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Abstract  A subtle aspect of Lu Xun’s writing, running through several of his 
works of fiction, is his animalistic portrayal of some of his most well-known 
characters. Scraping away their humanity as he writes, Lu Xun depicts Kong Yiji, 
Xianglin Sao, and the infamous Madman crawling on their hands and knees, 
working like draught animals, and abandoning all rational thought. In short, all 
three end up occupying an ambiguous space between the realms of human and 
animal. This paper attempts to examine how Lu Xun’s description and situation 
of these characters suggests, aside from the standard agendas of May Fourth 
writing in general, a certain, shared metaphysical conundrum. Drawing on the 
work of Giorgio Agamben to take the hiatus between human and animal as an 
occasion for ontological possibility, I will investigate how the dehumanized 
portrayal of these characters situates them at the threshold of a new becoming: 
one which has not yet been realized, but which is also rendered impossible either 
through the character’s death or return to health. Examining Lu Xun’s works in 
this way not only recognizes his major emphasis on social critique, but suggests 
both that his thought on Chinese society pierces through to the level of 
metaphysical inquiry, and that the relationship between human and animal marks 
a productive entry point for this sort of questioning. 
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Introduction 

As his professional switch from medicine to literature clearly illustrates, Lu Xun 
placed his future hopes for China beyond merely an advancement through 
science and technology—in other words, beyond merely the physical. As he 
famously states in the preface of Call to Arms (Nahan), 
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The people of a weak and backward country, however strong and healthy 
they might be, could only serve to be made examples of... and it was not 
necessarily deplorable if many of them died of illness.1  

 
While Lu Xun’s writings, as key works of the May Fourth movement, 

generally do promote modern science and education in the face of certain 
traditional superstitions and beliefs, human (Chinese) existence for Lu Xun is not 
something to be polished up through public hygienic (weisheng) campaigns or 
improved through eugenics in a manipulated sort of progressive evolution. 
Rather, Lu Xun demonstrates a concern with ontological possibility in a way that 
is bound up with the philosophical relationship between human and animal.  

Focusing on the stories Kong Yiji, New Year’s Sacrifice (Zhufu), and Diary of a 
Madman (Kuangren riji), I will attempt to examine the issue of animality to 
demonstrate how Lu Xun’s description and situation of certain characters 
suggests, aside from the standard agendas of May Fourth writing in general, a 
certain, shared metaphysical conundrum. First, I will investigate the ways in 
which Lu Xun strips away a sense of humanity from his characters, leaving them 
exposed at the threshold of humanity, neither properly human nor animal. 
Outlining the ways in which Lu Xun carries out his process of animalization, I 
will examine issues such as the characters’ physical description, their 
identification as people, their relationship with language, and their figuration in 
economic terms. I will then discuss how Lu Xun incorporates traditional thought 
systems concerned with humanity and human existence into these works, 
demonstrating his own concern with such issues. Finally, I will draw on the work 
of Italian philosopher Giorgio Agamben (1942– ) to take the hiatus between 
human and animal as an occasion for ontological possibility, investigating how 
the dehumanized portrayal of these characters effectively situates them at the 
point of a new becoming: one which has not yet been realized, but which is also 
rendered impossible either through the character’s death or return to health. 
Examining Lu Xun’s works in this way not only recognizes his major emphasis 
on social critique—as the possible existences in the worlds of his characters are 
not satisfactory options for them—but suggests both that his thought on Chinese 
society pierces through to the level of metaphysical inquiry, and that the 
relationship between human and animal marks a productive entry point for this 
sort of questioning. 

Physical Animality 

Perhaps one of Lu Xun’s most striking instances of physical dehumanization may 
                                                               
1 Lu Xun, Call to Arms, 6–9. All English translations provided of Lu Xun’s works will be 
those of Yang Xianyi and Gladys Yang.  
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be found in the character of Kong Yiji, the protagonist of the eponymous short 
story. Humiliated throughout the story for never passing any of the official 
examinations, yet desperately grasping after a literati identity as he lives in 
poverty, Kong Yiji visits the wine shop where the narrator works until his visits 
become less frequent and he finally vanishes. When the narrator first introduces 
him, his physical description displays a convergence of human and animal 
characteristics: 

 
A big, pallid man whose wrinkled face often bore scars, he had a large, 
unkempt and grizzled beard. And although he wore a long gown it was dirty 
and tattered. It had not by the look of it been washed or mended for ten 
years or more.2 

 
Kong Yiji is clothed in a scholar’s gown, a high mark of human culture, but its 

tattered state belies the hollowness and impotence of its intended symbolic 
import. Traditionally, the face of a scholar is to be pale, smooth, and delicate, 
reflecting a life of refined cultivation; Kong Yiji’s face, quite to the contrary, is 
wrinkled, scarred and hairy, displaying not only a lack of culture but a wildness 
that seems more animal than human.  

At the end of the story, Kong Yiji returns to the tavern after an extended period 
of absence, showing a significant advancement in his physical animalization: 

 
There below the bar, facing the door, sat Kong Yiji. His face was thin and 
grimy—he looked a wreck. He had on a ragged lined jacket and was 
squatting cross-legged on a mat which was attached to his shoulders by a 
straw rope.... He produced four coppers from his ragged coat pocket, and 
[when] he placed them in my hand I saw that his own hands were covered 
with mud—he must have crawled there on them.3  

 
Kong Yiji’s legs have been broken, purportedly as a punishment for stealing, 

and he has lost the human ability to walk or stand upright. Malnourished and 
filthy, he has crawled to the tavern like an animal and is only able to sit on the 
floor. Like a dog in the corner, he is treated without a scrap of respect, reflecting 
his physical retreat into the animal. After this final, dehumanized appearance, he 
is never seen in the tavern again. 

