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Reading of Lu Xun’s “Hometown” 
 
Abstract  This essay rereads Lu Xun’s 1921 story, “Hometown,” by focusing on 
its nostalgic character. Against the background of a modernizing historical moment 
in China, the story is about a city-dweller intellectual coming back to his 
homeland, only to find that nothing there corresponds to his somewhat nostalgic 
and romantic expectations. For a long period, students of modern Chinese 
literature have read this story either as a critique of the feudal Chinese culture 
whose vestige still loomed large in rural areas at the time, or as a literary 
representation of Lu Xun’s hesitation toward the belief in progress embraced by 
those who passionately participated the cultural movement. Through a rereading 
of this text I argue that, instead of shedding a critical light on the economically and 
culturally backward rural China, here represented by the “homeland” of the 
protagonist, or showing his hesitation toward the New Cultural Movement, Lu 
Xun’s narrative of “returning home” indicates how the political radicality of the 
movement points toward a hope beyond program and calculation. 
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“After a twenty-year absence, and a journey of seven hundred bitterly cold miles, I 
returned home.”1 This is the first sentence of the short story, “Hometown,” 
published by Lu Xun in 1921. Returning home and going back to one’s 
hometown with mixed feelings of expectation and disappointment: here one can 
easily recognize typical themes of a narrative that may be called “nostalgic.” But 
the historical background against which Lu Xun composed this story seems to have 

                                                               
1 See Lu Xun, The Real Story of Ah-Q and Other Tales of China, 137. Lovell translates the 
title of this story as “My Old Home.” 



Qin WANG 462

little to do with nostalgia. In 1921 the so-called New Cultural Movement was still 
influential, when most Chinese intellectuals could not wait to transform and 
modernize Chinese culture overnight. A promising vista of modern China was 
lying right in front of those “progressive” intellectuals, whereas an ossified, 
feudalistic “old China” was to be swept away immediately. In the intellectual 
milieu of moving-forward towards a utopian future, Lu Xun’s “Hometown” 
indeed seems out of place. 

Although Lu Xun’s contemporaneous readers chose to read the story as a 
critique of a “feudalistic” China symbolized by the dilapidated “hometown,” the 
unpleasant shadow cast by the nostalgic element of the narrative is nevertheless a 
haunting feeling that cannot be simply dismissed. Taking the story as a narrative of 
“nostalgia,” then, my rereading of Lu Xun’s “Hometown” attempts to reveal his 
singular understanding of the “new culture” of the New Cultural Movement. My 
argument is that, in contradistinction to the belief in a linear historical progress 
widely shared by the “progressive” intellectuals, Lu Xun’s position is far more 
complicated: the ongoing cultural movement, as Lu Xun understands it, must keep 
itself from a determinable or calculable future—that is, a future present-at-hand, a 
future already programmed or scheduled. Only when all the temporal dimensions are 
thrown into a state of contingency and alteration, only when a nostalgic projection 
towards the “good old days,” as well as a utopian expectation of a determined or 
determinable future, are radically cut off by the intervention of the “now,” can the 
condition of the possibility of an alternative way of life be revealed. 

Lu Xun and the Problematic of Hope 

Right after its publication, critics immediately recognized “Hometown” as a story 
reflecting on and criticizing the estrangement of intellectuals from peasants due to 
so-called Chinese feudalism, which has caused class divisions. The problematic of 
“feudalism” was prevalent in the early interpretations of the story, especially those 
written in the 1920s and 1930s, and then inherited by interpreters during the 
period of socialist China.2 From the 1990s onwards, however, more and more 
                                                               
2  See for example the reading “Xiandai Zhongguo wenxue lun” [On modern Chinese 
literature], written by Qian Xingcun, who was a famous Chinese critic in the 1920s and 1930s. 
Another important fact to be taken into account is that the story was selected to be in the basic 
textbook for Chinese high school education soon after its publication and has kept its canonical 
status for decades. For a detailed description of the process of canonization of “Hometown,” as 
well as the history of interpretation in China, see Fujii Sh z , ō ō Rojin Koky  no dokusyo ō

shi—kindai tyugoku no bungaku kukan [The history of interpretation of Lu Xun’s 
“Hometown”: The literary space of modern Chinese literature]. 
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critics have reread the story paying attention to the details that were neglected or 
explained away by previous interpreters. For instance, some emphasize the failure 
of the project of enlightenment in the confrontation between the protagonist and 
his peasant friend, Runtu,3  while others tend to compare the protagonist’s 
“returning home” to Lu Xun’s own life experience before participating in the 
New Cultural Movement.4 In order to delve into the “Hometown,” then, we 
should take a very brief look at Lu Xun’s life before composing this short story. 

