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Publisher’s Note

Foreign Languages Press is dedicated to the editing, translat-
ing and publishing of books in foreign languages. Over the past
several decades it has published, in English, a great number of
China’s classics and records as well as literary works from the Qin
down to modern times, in the aim to fully display the best part
of the Chinese culture and its achievements. These books in the
original are famous and authoritative in their respective fields,
and their English translations are masterworks produced by no-
table translators both at home and abroad. Each book is carefully
compiled and translated with minute precision. Consequently, the
English versions as well as their Chinese originals may both be
rated as classics.

It is generally considered that these English translations are
not only significant for introducing China to the outside world
but also useful reading materials for domestic English learners
and translators. For this reason, we have carefully selected some
of these books, and will publish them successively in Chinese-

English bilingual form.

Foreign Languages Press
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CHAPTER 1 INTRODUCTION

CHAPTER1
INTRODUCTION

I have been meaning to write the true story of Ah Q for sev-
eral years now. But while wanting to write I had some trepidations
too, which goes to show that I am not one of those who achieve
glory by writing; for an immortal pen has always been required to
record the deeds of an immortal man, the man becoming known
to posterity through the writing and the writing known to pos-
terity through the man — until finally it is not clear who is mak-
ing whom known. But in the end, as though possessed by some
fiend, I always came back to the idea of writing the story of Ah Q.

And yet no sooner had I taken up my pen than I became
conscious of huge difficulties in writing this far-from-immortal
work. The first was the question of what to call it. Confucius
said, “If the name is not correct, the words will not ring true”;
and this axiom should be most scrupulously observed. There are
many types of biographies: official biographies, autobiographies,
unauthorized biographies, legends, supplementary biographies,
family histories, sketches... but unfortunately none of these suited
my purpose. “Official biography?” This account will obviously
not be included with those of many eminent people in some
authentic history. “Autobiography?” But I am obviously not Ah

Q. If I were to call this an “unauthorized biography,” then where
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CHAPTER 1 INTRODUCTION

is his “authenticated biography”? The use of “legend” is impos-
sible because Ah Q was no legendary figure. “Supplementary
biography?” But no president has ever ordered the National His-
torical Institute to write a “standard life” of Ah Q. It is true that
although there are no “lives of gamblers” in authentic English
history, the famous author Conan Doyle nevertheless wrote Rod-
ney Stone; but while this is permissible for a famous author it is not
permissible for such as I. Then there is “family history”; but I do
not know whether I belong to the same family as Ah Q or not,
nor have I ever been entrusted with such a task by his children
or grandchildren. If T were to use “sketch,” it might be objected
that Ah Q has no “complete account.” In short, this is really a
“life,” but since I write in vulgar vein using the language of huck-
sters and pedlars, I dare not presume to give it so high-sounding
a title; so from the stock phrase of the novelists, who are not
reckoned among the Three Cults and Nine Schools: “Enough of
this digression, and back to the true story”; I will take the last two
words as my title; and if this is reminiscent of the True Story of
Calligraphy of the ancients, it cannot be helped.

The second difficulty confronting me was that a biography of
this type should start off something like this:“So-and-so, whose
other name was so-and-so, was a native of such-and-such a
place”; but I don’t really know what Ah Q’s surname was. Once,
he seemed to be named Zhao, but the next day there was some
confusion about the matter again. This was after Mr. Zhao’s son

had passed the county examination, and his success was being
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CHAPTER 1 INTRODUCTION

announced in the village, to the sounding of gongs. Ah Q, who
had just drunk two bowls of yellow wine, began to prance about
declaring that this reflected credit on him too, since he belonged
to the same clan as Mr. Zhao and by an exact reckoning was three
generations senior to the successful candidate. At the time several
of the bystanders even began to stand slightly in awe of him. But
the next day the bailiff summoned Ah Q to Mr. Zhao’s house.
When the old gentleman set eyes on him his face turned crimson
with fury and he roared:

“Ah Q, you miserable wretch! Did you say I belonged to the
same clan as you?”

Ah Q made no reply.

The more he looked at him the angrier Mr. Zhao became, and
advancing menacingly a few steps he said, “How dare you talk
such nonsense! How could I have such a relative as you? Is your
surname Zhao?”

Ah Q made no reply, and was planning a retreat; but Mr. Zhao
darted forward and gave him a slap on the face.

“How could you be named Zhao! — Do you think you are
worthy of the name Zhao?”

Ah Q made no attempt to defend his right to the name Zhao,
but rubbing his left cheek went out with the bailiff. Once outside,
he had to listen to another torrent of abuse from the bailiff, and
thank him to the tune of two hundred cash. All who heard of
this said Ah Q was a great fool to ask for a beating like that. Even

if his surname were Zhao — which wasn’t likely — he should have
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