cultural exchange,” because, in the 1930s, Shanghai was a 
paradise for all kinds of adventurers. But, when it comes to the literature or 
literary representation of Shanghai, all we have got is Pearl Buck’s The Good 
Earth.  
 
Jameson: You have Malraux’ s la Condition humaine. 
 
Wang: In 2009, I took part in a cultural affair called “Eurobaria” in Belgium, 
which is held every two years to showcase particular countries’ culture. And 
2009 was the year for China. It’s a year-long cultural affair. And I walked around 
in the streets of Brussels. What China brought to this event were only two things. 
One was a kind of product of classical traditional Chinese culture, for example, 
folk opera, a puppet show. The other was a work of radically contemporary 
Chinese art. But it was kindled by particular Western notions of contemporary art. 
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Basically, this was a kind of circulation. It seems to me that they re-exported 
something you had imported. What was missing was the entire tradition since the 
May Fourth Movement and socialist revolution and reform, the whole thing in 
the middle was absent and missing. I don’t think we ourselves did a good job in 
telling the story and experience of this moment in history. 
 
Jameson: Well, I’m thinking back to when we were talking about Swedish 
detective stories a moment ago. But a lot of this stuff is written to be translated 
into English. I mean, the Swedish writers obviously want to it be. So it is written 
for this purpose. I mean, it is written for the purpose of being sold in the USA, 
etc. 

But I think in our case, the interest in translated literature is also motivated by 
interest in the specific social, historical, and political situations of different 
countries. Here’s my little fable about it. You know, in the Academe Awards, they 
give a prize for the best foreign film. In my opinion, most of these prizes go to 
foreign films about children because that’s sort of universal. We can be interested 
in children from Czechoslovakia, from China. But the milieu of the story, which 
involves problems of a local nature, about money, the government, and so on, we 
are not interested in anymore. So I think that’s a fable for this process. Of course, 
it’s first and foremost an American issue.  
 
Wang: Yes, when it relates to adults, things get complicated. I think Taiwanese 
publishers are better at selecting the titles and subjects for publication, at creating 
well-conceived intellectual products. For instance, I saw huge selections of 
African literature in Taiwan, and I bought every single copy I could find. I 
brought them back and started reading. I realize it is very difficult to understand, 
to learn about the institutions and history from scratch.  

America is especially interesting, because Hollywood culture is really global 
and because everybody regards the USA as the realized model. It’s a kind of 
epitome. So everybody is familiar with the United States, but Americans don’t 
know about other countries. As long as there is an American presidential election, 
people in every place in the world are watching.  
 
Jameson: That requires no explanation. Satre said that the privileged situation of 
the writer required him to write for two publics. For example, we have a black 
writer. When he writes about black people, he doesn’t have to explain what the 
black people know already, but he has to explain it to white people.  
    
Wang: I think there is something common and naturally understandable, if not 
universal. It is everyday life that we all can understand. Every form of daily life 
is natural, but it is also distorted. It’s a challenge to represent the distortion under 
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different historical and social conditions. 
 
Jameson: And the reader has to cultivate an interest. It takes time. And then I 
think another interesting aspect of reading foreign literature is to see something 
different, I mean, not just our daily life, but also others’ lives. 
 
Wang: Yes, Chinese people are very interested in other people’s different 
experience. Probably we are too interested in others’ lives. But the interest is not 
reciprocated; Westerners are not necessarily interested in our experience. I think 
Western people are more interested in India than in China nowadays. 
 
Jameson: I am not sure, because Indians write in English. There are eleven 
different languages in the country, and one of them is English. That is the one we 
know. Salman Rushdie infuriated all his Indian friends by saying, “Of course, the 
only decent language is English.” But there are eleven languages being written 
in. 
 
Wang: This is the politics in literature. 
 
Jameson: Absolutely. 
 
Wang: The lucky thing is that we have 1.3 billion Chinese, and the number of 
potential readers is always large.  
 
Jameson: It is very sad for small countries and languages. For instance, in 
Hungary, there are great writers, but few people in the world know about them.  
 
Wang: I introduced two Bulgarian writers to China. Their readership is so small. 
To some extent, they are writing for translation, for being translated. 
 
Jameson: But you know, the sadder thing is that European languages themselves 
are becoming small languages, except for Spanish. Fewer and fewer Americans 
are studying French, German, or Italian. Even publications in those languages are 
shrinking. 
 
Wang: I recently discovered an Albanian writer who I considered to be truly 
fascinating, though he is writing in French. His name is Ismail Kadare. And he 
drew upon European folk literature to write a story from behind the iron curtain. 
In 2005, he was the winner of the “Man Booker International Prize.” He made 
me feel that we should not be too pessimistic about literature. There are always 
good writers coming out. China used to have this special relationship with 
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Albania, so we still know this country.  
 
Jameson: But who are the foreign writers that you are most interested in and that 
have influenced you the most? 
 
Wang: Our literary education and formation is really through reading 
translations, translated literature, so it really depends on who were the great 
translators during our formative years. For example, Fu Lei was a very famous 
and major translator of French literature. He translated Roman Roland’s works. 
We know Roland is not a great figure in France, but in China, his work happened 
to be a major part of our literary formation. The same thing can be said about 
Tolstoy, Balzac, and Zola. French and Russian literature were very well 
translated and happened to be available because of Fu Lei and Ba Jin, etc.  

Nowadays everything is translated, but after looking around I cannot help but 
feel how lucky we were. The quality of translation was so high at that time. Right 
now it is so bad. The translators at that time, in the 1930s for example, Lu Xun 
included, invented this kind of Chinese syntax and structure, namely, the 
splendid and long sentences which did not exist in the ancient Chinese language. 
  We were almost completely formed by these translations of foreign literature. 
We have only now come to realize how good Lu Xun’s prose was, because we 
used to think it was not romantic enough, not lyric enough, and not beautiful 
enough. 



