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Abstract  It has been argued that, starting in the late 1920s, Lu Xun’s 
intellectual development underwent a significant transformation constituting 
what the French Marxist philosopher Louis Althusser has termed an 
“epistemological break.” Some of the explicitly more positive comments about 
the masses that Lu Xun made in his later years have been used to demonstrate 
this point. However, the existence of such a “break” is still debatable, and a 
detailed examination of Lu Xun’s apparently optimistic comments reveals that 
Lu Xun possessed a more sophisticated understanding of the masses and the 
Chinese people. His understanding was informed by the concept of “national 
character.” This paper attempts to demonstrate the consistency of Lu Xun’s view 
of the masses and the Chinese people and to resolve an apparent 
self-contradiction in Lu Xun’s arguments. 
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Introduction 

The development of Lu Xun’s thought has been an important issue in Lu Xun 
studies since the publication of Qu Qiubai’s “Preface to Selected Miscellaneous 
Essays of Lu Xun” in 1933 and was a hot topic in the late 1970s and 1980s in 
China.1 According to Qu Qiubai, Lu Xun’s thinking underwent a significant 
change, which can be summarized as a transition “from evolutionism to the 
theory of class struggle.” This change might have constituted what the French 
Marxist philosopher L. Althusser has termed an “epistemological break.” 2 
                                                               
1 See Zhang Mengyang, Lu Xun xue tongshi, 531–43. 
2 Louis Althusser, For Marx, 21–39, 49–86, 221–41. 
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Among Chinese Lu Xun scholars, it has been generally accepted that this change 
took place after the April 12 massacre of Chinese Communists in Guangzhou in 
1927. The purported shift in Lu Xun’s attitude towards the masses has been used 
as key evidence to support the argument for a change in Lu Xun’s thought during 
his later years. However, the idea of an “epistemological break” regarding 
conceptions of the masses is diametrically opposed to Lu Xun’s “problématique” 
of the Chinese “national character.”  

“National Character” as Lu Xun’s “Problématique” 

Like most Chinese intellectuals at the turn of the twentieth century, Lu Xun was 
preoccupied with how to strengthen China and rescue the Chinese from a variety 
of national and international problems. Unlike his contemporaries, who tended to 
advocate more palpable and immediate solutions, such as military and political 
reform, Lu Xun believed that China’s fundamental problem was the Chinese 
“national character.” The Chinese “national character” needed to be remolded in 
order to survive in the modern world. 

Lu Xun began to think about the problem of the Chinese “national character” 
while he was studying in Kobun College in Tokyo. He frequently discussed three 
related questions with his life-long friend Xu Shoushang: 

 
(1) What is the ideal human nature? (2) What is most lacking in the Chinese 
national character? (3) What is its fundamental flaw?3 
 

The idea of “national character” was a very popular topic in Japan at the turn 
of the previous century. The concept of “national character” can be traced back to 
Europe, especially to Germany, where it first emerged during the establishment 
of the German nation-state.4 

Lu Xun expressed his belief in the need to remold the Chinese “national 
character” in three long essays that he published in Japan in 1908: “On the 
Extremities of Cultures” (Wenhua pianzhi lun), “The Power of Mara Poetry” 
(Moluo shili shuo), and “Towards a Refutation of the Voices of Evil” (Po e sheng 
lun). In “On the Extremities of Culture,” Lu Xun called for a movement of 
cultural criticism, led by philosophical and literary geniuses, to promote the 
spiritual strength or will-power of individuals; in “The Power of Mara Poetry,” 
he called for “fighters in the spiritual world” (Jingshen jie zhi zhanshi) to stir up 
the masses and to instigate a revolution through literature, especially poetry; and 
                                                               
3 Xu Shoushang, Wo suo renshi de Lu Xun, 59. 
4 See Hamilton Fyee, The Illusion of National Character; Don Martindale, “The Sociology of 
National Character,” 30–34.  
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in “On the Refutation of Evil Voices,” Lu Xun defended the psychological and 
spiritual benefits of religious activities in early civilizations and argued that they 
were still relevant to the Chinese. In short, Lu Xun wanted to change the Chinese 
people’s slavish mentality of passivity and indifference. He believed that 
psychological and spiritual vitality was the root of civilization, and he wanted to 
revive this original vitality so that stronger, independent individuals could 
emerge to influence the people as a whole and save China.

5
 Lu Xun’s works at 

that time further illustrate his advocacy of a literary and cultural movement to 
remold the Chinese “national character.” 

