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Abstract 

Lu Xun was well aware of global politics 

in culture, as proven by documents 

discovered a few years ago. Three days 

after the book burning in Berlin on May 

10, 1933, Lu Xun, as a Member of the 

Executive Board1 of the “China League for 

Civil Rights,” protested the “brutal terror 

and reaction” of Nazi Germany. Lu Xun 

took action and submitted an official 

protest to the German Consulate in 

Shanghai, which was taken seriously by the 

Nazi diplomats. He protested the racist 

suppression of Jewish authors while his 

                                                            
1 Elected on January 17, 1933, see Chen Jinxing, 

p. 129. 

own piece of world literature, “A 

Madman’s Diary” (1918), would have been 

considered “degenerate art” if published in 

Germany. In June 1933, he proved his in-

depth understanding of Nazi crimes, 

especially the book-burning, humiliation 

and deportation of writers, in two essays.  

 

世界公民魯迅： 

魯迅批判性地接受歐洲文化—— 

以納粹文化政治與諾貝爾獎為例 

摘要 

因近年来所新发现的文物资料，鲁

迅很深刻的意識到和瞭解了全球文化

政治。柏林焚书案（1933 年 5 月 10

日）发生的第三天，鲁迅做为“中国民

权保障同盟”委员会成员，抗议德国纳

粹“残忍的恐怖行径”。鲁迅立刻展开

行动，向德国驻上海使领馆提出抗议

（当时该处已经由德国纳粹接管）。

他抗议纳粹对犹太作家的压制，当时

他自己的世界文学作品“狂人日记”在

德国也被看作是“变态艺术”。1933 年 6

月，他通过 2 篇杂文，深刻论证了德

国纳粹的罪行，特别是焚烧书籍、羞

辱和驱逐作家等。 
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In an earlier incident, when he was 

asked to accept a nomination for the Nobel 

Prize of Literature in 1927, he refused, not 

only out of personal modesty, but also 

because of global political considerations.  

他曾于 1927 年被提名为诺贝尔文学

奖的候选人，但是他拒绝了，不仅是

个人的谦逊，也是考量到当时的全球

政治环境。 

Both cases show a different side of Lu 

Xun’s Reception of European Culture: He 

was not just an admiring, importing, 

translator of European culture who was 

influenced by it (as seen in his own life and 

work). Instead, his reception was more 

complex and critical; he applied universal 

moral standards, as defined by civil and 

human rights, which he referred to. 

两个例子展现了鲁迅对于欧洲文化

接受的不同面：他不仅是一位令人尊

敬、重要的受欧洲文化影响的翻译者

（参见他的生平和作品）。另一方

面，他对西方文化的接受也是复杂而

批判性的；他遵循普世价值观，如他

所定义的公民权利和人权。 

This makes Lu Xun a world citizen, one 

who cannot simply be claimed by certain 

parties or nations. 

综上所述，鲁迅是一位世界公民，

这不是哪个政党或者民族可以对他简

简单单下定论的。 

 

Introduction 简介 

Beginning with his earliest student years 

in 1902-1903, Lu Xun became an 

important translator of foreign literature 

(Jules Verne: Journey to the Moon, Twenty 

Thousand Leagues under the Sea). 2  In March 

1906, he decided to give up the study of 

Western medicine in order to become a 

writer; to cure the Chinese people’s minds 

instead of their physical illnesses. During 

his lifetime, Lu Xun was torn between his 

hope that he could turn Chinese people’s 

lives to the better and his disappointment 

that a writer’s works alone were not 

powerful enough to actually change things 

or to instigate people to change them.  

In 1917, when his friend Qian 

Xuantong asked him to contribute to the 

                                                            
2  Denton, Kirk (2002), Lu Xun Biography, MCLC 

Resource Center. 
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new radical magazine New Youth (founded 

by Chen Duxiu), Lu Xun responded: 

"Imagine an iron house: without windows 

or doors, utterly indestructible, 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?" In spite of this opinion, in 1918 

he still wrote his first story published under 

his name; “A Madman’s Diary.” It was a 

social-critical short story which reached 

world literature level, with one fictional 

element placed in a realistic setting 

(influenced by Gogol and parallel to 

Kafka’s stories using a similar technique). 

He placed his hopes on the next 

generation, as we know from the last lines 

“A Madman’s Diary:” “Save the 

children....” We also know that Lu Xun 

engaged in political activities, starting, 

perhaps, with his support of the 

Tongmenghui in Japan and by developing 

plans to educate politically active students 

etc. 

So while Lu Xun was at first concerned 

with China, he understood the signs of the 

times and was anxious to get additional 

education in Western sciences. He 

absorbed Western knowledge, learned 

several European languages and was an 

important translator of Western literature, 

e.g. in 1909 he published a book with 

translated Eastern European stories in 

Japan. While Lu Xun’s target was the 

Chinese people, he was very well aware 

that backwardness in China could only be 

overcome by learning from the West, 

especially from Europe.  

Because of Lu Xun’s extremely critical 

attitude and his concern for China, the 

Communist Party and patriots in China 

claimed to have him in their “pocket.” 

However, although Lu Xun’s target was 

China, his measurement scale and means 

were international universal principles and 

he was too fierce a protester to be in 

anyone’s “pocket.” He was active in 

different political initiatives – such as the 

China League for Civil Rights (中國民權

保障同盟) and the later League of Left-

Wing Writers (although some members 

accused him of being a Right-Wing writer). 