Front. Lit. Stud. China 2013, 7(3): 511–524 
 
 
 

FEATURED REVIEWS 

 
Editor’s Commentary1 

DOI 10.3868/s010-002-013-0029-8 
 
In the last thirty years, one of the most important symptoms of the massive 
changes in Chinese society and culture has been the substantial expansion of the 
scope in which “literature” appears: Not only has it continued to manifest itself 
as novels, poetry, or short prose, it also increasingly appears in the form of text 
messages, television shows, advertisements, entertainment news, travel guides, 
online games, and real estate project documents. The literary world has not 
decreased in size in comparison with thirty years ago—one could even say that it 
has increased—but at the same time, although what we habitually regard as 
traditionally “serious literature” still occupies a place in that world, it is also 
clearly in decline. The written word is Chinese culture’s primary medium; young 
people lead passionate lives, and it is inevitable that for many, this passion will 
be expressed through the urge to create literature. But amongst this endless 
parade of young writers, nowadays fewer than ever are following writers such as 
Mo Yan and Wang Anyi and submitting their work to literary magazines and 
publishing houses. Clearly, the bulk of their creative energy is going somewhere 
else. 

This is not a heartening prospect. One could even indignantly retort: 
“Television shows, advertisements, real estate documents? None of those are 
literature. Rather, they are exploiting literature!” However, we cannot 
underestimate these “exploitations”; their constantly expanding scope, as well as 
the fundamental changes to literature they represent, are both increasingly 
profound. For example, most teenagers in modern cities—and even towns—play 
online games. When they get up from their computers and grab a literary 
magazine to flip through, those responses and habits of comprehension cultivated 
through playing online games are bound to be a covert influence on their reading 
experience. And for those among them who begin to write, “online games” can 
teach a sense of rhythm, as well as enhancing imaginative style and structural 
ability; on a subconscious level, these games can also be an hidden influence on 
their literary conceptions. Today, the influence of online games on the work of 
literary newcomers is already apparent. Who can guess what the extent of this 
influence will be ten or twenty years from now? 

There are plenty of other examples. It is in ways such as these that literary 
activities are expanding their scope, their future literary frameworks, and their 
                                                               
1 Translated by Sarah Stanton. 



Featured Reviews 512

appearance, perhaps increasingly taking the power of these aforementioned new 
fields as a model. There has already been widespread change throughout all of 
our literary production mechanisms. In the past, we were accustomed to all kinds 
of literary definitions: “create,” “writer,” “literary genre,” “literary youth,” 
“aesthetics,” “connection between reader and literary work.” Now all these are 
being altered—and in the future, it is likely that such changes will be even more 
radical. 

What can literary criticism do in the face of this new literary reality? The 
responses and the rationale for understanding literature we attained twenty or thirty 
years ago are already insufficient; we must develop new ways of thinking. And the 
first step in this development is to throw wide open the doors and windows built in 
our minds by literary textbooks, and face the new, kaleidoscopic reality. After all is 
said is and done, what is the modern Chinese literary world actually made up of? 
What new forces are profoundly involved in the creation, production, and 
dissemination of literature? Is a new mainstream literature currently taking 
shape—and if so, what does that entail? Under the powerful influence of 
government control and capitalist logic, is there already a new kind of 
“literariness” covering the literary world and sucking in our literary youth? 

It is precisely because of the aforementioned understandings that we have 
established this special column, which will focus on publishing work which 
explores the new face of literature in the wide range of writing outside so-called 
“serious literature.” It need not take up too much space—two or three pages will 
suffice—and neither does it require the trappings of an academic paper: 
commentary in colloquial speech is best. The present era is like a wheel that turns 
faster and faster; literary and artistic commentary is essential for its keen insights 
and open horizons. Besides, history proved long ago that many grand and 
profound treatises leave behind seemingly brief and fragmentary impressions. 
 

Xiaoming Wang 
Shanghai University 

E-mail: wangxiaomingcc@hotmail.com 
 
 
 
 

The Hopeless Bullet: On Let the Bullets Fly2 
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In December 2010, Jiang Wen released his first New Year’s celebration film: Let 
the Bullets Fly. The film is an adaptation of Dao Guan Ji, a chapter from Ma 
                                                               
2 Translated by Sarah Stanton. 
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Shitu’s novel Ye Tan Shiji. The story takes place in the Northern Warlord era, 
where a con man called Lao Tang has purchased a governorship. On his way to 
take up his new post, he happens to encounter Zhang Mazi (Jiang Wen), the 
ringleader of a Robin Hood-style robbery. Together, the two head to Goose 
Town to claim the governorship. Lao Tang intends to earn back the sum he paid 
for the title, and perhaps make a quick buck on the side; Zhang, meanwhile, has 
dreams of stealing from the rich and giving to the poor. As always, Goose 
Town’s local mobster—Huang Silang—has set a trap for the new governor, 
asking him to rid the people of a great evil. Consequently, Zhang’s first piece of 
official business as governor is to capture the local bandit leader, “Zhang Mazi.” 
Zhang soon discovers this other Zhang Mazi is a “terrorist” hired by Huang. 
Thanks to this “Zhang Mazi,” Huang had been able to collect protection money 
from the local merchants and townspeople. He was also able to justify 
suppressing any officials sent to Goose Town who might represent a threat to 
him, thereby maintaining his own iron grip on power. Zhang resolves to get rid 
of Huang once and for all. First, he appeals to the common folk, urging them to 
rally together to defeat the tyrant, but receives no response, as nobody truly 
believes Huang can be overthrown. Finally, Zhang captures Huang’s look-alike, 
decapitating him and putting him on public display. The people of Goose Town 
believe Huang has been defeated and rush to divide up the loot. Huang realizes 
that he is being mistaken for his own look-alike, taking all the abuse being hurled 
at the “real” Huang. After elegantly defeating Huang, Zhang’s troops disband. A 
few youths leave for Shanghai, carrying some new baubles looted from Huang’s 
residence. Riding his horse, Zhang watches them as they go. 