After graduating from a modern high school of science technology in Nanjing, 
Lu Xun went to Japan to study biology and medicine in 1902. Later in the famous 
preface written for the collection of his short stories, Outcry, Lu Xun explains that 
he went abroad in order to “go in search for different people, different paths.”5 It 
was in Japan that the famous “slideshow event” took place, which would become 
the turning point for Lu Xun’s career as a writer. One day in the classroom, Lu 
Xun sat with his Japanese classmates watching a sideshow in which many Chinese 
bystanders stood by watching as a Chinese man, thought to be a Russian spy, was 
beheaded. At that moment Lu Xun, out of mixed feelings of shame, anger, and 
sadness, realized that the salvation of the soul was much more important than the 
health of body. After devoting himself to translating Western stories and starting a 
literary journal, however, Lu Xun only experienced failure and loneliness. 
Disappointed with the result of his attempt and with the possibility of cultural 
enlightenment in general, he came back to Beijing and spent a whole decade 
transcribing classical texts for no specific purpose. 

When Lu Xun was transcribing classical texts, the New Cultural Movement was 
heralded by Chen Duxiu, Hu Shi, and several other intellectuals. One day a 
colleague, Qian Xuantong, called on Lu Xun and invited him to write something 
for them. Thus went the famous conversation between the two, as narrated by Lu 
Xun himself in the preface to Outcry: 

 
Although he and a few associates were now working on a magazine of their 
own—New Youth—so far they had been rewarded only by indifference, by 
neither criticism nor support. Maybe, I thought, they were feeling lonely. 
This is what I replied: 
  “Imagine an iron house: without windows or doors, utterly indestructible, 

                                                               
3 See for example He Ping, “Guxiang xidu” [A close reading of the “Hometown”], where it is 
argued that “Lu Xun cuts deep into the lowest social class in the story, and by describing the 
everyday life of these people, dispels the illusion of the spiritual superiority of modern 
intellectuals,” 85. 
4 A reading in this respect can be found in Zhang Huiyu. 
5 Lu Xun, The Real Story of Ah-Q and Other Tales of China, 15. 
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and full of sound sleepers—all about to suffocate to death. Let them die in 
their sleep, and they will feel nothing. Is it right to cry out, to rouse the light 
sleepers among them, causing them inconsolable agony before they die?” 
  “But even if we succeed in waking only the few, there is still hope—hope 
that the iron house may one day be destroyed.” 
  Yes, I have my own certainty. But I couldn’t quite obliterate the sense of 
hope. Because hope is a thing of the future: I cannot deny the possibility [of 
hope] that my friend held by my certainty of the impossibility [of hope].6 

 
This moment marks the symbolic inauguration of Lu Xun’s literary career after 

1918: we must keep in mind that “Hometown” is also a story that was published in 
the most famous literary journal during the New Cultural Movement, New Youth. 
Before turning to the story itself, however, let us linger on the above conversation 
between the two for a while, partly because it is closely related to our rereading of 
the story, and thereby related to the problematic of “nostalgia.” 