He did not become a member of the 

Chinese Communist Party, but instead 

quarrelled with Communists ideologists. In 

1935, he declined to write a pro-
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Communist novel. 3  Shortly before his 

death, he wrote: “Forget about me, and 

care about your own life – you're a fool if 

you don't.” In spite of this, the Party 

posthumously made him a Communist 

Party Member and Mao Zedong wrote the 

calligraphy above his tomb. 

 

Westernization? 

Did Lu Xun trough his Western 

education and translations of Western 

literature simply fully supported a 

‘Westernization’ of China (全盤西化 )? 

This can be disproven with the following 

examples: his criticism of Nazi crimes and 

his decline of the Nobel Prize. His critical 

mind and intellectual capacities did not 

allow him simple answers to complex 

questions. 

Only three days after the book burning 

in Berlin (May 10, 1933), Lu Xun protested 

at the Shanghai Consulate against Nazi 

Germany. This shows his extreme 

awareness of international politics and the 

                                                            
3  Lovell, Julia. "Introduction". In Lu Xun: The 

Real story of Ah-Q and Other Tales of China, The 

Complete Fiction of Lu Xun. England: Penguin 

Classics. 2009. ISBN 978-0-140-45548-9, here 

pp. xxx. 

nature of societies. The reaction of the 

Vice General Consul in his report to the 

German Embassy in Peking 4  shows that 

the German Consulate engaged in counter 

propaganda and denied the allegations, 

referring even to their support of the 

Jewish community in Shanghai. While the 

world was still asleep, Lu Xun already 

understood and criticized Nazi anti-writer 

politics in Germany. It took the rest of the 

world almost a decade more to “wake up.” 

Even Nazi Germany’s invasion of Poland 

in 1939 did not “wake up” other countries, 

enabling Nazi Germany to conduct further 

surprise attacks (blitzkrieg) in Western 

Europe (Netherlands, Belgium, France 

etc.). 

Lu Xun was well able to distinguish 

between positive and negative parts of 

European culture, which leads to the 

question: which moral standards did he 

actually live up to? The thesis of this paper 

is that he oriented himself to abstract 

universal human values and morals. As 

proof, the following details of Lu Xun’s 

protests are examined. 

                                                            
4   Silvia Kettelhut: Geschäfte übernommen: Deutsches 

Konsulat, Shanghai, Impressionen aus 150 Jahren, 

Shanghai 2006. 



WOESLER, „CRITICAL RECEPTION OF EUROPEAN CULTURE BY LU XUN“, IN: EJSIN 8 (2017) 65 - 90 69 

鲁迅对于欧洲文化的态度究竟是积

极还是消极的呢？这也引出另一个问

题：他到底遵循哪一种道德价值观？

本文将论证，鲁迅遵循的是普世价值

观。 

 

Lu Xun’s in-depth and early understan-

ding of Nazi crimes 

On July 11 and 16, 1933,  Lu Xun 

(using his pseudonyms) published two 

essays against Nazi crimes – about the 

book burning in China and Germany. As 

shown by this immediate response, Lu Xun 

was quick to retrieve information and form 

a judgment – independent of regionalism 

and dependent only upon universal moral 

values. 

In his essay “The Book burning in 

China and Germany” (dated June 28 and 

published July 11, 1933), Lu Xun, under 

the penname Ru Niu, compares Qin 

Shihuangdi’s book burning with the one by 

Hitler. He points out that the emperor did 

not burn books on agriculture and 

medicine and instead still accepted 

pluralism. Polemically he criticizes his 

Chinese colleagues for not understanding 

that the threat by Hitler is a threat to 

freedom in general. 5  Lu Xun directly 

addresses the German dictator Hitler as 

“Mr. Hitler.” 

In the second essay, “Surplus of 

Knowledge” (dated July 12 and published 

July 16, 1933) he compares a recent 

agricultural crisis in China following a 

“harvest surplus” and the demand to 

abandon the learning of theories in favor 

of learning practical things with the 

demand in Nazi Germany to abandon 

liberal and pluralistic education. 

Polemically he calls the German 

imprisonment of students in labor camps a 

“solution to the unemployment problem.” 

He demands that China get rid of 

                                                            
5 An early stage of this part of the study including 

the translation of the two essays into German 

has been published as “Der Protest des 

chinesischen Intellektuellen Lu Xun gegen Nazi-

Verbrechen”, in: Bulletin of the German China 

Association 54 (2010) 119 pp., pp. 53-58, ISSN 

1436-8048. This first essay was published as Ru 

Niu 孺 牛  [Lu Xun]: 华 德 焚 书 异 同 论 

(Discussion of Parellels and Differences of the 

Book Burning in China and Germany), July 11, 

1933, 申报  Shen Bao, 自由谈  (Free Talks), 

German translation by Martin Woesler as “ Die 

Bücherverbrennungen in China und 

Deutschland Diskussion der Gemeinsamkeiten 

und Unterschiede ” in: Bulletin of the German 

China Association 54 (2010) 53-55. 
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knowledge, insisting that people should 

become fatalist and opportunist.6 

Lu Xun early had studied the German 

philosopher Nietzsche, who was also 

pocketed by the Nazis, and wanted to 

study abroad in Germany. His critical 

reflection of Nazi German situation shows 

that he could also be extremely critical 

against Germany and was able to judge it 

according to universal values. 他对纳粹德

国现状的批判显示，他有能力根据普

世价值来对纳粹德国做出评判。 

 