Early publicity touted Let the Bullets Fly as a “fantasy comedy western.” 
However, elements such as corruption, crime lords, buying and selling of titles, 
and stealing from the rich to give to the poor are clearly more in keeping with 
viewing habits that “use the past to satirize the present,” as well as touching a 
nerve with many contemporary Chinese. When it comes to destroying evil, Jiang 
Wen does not skimp on the bullets, and the results are equally impressive. After 
five days, Let the Bullets Fly had broken 200 million yuan at the box office. 
After years of being let down by Feng Xiaogang-style New Year’s celebration 
films, people were finally looking forward to some real excitement. For a time, 
people all over the internet were trying to decipher the various clues hidden 
throughout the film. For example, the sophisticated hand grenades Huang Silang 
collects are a symbol of his role as local warlord, but also suggest that he was an 
active participant in the 1911 Revolution. Moreover, the scene in which the 
youths are shown sitting on the train to Pudong is an echo of the scene in which 
Lao Tang first arrives in Goose Town. It is hard to imagine that these examples 
are not present to satirize the connection between past revolutionaries and 
today’s degenerate political elements. Moreover, this kind of sleuthing clearly 
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has a dual reality effect—on the one hand, it allows Jiang Wen to “make money 
while standing” without appearing vulgar, relying only on a good story to do well 
at the box office; on the other hand, it seems as if he is fulfilling the promise 
made in another classic line from the movie. People have suggested that this 
intensely political film itself represents a kind of “let the bullets fly for a little 
while”3 game that Jiang Wen is playing with the Huang Silangs of today’s 
China. 

For a time, Jiang Wen and Zhang Mazi were confused with one another, their 
form and meaning overlapping in people’s conversations. Jiang was Zhang, and 
Zhang was Jiang. Who is Zhang Mazi? He is a revolutionary who followed the 
famous general Cai E in his youth. He is unwilling to kneel to make money, or 
even to make other people kneel. He wants to be God; he wants to take care of 
Huang Silang. He tells us a world without Huang is very important to us. And 
who is Jiang Wen? He tries to show people how to make money while standing; 
he makes a political film in an era full of big flops; he has attempted once more 
to tell a story about revolution in today’s “Shanghai is Pudong, Pudong is 
Shanghai”4 world. He deals imaginatively with “Huang Silang” for us, and 
swiftly immerses us in the sober awakening of the “day after revolution.”5 

The strong likeness between Jiang Wen and Zhang Mazi is both a product of 
Jiang’s dreams and everyone else’s desires. After all, the present era is so lacking 
in heroes that anyone who appears to be a hero will receive the people’s 
unequivocally passionate support; there are even those who vehemently assert 
that Zhang points one gun at himself and the other at Hua Jie6 because “of 
course, the purest revolutionary is one who will, holding the most perfect ideals 
in his heart, point one gun at his enemy and the other at himself.” However, it is 
also here that the differences between revolutionary and false revolutionary, as 
well as between hero and false hero, are made clear. After all, the test of a 
revolutionary’s relative pureness has never been whether or not he can strike a 
pose; rather, it lies in his opinions of the ruling class and of the masses, and in his 
own connection to the world.  
                                                               
3 On more than one occasion in the film, Zhang Mazi fires a shot, but the target is unharmed. 
Someone anxiously asks, “You didn’t hit him?” With the air of a man with a card up his sleeve, 
Zhang replies, “Let the bullets fly for a little while.” His target soon falls dead. 
4 Here, “Pudong and Shanghai” is a metaphor, symbolizing the urbanization-led economic 
development which dominates today’s China. 
5 Since the 1980s, the “day after revolution” is a topic frequently discussed in contemporary 
Chinese literary research. This discussion points out that the criterion for victory in a 
revolution is not the seizure of political power, but whether or not the revolutionaries, after 
seizing power, are able to handle any issues that arise in social organization, everyday life, 
self-metamorphosis, and so on. 
6 Hua Jie, one of the few female characters in the film, is initially Huang Silang’s subordinate. 
After she is saved by Zhang Mazi, she joins his side. 



Featured Reviews 515 

It is not in the least surprising that Jiang Wen’s opinions regarding the masses, 
the ruling class, and even the world, are extraordinarily similar to those of Zhang 
Mazi.  

Who is the ruler of Goose Town? Huang Silang. The film’s portrayal of such a 
figure could easily have been censored; in fact, we were all pleasantly surprised. 
Huang does not tolerate any power who would oppose him. Neither has he 
succeeded in wooing the political minds of Goose Town’s two largest clans; all 
he can think about is how to extract more money from them, in order to 
concentrate the economic and political power of Goose Town entirely in his own 
hands. During the confrontation with Zhang Mazi, Huang’s anger is a spent force, 
expressed in impotent questions such as “They dare kill my horse?!” But in the 
end, he finally realizes that he has an even greater weakness: his look-alike. A 
ruler lacking in political wisdom, with an economic instinct that puts the cart 
before the horse—how similar this is to today’s situation! If we consider this 
point alone, Jiang Wen’s understanding of the ruling class is remarkable. Even 
more remarkable is the use of a look-alike. After all, every ruling class in every 
era has needed stand-ins to take the people’s abuse, as well as, potentially, their 
vengeance. To a certain extent, the significance of the revolutionary lies in 
pointing out that the risk of using a look-alike is precisely this look-alike’s 
“decapitation,” signifying the real body’s annihilation. The cycle of “pretending 
to be real when the real is also pretend” between Huang Silang and his look-alike 
also closely resembles a Zhang Mazi-style revolutionary’s clever warning to the 
Huang Silangs of today, as well as to his ideological substitutes. 