In 1907, Lu Xun gathered together a few friends and planned to publish a 
magazine called New Life (Xinsheng). Because of the lack of funding, the project 
was abandoned. However, Lu Xun later published the materials that he had 
prepared to use for the magazine. The publications can be divided into two 
categories: (1) Translations of short stories from Europe, which he later 
published as a collection entitled Stories from the Other Lands (Yuwai xiaoshuo ji, 
1909). These translations are “pure literature,” as compared to the modified 
translation of “The Spirit of the Spartans” (Sibada zhi hun, 1903), which was 
clearly intended to incite a revolution, as discussed in “The Power of Mara 
Poetry” and advocated by Liang Qichao for the promotion of social and political 
reform.

6 
Using “pure literature” to influence and change people’s mindsets was 

definitely an important innovation in modern Chinese literary theory; (2) Cultural 
and social criticism, such as the three long essays mentioned above. According to 
Lu Xun, the reason for their unusual length was simply that the editor of the 
magazine Henan preferred long essays.7 Although these long essays are very 
different from Lu Xun’s short but forceful “miscellaneous essays” (zawen), they 
contain the same type of cultural and social criticism. In this sense, they are the 
precursor of Lu Xun’s “miscellaneous essays.” 

After the 1911, Lu Xun gradually became disappointed with the revolution, 
which, in his opinion, had virtually no effect in reforming society and the people. 
However, the May Fourth Movement gave him new hope and rekindled his 
desire to launch his own literary and cultural movement. The movement that he 
spearheaded this time was a bit different from the previous one because, by the 
time of the may Fourth Movement, the Manchu empire had been overthrown. 
The political revolution had been accomplished, and the reform movement could 
                                                               
5 Lu Xun quanji, vol. 1, 44–100; vol. 8, 23–34. English translation adopted from Yang 
Xianyi’s and Gladys Yang’s Lu Xun: Selected Works wherever available with occasional 
modifications. 
6 See Liang Qichao, “Lun xiaoshuo yu qunzhi zhi guanxi,” 17–22; Zhou Qiming, Lu Xun de 
qingnian shidai, 77–78.  
7 Lu Xun, Lu Xun quanji, vol. 1, 3. 
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now concentrate on the “spiritual revolution” (sixiang geming) and creating the 
conditions necessary for the emergence of fighters in such a revolution.8 This 
spiritual revolution was supported by Lu Xun’s publications, especially his 
creative writings and the “miscellaneous essays.” Lu Xun confessed that The 
True Story of Ah Q (Ah Q zhengzhuan, 1921) was designed to depict “the soul of 
his silent countrymen,” and his stories were intended to cure their sicknesses.

9
 

His emphasis on the need to reform the Chinese “national character” is more 
pronounced in the collections of his “miscellaneous essays” published during this 
period.10 Lu Xun believed that the reform of the Chinese “national character” 
was so important that, without such a reform, any attempt at political change in 
China would doomed to failure.11 

Lu Xun’s way of thinking changed dramatically after 1927,12 but scholars 
have had conflicting views of Lu Xun’s approach to the problem of Chinese 
“national character” in his later years.13 Lu Xun accepted Marxist literary theory 
and aligned himself with left-wing movements. Naturally, in the views of some 
Marxist critics, Lu Xun would have already abandoned the “idealism” of the 
focus on “national character.” But this was not necessarily the case. 

Chinese scholars usually stress the political, social and historical reasons for 
changes in Lu Xun’s thought and are prone to emphasize the breach between the 
earlier and later periods. However, Lu Xun was neither a political activist nor a 
political theorist. He had read the Chinese translation of Marx’s Manifesto of the 
Communist Party and some parts of Lenin’s State and Revolution, but his 
writings do not reflect such influences to any significant extent.14 In 1933, he 
flatly denied that he was influenced by Marxist economic theory and Communist 
                                                               