The China League for Civil Rights 

The China League for Civil Rights was 

established with the outspoken goal to free 

prisoners from Guomindang (GMD) 

imprisonment. Prominent among members 

                                                            
6 This second essay was published as Yu Ming 虞

明  [Lu Xun]: “ 智 识 过 剩  (Surplus of 

Knowledge)“, dated July 12, 1933, Shen Bao am 

16.7.1933, English translation in: Lu Xun, Selected 

Works, Übers. Yang Xianyi, Gladys Yang, Bd. 3, 

S. 324f., 1st ed 1959/1960, 2nd ed. 1964 p. 289-

290, 3rd ed. 1980 p. 324 f., 4th ed. 2003 (Peking: 

Foreign Languages Press), German translation 

by Martin Woesler as “Wissensüberschuss” in: 

Bulletin of the German China Association 54 (2010) 

56-58. 

of the League was Song Qingling (left-wing 

GMD), the widow of Sun Yat-sen, who 

broke with Qiang Kai-shek in 1927 – when 

the GMD turned more and more 

repressive. The Communists also had 

massive losses after 1927 and went 

underground. Lu Xun was the most 

prolific member of the League. 

In 1931, Song Qingling returned to 

Shanghai from Europe and headed a 

campaign to rescue a foreign couple 7 

detained without trial by the GMD. I did 

not find evidence that she knew that the 

couple were Comintern agents; the 

campaign did not address their identity. It 

concentrated on the legal aspects of the 

detainment. 

                                                            
7 The couple Paul and Gertrud Ruegg is also 

known as Mr. and Mrs. Hilaire Noulens. Ruegg's 

public role was secretary-general of the Pan-

Pacific Trade Union, an international agent for 

organizing the Chinese labour movement. His 

secret role was secretary of the Comintern's Far 

Eastern Bureau in Shanghai. In June 1930, the 

couple was first arrested by the police in the 

International Settlement, and then turned over 

to GMD authorities. See: Jinxing Chen: “The 

Rise and Fall of the China League for Civil 

Rights”, in: China Review Vol. 6, No. 2, Special 

Issue on: WTO and China's Financial 

Development (Fall 2006), pp. 121-147. 
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In the League’s press conference in 

Shanghai, on 30 December 1932, Cai 

Yuanpei referred to J. J. Rousseau and said 

that the League would not be placed in the 

pocket of any political party.8 The League 

was very active in publishing statements, 

sending telegrams to foreign governments 

in about half a dozen cases and seeing 

government officials on behalf of the 

imprisonment of intellectuals out of 

political reasons. 

On May 13, 1933, Ms. Song Qingling 

announced her visit to the German Vice 

General Consul, Richard Behrend, in 

Shanghai, and representatives of the 

League – including its president Song 

Qingling, Cai Yuanpei, Lu Xun, Yang 

Xingfo (Yang Quan) – submitted the 

following protest note.  

                                                            
8  Bruun, Ole, and Michael Jacobsen. Human rights 

and Asian values: Contesting national identities and 

cultural representations in Asia. Vol. 6. Psychology 

Press, 2000. 
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Fig. 1: Transcription, from Kettelhut 2006 pp. 155-158. Source: PA AA (Political Archive 

of the Foreign Office / Politisches Archiv des Auswärtigen Amtes) R 98440. 
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Fig. 2: Submission of the protest note to Vice General Consulate Behrend by the Board of 

the China League of Civil Rights, including the widow of Sun Yat-sen, Song Qingling, the 

president of Academia Sinica, Cai Yuanpei, Lu Xun and the Vice President of Academia 

Sinica, Yang Xingfo (Yang Quan). Wood block print by Zhao Yannian 趙延年 (born 

1924) 1956. Not displayed in the wood block print are the writers Lin Yutang, Agnes 

Smedley und Harold Isaacs, which, according to the report of the Consulate, were also 

present.1 Lin Yutang was also not mentioned by the Chinese press.  

                                                            
1  For the involvement of foreigners in the League see Chen Jinxing 2006 and others. 
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The vice consul took the protest 

seriously and submitted the letter to 

Peking, accompanied with a report in 

which he described Ms Song Qingling as 

the head of the League and listed Lu Xun 

as “the famous writer” and leading fighter 

for the “New Chinese Language 

Movement.”1  

 

Song Qingling, about a month after the 

visit at the Consulate, on June 17, 1933 

sent a telegram to “Chancellor Hitler” 

demanding the immediate release of 

political prisoners. 

 

                                                            
1 Report by Behrendt for the German Embassy 

Peking dated May 15, 1933, see Kettelhut 2006. 
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Fig. 3: Telegram by Soong Chingling [Song Qingling] to Adolf Hitler.

The reaction from Berlin was that they 

should try to influence Song Qingling. The 

reply from the German diplomats in China 

was that it had been tried earlier and 

another attempt would probably be 

counter-productive since Ms. Song was 

close to the Communists. 

The League did not survive long. Hu Shi 

won the leadership of the Peking arm of 

the League. His critical review of a prison 

report led to some tensions within the 

League, leading to the dissolvement of the 

Peking arm. In the end, Yang Quan, the 

Secretary General, was assassinated by 

GMD, while Song Qingling received a 

letter with a bullet in it – forcing her to 

hide. 1  All of this combined into a fatal 

blow to the League. Chen Jinxing (2006), 

however, suspects that tensions within the 

                                                            
1  Price, Ruth. The Lives of Agnes Smedley. OUP 

USA, 2005. 
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League (e.g. with Hu Shi) helped its 

dissolution.2 

As the most prolific member of the league, 

Lu Xun’s active, and prominent, 

participation in the League’s protests 

shows his devotion to the principles of 

universal human rights – reaching beyond 

concern only for his countrymen.鲁迅的

抗议显示了他普世人权的原则。 

  

The Nobel Prize of Literature 

In 1926, “The True Story of Ah Q” was 

translated by Jing Yinyu into French. In 

September 1927, Peking University 

Professor Liu Bannong suggested to Sven 

Hedish (member of the Swedish Academy) 

that Lu Xun be considered for laureateship. 