However, after all is said and done, what do the deaths of Huang Silang and 
his substitute mean to the overwhelming majority of people in Goose Town? It is 
not easy to consider this point while watching the film. The shots in which they 
appear show only an endless succession of backs, as they pick up their share of 
the loot and scuttle away. And although there has never been a solitary 
revolutionary—when a revolutionary emerges, a new relationship is always born 
between that revolutionary and the masses in society—as soon as the 
confrontation between Huang Silang and Zhang Mazi begins, Let the Bullets Fly 
regards this “overwhelming majority” with utter contempt. Who are the masses? 
They are the people who still kneel after Zhang Mazi has already rebuked them. 
Who are the masses? They are the people who, after receiving unexpected and 
unnecessary charity, repay it with nothing but laughter. Who are the masses? In 
Zhang Mazi and Huang Silang’s eyes, they are the silently resentful “traitors” 
who size up the situation to see who is winning before they choose who to follow. 
Who are the masses? They are the people who, after the rebel victory, reap where 
they have not sown; the people who unabashedly say, “Magistrate, please return 
this chair to me.” And it is from this overwhelming majority that civil servants 
are born. The images of “Master Wu” and his ilk working together for revolution 
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are also extremely familiar to us. Here, the masses are seen as a kind of blind and 
terrible power, possessing the brute force to trample anything in their path, but 
deprived of any chance at consciousness. Their fate is to be forever pressured or 
led by intelligent people, assigned to their share of intelligent people’s ambitions 
or dreams. 

The “day after the revolution” will undoubtedly arrive in similar contempt. 
Past revolutionaries will sit once more on the train, eating hotpot and singing 
songs as they speed towards Shanghai. Perhaps in some sense, the “day after the 
revolution” cannot reach out and touch people’s emotions until there is a 
contempt and mistrust for the overwhelming majority. The sad thing is, these 
emotions are powerless to solve real problems. And the plight we find ourselves 
in today has not resembled the “day after the revolution” for quite some time; we 
are now closer to the “nth day.” I am afraid that on the nth “day after the 
revolution,” the only way to restart a revolution will be to reimagine and relocate 
the position of the masses in society. 

In this sense, Let the Bullets Fly is indeed an important film. Its depiction of 
revolution and the response this depiction has elicited in its audience perfectly 
captures the basic mood of our era: Despite all manner of oppression and 
discontent, people still hold back, unwilling to reimagine or understand 
themselves. To a large extent, the reason Zhang Mazi becomes a hero, or at least 
esteemed as a “revolutionary,” is simply that he frankly confirms everyone’s 
judgment of the ruling class, as well as unhesitatingly confirming everyone’s 
opinion of the “overwhelming majority.” Consequently, everyone in this society 
is willing to become a Zhang Mazi, and through imagining other people as a 
faceless majority and imagining history as revolutionary and reactionary cycle, to 
each confirm themselves as the only waking hero. 

And when angry youths and seemingly left-leaning intellectuals fervently 
praise this film, we face even grimmer circumstances. On the one hand, we have 
a shortage of heroes; on the other hand, the standard of heroes is rapidly falling. 
On the one hand, revolution is being passionately rekindled; on the other hand, 
the ability to understand revolution is atrophying. When Jiang Wen’s narcissistic 
heroism wakens people to the boundless pleasure of revolution, it ends in nothing 
but a feast for cynics. Revolution becomes a violent exercise in changing the 
current situation, an exercise completely lacking in ideals; similarly, our 
revolutionary imagination becomes a life hiding in cities, a digestive exercise 
that gives vent to real emotions without changing any of our self-perceptions. 

In the end, what Jiang Wen is ultimately firing at us is nothing more than a 
colorful piece of candy. Before being made to think about it in any practical 
sense, we have already experienced the sweetness and helplessness of rebellion. 
In the end, the film never succeeds in opening a gap between today’s universal 
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cynicism and our visions of revolutionary poses, a gap through which bullets 
could really fly for a little while.  
 

Xiaoming Luo 
Shanghai University 

E-mail: manmandu@163.com 
 
 
 
 

Nanjing’s Fantasy, Lu Chuan’s Flaws—Reassessing City of Life and Death7 
DOI 10.3868/s010-002-013-0031-9 

 
At the end of April 2009, City of Life and Death—a movie four years in the 
making—arrived in cinemas around the country. When the film opened, director 
Lu Chuan repeatedly emphasized to the media that he wanted City of Life and 
Death to depict the “Chinese resistance” during the 1937–38 Nanjing Massacre. 
On hearing this emotional statement by Lu Chuan, hovering in the unique 
atmosphere engendered by the 60th anniversary of the founding of the People’s 
Republic of China, it was hard for audiences, media and film critics to escape the 
idea that this film was a successor to our nationalist, patriotic and revolutionary 
realist cinematic traditions—hard, that is, until they entered the cinema. 

Through black-and-white cinematography and the perspective of a stern 
outsider, City of Life and Death reconstructs a vague and dubious “Nanjing 
Fantasy.” It cleverly employs a nationalist mood, patriotic script, and realist 
images, while remaining almost entirely irrelevant to what these doctrines 
actually signify. In the film, we see Chinese soldiers awaiting their deaths, 
fruitlessly shouting slogans such as “China cannot die!”; we see a traitor 
disregarding national interests, but for some reason taking on the burden of 
saving national history; we see a religious teacher who is faultless, loyal, and 
would rather die than surrender—but who nevertheless submits several hundred 
innocent women to be comfort women. Even stranger, some highly “unusual” 
portrayals of Japanese soldiers appear on our own screens: soldiers who are 
uncertain about the war despite having initiated it, soldiers who participate in a 
citywide massacre but then paint over the victims’ suffering with their own 
wounds. Perhaps it is because of this that so many audience members suddenly 
realize in the middle of the screening: This director has deceived me! 