 There is a highly perplexing moment in the conversation, where Lu Xun 
mentions that he was persuaded by his interlocutor to write something. Indeed, for 
anyone who reads the preface, Jin Xinyi’s almost intuitive and probably 
unconvincing response can hardly be persuasive. The paradox of the analogy is as 
follows: while Lu Xun himself is quite certain that the “iron house” cannot be 
broken (which is constitutive of the metaphor of “iron house”), the response he 
got from his friend is simply a denial of this certainty. Hence we see Lu Xun’s 
self-reflection (or self-persuasion): his certainty of the impossibility of destroying 
the “iron house” cannot negate the proposition that, in the last analysis, it would 
be possible to destroy the house, precisely because “hope” lies in future. “Hope,” 
that is, is that which is beyond the horizon of expectation and calculation; it is not 
a foreseeable future, so much as it is an unexpected event. However, unlike the 
optimistic belief of the possibility of destroying the iron house, a belief 
predetermined by the discourse of evolutionism, a belief held by Qian Xuantong 
and other “progressive” intellectuals at the time, Lu Xun’s understanding of 
“hope” transforms hope into something “transcendent,” something above the 
horizon of expectation. In other words, the conversation represents a paradoxical 
structure of temporality, where “future,” and with it, “hope,” plays the role of 
abruptly cutting down the linear procession of time. We might call it the 
temporality of a hope to-come (à-venir): far from a programmed end, “hope” here 
operates to make Lu Xun believe in a better future, to believe as if there were hope. 
To make oneself believe is to make oneself open to future contingencies, or future 
as contingency; it means to open to events to come. We might say that “hope” in 

                                                               
6 Ibid., 19; translation slightly modified. 
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this context is that which cannot be “deconstructed” and, to develop the analogy, 
not because the “iron house” is predestined to be destroyed thanks to a proper 
effort (under the name of “enlightenment,” for example), but because “hope” 
always exposes itself to the limits of experience, to contingency, and to 
inassimilable alterity. 

Thus, in the conversation between Lu Xun and Qian Xuantong, an alternative 
view of hope surfaces—that is why Lu Xun would call his subsequent writings a 
result of “obeying the command.” 7  While for Lu Xun “hope” is beyond 
expectation and reasoning, beyond calculation and measure, for Qian Xuantong 
hope is expectable and calculable. At the end of “Hometown” there is a passage 
discussing “hope”:  

 
The instant my thoughts turned to hope, I grew fearful. When I saw Runtu 
take the incense-burner and candlesticks, I had secretly smiled at his worship 
of idols. But wasn’t my own weakness for hope an idol of my own making? 
His wishes were immediately material, while mine were distantly vague; that 
was the only difference between us.8  
 

This passage critiques the belief of a determined future on which the 
“progressive” intellectuals insist. Rather than a negation of the New Cultural 
Movement, Lu Xun’s implicit critique reveals the eventfulness of the whole 
movement, disclosing the hope to-come as both brought forth and overshadowed 
by his colleagues. 

Focusing on the “nostalgic” narrative in the short story “Homeown,” then, my 
reading shows the extent to which Lu Xun’s own understanding of “hope” can be 
distinguished from that of Qian Xuantong and others. And it is Lu Xun’s 
idiosyncratic understanding of hope which reveals what is culturally and politically 
radical about the New Cultural Movement. 

Nostalgia for the Future 

The plot of the story is quite simple. The first-person narrative, who is supposed to 
be an intellectual, comes back to his hometown to move his mother away to the 
city where he now lives. After meeting with Runtu, a peasant friend of the 
protagonist from when he was young, he feels strongly that no communication 
between them is ever possible. From the beginning, we know that the 
“hometown” for the “I” has become a remote place, both spatially and temporally. 
                                                               
7 Ibid. 
8 Ibid., 144. 
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While caught by a feeling of nostalgia, the protagonist only finds the “actual” 
hometown terribly dilapidated: 

 
As I neared my destination the weather grew overcast, the midwinter wind 
whistling through my cabin. Through a crack in the awning, I could see a 
bleak scattering of villages beneath a dull yellow sky. A powerful sense of 
desolation welled up in me. 

Was this the place I had kept nostalgically alive in my thoughts these past 
two decades?9 

 
After leaving for elsewhere, the “I” only maintains a shadowy memory of the 

hometown. At first glance, the contrast between the “actual” dilapidated 
hometown and the imagined hometown seems to be characteristic of the feeling of 
“nostalgia,” in the particular sense that nostalgia, to quote Svetlana Boym’s famous 
study of nostalgia, “was said to produce ‘erroneous representations’ that caused the 
afflicted to lose touch with the present.”10 But immediately following this striking 
contrast is a clear-minded self-reflection of the narrator, who attempts to justify 
the difference between his memory and the present scene, thereby dispelling his 
nostalgic feeling: 