Nobel Prize Laureate Kenzaburō Ōe called 

Lu Xun "The greatest writer Asia produced 

in the twentieth century." 3  In the 1920s, 

                                                            
2  Chen, Jinxing: “The Rise and Fall of the China 

League for Civil Rights”, in: China Review Vol. 6, 

No. 2, Special Issue on: WTO and China's 

Financial Development (Fall 2006), pp. 121-147. 

3   Biography of Sven Hedin (1865-1952), see 

George Kish, To the Heart of Asia: The Life of Sven 

Hedin (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 

1984). Hedin was in Beijing in late 1926 and 

early 1927 seeking government permission for 

1915 Nobel Laureate Romain Rolland 

introduced Chinese literature to the world. 

In 1927, he especially recommended Lu 

Xun and his story “Ah Q.” 

  

Lu Xun rejected the nomination in a 

letter to his former student and confidante, 

Tai Jingnong, with the following reasoning: 

“There are a lot of better writers than me 

in the world and they can’t get it.” He 

further said “I think there is nobody truly 

deserving the Nobel Prize in China. It 

would be better for Sweden to ignore us. It 

would only encourage Chinese egotism, 

causing them to believe they could really 

parallel those great foreign writers if 

yellow-skinned people were given 

preferential consideration. The result 

would not be good at all.”4 (Eventually, the 

prize was awarded to Sinclair Lewis.)  

                                                                                    
an exploration to Mongolia (ibid., p. 114). 

Quoted after: Wang, B. [汪宝荣 ]. (2011). Lu 

Xun's fiction in English translation: the early 

years. (Thesis). University of Hong Kong, 

Pokfulam, Hong Kong SAR. Retrieved from 

http://dx.doi.org/10.5353/th_b4696908 (in the 

following: Wang 2011). 

4 Lu Xun 鲁迅, “Zhi Tai Jingnong” 致台静农, 

25 Sept. 1927, rpt. in LXQJ 12: 73-74. See a 

penetrating discussion of Lu Xun’s international 
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Lu Xun was well acquainted with many 

famous foreign writers. During these days, 

he personally met several, such as Agnes 

Smedley, Harold Isaacs, and Bernhard 

Shaw. Therefore, Lu Xun had an 

understanding of the domestic political 

implications of the Nobel Prize; of 

awarding such a prize to a national 

literature which was still under 

development and had not yet reached a 

satisfying level. He understood that the 

effect of such an award would be to 

increase Chinese egotism. So he sacrificed 

his own honor in order not to send the 

wrong signal; in order to not discourage 

Chinese literature by receiving mercy from 

the international community, but instead to 

encourage its further development so that 

it might eventually reach the level of the 

“great foreign writers.” 

                                                                                    
stature and Nobel candidacy in Paul B. Foster, 

“The Ironic Inflation of Chinese National 

Character: Lu Xun’s International Reputation, 

Romain Rolland’s Critique of ‘The True Story of 

Ah Q,’ and the Nobel Prize”, Modern Chinese 

Literature and Culture, 13.1 (Spring, 2001): 140-

168. Interestingly, Foster suggests that Lu Xun 

may have contributed to the publicity which 

eventually led to the suggestion that he be 

nominated for a Nobel Prize. Quoted after: 

Wang 2011. 

This shows that Lu Xun was modest 

and aware of the global position of Chinese 

literature, and that he had a vision for its 

development.这些显示鲁迅很谦逊，其

在中国文学的得到世界的认可，同时

，他的视野也促进了中国文学的发展

。 Who would decline a Nobel Prize? Only 

someone with principles more important 

than the Nobel Prize. Lu Xun firmly 

believed in universal values, against which 

even the Nobel Prize had to step back. 鲁

迅相信普世价值观，为此甚至可以拒

绝 诺 贝 尔 奖 。 These principles were 

universal values, with the aim to lead 

Chinese literature, as a whole, to world 

level instead of singling out anybody to let 

the people further “sleep in their iron 

house.” 

Several researchers have also interpreted 

the incident. Foster (2001) pointed to 

Romain Rolland’s role. 5  Wang (2011) 

blames the bad quality of the French 

translation of “Ah Q” by Jing Yinyu as 

contributing to the fact that Lu Xun was 
                                                            
5  Paul B. Foster, “The Ironic Inflation of Chinese 

National Character: Lu Xun’s International 

Reputation, Romain Rolland’s Critique of ‘The 

True Story of Ah Q,’ and the Nobel Prize”, 

Modern Chinese Literature and Culture, 13.1 (Spring, 

2001): 141. 
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not awarded the Nobel Prize. However, 

Romain Rolland, 1915 Nobel Prize 

Laureate, praised this French translation 

and also supported a Nobel Prize for Lu 

Xun. Gloria Davies recounts further 

incidents around this matter.6 

 

Conclusion: Universalism 

Lu Xun was very much involved in daily 

politics in China and fought several fights 

with other intellectuals and even the 

Communist Party publically by the means 

of zawen (critical essays). For us today, 

these fights about small and sometimes 

strange issues seem to characterize its 

actors as caught in provinciality. However, 

he was universal – both in his political 

understanding (recognizing German 

domestic suppression much earlier than 

many others and suspecting that even the 

Nobel Prize could be understood as a tool 

of mercy towards the underdeveloped 

nation of China) as well as in his literature. 