To fall asleep or to be woken with a start in a cinema is perhaps one of our 
most unpleasant modern experiences. While the whole audience is under the 
                                                               
7 Translated by Sarah Stanton. 
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impression that City of Life and Death will use themes we are familiar with to 
offer up an ideological lullaby, director Lu Chuan unexpectedly employs 
humanist methodologies, as well as his own ideas on human nature, to beat the 
“Japanese drum” for the people—a performance which, in the celebrations as the 
Japanese army occupies the city at the end of the film, becomes a forceful, 
fearful, uncontrollably fantastic victory song. In this sense, City of Life and 
Death is unable to engender the same sympathetic response as other 
revolutionary films we might recall, such as From Victory to Victory (1952), 
Railroad Guerillas (1956), Heroic Sons and Daughters (1964), Sparkling Red 
Star (1974) and even the Decisive Engagement series (1990, 1991, 1992). On the 
contrary, it is very consciously part of a long line of films such as Steven 
Spielberg’s Schindler’s List (1993), Anthony Minghella’s The English Patient 
(1996), or even Roman Polanski’s The Pianist (2002). 

Everyone knows that this list represents a catalog of the world’s most “classic 
films,” as well as a catalog of the world’s “elite directors.” However, when 
compared to other, similar films in this “catalog of classics,” Lu Chuan’s City of 
Life and Death cannot give anyone—including its audience and its 
characters—any comfort or hope. All it can do is employ a kind of “quasi-fascist 
aesthetic” to show the inescapable omnipresence of death and decay in “war.” It 
is often easy, when employing humanism to express the meaning of death in 
war—the ravaged bodies, the homes trampled underfoot, the destruction of life, 
the souls swallowed up and the beliefs broken down—to reduce these things to 
abstract rhetorics of human nature or cheap, universal values. Lu Chuan’s 
greatest flaw, as well as his greatest danger, is that his priorities are reversed; he 
has chosen to use war and death as mechanisms to express his infatuation with 
so-called “humanism,” to the extent that in depicting this resistance against a 
fascist war of aggression, he has chosen a Japanese soldier—Kadokawa—as the 
primary male lead. 

In fact, when City of Life and Death opened, the first thing to grab everyone’s 
attention was the matter of this Japanese Kadokawa’s “viewpoint.” This 
viewpoint, unprecedented in Chinese film, dominated the discussions of ordinary 
audiences and film critics alike. Some authors have pointed out that this kind of 
reflective viewpoint suggests that Lu Chuan has begun to set his sights on history, 
as well as the bitter recollections the Chinese people have of this history. This 
marks a conscious shift by younger directors to move away from the confines of 
personal growth narratives, and assume a filmmaker’s cultural, moral, and 
historically enlightening role. However, in the case of Lu Chuan, whose priorities 
are so backward that he is not afraid to deceive his own audience’s emotions, 
there is still a very large question mark over whether he can really take on this 
heavy responsibility. As my friend wrote in her own article: “The most novel 
aspect of City of Life and Death is seeing the Nanjing Massacre through 
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Kadokawa’s eyes—in other words, ‘putting yourself in the other person’s shoes.’ 
But this act is not necessarily free of danger... (because) you cannot simply and 
abstractly swap today’s Chinese audiences with the Japanese aggressors of 1937. 
When Lu Chuan decides to broad-mindedly tolerate a hostile other, to what 
extent is this ‘other’ actually real?”8 

However, Lu Chuan’s problems clearly run deeper than this. The choice to 
continue this Japanese viewpoint throughout the film inevitably represses and 
even excludes the film’s “other” viewpoints and images—and the “others” in 
City of Life and Death are, in fact, the “resisting Chinese” constantly on the 
director’s own lips. Try to imagine a film depicting the war against Japan without 
a single complete depiction of a Chinese person. How could you discuss the 
resisting Chinese? Lu Chuan’s own interpretation of this is as follows: “If you 
film according to character, you may create a classic feature film, but you will 
have lost the opportunity to embrace true history and reality.” In other words, Lu 
Chuan’s ambition lies in attempting to use so-called true history and reality to 
transcend the traditional classic narrative, as well as attempting to use the 
on-screen fragmentation of the Chinese masses to restore in its entirety the 
Nanjing of 1937. The next question must be: Is it possible for City of Life and 
Death to realize such a transcendence and restoration? I am sad to say that, for 
those of us who have now seen the film, the answer is no. 

The fragmentation in City of Life and Death starts with the film’s name, which 
in Chinese is Nanjing! Nanjing! This name is said to have come from a Japanese 
military code-word, similar to “Tora! Tora! Tora,” which was used in the attack 
on Pearl Harbour. (This code-word was the command for the invading Japanese 
army to attack Nanjing.) From the start, the film’s name makes clear that this 
history is doomed to split into two destinies. The film’s international title, City of 
Life and Death, bluntly transforms the Nanjing of 1937 into a genuinely 
nameless city which resembles an imaginary castle in the sky, unable to land at 
specific historical coordinates; it also resembles what some people have 
described as a hell on earth, full of suffering, slaughter, and death. Therefore, the 
film’s backdrop and set—the ruined presidential palace, the deserted cathedral, 
the statue of Sun Yat-sen tumbling down, the streets that lead who knows 
where—the effect, onscreen, is no different to that of a makeshift revolving stage 
set up carefully at a fair. However, the audience within this vacuous and 
fragmented visual maze is so fatigued that they are completely unable to reach 
through the depths of history to a Nanjing that still lives on in spirit. 

The compression of historical space into an aesthetic landscape is undoubtedly 
City of Life and Death’s most fatal flaw. Lu Chuan’s reversed priorities regarding 
                                                               
8 Zhang Bing, “Nanjing! Nanjing!: Bei tihuan de jiyi,” 2009. 
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humanism and reflection on war, the repression and exclusion of Chinese people 
inherent in the Japanese soldier’s viewpoint, and the fragmented expression of 
image and space, are all in some way the result of this compression of historical 
space. At the same time, taken together, they also form a concrete symbol of this 
film’s aesthetic landscape. It is not only Lu Chuan’s thirst for “transcendence” 
and “restoration” that lies, unfulfilled, behind these “compressions” and 
“symbols”—it is easy to believe that they are also carefully concealing a 
superficial and defective view of history. The most direct reflection of the latter 
in City of Life and Death is its rough handling of its chosen historical era. To 
quote from Mao Jian’s evaluation: Lu Chuan still “thinks that history means 
specifying the year 1937 and reading two paragraphs of John Rabe’s diary.”9 
Unfortunately, though not unexpectedly, audiences once again saw this naïveté 
from Lu Chuan in his new historical drama, The Last Supper. 