8 Ibid., vol. 3, 22. 
9 Ibid., vol. 1, 417; vol. 5, 144; vol. 7, 81–82. 
10 Some scholars and critics argue that Lu Xun was influenced by the missionary Arthur 
Smith’s book Chinese Characteristics. See Lydia H. Liu, Translingual Practice: Literature, 
National Culture, and Translated Modernity—China, 1900–1937, 47–48, 51–60. It is 
important to point out that Smith’s book does not provide any historical analysis of these 
characteristics. Lu Xun, on the contrary, always tried to find out the historical background 
informing the development of “Chinese characteristics.” Also, Lu Xun did not entirely agree 
with Smith’s observations, see Lu Xun quanji, vol. 6, 626; vol. 12, 246. What Lu Xun 
perceived in Chinese “national character” was essentially its slavishness, the slavishness of a 
people who had been conquered for a long time. See Chiu-yee Cheung, “Beyond East and 
West: Lu Xun’s Apparent ‘Iconoclasm’ and His Understanding of the Problem of Chinese 
Traditional Culture,” 1–20. 
11 Lu Xun, Lu Xun quanji, vol. 11, 31. 
12 Ibid., vol. 4, 3–6. 
13 Bao Jing ed., Lu Xun “Guominxing sixiang” taolun ji. 
14 See Chen Jingan, “Lu Xun qianqi yu Makesizhuyi,” 229–37; Chen Shuyu, “Lu Xun liu Ri 
shiqi jiechu Gongchandang xuanyan de yixie xiansuo,” 26–30. Yu Yanshi, “Lu Xun he 
Gongchandang xuanyan,” 299–300. 
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propaganda literature.15 His understanding of politics, such as the situation in 
Guangzhou between 1926 and 1927, was superficial, and he confessed later that 
his views at the time were “quite nonsensical.”16 He also could not accept the 
dissolution of the League of Left-Wing Writers,17 a radical but pragmatic change 
of policy of the sort that was common in the history of Communism. The main 
factors that had pushed him towards Communism were the “lessons of reality.”18 
The most important “lessons” were the “April 12” coup d’etat in 1927 and the 
execution of five left-wing writers in 1931.19 But these “lessons” were not 
refutations of his belief in “national character” as China’s fundamental problem.  

The Ambiguity of the Masses  

A closer examination of Lu Xun’s ideology reveals that Lu Xun held a rather 
sophisticated or ambiguous attitude towards his fellow countrymen. His attitude 
was clearly expressed in the essays he published in Japan in 1908. On the one 
hand, he mourned their misfortune, but, on the other hand, he was angry at their 
servility and indifference towards the cause of their misfortune.20 At that time, 
he was influenced by the German philosopher Nietzsche’s theory of the 
“Superman” and believed that: 
 

If a society is ruled by the majority of its people, its vitality can dissipate 
overnight. Therefore, it is better to sacrifice the vulgar masses in the 
interests of one or two geniuses. Once the geniuses emerge, social vigor will 
be re-kindled…. Therefore, the question of right and wrong cannot go 
public: it cannot be solved in public. Public affairs cannot go public: nothing 
can be achieved in public. Only when the Superman emerges can the world 
have peace.21 

 
However, he also believed that Chinese peasants retained the finest aspects of 

the “national character.”22 During the May Fourth era, he wrote a number of 
essays and short stories expressing his feelings towards them. The high praise he 
                                                               
15 Lu Xun, Lu Xun quanji, vol. 12, 273. 
16 Ibid., vol. 3, 449–50; vol. 11, 5. 
17 Feng Xuefeng tried his best to explain that this was due to Lu Xun’s “emotional confusion”; 
Huiyi Lu Xun, 130–42. However, Lu Xun refused to join the Association of Writers and Artists. 
18 Lu Xun, Lu Xun quanji, vol. 4, 191. 
19 See Tsi-an Hsia, “Enigma of the Five Martyrs,” 163–233. 
20 Lu Xun, Lu Xun quanji, vol. 1, 80.  
21 Ibid., 52.  
22 Ibid., vol. 8, 27. 
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accorded the rickshaw puller in his short story A Small Incident (Yijian xiaoshi, 
1919) was unprecedented among Chinese intellectuals. But, at the same time, he 
was also very critical of them. In his view, the Chinese had developed the 
mentality of the indifferent by-stander, and he portrayed the characteristics that 
he associated with this mentality in his short stories, such as The True Stories of 
Ah Q. For the same reason, Lu Xun discouraged young people from “going to the 
people,” that is, rallying the masses to defend China, because he believed that 
they would likely meet with hostility from their own compatriots.23 