While he wrote literary pieces of the same 

                                                            
6  Jeffrey Wasserstrom: “All I see Around Me is 

the Same Old Darkness: Gloria Davies on Lu 

Xun”, Nov 4, 2013, https://goo.gl/HgqmCe. 

See also Gloria Davies, Lu Xun’s Revolution, 

Harvard University Press 2012. 

level as Franz Kafka, he was producing 

world literature in a climate which was – 

despite all daily chaos – freer than the one 

in Germany. Criticism of suspected 

political motifs behind a Noble Prize for 

him and of the human rights violations in 

Germany show that Lu Xun was neither an 

advocate of total westernization nor that he 

oriented himself towards the West as a 

contrast foil for China. He placed nothing 

less than universal values as the contrast 

foil to China. True, also the League of 

Left-wing Writers was a short-lived daily-

policy tool within China (Lu Xun himself 

said, it “may not last long”), 7  but it 

represented universal values. He also 

referred to the children. This was another 

way of distancing himself from daily 

politics as he pointed to existential and 

universal ideals like future, hope, another 

chance and new people who are innocent; 

not pre-educated and burdened with the 

past. 

Lu Xun’s reception of Western culture 

was not uncritical; he was shaped by both 
                                                            
7  Lu Xun to Tai Jingnong, 12 February 1933, Lu 

Xun shuxinji (Collected Correspondence of Lu 

Xun) (Beijing: Renmin wenxue chubanshe, 

1976), Vol. 1, p. 354; Zou Taofen, Taofen wenji 

(Collected Works of Taofen) (Hong Kong: Joint 

Publishing Co. Ltd., 1957), Vol. 1, p. 73. 
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his heritage education and his Western 

education, applying universal standards to 

the Chinese development - a Chinese man 

with universal values – a true citizen of the 

world. 

鲁迅并非“全盘西化”，他的价值观

受到传统教育和西方教育的影响，用

普世价值来判斷中国发展——一个具

有普世价值的中国人——一个真正的

世界公民。 
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Appendix: Lu Xun’s two essays in 

Chinese and in an English translation 

by Martin Woesler 

 

智识过剩 

虞明 

  

世界因为生产过剩，所以闹经济恐

慌。虽然同时有三千万以上的工人挨

饿，但  是粮食过剩仍旧是 “客观现

实”，否则美国不会赊借麦粉给我们，

我们也不会 “丰收成灾”。 

然而智识也会过剩的，智识过剩，

恐慌就更大了。据说中国现行教育在

乡间提 倡愈甚，则农村之破产愈速。

这大概是智识的丰收成灾了。美国因

为棉花 贱，所以在铲棉田了。中国却

应当铲智识。这是西洋传来的妙法。 

西洋人是能干的。五六年前，德国

就嚷着大学生太多了，一些政治家和

教育 家，大声疾呼的劝告青年不要进

大学。现在德国是不但劝告，而且实

行铲除智识 了：例如放火烧毁一些书

籍，叫作家把自己的文稿吞进肚子

去，还有，就是把一群 群的大学生关

在营房里做苦工，这叫做“解决失业问

题”。 

中国不是也嚷着文法科的大学生过

剩吗？其实何止文法科。 

就是中学生也太多了。要用“严厉

的”会考制度，像铁扫帚似的——刷， 

刷，刷，把大多数的智识青年刷回“民

间”去。 

智识过剩何以会闹恐慌？中国不是

百分之八九十的人还不识字吗？然而

智识过 剩始终是“客观现实”，而由此

而来的恐慌，也是“客观现实”。智识

太多了，不是心 活，就是心软。 

心活就会胡思乱想，心软就不肯下

辣手。结果，不是自己不镇静，就是

妨害别 人的镇静。于是灾祸就来了。

所以智识非铲除不可。 

然而单是铲除还是不够的。必须予

以适合实用之教育，第一，是命理

学——要乐 天知命，命虽然苦，但还

是应当乐。第二，是识相学——要“识

相点”，知道点近代武 器的利害。至

少，这两种适合实用的学问是要赶快

提倡的。 
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提倡的方法很简单：—— 古代一个

哲学家反驳唯心论，他说，你要是怀

疑这碗麦饭的物质是否存在，那最好 

请你吃下去，看饱不饱。现在譬如说

罢，要叫人懂得电学，最好是使他触

电，看痛 不痛；要叫人知道飞机等类

的效用，最好是在他头上驾起飞机，

掷下炸弹，看死不死 …… 

 

有了这样的实用教育，智识就不过

剩了。亚门！ 

 

七月十二日。 

 

[Translation by Martin Woesler] 

Knowledge Surplus 

 

Yu Ming [one of the pennames of Lu Xun] 

 

 

Lu Xun, "智识过剩  (Surplus Knowledge)", 

dated July 12[, 1933], published in Shen Bao on 

July 16, 1933 

The penname used by Lu Xun consists of the two 

components 虞  "foresee" / "caution" / "fraud" 

and明 "clarity". 

 

The world is in an economic crisis due to 

overproduction. Although there are more 

than thirty million starving workers, the 

grain surplus is still an "objective fact" 

without which the United States would not 

give us any grain on loan, 1  and without 

which we would not suffer the "misfortune 

of a record harvest."2 

 

But it can also lead to an overproduction 

of knowledge, which can cause an even 

greater crisis. It is said, the faster education 

spreads to the Chinese countryside, the 

faster the farm land goes bankrupt.3 This is 

                                                            
1 In May 1933, the finance minister of the 國民黨 

Guomindang government 宋子文Song Ziwen 

in Washington signed a "cotton grain loan". 