In the story New Year’s Sacrifice, Lu Xun creates another character whose 
animality he emphasizes through physical description. Xianglin Sao, the hired 
help of the narrator’s relatives, is primarily described by way of her physical 
                                                               
2 Lu Xun, Call to Arms, 56–57. 
3 Ibid., 66–69. 
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attributes and their relation not only to her work performance, but to her general 
condition as well. Her first introduction to the narrator’s family is no exception: 

 
She looked just the person for them, though, with her big strong hands and 
feet; and, judging by her downcast eyes and silence, she was a good worker 
who would know her place.... During her trial period she worked from 
morning till night as if she found resting irksome, and proved strong enough 
to do the work of a man....4 

 
Here, Xianglin Sao is sized-up and evaluated as if she is a draught animal to be 

purchased. Nothing is mentioned of her personality or any other traits related to 
human culture, and with a few anatomical substitutions, the whole description 
could just as easily be of an ox or mule. Like a beast of burden, she is continually 
described through her work performance and physical appearance. As time goes 
on, she works harder than ever, not caring what she eats and hardly ever resting. 
She works so hard, in fact, that at the end of the year the family does not need to 
hire any extra help for the holiday. As she is housed and fed in exchange for her 
work, she becomes plumper and happier.  

Things continue in the same way until one day when two men, on behalf of 
Xianglin Sao’s mother-in-law, arrive on a boat to forcibly collect her. The scene 
plays out as if the men are catching a wild animal: When Xianglin Sao was 
kneeling down to wash rice,  

 
Two men who looked as if they came from the hills had jumped off the boat 
and seized her. Between them they dragged her on board. She wept and 
shouted at first but soon fell silent, probably because she was gagged.5  

 
Sold off by her mother-in-law to be married in a remote village deep in the 

mountains, Xianglin Sao initially resists, but eventually gets settled in her new 
environment. Rather than gauge her situation by a human emotion, such as 
happiness or contentment, the narrator once again appraises her situation as if she 
is a farm animal, judging her solely by the physical appearance of being well-fed. 
She is reported to have had a son with her new husband, and “both mother and 
child are plump.”6 This mode of description continues with her return to the 
Luzhen two years later, when she takes a turn for the worse after the death of her 
second husband and son. Again, rather than expressing herself as being dispirited 
or despondent, Xianglin Sao is silent, and only a physical description is provided: 
                                                               
4 Lu Xun, Wandering, 18–21. 
5 Ibid., 24–25. 
6 Ibid., 32–33. 
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“her face was sallow, her cheeks no longer red.”7 She resumes her old post 
working for the narrator’s aunt and uncle, but when they decide she is cursed and 
no longer let her perform her old duties at the winter solstice, her condition 
deteriorates even further: 

 
This time the change in her was phenomenal: the next day her eyes were 
sunken, her spirit seemed broken. She took fright very easily too... [and] she 
would sit stupidly as if carved out of wood. In less than half a year her hair 
had turned grey, and her memory had deteriorated so much that she often 
forgot to go and wash the rice.8  

          
Finally, when the narrator’s aunt and uncle determine that she is of no more 

use to them, she is dismissed like a useless workhorse no longer worth the cost of 
feeding. She turns to begging, and then dies. 

While displaying a less obvious physical animality than Kong Yiji or Xianglin 
Sao, the madman from one of Lu Xun’s earliest and most famous short stories, 
Diary of a Madman, is nevertheless portrayed with some markedly animalistic 
physical description. Through his own words, for instance, the madman likens 
himself to an animal when describing his situation under the care of his brother, 
saying that “they locked me in [the study] as if cooping up a chicken or a duck.”9 
In addition to the madman, Jin Xinlai points out in his article “The Intertwined 
Worlds of ‘Human’ and ‘Beast’: A New Approach to Lu Xun’s Diary of a 
Madman,” that many of the words used in the story to depict humans in general 
also bring to mind a description of animals. Aside from the numerous explicit 
animal references in the story,  

 
“Ashen” faces, “terrifying” countenances, wide-open mouths, phrases like 
“I could eat you,” smiles that are “all knives,” “white, strictly lined-up” 
teeth, corners of the lips “smeared with human grease,” and so on, are all 
used in descriptions of humans, yet they are clearly also like descriptions of 
animals, since this sort of vocabulary was originally used for depicting 
animals.10 
  

Jin goes on to point out that while normally the realm of animals—presented 
in the story through the mentioning of dogs, lions, rabbits, foxes, and 
hyenas—and that of people would be seen as two separate worlds, in the eyes of 
                                                               