Lu Xun’s opinion was diametrically opposed to the revolutionaries’ plan to 
instigate and mobilize the masses for social and political reform. In fact, right at 
the beginning of the “Debate on Revolutionary Literature,” Lu Xun criticized the 
blind optimism of Chinese revolutionary writers by emphasizing the indifference 
of the masses, which he believed to be a problem typical of the Chinese “national 
character.” He demonstrated his point by recounting the common people’s 
reaction to the completion of Sun Yat-sen’s mausoleum. On the eve of the 
completion of the mausoleum, a rumor quickly spread that “the masons are 
collecting children’s spirits to close the dragon’s mouth.” People believed that 
some shamans could collect children’s spirit by calling their names in mysterious 
ways. The people in Nanjing panicked and placed a spell on their children’s 
clothes. One of the spells read, “Whoever summons my spirit, let him take my 
spirit’s place; If no one answers his call, let him fill the tomb himself.” Lu Xun 
then commented: 

 
Here we have the biography of many revolutionaries and a history of the 
Chinese revolution. 

Some writers nowadays seem to insist that this is the “darkness before the 
dawn.” But since our countrymen are like this, no matter whether it is dawn 
or dark, revolutionaries will just have to proceed while carrying these 
countrymen on their backs. We cannot discard them, and yet they are no 
asset. If things go on like this, even fifty or a hundred years from now we 
cannot be sure of finding a way out. 

Revolutionary writers have recently shown a special dread of the 
darkness and tried to cover it up, but our blunt countrymen give the show 
away.24 

 
Although Lu Xun acknowledged that the “debate on revolutionary literature” 

inspired him to study Marxism and helped him to overcome his biased belief in 
                                                               
23 Ibid., vol. 3, 92–95. 
24 Ibid., vol. 4, 103. 
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evolutionism, he still believed that he had won the debate.25 It was thus natural 
that he continued to discuss the problem of the Chinese “national character” and 
how to bring about its reform.26 In fact, “national character” remained an issue 
of fundamental concern to him and repeatedly appeared in his later writings. 

The “National Character” Remains the Key Problem for Lu Xun  

The ways in which Lu Xun promoted left-wing literary and cultural movements 
were actually very similar to the ways in which he promoted the movements that 
he himself spearheaded. First, he sought to attract revolutionary-minded youth. 
Lu Xun’s 1930 appeal to the League of Left-Wing Writers to nurture youthful 
support was obviously a continuation of his call for “fighters in the spiritual 
world” and his goal of publishing the magazine The Wilderness (Mang yuan).27 
Second, he advocated the pursuit of the ideal “man,” which he saw as central to 
the reform of the Chinese “national character.” These forms of activism 
characterized Lu Xun’s involvement in his literary movement and were 
consistent in different stages of the movement’s adaptation to new 
circumstances.28  

In 1934, Lu Xun published several “miscellaneous essays” that directly 
addressed the problem of Chinese “national character.” At this point, I would like 
to highlight two of these essays to demonstrate the continuity of Lu Xun’s 
thought during his earlier and later periods. The essays that I will examine are 
“After Reading ‘Such is Guangzhou’” (“Ruci Guangzhou duhou,” 1934) and 
“Thoughts on a Child’s Photographs” (“Cong haizi de zhaoxiang shuoqi,” 
1934). 29  In “After Reading ‘Such is Guangzhou,’” Lu Xun responded to  
criticism of the superstitious practices current in Guangzhou, where a great of 
money and energy were spent to make huge paper statues of gods so as to fend 
off negative fengshui forces. Lu Xun clearly disapproved of superstition, but, in 

                                                               
25 Ibid., vol. 4, 6; vol. 12, 257. For a brief account of the debate in English, see Amitendranath 
Tagore, Literary Debates in Modern China 1918–1937, 80–118. Tagore pointed out that Lu 
Xun maintained his more balanced viewpoint on revolution and literature even after he turned 
to the left and that Lu Xun’s opinion was supported by Qu Qiubai, 105–6. For more recent 
research in English, see Wang-chi Wang, Politics and Literature in Shanghai: The Chinese 
League of Left-Wing Writers, 1930–1936. 
26 See Lu Xun’s use of Nietzsche’s term “the last man”; and compare these with his comments 
in “Po e sheng lun,” Lu Xun quanji, vol. 8, 23–34, and “Wu sheng de Zhongguo,” Lu Xun 
quanji, vol. 4, 11–15, “Cong haizi de zhaoxiang shuo qi,” Lu Xun, Lu Xun quanji, vol. 4, 
80–84, “Tianjun zuo Bayue de xiangcun xu,” Lu Xun quanji, vol. 4, 286–88. See also Xian 
Jishan, “Houqi de Lu Xun he guominxing,” 36–48. 
27 Lu Xun, Lu Xun quanji, vol. 4, 236–37, 456. 
28 See Zhang Hua, “Lu Xun guominxing sixiang de fazhan,” 22–32. 
29 Lu Xun, Lu Xun quanji, vol. 5, 438–39; vol. 6, 80–82. See also vol. 5, 435–36. 
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this case, he did not entirely dismiss the practices of the people in Guangzhou. 
He compared their practices with the superstitious practices current in Zhejiang 
and commented that the people in Guangzhou demonstrated vitality and greater 
open-mindedness than those in Zhejiang. His comments here clearly echo the 
opinions that he expressed in “Towards a Refutation of Voices of Evil,” in which 
he argued that religious activities reflect people’s vitality and willpower.  