In this sense, transforming a historical era into space, which is in turn 
expressed as a kind of aesthetic landscape, is perhaps the greatest crisis to strike 
Chinese screens in the last ten years. Zhang Yimo’s Hero and The Flowers of War, 
Chen Kaige’s The Promise and Forever Enthralled—even The Founding of a 
Republic and Beginning of the Great Revival, which narrate the history of 
modern China—all these films can be seen as further evidence of this crisis. The 
flaws apparent in the films of Lu Chuan’s generation make it clear that at least 
some of their number are still moving very much within the orbit of these fifth 
generation Chinese directors—and that furthermore, on that wide road, they have 
not yet made it very far. 

 
Bo Cai 

East China Normal University 
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The Film Back to 1942 —From Investigative Reporting to the Absurd10 
DOI 10.3868/s010-002-013-0032-6 
 
Back to 1942, directed by Feng Xiaogang and scripted by Liu Zhenyun, has been 
a box-office success and drawn rave reviews from the media. On December 9, 
2012, a forum on the film was organized at the Institute of Film, Television and 
Theatre of Peking University where it won enthusiastic plaudits from the experts. 
                                                               
9 Mao Jian, “San shi ba sui de Zhongguo nanren,” 2009. 
10 Translated by Shi Xiaojing. 
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This seems to show that the film has been both a commercial and critical success. 
So what kind of a film is it? 

The movie is an adaptation of the 1993 novel Remembering 1942, written by 
Liu Zhenyun. In the year of 1942, a huge famine ravaged the province of Henan, 
causing three million people to starve to death. The novel takes the form of an 
investigation into the disaster to reconstitute the history of those terrible times. 
The text is a combination of interviews with survivors, excerpts from historical 
records and a narrator commentary, hence its classification as “investigative 
literature” and not fiction. The author’s intention is to get closer to the historical 
truth by supplementing “official reports” with the “oral recollections” of ordinary 
survivors. The narrator commentary tries to reveal the historical reality of public 
apathy towards the disaster that has been “forgotten,” as well as the fact that the 
refugees and their plight weighed very little in the political considerations of 
Chiang Kai-shek at the time. However, in spite of this combined structure, the 
narrator neither highlights the role of the people to eventually “control their 
fate,” nor does he criticize the reactionary government’s total disregard for the 
suffering of the victims. On the contrary, it is these very concepts that become 
the objects of his irony. This attitude towards the past is linked to the rejection in 
the 1990s of how revolutionary history has been reported. In other words, the 
narrator has cast aside a revolutionary historical outlook, but has yet to form a 
clear one of his own. The result is a messy patchwork of pieces from the past, all 
treated with the narrator’s “black humor.” In this way, the suffering of the 
refugees becomes utterly meaningless, and the novel shifts from investigative 
reporting into the absurd. The film too has pretty much followed this same logic 
and view of history.  

In the process of turning the novel’s written representations into visual ones, 
the film has first eliminated the narrator with his inquiries and interviews. 
Excerpts from them and the historical record have been adapted and rearranged 
into the scenario, and a great deal of dramatic plot twists, details, and scenes 
have been added. However, this has not done away with the original fragmented 
narration. Five main storylines can be identified: the exodus of refugees as 
personified in the family of Old Master and his tenant farmers Shuanzhu and 
Xialu; Chiang Kai-shek’s attitude towards the famine; the American reporter 
Theodore Harold White interviews and news reports; the attitude of foreign 
missionaries and Chinese converts, and the hypocrisy and ineffectiveness of the 
church; the ferocious bombing of the refugees by the Japanese invaders and their 
deceitful famine relief. These five storylines alternate back and forth in vivid 
visual fragments, pieced together in long or short sequences, but without ever 
becoming a complete structured historical account.  

This distinctive form of narration is based on two features. First, it adopts the 
tactic of all “catastrophe movies” of creating sensational and shocking effects, 
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particularly the graphic and gory scenes of killings and bombings. These are 
purely to grab the audience and ensure ticket sales, without any consideration of 
whether or not they are necessary for overall plot development. Second, the film 
lacks a historical viewpoint and logic, so the five storylines never come together 
to present a conclusion to the disaster and a prospect for the future, but remain 
separate and scattered to the end.  

It is a fact that the use of sensational scenes purely to grip audiences is a 
common problem in today’s “blockbusters,” just one of the consequences of 
commercial concerns overriding narrative ones. However, another related 
consequence is that specific scenes are arranged solely to fit with the sensational 
effects, and the more the film tries to avoid the problem the more obvious it 
becomes.  

Precisely to create a gripping beginning, the film starts the story with the 
incident of Old Master’s home being raided by starving peasants. The original 
novel cites very brief accounts from the interviews, but this becomes a major 
action scene in the film: The brutal killing drenches the courtyard in blood, the 
whole place is consumed by fire and after these “stirring” shots, the Old Master 
and his family become the personification of the fleeing refugees, and the main 
characters of the movie. In fact, it makes very little sense for them to “escape 
being robbed” by hiding themselves amongst the refugees, because there is an 
even greater possibility of their being stripped of everything, and it certainly does 
not make sense for them to “represent” these people. However, since their home 
was already the scene of such violence, there is nothing for it but to let Old 
Master continue as the main character of the story.  