7 Ibid. 
8 Ibid., 52–53. 
9 Lu Xun, Call to Arms, 24–25.  
10 Jin Xinlai, “‘Ren’ yu ‘shou’ jiuge de shijie: Lu Xun Kuangren riji xinlun,” 143. English 
translation mine.  
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the madman they are intertwined through the idea of cannibalism.11 “Eating 
people,” says Jin, “is a symbol of the uncivilized human, and is [a trait] unworthy 
of a ‘true human.’ It [is a trait that] brings to mind a man-eating animal, a wild 
beast.”12 Furthermore, this association with a man-eating beast indicates a 
primitive, savage element still present in humans: “Lu Xun discovered that 
people in modern China were still in a wild, barbaric period, and were 
comparable to savages; this element of barbarism which has had no fundamental 
change is cannibalism.”13 Indeed, the theme of cannibalism does act to bring 
humans and animals closer to one another by transporting the beastly 
characteristic of “eating people” into the human realm. As British philosopher 
Mary Midgley observes from her perspective in the Western tradition, “man has 
always been unwilling to admit his own ferocity, and has tried to deflect attention 
from it by making animals out to be more ferocious than they are.”14 Turning, 
then, to the instances where animals are mentioned in Diary of a Madman, it 
quickly becomes apparent that the humans, through their cannibalism, are easily 
the most ferocious of the creatures mentioned. Even the ominous presence of the 
Zhao’s dog and the “fierceness of a lion” are, in their ambiguity, less frightful 
than the madman’s older brother, who has “human fat at the corner of his lips” 
and whose “whole heart [is] set on eating men.”15 In this sense, then, all humans 
become animalized, and the boundary between human and animal becomes 
indistinct. 

Additionally, cannibalism animalizes humans not only through the transfer of 
animalistic ferocity onto humans, but also through the idea of the physical 
interchangeability of flesh (rou). At one point when the madman takes his lunch, 
he remarks that “I could not tell whether the slippery morsels were fish or human 
flesh.”16 indicating the indistinguishable physical grounding of both humans and 
animals. The madman’s paranoia also extends beyond the human cannibals to 
include the Zhao’s dog, which is mentioned ominously throughout the story. In 
the madman’s tenth entry, he describes the following scene in which he himself is 
the object of gluttonous desire: 

 
Outside the gate quite a crowd had gathered, among them Mr. Zhao and his 
dog, all craning their necks to peer in. I could not see all their faces, some of 
them seemed to be masked; others were the old lot, long-toothed with livid 
faces, concealing their laughter. I knew they were one gang, all eaters of 

                                                               
11 Ibid., 144. 
12 Ibid. 
13 Ibid. 
14 Mary Midgley, Beast and Man: The Roots of Human Nature, 30. 
15 Lu Xun, Call to Arms, 34–35. 
16 Ibid., 28–29. 
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human flesh.17  
 

Here, the group of human-eaters includes humans, animals, and those whose 
description places them somewhere in between. Mr. Zhao’s dog is united with the 
humans in their common desire to consume the flesh of the madman, the physical 
substance which both constitutes the madman and which can provide both the 
dog and the humans with sustenance. Furthermore, Jin Xinlai’s aforementioned 
analysis reveals that the people in the crowd are portrayed with the animalistic 
description of “green-faced and long/sharp-toothed.” The overall effect is a 
maliciously leering group neither fully human nor animal, but with a common 
interest in consuming the madman’s flesh. 

Identity and Humanity 

In addition to their physical descriptions, the ways in which Lu Xun identifies the 
characters of Kong Yiji, Xianglin Sao, and the madman contribute to their 
general animalization. For both Kong Yiji and Xianglin Sao, their lack of proper 
names—and thus a specific, human identity—is complemented by the fact that 
their identities are constituted primarily in economic terms. For Kong Yiji, only 
his surname is known, with “Yiji” being a nickname taken from the two 
characters following “kong” in the standard children’s copybook. His true, 
complete identity is of no consequence, however, as long as there is some way 
for the owner to indicate and attribute his debts on the tally board. Neither the 
owner nor the narrator allow themselves any sort of emotional investment in 
Kong Yiji as a person, and remain indifferent to his sad story of poverty, 
academic failure, and humiliation. In fact, his patronage of the tavern is the only 
thing that matters to them: 

 
In our tavern, though, he was a model customer who never failed to pay up. 
Sometimes, it is true, when he had no ready money, his name would be 
chalked up on our tally-board; but in less than a month he invariably settled 
the bill, and the name Kong Yiji would be wiped off the board again.18  

 
Accordingly, his absence is marked only by his debts, rather than by any 

memory or feeling of his human presence in the establishment. After his first 
period of absence, only when the owner comments that “Kong Yiji hasn’t shown 
up for a long time.... He still owes nineteen coppers,” does the narrator actually 
realize that he has not seen him for a while. Then, when Kong Yiji does 
                                                               
17 Ibid., 44–45. 
18 Ibid., 60–61. 
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eventually return to the tavern after having his legs broken, the first thing the 
owner does upon seeing him on the floor is inform him that he still owes 
nineteen coppers. Kong Yiji’s ultimate disappearance after this visit is also 
marked exclusively by this debt: 

 
A Long time went by after that without seeing Kong Yiji again. At the end 
of the year, when the boss took down the tally-board he said, “Kong Yiji 
still owes nineteen coppers.” At the Dragon Boat festival the next year he 
said the same thing again.19  

 
Only this lingering debt causes the narrator to speculate that “no doubt Kong 

Yiji really is dead,” without any sympathetic thought to his sorry condition. The 
pathos of the story only exists outside of it: to the narrator and other characters, 
Kong Yiji is subhuman and thus identified only in economic terms, either as a 
thief or a debtor.  