80% American cotton and 20% American grain 

were bought for 50 million US dollars. 

2 In 1932 there was a record harvest in the 

catchment area of the Yangzi, which however 

led to an economic shortage in agriculture at the 

end of the season due to the sales prices, which 

dropped correspondingly. 

3 This refers to a contribution to the discussion 

by Shanghai Mayor 吳鐵城 Wu Tiecheng on 
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probably the misfortune of a rich harvest 

of minds. America gave up its cotton fields, 

because cotton is too cheap. China should 

also give up knowledge. This is an excellent 

method that comes from the West. 

Westerners are very capable. Five or six 

years ago, the Germans complained that 

they had too many students, and some 

politicians and educators raised an uproar 

and advised the young people not to go to 

the university. Today's Germany is no 

longer just giving advice; it is actually 

realizing the abolition of knowledge now. 

For example, they burn certain books, 

order writers to swallow their own 

manuscripts, and detain students, group by 

group, in work camps – this is called the 

"solution of the unemployment problem." 

Does not China today also say that there 

are too many students of letters and law?4 

                                                                                    
July 11, 1933 in Shen Bao, who saw the main 

reason for the bankruptcy of agriculture in a 

failed education policy: instead of learning 

theoretical compulsory subjects at school, the 

rural population should be taught basic, 

practical, agrarian-economic knowledge. 

4 In May 1933, the Guomindang government 

introduced a restriction on the admission of 

humanities subjects, which was based on the 

fact that the labor market currently required 

more skilled scientists. Even if humanities 

needed fewer resources, the study of human 

And not just of these subjects. We also 

have too many students in secondary 

schools. We must introduce a "strict" 

system of testing,5 with which we simply 

sweep, as with an iron broom – sweep, 

sweep, sweep – most of the educated 

young people back into the common 

"masses." 

How can a knowledge surplus create a 

crisis? Is not 80 to 90 percent of China 

illiterate? Nevertheless, the knowledge 

surplus is an "objective fact" from the 

beginning to the end, just like the crisis that 

follows it. Who knows too much, is either 

too imaginative or too soft. Anyone who is 

too imaginative tends to think too much 

about things. Whoever is too soft cannot 

bear to be ruthless. Either one loses one's 

own equanimity or disturbs that of others.  

And so disaster comes. There is, therefore, 

                                                                                    
sciences was now a fashionable phenomen, for 

which there was no longer a market demand. 

See Shen Bao May 22, 1933. 

5 In 1933 the Guomindang government had 

introduced a standardization of the final 

examinations, according to which the individual 

high school examinations of the individual 

schools were not sufficient at the local level, but 

the high school graduates had to complete a 

uniform maturity examination at a larger 

regional level in order to obtain their final 

certificate. 
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no other choice but to get rid of 

knowledge. 

 

But getting rid of knowledge is not enough. 

You also need appropriate practical 

training. First, in Fatalism – One should 

accept his destiny happily, even if it is hard. 

Second, in Opportunism – You should 

"see which way the wind blows" and learn 

a bit about the destructive power of 

modern weapons. Training in these two 

appropriate practical subjects, at least, 

should be encouraged immediately. 

There is a simple way to promote this: In 

ancient times there was a philosopher, who 

refuted idealism. He said “If you doubt if 

the rice in a bowl of rice actually exists, it is 

best to eat it and see if you get full.” Now, 

for example, if you want people to know 

about electricity, it is best to give them an 

electric shock and see if there is pain or no 

pain. In the same way, to know the 

effectiveness of an airplane and similar 

things, fly an aircraft over their heads and 

drop a bomb on them – see if they die or 

not… 

With such practical education, there will be 

no more surplus of knowledge. Amen. 

As a reference I quote here the earlier translation 

by Yang/Yang: Lu Xun, Selected Works, Trans. 

Yang Xianyi, Gladys Yang, vol. 3, p. 324f, Lu 

Xun, "智识过剩  (Surplus Knowledge)", July 

12, 1933, published in Shen Bao on July 16, 

1933 , 1st Ed. 1959/1960, 2nd Ed. 1964, pp. 

289-290, 3rd Ed. 1980, pp. 324f., 4th ed. 

2003 (Peking: Foreign Languages Press): 

 

SURPLUS KNOWLEDGE 

Owing to surplus production in the 

world, there is an economic crisis. 

Although more than thirty million workers 

are starving, the surplus of grain is still an 

"objective reality," without which the 

United States would not give us flour on 

credit and we could not suffer the 

"calamity of a bumper harvest." 

But there can be a surplus of knowledge 

too, which causes an even more serious 

cns1s. They say that the further education 

spreads in Chinese villages today, the 

quicker will be the bankruptcy of the 

countryside. No doubt this is the calamity 

of a bumper mental harvest. 

Because cotton is too cheap, the 

Americans are doing away with their cotton 

fields. Similarly China should do away with 
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knowledge. This is an excellent method 

learned from the West. 

The Westerners are very able. Five or 

six years ago the Germans complained that 

they had too many college students, and 

some politicians and educationists raised a 

hullabaloo to advise young people not to 

enter university. 