 
As I remembered it, it was nothing like this; it was a much better place. But 
when I tried to recall or articulate its beauty, I discovered I held no mental 
image of it—no words to describe it. Maybe it had always been like this, I 
told myself.11 
 

The hometown in memory resists representation. Yet another detail of the text 
directly contradicts this justification. This is the moment when the protagonist’s 
mother mentions Runtu: 

 
Suddenly, I saw in my mind’s eye a marvelous golden moon hanging in a 
midnight-blue sky over a seashore planted endlessly with dark green 
watermelons. A boy, around ten or eleven years old, a silver chain around his 
neck and a pitchfork in his hand, was stabbing at a fierce-looking dog darting 
between his legs.12 
 

                                                               
9 Ibid., 137. 
10 Svetlana Boym, The Future of Nostalgia, 1. 
11 Lu Xun, The Real Story of Ah-Q and Other Tales of China, 137. 
12 Ibid. 



How Not to Have Nostalgia for the Future 467 

Although the protagonist has said to himself that memory is unrepresentable, in 
the nostalgic description of the young Runtu it seems that the “hometown” of 
memory eventually is represented. Only through the narrator’s later account do we 
learn that in fact what he recalls here never happened, because the protagonist had 
only met Runtu once, and that encounter happened in the winter. Regardless, the 
fact that the representation of the beautiful hometown comes from nowhere is 
significant. We will come back to this crucial scene in a moment. 

For the time being, it is noteworthy that the protagonist comes back to his 
hometown only to depart, to bid farewell. In order to say goodbye to the 
hometown, the protagonist has to come back; he comes back only to 
depart—maybe forever. In other words, he cannot really leave his hometown if he 
does not first come back. The first departure counts for nothing; it only left a 
lasting trace of his hometown in his memory, an ineffable and un-representable 
trace. Thus the protagonist must come back, in order to justify that there is 
nothing about the hometown that warrants such a trace in his memory, that the 
discrepancy between reality and memory is sufficient for disillusionment. The 
return, in this sense, constitutes a circle, a circle concerning not only the journey 
of the protagonist, but also his identity. Without returning home, without 
dispelling the illusory scene long kept in his memory, the “I” cannot depart, 
cannot move beyond, cannot move away: he would always be stuck in the 
nostalgic past. 

If the return constitutes a circle, then, what is the name for its circumference? 
The answer is nothing other than “world,” a term evoked by the protagonist 
towards the end of the story. Returning to his hometown, thus, constitutes the 
very condition of possibility for the way in which the “I” relates to the 
(fragmentation of) world, to other, and thereby to himself. The hometown from 
which the “I” departs, then, is not a determined place where one leaves in order to 
return, for only via the return, via the re-departure, is the hometown configured 
or constituted as hometown. To delve into the text from this perspective, we 
could easily find that the protagonist does not share the same world with anyone 
else in the story. In fact, everyone in the story—including Runtu, the protagonist’s 
mother, and Mrs. Yang, maybe with the exception of the two children—is isolated 
from each other: we are confronted with a fragmented world; or rather, a state of 
fragmentation without a unitary world. If “world” is the name of the 
circumference, then it has never been the circumference of a complete circle, a 
well-drawn circle; on the contrary, as the state of fragmentation shows, once the 
circle is complete (“departure—return—departure”), it dissolves into nothing. 
Insofar as the identity of the protagonist is concerned, the impossibility of 
“closing” the circle also indicates that it is impossible for him to do away with the 
trace left in his memory and start a new life. Returning to the hometown, then, far 
from a disillusion of the nostalgic representation in the memory, only gives rise to 
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new forms of nostalgia, disseminating and multiplying. 
The return of the protagonist, however, is not the only circle in the story. 