Similarly, Xianglin Sao in New Year’s Sacrifice has no proper name of her own, 
and is referred to literally as the wife of Xianglin (with Sao meaning “elder 
brother’s wife”). When she is first introduced to the narrator’s family, no one 
even bothers to ask her real name, and she remains known as Xianglin Sao for 
the rest of her days, even after she remarries. It is appropriate, however, that she 
be referred to only as the property of someone else, as her existence, like Kong 
Yiji’s, is defined primarily in an economic sense. The previous exposition of her 
animalistic physical description shows the extent to which she is portrayed like a 
draught animal, meaning specifically one that has an economic value. When she 
at first works hard for the narrator’s aunt and uncle, they are pleased not for any 
personal reasons regarding her, but because she has saved them money by not 
needing to hire any extra help for the New Year preparations. When her 
mother-in-law comes to collect her, the exact amount of the wages she has earned 
are reported by the narrator: 1,750 coppers. Later, when she returns to the family 
for a second chance at employment, the story she tells of her son being eaten by a 
wolf actually evokes a feeling of sympathy in the narrator’s aunt, and she decides 
to rehire Xianglin Sao despite her initial hesitation. This sympathy, however, 
soon evaporates, as Xianglin Sao repeats her story so often that it becomes a 
hackneyed annoyance and, more importantly, it becomes clear that her economic 
value has drastically declined. While her memory has worsened and she no 
longer works quickly, the narrator’s family has also barred her from helping with 
ancestral sacrifices and New Year preparations because they believe she is cursed. 
Finally, they decide she is not worth employing and dismiss her entirely based on 
her performance outlook: 
                                                               
19 Ibid., 68–69. 
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But there was no change in her, no sign that she would ever recover her wits. 
So they decided to get rid of her and tell her to go back to Old Mrs. Wei.20   

 
While she no longer becomes the economic burden of the narrator’s aunt and 

uncle, she has instead become the burden of society, turning to begging in her 
final days. Perhaps for this reason, the narrator’s uncle reports her death to him in 
a detached, nonchalant manner, unable to say exactly when she died: 

 
“When did she die?” 
“When? Last night or today—I’m not sure.” 
“How did she die?” 
“How did she die? Poverty, of course....”21  

 
Unable to ever establish a fully human personal identity despite her extended 

contact with the narrator’s family, her death is simply stated in economic terms, 
and left at that.  

Like Kong Yiji and Xianglin Sao, the madman in Diary of a Madman also 
remains nameless, and is identified only as a friend of the narrator’s from his 
schooldays many years beforehand. Rather than showing a struggle between 
human, personal identity and economic value, however, the madman displays a 
struggle between his own individuality and the categories of an animalistic 
humanity. Within the category of human, which has been blurred with the animal 
in the various ways discussed above, the separation of the individual self 
becomes apparent through the madman’s discussion of the cannibals surrounding 
him. The madman writes in his third entry, as its own separate paragraph, that 
“[the people outside] eat human beings, so they may eat me.”22 This is the first 
time the idea of cannibalism is explicitly introduced, and as such it is also the 
moment when the line between human and animal becomes the most indistinct. 
Yet at this moment when the human retreats into the animal, the individual 
advances, for this is also the linguistic point at which the madman’s individual 
self, the “me” (wo), is distinguished not only from “them” (tamen), the eaters of 
people, but also from those who are eaten (ren, the object of the verb phrase 
chiren). The madman’s fear and paranoia, however, stems from the very fact that 
he simultaneously belongs to all three of these categories as well. He thus 
separates himself from the general category of human while at the same time 
being implicated by it. This separation, seen in the linguistic implication of his 
phrasing, essentially creates a hierarchy within the category of human (ren) 
                                                               
20 Lu Xun, Wandering, 52–53. 
21 Ibid., 14–15. 
22 Lu Xun, Call to Arms, 26–27. 
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which is based on levels of animality, with the cannibals on the bottom, those 
being eaten in the middle, and the enlightened individual—in this case, the 
madman—on the top. The effect, ultimately, is a privileging of the self: here, the 
“me” (wo). Only by descending into madness can the enlightened individual 
separate himself from the category of human and see it from the outside. 
Through cannibalism, however, this category is still animalistic and has not yet 
reached true humanity, although the madman recognizes its potentiality in his 
ending plea to “save the children.”23 

Linguistic Dehumanization 

While the madman’s identity and tension with humanity is highlighted through 
such linguistic means, the use of language in general acts to separate the madman 
from humanity, in turn contributing to his animalization. The voice of the 
madman, for instance, recorded in the vernacular of his diary entries, is 
juxtaposed against the official language of the narrator’s introduction, written in 
the formal, classical style. The madman, then, separates himself from the 
language of education and culture, striving instead for a bare expression of 
himself outside of the orthodox, highly developed structure of human 
communication developed over the centuries in imperial China. Furthermore, the 
title of the story, which identifies the madman through his affliction, contributes 
to the madman’s separation from humanity by injecting a sense of animality 
through the choice of the word kuang over the word feng to mean “mad.” While 
Jeremy Tambling in his short critical work Madmen and Other Survivors 
interprets this choice as one between an emphasis on mental illness (feng) and a 
“Nietschean self-affirmation, conflicting with ordinary society” (kuang),24 a 
rudimentary knowledge of Chinese also reveals a more obvious difference— 
kuang contains the radical for animal, while feng is composed with the radical for 
illness. Perhaps this observation is how Tambling arrives at his interpretation,25 
since an illness can be isolated to the (human) individual, but introducing the 
idea of the animal raises the issue of the species divide between humans and 
animals, in which human society in general is implicated. In fact, Lu Xun has 
already crossed the species divide in writing Diary of a Madman, as his original 
inspiration, Gogol’s story of the same name, was written from the perspective of 
a dog. 
                                                               