In Germany today they not only give 

this advice but are in the process of doing 

away with knowledge: burning certain 

books, ordering writers to swallow their 

own manuscripts, and shutting up groups 

of university students in labour camps- this 

is known as "solving the unemployment 

problem." Aren't we complaining in China 

today that too many students are studying 

literature and law? Not just these subjects 

either. We even have too many high school 

students. So a "strict" examination system 

should be used like an iron broom- sweep, 

sweep, [page break 289/290] sweep!- to 

sweep most young intellectuals over to the 

"masses." 

How can surplus knowledge cause a 

crisis? Isn't it a fact that about ninety per 

cent of the Chinese are illiterate? 

Yes, but surplus knowledge is "objective 

reality" all the same, and so is the crisis that 

ensues. When you have too much 

knowledge, you become either too 

imaginative or too soft-hearted. If you are 

too imaginative, you tend to think too 

much. If you are too soft-hearted, you 

cannot bear to be ruthless. Either you lose 

your own equanimity or interfere with that 

of others, and that is how calamity comes. 

Therefore knowledge must be done away 

with. 

But just doing away with knowledge is 

not enough. A suitable practical education 

is needed. The first requirement is a fatalist 

philosophy- men should be resigned to 

fate, and even if their fate is a sad one 

should rest contented. The second 

requirement is a sense of expediency. 

Watch to see how the wind is blowing, 

and learn something about the power of 

modern weapons. 

These two practical courses of study at 

least should be promoted immediately. The 

method of promotion is very simple. In 

ancient times a philosopher who opposed 

idealism said that if you doubt whether a 

bowl of flout exists or not, you had better 

eat it and see whether you feel satisfied. So 

today if you want men to understand 

electricity, you can give them an electric 
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shock and see if they suffer or not. If you 

want to impress them with the 

effectiveness of aeroplanes or such things, 

you can fly an aeroplane over their heads 

and drop bombs, to see if they are killed or 

not. . . . 

With a practical education like this, 

there will be no surplus of knowledge. 

Amen! 

July 12 
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华德焚书异同论  

孺牛 

 

德国的希特拉先生们一烧书，中国

和日本的论者们都比之于秦始皇。然

而秦始皇实在冤枉得很，他的吃亏是

在二世而亡，一班帮闲们都替新主子

去讲他的坏话了。  

不错，秦始皇烧过书，烧书是为了

统一思想。但他没有烧掉农书和医

书；他收罗许多别国的“客卿”，并不

专重“秦的思想”，倒是博采各种的思

想的。秦人重小儿；始皇之母，赵女

也，赵重妇人，所以我们从“剧秦”的

遗文中，也看不见轻贱女人的痕迹。  

希特拉先生们却不同了，他所烧的

首先是“非德国思想”的书，没有容纳

客卿的魄力；其次是关于性的书，这

就是毁灭以科学来研究性道德的解

放，结果必将使妇 人和小儿沉沦在往

古的地位，见不到光明。而可比于秦

始皇的车同轨，书同文……之类的大

事业，他们一点也做不到。 

阿剌伯人攻陷亚历山德府的时 候，

就烧掉了那里的图书馆，那理论是：

如果那些书籍所讲的道理，和《可兰

经》相同，则已有《可兰经》，无须

留了；倘使不同，则是异端，不该留

了。这  才是希特拉先生们的嫡派祖

师 —— 虽然阿剌伯人也是 “非德国

的”——和秦的烧书，是不能比较的。  

但是结果往往和英雄们的豫算不

同。始皇想皇帝传至万世，而偏偏二

世而亡，赦免了农书和医书，而秦以

前的这一类书，现在却偏偏一部也不 

剩。希特拉先生一上台，烧书，打犹

太人，不可一世，连这里的黄脸干儿

们，也听得兴高彩烈，向被压迫者大

加嘲笑，对讽刺文字放出讽刺的冷箭

来——到 底还明白的冷冷的讯问道：

你们究竟要自由不要？不自由，无宁

死。现在你们为什么不去拚死呢？  

这回是不必二世，只有半年，希特

拉先生的门徒 们在奥国一被禁止，连

党徽也改成三色玫瑰了。最有趣的是

因为不准叫口号，大家就以手遮嘴，

用了“掩口式”。这真是一个大讽刺。

刺的是谁，不问也 罢，但可见讽刺也
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还不是“梦呓”，质之黄脸干儿们，不

知以为何如？六月二十八日。  

 

[Translation by Martin Woesler] 

The Book Burnings in China and 

Germany 

 

Discussion of similarities and differences 

Ru Niu [one of the pennames of Lu Xun] 

 

The article appeared on July 11, 1933 in the 

leading Shanghai newspaper 申报 Shen Bao, in 

the section of " 自 由 談 Free Talk". The 

newspaper was founded by the British Frederick 

Major and appeared in 1872-1949. At that time, 

Lu Xun published most of his 杂文  zawen 

(critical essays). Recommended reading: Barbara 

Mittler, A Newspaper for China? Power, Identity, 

and Change in Shanghai's News Media, 1872-

1912, Cambridge / Mass., London 2004. 

 

Ru Niu literally means "child" and "ox," goes 

back to the 左 傳  Zuozhuan (Spring and 

Autumn [-Chronics] in the tradition of Zuo), 

section 哀公六年  6th year of Duke Ai (489 

BC), in which 齊景公 Duke Jing of Qi for his 

love for his children played for the peaceful water 

buffalo, possibly in the form that he let his children 

ride on him. Lu Xun used this expression in the 

poem "自嘲 (self-irony)": "横眉冷对千夫指, 

俯首甘为孺子牛。 (1000 fingers, I defy my 

buffalo head only kindly before the children)", a 

verse programmatic for Lu Xun should be. Also 

his first story published under the pen name Lu 

Xun 狂人日記 (Diary of a Madman) concludes 

with the words "Save..., save the children ..." 