Opposing the state of fragments in the present to the situation thirty years ago, 
when the protagonist first met Runtu, one would disclose another circle—a circle 
of ritual and temporality: 

 
The boy was Runtu. I can’t have been much older than nine when I first met 
him—thirty years ago. Back then, my father had still been alive, the family 
finances tolerably healthy and I the spoilt young master of the house. 
Elaborately grandiose preparations were under way for my family’s turn to 
host an important sacrifice, one that came round only once every three 
decades.13 
 

Runtu and his father at that time were employed to keep an eye on the 
sacrificial vessels. Three decades later, however, when the time of sacrifice is about 
to “return,” like a circle, not only are there no sacrificial rituals any more, but all 
the sacrificial vessels have been taken away by the neighbors. While the sacrifice 
held thirty years ago appears to have been an event organically connecting all 
people with each other; the sacrifice in the past, in a word, appears to have been 
able to produce a shared “world”—everything in the present is fragmented, ruined, 
and disconnected. When the protagonist meets Runtu again, he understands that 
they can no longer communicate with each other: 

 
Though I was delighted to see him, I could think of nothing to say. “Runtu,” 
was the best I could do. 

There were all kinds of things I wanted to say: about woodcock, about 
jumping fish, about shells, and cha… But something seemed to be stopping 
them from come out, leaving them swirling uselessly about inside my head. 

He stood before me, a combination of joy and sorrow registering on his 
face, his lips moving but generating no sound. Eventually, deference won out: 
“Sir!” 

I almost felt myself shudder with sadness—at the thick wall sprung up 
between us. I said nothing.14 

 
Here it seems that the early interpreters have found crucial textual support for 

their conclusion: Runtu’s response shows that now it is time to break down the 
ossified, “feudalistic” social institutions—it is time to “mobilize” peasants, it is time 

                                                               
13 Ibid. 
14 Ibid., 141–42. 
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to overturn the social hierarchy that obstructs friendship and other human 
relationships. The next dialectical moment for the New Cultural Movement, 
along with the same line of argument, is regarded to be the socialist transformation 
of society. Be that as it may, we might say that in the context of “Hometown,” the 
circular temporality that worked in ancient China is no longer sustainable when 
the whole social structure is under ruination. But some recent interpreters have 
noticed the paradox of this shocking moment of (dis) communication, namely, that 
even before Runtu utters the shocking word “Sir,” the protagonist has already 
been confused as to how to communicate with his old friend.15 The so-called 
“thick wall” is always already there; a shared world never existed. The fantasy that 
once upon a time there was a beautiful world in which people could communicate 
and associate with each other is but a nostalgic projection. For the protagonist, 
here the object of nostalgia is not the hometown, which has degenerated in the 
past three decades, but a self-made representation of something that never existed, 
a representation without any temporal or spatial correspondence in reality. In 
contradistinction to nostalgia for the past, for the “good old days” that have been 
transfigured by memory, I would like to term nostalgia for something that has 
never happened, as if it were the past, as “nostalgia for the future.” 

The beautiful description of a scene that never existed seems to be an 
illumination from the past, a utopian past projected onto the future. Yet this is 
precisely what the narrator would call, towards the end of the story, an “idol” of 
his own making. The protagonist’s return ends up dispelling the false memory of 
his hometown: 

 
Even as we put more and more distance between us and the old place—its 
house, mountains, rivers—still I felt no nostalgia or regret. I was aware only 
of the high, suffocating, invisible walls of solitude. That cherished image—of 
a spirited little boy among the watermelons, with his silver chain—now 
blurred with sorrow.16 
 

To repeat, rather than referring to the protagonist’s attachment to his hometown, 
“nostalgia” here has to do with a self-made idol whose name is nothing other than 
“hope.” While Lu Xun’s contemporaneous intellectuals might easily criticize 
so-called “ancient China” according to a value-laden dichotomy between the old 
and the new, the modern and the traditional, they often unconsciously enmeshed 
themselves in a utopian future, a “future” accepted as unquestionable and 
determined. 

                                                               
15 See for example Zhang Huiyu, “Yixiangren yu ‘shaonian guxiang’ de weizhi,” 60. 
16 Lu Xun, The Real Story of Ah-Q and Other Tales of China, 144. 
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As long as we believe in a representable vista—whether it is political, cultural, or 
social, whether it belongs to a discourse of enlightenment or revolution—we 
cannot change anything in reality, we cannot get rid of this “nostalgia for the 
future.” In “Hometown,” the grand circle, the protagonist’s homecoming, to this 
extent, must be comprehended in line with the narrow circle of the sacrifice: the 
“truth” of homecoming reveals itself in the way that the sacrifice returns, or fails to 
return, to its “proper place”—again, not because of the degeneration of the 
traditional social structure, but because there is no such propriety, no 
predetermined place in the first place. The assumed unitary world of the future, in 
which the intellectuals and the yet-to-be enlightened people will unite through 
the knowledge provided by modern, Western culture, is but a self-made idol, a 
fantasy that is to be dispelled. 