In “Thoughts on a Child’s Photographs,” Lu Xun criticized the Chinese 
standard of a “good” child: “well-behaved” and submissive. He argued that these 
were the qualities of a slave, qualities that Lu Xun had vehemently criticized 
during the May Fourth period. One of the most interesting parts of the essay is 
his comparison of Chinese and Japanese children: 

 
It is actually very difficult to distinguish Chinese children from Japanese 
children if they both wear Western clothes. But some people here have a 
quick, fallacious method of identifying them: The well-behaved, quiet 
children who keep rather still are Chinese; the sturdy, lively, fearless ones 
who leap about and shout are Japanese.30 
 

But, oddly enough, when Lu Xun’s son was photographed in different studios, 
he was portrayed as Japanese in Japanese studio photographs and Chinese in 
Chinese studio photographs. Clearly, the photographer’s cultural background 
determined the way in which the subject was portrayed. More importantly, the 
slave mentality of the Chinese was maintained and regenerated in such cultural 
selection. As Lu Xun further commented: 

 
Most Chinese seize the chance to act submissive—to become “quiet.” 
Downcast eyes and prompt, respectful answers make for a good child, who 
is dubbed “sweet.” High spirits, health, stubbornness, an expanded chest and 
head carried high—all that is “active”—are bound to make men shake their 
heads and perhaps even mutter about “foreign ways.” Owing to long years 
of invasion, we hate all “foreign ways.” More than that, we deliberately do 
the reverse ourselves.… Yet, as far as I can see, these “foreign ways” 
include a number of virtues which the Chinese originally possessed, but 
which centuries of oppression have whittled down until we ourselves no 
longer understand them and have made them over altogether to the 
foreigners. We must take these back and restore them…. I am confident that 
my proposals are not “dictated by the imperialists” to tempt the Chinese into 
being slaves, whereas all that talk of patriotism and all that support of the 
national characteristics do not in fact hinder us from becoming slaves.31 

                                                               
30 Ibid., vol. 6, 81. 
31 Ibid., 81–82. 
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A reform of “national character” was obviously foremost in Lu Xun’s agenda, 
and his writing contains no discussion of this problem in terms of orthodox and 
mechanical Marxism. Were these merely remnants of his early “idealism”? 
Regardless, “national character” surely remained a fundamental issue to him, and 
this is revealed by his remarks on Japan’s imminent invasion of China. 

Lu Xun was pessimistic about the outcome of China’s anti-Japanese resistance, 
and, as a result, he was accused of being pro-Japanese.32 While the accusation 
was based on unsubstantiated speculations, scholars who defended Lu Xun failed 
to explain his pessimism.33 Takeuchi Minoru (1903– ) points out Lu Xun’s 
pro-Communist inclination, but the Communist theory and its analysis of the 
situation did not convey a gloomy picture of the resistance.34 Lu Xun’s anxiety 
was apparently not based on Communist political analysis. His main concern was 
still the problem of “national character.” After the “September Eighteenth” 
Incident in 1931, in addition to denouncing the Japanese invasion and attacking 
the Guomindang government’s reluctance to resist, Lu Xun, on a number of 
occasions, made comparisons between the Chinese and the Japanese. In a speech 
that he gave in 1932, he argued that the Japanese were conscientious, while the 
Chinese were not. When the two cultures collided with each other, the Chinese 
were doomed to suffer disaster.35 China’s predicament of domestic troubles and 
foreign invasion obviously reminded him of the similar situation that prevailed in 
the final years of the Ming dynasty. The similarity, even before the threat of an 
imminent invasion, had already worried him in the 1920s, but now an all-out 
invasion had begun.36 This was one of the reasons for his pessimism. Lu Xun 
admired the Japanese “national character” and believed that the Chinese would 
do well to emulate some of their virtues, especially their “conscientiousness.”37 
However, it is important to point out here that Lu Xun did not mean that the 
                                                               