These plot arrangements are also bound up with the film’s fuzzy view of 
history. Both the novel and the movie no longer identify with a revolutionary 
interpretation of historical events, instead they claim that, in the face of famine, 
landlords and the poor are identical. At the beginning, the scenes are shot from 
Old Master’s perspective as he faces starving peasants violently raiding his grain 
stores. He manages the situation badly, and the result is his home is destroyed 
and his son is killed. This instantly wins him the sympathy of the audience, just 
as the plight of the refugees does. In fact, the director knows very well that 
landlords and poor peasants were very different economically, and while the 
movie does make a point of showing that Old Master and his family join the 
stream of refugees to avoid being robbed not to escape famine, and also that his 
tenant farmers Xialu and Huazhi hate him, in the end, as the last of his money 
and food are pilfered by marauding soldiers, the audience is drawn into feeling 
the same kind of sympathy for him as for all the wretched starving people. Such 
an evening out is built on two views of history. One is the abstract concept of 
human nature. Just as the advance trailer says, “Director Feng interprets history 
from the perspective of ‘the human being’.” In this case, this means man’s basic 
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instinct for survival, his inability to withstand hunger, but in no way takes into 
account either his social or class background. The other view is the effect of a 
national war, that is, when a nation is at war the class contradictions that 
underpin the terrible famine can be disregarded. What’s more, this war even 
provides more reasons for scenes of mayhem. The original novel only cursorily 
mentioned the deceit of Japanese disaster relief, and did not describe their 
ferocious bombing of the refugees. The movie, however, goes to great lengths to 
show the carnage caused by the attacks. Once again, these graphic scenes 
become the shapers of the historical narrative. To convey a sense of factuality, 
the movie at the beginning inserts Chiang Kai-shek’s 1942 New Year’s speech on 
the political situation. This lays the ground for later examining the link between 
Chiang’s political calculations and the fate of the refugees, and also to heighten 
the realism of the subsequent scenes of war and disaster. Such a plot arrangement 
once again shows an attempt to create some kind of connection between the 
actual story and the catastrophe visuals. 

The film follows the novel’s viewpoint and plot on the issue of Chiang 
Kai-shek’s attitude towards the famine, and the role of the refugees in his 
political calculations. There is a sequence where Li Peiji, Governor of Henan 
province, goes to Chongqing to see Chiang, but when he realizes that 
international political events are more important to Chiang and his ambitions 
than the famine in Henan, Li does not even dare state the reason for his visit. As 
mentioned above, this portrayal of Chiang’s lack of interest in disaster relief is 
not to expose the reactionary nature of his regime, nor to show his total disregard 
for the plight of the people, but only to point out that he made political 
miscalculations. At the very end of the movie, a subtitle states that Chiang 
Kai-shek fled to Taiwan, implying that the defeat of his regime was linked to the 
political mistakes he made. However, such a feeble comment in no way explains 
how the two are actually connected.  

While it is true that the film does show that political miscalculations made 
things worse for the refugees and that the requisitioning of grain for the army, 
official corruption and Japanese bombing pushed them to desperation, the scenes, 
however, serve only to highlight the sheer absurdity of their existence as, 
hopeless and powerless, they are relentlessly tossed about by history and fate. 
Such a portrayal completely ignores the force buried in their basic instinct to 
survive. The novel cites historical accounts of the deceitful Japanese disaster 
relief that actually succeeded in getting the refugees to follow the Japanese army 
and disarm some 50,000 Chinese soldiers. Ironically, this demonstrates the 
strength of desperate people, and how it can turn into blind action if there is no 
proper political direction and guidance. In fact it is this power of the refugees and 
the general population combining into class struggle that led to the final downfall 
of Chiang Kai-shek’s regime, yet in the film this is precisely the crucial missing 
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link between Chiang’s political calculations and his defeat. Historical records 
show that the Communist administration in the base areas was able to organize 
very effective disaster relief, yet both the novel and the film ignore these facts, 
revealing the blind spots in the writer’s and director’s vision and view of history. 

With such an ambiguous perspective based on abstract “human nature,” the 
film is unable to either recreate historical reality or to portray the forces shaping 
it. The misfortunes of the refugees can only be seen as hopelessly without 
meaning, and the film’s tone goes from investigative reporting to the absurd. By 
the end, all the members of Old Master’s family are dead except the daughter, 
and he turns back against the fleeing crowds to go home. On the way, he meets a 
little girl who has lost her parents. He takes her under his wing as her “Grandpa,” 
and hand in hand, they head for home through a scene of blossoming peach trees. 
Such a heartwarming “human” ending might have been constructed to get 
through the censors, or maybe to win the hearts of believers in “human nature,” 
or maybe just to calm the shattered nerves of the audience still shocked by the 
scenes of gore and violence. However, such a conclusion does not bring together 
the disparate storylines, and does not present a historical conclusion to the 
famine. “Human nature” in an absurd history only makes history more absurd.  

The media claims that the film has recreated historical truth, and Feng 
Xiaogang himself says that it is a “mirror reflecting the spirit of the nation.” The 
experts praise it as a “coming-of-age gift of the Chinese spirit.” However, apart 
from purely commercial and promotional interests, such over-statements have 
really no meaning at all.  
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Vibeke Børdahl and Margaret B. Wan, eds., The Interplay of the Oral and the 
Written in Chinese Popular Literature. Copenhagen: NIAS Press, 2010. ISBN: 
9788776940546. 272 pp. ₤45 (hardback). 
 
The complex relationship between China’s written literature and its oral 
storytelling tradition is a fascinating field of research, and the contributors to this 
volume all deal with interesting aspects of it from the Ming dynasty to the 
present. There are numerous problems confronting the modern scholar delving 
into this field. The spoken word is of course ephemeral—vanishing the instant it 
is spoken. In modern times, recording equipment has been brought to bear upon 
this problem, and, while this certainly helps provide crucial information, the very 
presence of the modern scholar with cameras and recorders might alter the nature 
of the performance delivered. In addition, oral performance traditions vary 
between regions as well as over time, reducing our ability to generalize. The 
written side is hardly fixed either, presenting multiple editions of key texts, 
frequently of murky or unknown provenance. Finally, there is the problem of 
texts and oral performances mutually influencing each other in a criss-crossing 
relationship that is difficult to pin down, making it hard to see which preceded 
the other. Oral performances have clearly influenced written practices in popular 
literature, but the conventions of the written texts in turn seem to have influenced 
oral versions, so no simple direction of influence can be determined.  