Toward A Relationless Relation 

The return of the protagonist makes him encounter the idol underlying his 
superficial recognition of the discrepancy between his memory and the actual 
present. The illusion that the “I” was able to share a same world with Runtu in the 
past, the fiction that, after breaking down the obstacles imposed by the 
“feudalistic” social order, people would be immediately emancipated and 
enlightened, and the promise that, with the introduction of “Mr. Democracy” and 
“Mr. Science,” everyone would live a happy life—all these are but idols 
(re)produced by the “progressive” intellectuals striving for a representable future. 
Utopia and nostalgia, thus, become two sides of the same coin. 

On the other hand, unlike recent interpretations which take Lu Xun to be 
pessimistic of the New Cultural Movement, I think the ruinous state of 
fragmentation, the disarticulation of the assumed social relationship, and the lack of 
a shared world—all these constitute the very conditions of the possibility of 
world-formation—that is, a process of exposition, of opening oneself to alterity, 
contingency, and sharing and division (partage). Where there is no world, where 
the world is not present-at-hand, not representable, but infinitely distant, one must 
start with the void, with the unbridgeable abyss between the “I” and Runtu, rather 
than sinking into the pacifying illusion of the unity of the world, into the 
optimistic vista of enlightenment and progress. 

In this regard, let us focus on the concluding passages of the story, where 
“hope,” as we have mentioned, is thematized: 

 
I knew I was taking my course in life. And even though Runtu and I were 
now completely estranged, Hong’er and Shuisheng were in good relationship: 
was Hong’er not thinking of Shuisheng? I hoped they would turn out 
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differently to us: I didn’t want them to drift like me for maintaining the good 
relationship, or to live numbly like Runtu—nor to live with self-indulgence, 
as others did. I wanted new, different lives for them, lives that we had not 
lived.17 
 

New life in the future, the life of the new—not for the protagonist, but for 
future generations—is beyond expectation, calculation, and representation. What 
is at stake in this context is the “good relationship” between the two young boys, a 
singular relationship not based on any existing way of life, any substance or identity: 
neither the life of the “I,” nor the life of Runtu, nor the life of others. Instead, it is 
a relationship opened to the other life, the life as the other. It is a life lived by 
nobody, known by nobody, a life only to be welcomed: an “other life.” For this 
other life, this new life, this life as newness, there is no remnant of the past, no 
foundation for the future; there is no project, no ethical or political “ought,” on 
the basis of which one can easily construct one’s identity and make decisions on 
whom is the enemy and whom is the friend. The gap between the present, the 
fragmentation of the non-world, and the unexpectable future of the other life, is 
too abyssal to be covered by any given knowledge or reason. When the protagonist 
finally leaves his hometown behind, his home is literally empty: it is emptied out, it 
is nothing, a no-thing: “Everything—regardless of its age, size, state of repair or 
desirability—was gone.”18 Yet is not the empty space, the state of fragmentation, 
paradoxically the very moment of what Jean-Luc Nancy calls “being-toward- 
the-world”? World “makes, demands, or proposes sense this side of or beyond all 
signification,” argues Nancy, because 

 
The structure of existing is neither the in-itself nor the for-itself nor their 
dialectic, but the toward: neither toward oneself nor toward the other 
without being, first of all, toward the world, the toward of being- 
toward-the-world as constitution of ipseity. Neither toward happiness nor 
toward unhappiness without being, first of all, toward the happenstance that 
the world is.19 
 

“World” means being-toward, means relation, exposition, presentation to the 
other, without signification or representation. If in the story the “world” that 
functioned three decades ago is proven to be a “pseudo-world,” a world disguising 
unequal social relationships through a seemingly uniting ritual or sacrifice, then the 