32 Ibid., vol. 6, 488–89. See Hu Juren’s “Lu Xun zai sanshi niandai de yi duan shenghuo,” 216. 
Actually, not only Lu Xun, but the whole Guomindang government, was pessimistic. See 
Liang Jingchun, “Jiuyiba shibian” shi shu, 117; Chiang Kai-shek, “Diyu waiwu yu fuxing 
minzu,” 309ff.; Hu Shi, Hu Shi riji, 577. Pessimism does not mean disloyalty. 
33 See a series of articles by Huang Yue in Wen Wei Pao (Hong Kong) published from Jan. 1 to 
Apr. 19, 1973; Takeuchi Minoru, “Zhongguo de 1930 niandai yu Lu Xun,” 153–78. One of 
Huang Yue’s articles is devoted to “Wo yao pianren,” but it argues that Lu Xun’s expression of 
concern was a protest against Japan’s invasion and provides no further explanation, Wen Wei 
Pao, Feb. 24, 1973. 
34 See Edgar Snow, Red Star over China, 125–32; Mao Zedong, Mao Zedong xuanji, vol. 1, 
128–48; Zhongguo shehui kexueyuan jindaishi yanjiusuo fanyishi ed., Gongchanguoji 
youguan Zhongguo geming de wenxian ziliao, vol. 2, 190ff. 
35 Lu Xun, Lu Xun quanji, vol. 7, 385–88; also Cf. vol. 12, 92.  
36 Ibid., vol. 12, 16; 183–84. Cf. vol. 6, 162–73, 179–91; vol. 3, 17–18. Lu Xun’s concern was 
validated when a more horrible version of the Yangzhou and Jiading massacres, the Nanjing 
Massacre, occurred after his death. 
37 Ibid., vol. 13, 682–83. Also see Uchiyama Kanzo, “Lu Xun xiansheng,” 251–59; Koshima 
Toru, “Wei bei liaojie de Lu Xun,” 255–66; Lu Xun, Lu Xun quanji, vol. 8, 320. 
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Chinese “national character” was essentially inferior to that of the Japanese, nor 
was it the case, as Hosono Koji has suggested, that, after having studied in Japan, 
he became a “marginal man” who admired Japanese culture.38 In short, Lu Xun 
did not approach the Sino-Japanese war in terms of a contradiction between 
imperialism and liberation, but in terms of the problem of “national character.” 

It is necessary to note that Lu Xun’s conception of the ideal literary movement 
was not a purely literary movement isolated from social concerns. For him, the 
goal of such a movement should always be strengthening China and saving its 
people. Before the 1911 Revolution, Lu Xun considered remolding the “national 
character” crucial to carrying out reforms in China. However, he argued that two 
accomplishments were necessary to remold the “national character”: First, the 
overthrow of the oppressive Manchu regime; and second, the promotion of a 
literary movement to enlighten the people. After the Manchus were overthrown, 
the literary movement was his sole concern. However, his plan did not have a 
chance of materializing until the May Fourth era because of the lack of 
like-minded comrades and the apathy of the masses.39 Lu Xun felt that the 
failure of his plan was due to the ineffectiveness of the 1911 Revolution, which 
was removed from society at large and failed to move the soul of the people. His 
writings from this period frequently employ the analogy of using a whip to goad 
the people towards reform.40 The “whip,” a symbol of social reform, became, in 
his mind, a prerequisite to remolding the “national character.” Therefore, Lu 
Xun’s reform program theoretically reverted to a plan similar to the pre-1911 
Revolution model: First, social reform; and second, cultural reform spearheaded 
by a literary movement. However, he was unwilling to promote radical social 
changes because he believed that the reform of “national character” was more 
essential.41 However, “The March 18 Incident” transformed Lu Xun’s way of 
approaching the issue of reform. In this incident, a handful of young 
revolutionaries, who were devoted to his literary-cultural movement were 
mercilessly crushed by the warlords. In this wake of this defeat, Lu Xun realized 
that a literary movement alone was too weak to effect reform and that he himself 
was, in a certain sense, but an “accomplice” to the oppression.42 The incident 
made it clear that the warlords were obstacles to a modernizing literary 
movement and that they needed to be removed before true reform could take 
place. Lu Xun’s reading of the Russian literary debates that had occurred after 
the October Revolution confirmed his opinion of the ineffectual nature of the 
                                                               