While we now have several good studies of late dynastic literature and a 
gradually increasing amount of scholarship on modern storytelling, the difficult 
relationship between the oral and the written is all too rarely examined as the 
main focus. It is perhaps partly because it is so difficult to say anything with 
absolute certainty in this field, that so few scholars have studied it. The 
contributors to the volume at hand are fully aware of the pitfalls in studying this 
topic and are to be commended for not leaping to facile conclusions. 
Unfortunately the conclusions that can be drawn are often somewhat speculative 
and that is perhaps not always as gratifying as one might wish.  

The introduction by the editors partly serves as a useful overview of the field. 
The subsequent articles cover a fairly wide range of material, including fiction, 
popular prints, folk ballads, and contemporary storytelling.  

André Lévy presents an affable overview of scholarship on Jin ping mei (The 
plum in the golden vase) from the 17th century to the present. He discusses how 
past and present scholars in both the Western and Chinese traditions have focused 
on appraising the novel’s literary and moral value. This focus on literary worth 
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has in turn influenced discussions of whether or not the novel was the product of 
a single author or a refraction of various storyteller materials. Lévy largely 
argues for a mixed textual provenance with oral elements incorporated, but also a 
distinct authorial presence that partly manifests itself through the prevalence of 
stock storyteller phrases.  

 
Let us admit it: the more noticeable the presence of the storyteller in a 
vernacular story, the more likely is its conventional nature; the more skilful 
the re-appropriation of the storyteller’s language, the more likely is it to be 
an imitation without real oral sources. (p. 22) 

 
Liangyan Ge tries to see whether there are meaningful links between Shuihu 

zhuan (Water margin) and the prosimetric narratives or chantefables (shuochang 
cihua 说唱词话) about Judge Bao from the 1470s. The premise is that any 
narrative overlap between such texts might indicate a “common storehouse” of 
fiction-making material in oral literature. Comparing a lengthy novel with a 
series of short stories mainly in verse seems initially odd to this reviewer, but 
some of the commonalities are indeed striking. For example, the brigands and 
bandits that stalk hapless travelers also tend to be interested in eating their 
victims’ flesh. One can easily imagine this as a narrative technique that made 
such threatening encounters appear even more terrifying. Other commonalities 
are somewhat less convincing, such as the frequent occurrence of significant 
encounters when travelers lodge at inns, manors, or monasteries. It seems to me 
that such unlikely encounters have been a staple of popular fiction in every age 
and region. Other commonalities include the punishing of sexual transgressions 
and similar descriptions of cities and urban life. In conclusion, Ge suspects that 
the gong’an 公案  story type may have served as a basis for narrative 
conventions found in both Judge Bao cihua 词话 and Water Margin. 

Margaret B. Wan looks at drum ballads (guci 鼓词 )—another sort of 
chantefables—from the turn of the 19th century. She is interested in reading 
practices and the extent to which such texts require the reader to have prior 
knowledge of the oral performance. Unlike the novels targeting wider audiences, 
the drum ballads were mostly local productions. They seem to have been printed 
and circulated in separate volumes, with single stories spanning several volumes. 
One volume might end with an advertisement for the next one. But while these 
texts were circulated as entertainment reading in their own right, they still often 
required familiarity with drum ballad conventions to be understood. Wan studies 
a number of texts and finds that they seem to span a range of reading and writing 
practices. While some texts seem to be adapted to reading audiences, others are 
still very closely tied to the oral tradition, even to the extent of telling the reader 
the time of the next performance.  
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Vibeke Børdahl presents a detailed comparison and analysis of various textual 
and modern recorded oral versions of the famous tale of Wu Song fighting the 
tiger. While textual versions tend to be full of “storyteller’s stock phrases” 
(handily compiled in appendices), it is interesting to note that actual 
performances have far fewer of these. This of course echoes Lévy’s comment 
above.  

Anne McLaren studies folk epics (shange 山歌 or Wuge 吴歌) of the lower 
Yangzi delta. She compares contemporary performances of a specific story with a 
written manuscript version from 1854. A noteworthy difference between the 
older manuscript and the modern performance is that the modern versions seem 
to drop the more explicit sexual content. This might be due to the wish by 
modern editors and amateur ethnologists to produce more respectable renditions. 
Other differences are interesting as well and illustrate a variety of song styles and 
practices, even within a single folk epic tradition. Since the narrative selected for 
study here deals with illicit love, McLaren also notes how such works departed 
from Confucian norms at the time. 

The volume is rounded off by Boris Riftin’s article on Qing dynasty popular 
prints (nianhua) containing images of performances and storytellers, as well as 
pictures illustrating story events. There are practically no studies on this topic, so 
Riftin’s discussion of this material is welcome and it is accompanied by a 
number of images that are analysed and put in historical context. It should be 
noted as well that this volume is nicely produced and contains full colour images 
throughout.  

Despite dealing with quite diverse sources, the various articles come together 
in a fairly coherent manner. As a whole, this book presents detailed studies of 
some fascinating material, and several articles break new ground in trying to link 
written texts with performance traditions. Unfortunately, this is also inherently a 
field where solid conclusions are few and far between. As mentioned above, 
much of the research is quite speculative. But the authors and editors can hardly 
be blamed for this, and the book is an important contribution to a field which 
certainly remains in need of further research.   
 

Christopher Rosenmeier 
The University of Edinburgh 

E-mail: christopher.rosenmeier@ed.ac.uk 
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