23 Ibid., 52–53. 
24 Jeremy Tambling, Madmen and Other Survivors: Reading Lu Xun’s Fiction, 35. 
25 While Tambling makes clear in his introduction that he has only worked from English 
translations of Lu Xun’s work, he cites no references regarding his interpretation of feng and 
kuang.  
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For Kong Yiji, too, language also acts to separate him from humanity; in fact, 
language, as realized in its highest form through classical works, is the 
representation of humanity that is constantly being withheld from him. A regular 
guest at the tavern where the narrator works, he studied the classics and always 
shows up wearing a tattered and filthy scholar’s gown. He never passed the 
official examinations—although to be fair, his participation in this system is just 
speculation, as he only mumbles unintelligible phrases when asked directly. In 
fact, his speech is described as being full of so many archaisms that it is only 
partially comprehensible. Eking out a living as a copyist, he develops a habit of 
stealing—not money, but books, ink, and paper—which for a scholar, he says, is 
not considered stealing. All of these characteristics combine to cast Kong Yiji in 
a light which is more animal than human: while he devotes his whole life to the 
study of the most refined forms of language, such as classical phrases, 
calligraphy, and literature, as a nearly language-less outcast he remains entirely 
cut off from the humanity out of which these high forms of culture are produced, 
and which, in return, they usually confer upon engagement. Not a single other 
person acknowledges Kong Yiji’s learning: the other guests in the tavern taunt 
him by asking him if he can really read, and even the twelve-year-old narrator 
who warms the wine barely acknowledges him when he tries to test the boy’s 
knowledge of characters. Children come to tease him and take advantage of his 
generosity as he hands them small snacks, and even after being beaten, others in 
the tavern still only treat him as an object of ridicule. His quest for language 
perhaps even leads to his disappearance and death, given that his thievery of 
books and calligraphy materials led to the broken legs and decrepit state of his 
final visit. 

In New Year’s Sacrifice, Xianglin Sao also finds herself dehumanized through 
her limited engagement with language. When she is first hired as a maid by the 
family of the narrator’s uncle, it is reported that “she said little, only answering 
briefly when asked a question.” 26  This is the first of several instances 
highlighting her lack of a capacity for communication through language, 
effectively portraying her as a mute piece of property rather than a fully human 
character. Standing in direct contrast to her is her mother-in-law, who is 
described as particularly slick-tongued when she appears to collect Xianglin Sao 
with the secret intention of selling her into a second marriage:  

 
... she behaved with great self-possession and had a ready tongue in her 
head. After the usual civilities she apologized for coming to take her 
daughter-in-law back, explaining that early spring was a busy time and they 

                                                               
26 Lu Xun, Wandering, 20–21. 
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were short-handed at home with only old people and children around.27  
 
Xianglin Sao says nothing, and on the following day she is roughly collected 

by two men who arrive by boat. Once she is captured and returned, her 
mother-in-law sells her off to be married deep into the mountains, a transaction 
for which Mrs. Wei says Xianglin Sao’s consent was inconsequential. Instead of 
arguing or putting up any sort of rational or verbal resistance, Xianglin Sao 
merely screams and curses from the palanquin, and upon arriving in her new 
husband’s village, she bashes her head into the altar. When she returns to Luzhen 
two years later, she is once again silent: instead of explaining the circumstances 
of her return herself, she does not speak, and Mrs. Wei must do it for her. Only 
when Mrs. Wei has finished telling her story does Xianglin Sao supplement it 
with the story about how her son was eaten by a wolf. One of the few instances 
of her speaking, this one monologue, the same every time, is soon rendered 
generic and meaningless by telling it over and over to everyone in the village. 
Like an animal performing tricks for a prize, she tells her tale nearly 
word-for-word for as long as people will listen, and when she is no longer able to 
obtain gratification through sympathy, she once again falls silent.  

This silence intensifies when Amah Liu tells Xianglin Sao that unless she buys 
a threshold at the Temple of the Tutelary God, she will be doomed in the next life. 
Even though the townsfolk try provoking her once they hear of her conversation 
with Amah Liu,  

 
She simply stared at them without a word and finally did not even turn her 
head. All day long she kept her lips tightly closed... while she shopped, 
swept the floor, washed the vegetables, and prepared the rice in silence.28  

 
Eventually, she not only retreats from language, but from life itself. 
By disengaging his characters from language—or, in the case of the madman, 

from a certain, official language—Lu Xun is also preventing them from 
participating in a closed-off structure of language which represents the very 
society he critiques. In his essay “Dogs, Cats, and Mice” (Gou, mao, shu), Lu 
Xun notes that: 

 
When man learned to stand upright, that was of course a great step forward. 
When he learned to talk, that was another great step forward. When he 
learned to write, that was yet another great step forward. But then 
degeneration set in, because that was the beginning of empty talk.29  