                                                               
17 Ibid. Translation slightly modified. 
18 Ibid., 143. 
19 Jean-Luc Nancy, The Sense of the World, 7, 152. 
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“authentic world” will have to start from scratch; it will have to disclose the void 
underlying any relationship. In this sense, relationship cannot not be 
simultaneously a separation or dissociation, cannot not be a “rapport sans rapport,” 
a relationless relation. Only on the condition that the other is not within my 
determination, on the condition that the other is wholly other (tout autre), is it 
possible to speak of a new relationship that is distinguished from the illusory 
relationship between the “I” and Runtu in reality as well as in the nostalgic scene. 
Again, this is the condition of possibility for Lu Xun’s “hope”: 

 
In the last analysis, it does not matter, I thought to myself, whether there is 
hope or not, which is just like the path on the ground—a path is trodden only 
due to the passing of a lot of people.20 
 

As we have mentioned, “hope” for Lu Xun is not something conceptually given 
in advance for guiding, say, the New Cultural Movement. Rather, “hope” is a 
result of our opening ourselves to others, to an un-representational future, to the 
irruption of event, the fragmentation of the unity of world. Far from attempting to 
remedy the state of fragmentation or disconnection, the protagonist comes back to 
his hometown only to recognize the groundlessness of a new relationship, to 
de-fetishize the self-made nostalgic idol, namely the nostalgia for a past projected 
into a determinable and determinate future. Terms such as “hope,” “future,” “new 
life,” and so forth, are in this particular sense interchangeable, for all of them refer 
to what is irreducible to, and inassimilable by, the project of enlightenment or the 
discourse of revolution. 

When the intellectuals in the 1930s interpret the analogy between “hope” and 
“path” as manifesting the priority of “practice” over “theory,” what they dismiss is 
Lu Xun’s paradoxical understanding of “hope.” Consider once again the 
conversation between Lu Xun and Qian Xuantong about the “iron house”: whilst 
the “hope” of destroying the house cannot be denied, Lu Xun is quite certain, 
insofar as everything at hand is considered, that the house cannot be destroyed. 
Similarly, inasmuch as the present situation of the protagonist of the story is 
concerned, there is no possibility of establishing a “brave new world,” nor is there 
any need to do so. Yet “Hometown” gives a twist to the aporia of the “iron 
house” by showing that the revelation of the fragmentation of world is the 
foundationless foundation for a new life. This is precisely the paradoxical point of 
the analogy of “path” that most interpreters fail to grasp: namely, despite or 
because of their emphasis on the “collectivity” implied by the phrase “passing of a 
lot of people,” almost no interpreter has noticed the fact that, generally speaking, a 

                                                               
20 Lu Xun, The Real Story of Ah-Q and Other Tales of China, 145; translation modified. 
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path is trodden by the successive steps of those who pass by separately. In other 
words, the path, as a trace left behind, connects retrospectively the passers-by who 
are otherwise disconnected. The passers-by, thus, are never a substantial group 
associated by a common belief, doctrine, or character. What they constitute is 
rather a relationless relation, a path unknown and unknowable to any one of them. 
For every single passer-by, there is no path in front of him, nor will a path be 
trodden after his passing. Hence the radical postulation of “hope”: to believe as if 
there were hope, to believe that there is a path to-come. 

Reading the story together with Lu Xun’s semi-autobiography in the preface to 
Outcry, we might say that, corresponding to the homecoming of the “I” is Lu 
Xun’s homecoming after his going abroad to “walk alien roads, escape to 
elsewhere in order to look for those who are different.”21 During his study in 
Japan, Lu Xun firmly held to the possibility of enlightenment, as if there were a 
definite way to transform China into a modern state with one stroke. Only after 
the failure of his translation project, after coming back to Beijing with no hope of 
transforming the spirit of the people, did Lu Xun come to realize the fetishism of a 
determined, promised future of which he himself had dreamed. Again, turning 
back to the end of “Hometown,” we might say that the state of fragmentation 
ushers in the partition, the fraying (frayage) of the presence is at the same time the 
path (frayage)to be traced out by many people, by those who relate to each other 
without sharing a common substance. 
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