38 Hosono Koji, “Lu Xun de jingjie,” 65–85. 
39 Lu Xun, Lu Xun quanji, vol. 1, 354–55; vol. 3, 105–6; vol. 11, 370. 
40 Ibid., vol. 1, 164, 465; Cf. vol. 3, 25; vol. 1, 10; vol. 11, 39–40. 
41 Ibid., vol. 1, 140; vol. 3, 22; vol. 11, 32–33. 
42 Ibid., vol. 3, 454. 
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1911 Revolution.43 A more effective revolution that targeted social mores was 
required to remold the Chinese “national character.”44 However, the end goal of 
Lu Xun’s literary-cultural movement remained unchanged; throughout, he 
retained his focus on remolding the “national character.” 

The Awakening of the Masses and Its Limitation 

After the “April 12 Massacre,” Lu Xun gradually aligned himself with the 
Chinese left-wing movement. He supported the revolutionary cause of workers 
and peasants because the revolutionary faction represented a necessary source of 
support for his literary movement. On a few occasions, he apparently made some 
positive comments about the masses. In 1935, he commented on an incident in 
late Ming history when the people of Suzhou came out in force to drive away the 
mounted guards who had come to arrest a righteous official: 
 

It is true that the common people do not read the Confucian classics, do not 
understand the laws of history, do not know how to pick faults or analyze 
mistakes; but, in general, they are far better than those lofty, erudite literati 
at distinguishing between right and wrong.45 

 
Lu Xun then compared the people of Suzhou with the people in Beijing who 

came out to support the student demonstrators in December 1935 and 
commented that: 
 

Who says the ordinary Chinese are fools? Despite all the dust thrown into 
their eyes and all the oppression, they can still see clearly.46 

 
Lu Xun also claimed that the consciousness of the Chinese people had been 

awakened during the Japanese invasion of Shanghai in 1932.47 These comments 
have been used to demonstrate the change in Lu Xun’s thought.48 However, 
                                                               
43 Ibid., 342–43.  
44  See Huang Zirong, “Lu Xun de gaizao guominxing sixiang bangzhu ta zou xiang 
Makesizhuyi,” 33–37. 
45 Lu Xun, Lu Xun quanji, vol. 6, 434–35. 
46 Ibid., 435. 
47 Ibid., vol. 6, 633. Cf. vol. 3, 105–6. 
48 Using this evidence, scholars seem to have come to a consensus that Lu Xun’s thought 
underwent a change. See Li Yongshou, Lu Xun sixiang de fazhan, 122–26; Zhang Zhuo, “Lu 
Xun zhexue sixiang yanjiu,” 159–70. However, Zhang Zhuo also emphasized that Lu Xun’s 
insights into “national character” “should not be simply rejected” and should be “critically 
abosorbed” in studies of Lu Xun. His opinion was a breakthrough in critical examinations of 
Lu Xun’s views concerning “national character.” 
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there is also evidence to support the opposite claim, and this conflicting evidence 
likewise refers to the Japanese invasion and, more importantly, it makes a 
comparison between the “national characters” of the Chinese and the Japanese. 

In fact, as late as the 1980s, the issue of whether there was an “epistemological 
break” in the development of Lu Xun’s thought was under debate.49 Some 
scholars argued that Lu Xun’s thought is very consistent and that there are no 
dramatic breaks or significant changes between the different stages of his thought. 
A vigorous examination of the later period of Lu Xun’s thought indicates that 
there appear to be only two isolated instances in which Lu Xun made optimistic 
comments about the masses in China. Furthermore, these two comments are 
overshadowed by a profound pessimism about China’s future. In fact, even 
though Lu Xun conceded that there were signs of awakening among the Chinese 
people, he stressed that these awakening “sparks” needed to be “collected” by the 
“masters” (i.e., the Chinese Communists) before they could make any social and 
political impact. Otherwise, the “sparks” would be extinguished. However, the 
Chinese Communists had, by the mid-1930s, been reduced to a negligible force 
by the Guomindang’s suppression and exerted a very limited influence in the 
political arena. Lu Xun actually painted a very bleak picture of China’s future, 
and his pessimism was based on his consistent view of the Chinese “national 
character” and the importance of reforming it. It is obvious that the problem of 
Chinese “national character” remained a key issue in his thinking.50 In other 
words, the “problématique” of his thinking remains unchanged and, therefore, 
there is no “epistemological break” in his thought.  