                                                               
27 Ibid., 22–23. 
28 Ibid., 50–51. 
29 Lu Xun, Dawn Blossoms Plucked at Dusk, 12–13. 
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Here, while Lu Xun recognizes as an advancement the human characteristic of 
communication through language, he also notes the problem of arresting and 
fixing this type of communication in writing. This may be taken as a critical 
perspective on the idea that Bian Yunhe sets out in his recent work The Boundary 
Between Human and Animal (Ren yu dongwu zhi jiexian), in which he suggests 
that humans have advanced from a state of animality through their ability to 
capture their communication in writing. Specifically, he refers to the “spatial” 
and “temporal” freedom that writing enables humans to achieve, allowing their 
words to endure in space and time. Lu Xun, however, seems to be critical of the 
constrictiveness inherent in the development of these so-called freedoms, as 
evidenced through the characters Kong Yiji, Xianglin Sao and the madman. Their 
linguistic paucity or separation situates them in a pre- or extra-linguistic space 
which animalizes them, and in this sense creates in them a potentiality for a new 
becoming—a re-emergence into the human world, but as humans not beholden to 
the pre-established cultural, societal, and linguistic norms of the world which has 
beaten them down. After showing how Lu Xun has established a groundwork of 
metaphysical contemplation in these stories, I will proceed to examine the ways 
in which Lu Xun’s animalization of these characters, through the linguistic and 
other means discussed above, indicates a metaphysical dimension in his works 
which enables an element of ontological potential.  

Metaphysical Contemplations 

The characters Kong Yiji and Xianglin Sao both naturally beg the question of 
existence simply through their own mysterious existences. Both, for instance, 
have unclear origins and deaths, and lack full, proper names. No one really 
knows anything about Kong Yiji—where he came from, whether or not he tried 
to take the imperial exams, where he goes at the end, or what happened to him 
when he is presumed to have died. Xianglin Sao’s situation is similar, with vague 
origins in the mountains, an ambiguous and inauspicious death occurring at the 
New Year, and a name which identifies her not as herself but as the wife of her 
first husband.  

Additionally, both show a strong connection to major traditional schools of 
thought concerned with humanity. Kong Yiji, for instance, shares his surname, 
Kong, with the name for Confucius (Kongzi) in Chinese, and he tries desperately 
to uphold the Confucian ideal of self-cultivation through the study of the classics. 
While Confucius himself was not explicitly concerned with metaphysical 
questions, but rather ethics and self-cultivation, this connection with Kong Yiji 
and his utterly desperate existence does suggest the bankruptcy of Confucian 
tenets and thus a rethinking of humanity itself. On the other hand, the way in 



Between Human and Animal 387 

which Xianglin Sao is named evokes a sense of mysticism through the idea of 
portent conveyed by xiang, “propitious,” as well as a Daoist idea of the natural 
world conveyed through lin, “forest.”  

More significant, however, are her connections with Buddhism, as Lydia Liu 
points out in her essay “Life as Form,” noting that Xianglin Sao “is not a Chinese 
woman but a cosmic figure in the image of an alleged Brahmin woman called 
Weimiao biqiuni or Bhiksuni Suksma… in the Sutra of the Wise and Foolish 
(Xianyu jing).”30 From this observation, Liu goes on to ask, “Can the truth of life 
be grounded in realism?”  

 
Lu Xun’s answer is no, for “Prayers for Blessing” places the problem of life 
at the threshold of biomimesis, where the rational mind—that of the narrator, 
author, or reader—is continually framed and contaminated by invisible or 
occulted knowledge (from elsewhere).31 

 
Furthermore, Tina Mai Chen in a recent article draws on this point of Liu’s 

work to note that “it is not sufficient simply to note Xianglin’s Wife’s location at 
the threshold of life and death. The issue becomes how she haunts... humanity 
itself.” This, in turn, helps Chen support her idea that women and peasants “were, 
in short, signifiers of the death of humanity... and arrival of a new humanity.”32 
Both of these scholars’ conclusions drawn around Xianglin Sao point to her 
character as a locus for an essential rethinking related to human existence.  

In fact, Xianglin Sao is quite concerned herself with the question of existence, 
which is not one the narrator is able to answer. This question then becomes one 
for the reader to contemplate from outside the work: what is the nature of the 
soul and human existence? While many critics have dismissed Xianglin Sao’s 
interrogation of the narrator on the grounds that she is superstitious,33 the fact 
that the educated and reform-minded narrator is thoroughly disconcerted and left 
at a loss by her questions indicates their legitimate and penetrating nature. All of 
his hesitation and equivocation, he says, was no match for her three questions: 
Are there ghosts? Is there a hell? Do family members meet after death? 
Furthermore, Xianglin Sao’s mere posing of these questions indicates that she is 
more than just a superstitious, uncritical old fool: while she listens to Amah Liu’s 
warning that her two husbands will fight over her after her death and accordingly 
puts all of her savings towards buying a threshold at the temple of the tutelary 
god, it is her skepticism that causes her to approach the narrator with her 
                                                               