 

As soon as Mr. Hitler and his ilk in 

Germany burned books, 6  the debaters in 

China and Japan all compared him with the 

first emperor of China, Qin Shihuangdi. 

This, however, absolutely does not do 

justice to Qin Shihuang. His loss is that he 

did not pass on his power during his 

lifetime – he was dead before Qin II took 

power – so that a whole clique of court 

poets wrote bad things about him on 

behalf of their new master. 

It is true that Qin Shihuang burned books; 

burned them in the name of the idea of 

unity. But he did not burn the books on 

agriculture and medicine. He won the 

support of numerous foreign "high-ranking 

                                                            
6 German studenthood and Hitler Youth 

symbolically burned in 70 cities in March to 

October 1933 publically un-German 'books'. 

The best known was the public book burning 

on May 10, 1933 in Berlin. 
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officials." 7  He did not attach great 

importance to "Qin ideology." On the 

contrary, many pluralist thoughts coexisted. 

The Qin citizens supported the needs of 

children. Shihuang's mother came from the 

Zhao kingdom, and women in Zhao were 

regarded highly. 8  That is why we see no 

trace of discrimination against women in 

the traditions of the "Qin-Intermezzo." 

It is different with Mr. Hitler, and those 

like him, in that he burned all books with a 

"non-German spirit". He did not have the 

support of high-ranking foreign officials. 

Then he burned all the books dealing with 

sexuality. This is the destruction of 

scientific research on the liberation of 

sexual morality. The result will be that 

women and young children will sink back 

into their ancient status, to see no more 

light. Unlike the emperor, the Germans 

                                                            
7 For example the丞相chancellor of 秦始皇 Qin 

Shihuangdi, 李斯 Li Si, came from the kingdom

楚 Chu. 

8 The corresponding passages in classical texts 

can be found in the Shiji 史記 (Records of the 

Grand Historian) by Sima Qian 司馬遷 in the 

sections扁鵲列傳 (Biography of Bian Que), 秦

始皇本紀  (Biography of the Qin Emperor 

Shihuang), 呂不韋生列傳 (Biography of Master 

Lü Buwei). 

cannot perform such great deeds as the 

standardization of cart axis width and of 

characters.9 

When the Arabs attacked Alexandria, they 

burned the library there10 according to the 

theory that if the whole wisdom of books 

is identical with that in the Quran, they 

need not to be kept, since the Quran 

already exists. If something deviates, it is 

heresy, and you no longer need it. This is 

the school that founded Hitler and his ilk – 

although the Arabs were "non-German" – 

but even this cannot be compared with the 

burning of books by Qin Shihuangdi. 

What the heroes expected was something 

quite different from the actual results. 

Emperor Shihuang wanted to pass on the 

empire for all time, but even the very first 

succession failed. He spared the agricultural 

and medicine books, but a whole variety of 

books that dated before Qin, simply no 

longer exists. As soon as Hitler seized 

                                                            
9 Lu Xun here uses quotes from the Shiji 史記, 

section秦始皇本紀  (Biography of the Qin 

Emperor Shihuang). 

10 The historical legend says that this happened in 

641 AD after Alexandria's takeover by the Arabs 

from the Byzantines. However, this legend is 

considered highly doubtful. Previously, in 48 

BC, Caesar destroyed part of the library. 
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power, he burned the books, persecuted 

the Jews and was exceedingly arrogant. 

Even the yellow faces11 here were delighted 

when they heard that. They made fun of 

the oppressed, scoffed and fired arrows12 

from the backdrop – now you finally 

realize that it was a cold hearted 

interrogation: do you want freedom or not? 

If you do not want freedom, then you can 

die right away. Why do not you just die? 

This time it did not take a second 

generation, only half a year. As soon as the 

supporters of Hitler were banned in 

Austria, they even changed the party 

                                                            
11 While Lu Xun here describes the Chinese as a 

whole he does, however, indeed mean a group 

of countrymen who, in the debate of the time, 

placed themselves on the side of the national 

socialists. 

12 This quotation refers to the article 法魯 Fa Lu: 

„到底要不要自由Do we really want freedom?" 

Which took place on June 11, 1933 in大晚報 

Da Wanbao (The Great Evening Newspaper) 

section "火炬 Huoju (The Torch),", in which 

the writers are ridiculed for demanding freedom 

of speech, but, since they did not get that 

freedom, they therefore instead had to use a zig-

zag writing style. Cf. also the epilogue in Lu 

Xun's collection of critical essays 偽自由書 

(Book on False Freedoms). 

symbol into a three-colored rose. 13  Most 

interestingly, because no one is allowed to 

shout slogans any more, they now all use 

the symbol of the mouth being covered by 

a hand. This is really a big stabbing. One 

should not ask, who is stabbed by the 

thorn, but one can see the stings, and it is 

also not “sleep-talking”. I would really like 

to address the yellow faces! What do you 

think? 

June 28[, 1933] 

 

                                                            
13 This refers to the vain attempts in 1933 in 

Austria to prevent the incorporation 

(‘Anschluss’) into Nazi Germany. When they 

were forbidden, the National Socialists 

responded with a temporary change of the party 

symbol: The symbol of the Swastika was 

replaced by a rose in the colors black, red and 

white. The mentioned sign to recognize 

comrades was that the right hand was stretched 

straightly, and the left hand was held in front of 

the mouth. 