The apparent self-contradiction in Lu Xun’s assessment of the Chinese people 
can be resolved by approaching his comments in light of perspectives provided 
by other works in his corpus. First, Lu Xun’s comment about the Chinese 
people’s awakening appears to have been informed by similar logic as was his 
description of the wreath over Xia Yu’s tomb in the short story Medicine (Yao, 
1919). That is, the claim was intended to mask his true opinion about China’s 
grim reality so as to prevent his readers from sinking into a pit of hopelessness.51 

Second, in addition to this reading, I would like to introduce another level of 
meaning by way of a passage from the letter he wrote to Xu Guangping in 1925: 

 
Speaking of the first year of the Republic, it was really a time of great 
brightness…. But once the Second Revolution of 1913 had failed, things 
gradually got worse, and worse and worse until the present state was 
reached…. How can the outlook be good when the flunkies are allowed to 

                                                               
49 Bao Jing ed., Lu Xun “guominxing sixiang” taolun ji. 
50 Chiu-yee Cheung, Lu Xun: The Chinese “Gentle” Nietzsche, 121–24.  
51 Lu Xun, Lu Xun quanji, vol. 1, 283–84, 419–20; Cf. vol. 6, 486–88. 
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run the household? At the beginning, the Revolution was to expel the 
Manchus and that was easy to achieve, but then it required its citizens to 
reform what was bad in their nature, and this they weren’t willing to do. 
Therefore the most important task now is to reform the national character. 
Otherwise, no matter whether we have a dictatorship, a republic or whatever, 
it would still be a matter of selling the same old goods under a different 
brand, which won’t do at all.52 

 
This passage conveys Lu Xun’s claim that the Chinese people were awakening 

in response to the threat of Japanese invasion. Lu Xun suggests that, despite the 
fact that the Chinese “national character” has been distorted by prolonged 
oppression, people’s innate strength and potency can still be rekindled when they 
are confronted with national crisis. However, in Lu Xun’s opinion, this form of 
awakening in response to external pressure exerts a very limited effect on reform 
because true social and political reform must ultimately be based on the internal 
reform of the “national character.” Without changing people’s mentality and 
values, any and all reforms are doomed to failure. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, Lu Xun’s claim, made in the 1930s, that the Chinese people were 
in the process of awakening does not contradict his overall pessimistic view of 
China’s future, which is based on his assessment of the Chinese “national 
character.” His consistent view of the Chinese “national character” also 
demonstrates that there is no “epistemological break” in the development of his 
thinking. Lu Xun believed that the reform of Chinese into a modern nation would 
require a long process. Political and social reform could only provide a more 
favorable environment for reform; they would not necessarily guarantee success. 
A successful reform program would need to delve deeper into the cultural and 
psychological underpinnings of China’s problems.  

In Lu Xun’s view, until the Chinese are able to restore their original spiritual 
vitality and overcome their habitual “slave” mentality, no reform enacted in 
China will truly or fully succeed. The reason for this is simple. The Chinese have 
been enslaved for so long that Chinese culture, as a manifestation of the people’s 
spirit, has also been branded by its people’s slavishness. It will take generations 
to recover. In 1933 Lu Xun had a discussion with Edgar Snow about China’s 
problems. Snow later recalled their discussion: 
                                                               
52 Ibid., vol. 11, 31. English translation adopted with modifications from B. S. McDougall’s 
Letters Between Two, 41. 
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“Before the republic the people were slaves,” as Lu Hsun himself put it. 
“Afterward, we became slaves of ex-slaves.” 
“Now that you have had the second or Nationalist revolution,” I asked him, 
“do you feel there are still as many Ah Q’s left as ever?” 
Lu Hsun laughed. “Worse. Now they are running the country.”53 

 
This dialogue is a clear echo of his letter to Xu Guangping, written in 1925 and 

quoted above, and his answer conveys his views regarding the importance and 
difficulty of remolding the Chinese “national character.” Lu Xun viewed the 
issue of “national character” as the ultimate obstacle in China’s winding path to 
recovery. Without overcoming this obstacle, China would not regain her past 
greatness and achieve glory in the modern world. The so-called change in Lu 
Xun’s thinking in his later years is no more than his addition of the 
supplementary medicine of social revolution to his prescription of a literary cure 
for the Chinese “national character.” This “change” can hardly be regarded as an 
“epistemological break.” 
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