30 Lydia H. Liu, “Life as Form: How Biomimesis Encountered Buddhism in Lu Xun,” 46–47. 
31 Ibid., 49. 
32 Tina Mai Chen, “Peasant and Woman in Maoist Revolutionary Theory, 1920s–1950s,” 69. 
33 Ibid., 68. 
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questions.   
Rather than traditional systems of thought, in Diary of a Madman, scientific 

models of existence and their fundamental tension with the madman’s 
irrationality are what point to questions of existence beyond the truths of 
modernity. In her brief analysis of the story in her book Translingual Practice, 
Lydia Liu highlights the fact that the “narrative frame… seeks to contain the 
madman’s writing in the name of medical science,” which gives rise to “an 
interesting case of intellectual rivalry between scientific discourse and literary 
discourse at the dawn of literary modernity, as each lays claim to knowledge of 
the real and unreal of the human mind.”34 Shu-mei Shih, on the other hand, in 
her discussion of the connection between Lu Xun’s acceptance of evolutionary 
biology35 and his fiction writing, reads Diary of a Madman through the lens of 
what she terms “evolutionary humanism.”36 For her, Lu Xun’s “penchant for the 
new and experimental” in terms of literary form “echoes his notion of evolution 
as a process and as constituted by transitions and his description of himself as a 
transitional figure.”37  

While hints of a scientific discourse can be found within the writing of the 
madman himself, they are heavily mediated by fantastic notions in his unwell 
mind. In his tenth entry, he presents his own theory of evolution which, while 
based on the absurd assumption that “probably all primitive people ate a little 
human flesh to begin with,” demonstrates a progressive human ascendance from 
beasts: 

 
Later, because their views altered, some of them [the consumers of human 
flesh] stopped and tried so hard to do what was right that they changed into 
men, into real men. But some are still eating people—just like reptiles.38 
Some have changed into fish, birds, monkeys, and finally men, but those 

                                                               
34  Lydia H. Liu, Translingual Practice: Literature, National Culture, and Translated 
Modernity, China 1900–1937, 129. 
35 For an in-depth examination of Lu Xun’s relationship with evolution, see Lu Xun and 
Evolution by James Reeve Pusey.  
36 Shu-mei Shih, The Lure of the Modern: Writing Modernism in Semicolonial China, 
1917–1937, 80. 
37 Ibid., 86. 
38 The translation of “reptiles,” provided by Yang Xianyi and Gladys Yang, sounds strange in 
the context of this hierarchical evolutionary map presented by the madman. Lu Xun’s original 
Chinese, however, is chongzi, meaning insect or worm—an appropriate creature, in Darwinian 
evolutionary terms, to represent the basest life-form of the animals mentioned. The Yangs’ 
translation highlights an interesting tension between “science” and “culture” (at least, in this 
case, in the Anglophone West), in which the reptile may be seen as the basest of creatures 
through its history of cultural associations, while the insect is on a lower developmental rung 
scientifically. Here, through their choice of cultural association rather than direct translation, 
the Yangs have obscured the scientific, evolutionary hierarchy in Lu Xun’s writing.  
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who make no effort to do what’s right are still reptiles.39  
 

“Real men” (zhende ren), the madman notes, have risen above the category of 
animal only through their willful cessation of cannibalism. This parallels Shih’s 
vision of Lu Xun’s formal experimentation as an intentional evolutionary process, 
in the sense that agency is linked with evolutionary, and also progressive, change. 
Furthermore, the fact that the madman inscribes this agency into the scientific 
notion of evolution points to an idea of human existence beyond that which is 
determined by evolution. Additionally, because “reptiles” can exist at the same 
time as “real men,” and all men have the ability to become “real men” if they so 
choose, the madman’s model of evolution seems to point not to a single linear, 
teleological progression, but to a multitude of regenerative possibilities from the 
base cannibalistic level of “reptile” (chongzi). This is how, at the end, the 
possibility may exist of “saving the children.” 

These various ways in which questions of existence arise around Kong Yiji, 
Xianglin Sao, and the madman all converge in the characters’ positioning 
between human and animal, which may be taken as a locus of ontological inquiry 
common to all three stories. Using the work of Giorgio Agamben, I will now 
attempt to examine the extent to which the animalization of these characters 
lends Lu Xun’s writing a metaphysical dimension. In his work The Open: Man 
and Animal, Agamben investigates what he refers to as the “anthropological 
machine,” which constantly (re)produces and (re)places the caesura between 
human and animal. Agamben draws on the work of Martin Heidegger as a way of 
articulating this border, presenting Heidegger’s idea that while humans are 
“world-forming,” animals are “poor in the world.” Heidegger develops his idea 
of a creature’s environment by focusing on the points of contact an animal has 
with its surroundings, which he names “disinhibitors.” These disinhibitors create 
and constitute the environment of the animal, which is captivated by them, 
although it can never “step back” and see the full being of the objects with which 
it has contact. Only humans have the capability to see objects as they are, and 
their doing so is the moment of “the open.”40  

Developing his thought from this Heideggerian framework, Agamben focuses 
on, as he puts it, “the central emptiness, the hiatus that—within man—separates 
man and animal.” In doing so, he comments on the situation of humans who 
might now be at the Hegelo-Kojevian end of history, with no task other than the 
management of biological life: 

 
Do we not see around and among us men and peoples who no longer have 

                                                               
39 Lu Xun, Call to Arms, 42–43. 
40 Giorgio Agamben, The Open: Man and Animal, 49–56.  
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any essence or identity—who are delivered over, so to speak, to their 
inessentiality and their inactivity—and who grope everywhere... for an 
inheritance and a task...?41  

  
Abandoning the cultural and historical situation of Agamben’s commentary, 

and thus its biopolitical import, we can begin to see how Kong Yiji, Xianglin Sao, 
and the madman fit into this philosophical schema. After their dehumanization, 
what is their task, and what are they to strive for? Despite their heart-wrenching 
stories, to the narrators they are either, in the cases of Kong Yiji and Xianglin Sao, 
completely inconsequential beings, or, in the case of the madman, a mere 
curiosity. In fact, the level of the narrators’ neutrality and indifference toward 
Kong Yiji, Xianglin Sao, and the madman, is so great that it seems odd they 
would even bother wasting their time to tell their stories. The narrator of Kong 
Yiji, for instance, displays no concern for Kong Yiji and ends only with the 
neutral statement, “Nor have I ever seen him since—no doubt Kong Yiji really is 
dead.”42 Similarly, in New Year’s Sacrifice, directly after learning of Xianglin 
Sao’s death, the narrator makes clear his lack of compassion, reasoning that:  

 
In this world of ours the end of a futile existence, the removal of someone 
whom others are tired of seeing, was just as well for both them and the 
individual concerned... little by little I felt more relaxed.43  

 
As for Diary of a Madman, the narrator makes it clear that he has only one, 

personally detached reason for presenting the journal, explaining ,“I have copied 
out a part to serve as a subject for medical research.”44 To use Agamben’s 
phrasing, then, it seems that all three characters are delivered over to their 
complete inessentiality. They serve no purpose and are completely closed out of 
their human societies.  

Furthermore, there is no answer provided as to what they might re-become 
from their interstitial states—were they not to die or return to health—as neither 
the tavern-goers, the well-to-do of Lu Zhen, or cannibals stand as suitable ideals. 
In other words, were the characters to insert themselves in their societies as 
active, successful members, the stories would still not be brought to a satisfactory 
resolution, as the societies and the humans in them are all deeply flawed and 
objects of Lu Xun’s critique. This may, in fact, be proven by the case of the 
madman: although the narrator reports in his introduction that he has returned to 
health and taken up an official post somewhere, this fact does not in any way 
                                                               
41 Ibid., 76.  
42 Lu Xun, Call to Arms, 68–69. 
43 Ibid., Wandering, 18–19. 
44 Ibid., Call to Arms, 20–21. 
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temper the madman’s powerful and haunting final words. The task of these 
characters, then, is merely their own existence—in Agamben’s words, they 
“[forget their] humanitas, and [make] being [their] specific disinhibitor. The total 
humanization of the animal coincides with a total animalization of man.”45  

In developing his idea of desoeuvrement, or “inoperativity,” Agamben explores 
Benjamin’s idea of the “saved” (or “preserved”) night, as well as the paintings of 
Titian. Benjamin’s idea of the preserved night arises in a letter he writes to 
Christian Rang in December of 1923, in which he asserts that “there is no such 
thing as art history” because works of art are ahistorical. Benjamin writes that:  

 
The same forces that become explosively and extensively temporal in the 
world of revelation (and this is what history is) appear concentrated in the 
silent world (and this is the world of nature and of works of art).... They do 
not shine their light into the day of history, but work within it invisibly. 
They shine their light only into the night of nature.... The night preserved.46  

 
After invoking this example, Agamben moves on in his penultimate chapter to 

relate this idea of the night preserved to Titian’s painting The Three Ages of Man, 
which depicts, among other things, two lovers and an animal. In his analysis of 
the artwork, Agamben explains that:  

 
In their fulfillment the lovers learn something of each other that they should 
not have known—they have lost their mystery—and yet have not become 
any less impenetrable. But in this mutual disenchantment from their secret, 
they enter, just as in Benjamin’s aphorism, a new and more blessed life, one 
that is neither animal nor human.... In their fulfillment, the lovers who have 
lost their mystery contemplate a human nature rendered perfectly 
inoperative—the inactivity and desoeuvrement of the human and of the 
animal as the supreme and unsavable figure of life.47  

 
To what extent, then, might Kong Yiji, Xianglin Sao, and the madman be like 

the lovers in Titian’s painting or be in the “night preserved”—creatures 
suspended in the gap between human and animal at the cessation of the 
anthropological machine? And from this point, does the impossible possibility 
exist for their re-emergence into a new and different open, one that is as-of-yet 
unrealized, a humanity superior to the one available to them in the world of their 
stories? Lu Xun, in his characteristic ambiguity, certainly does not suggest what 
                                                               
45 Giorgio Agamben, The Open: Man and Animal, 77. 
46 Walter Benjamin, The Correspondence of Walter Benjamin, 1910–1940, 224. 
47 Giorgio Agamben, The Open: Man and Animal, 87. 
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this might be. The optimism of his stories merely consists in his suggestion that a 
new becoming is possible, one that first requires an essential return to the realm 
between human and animal. His pessimism, on the other hand, is displayed 
through his characters’ failure upon reaching this point: either because of death 
or a return to the status quo, none of them are able to reemerge into a new and 
different “open” which liberates them from the constraints of their previous 
existence. Was Lu Xun saying, then, that a new becoming for these characters 
was impossible, or did he simply not have any suggestions?  
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