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1. Call to Arms, Lu Xun's
earliest collection of short
stories,contains fourteen
stories written between 1918
and 1922.

2. N— refers to Nanjing,and
K— to the Kiangnan{Jiangnan)
Naval Academy where the
auther studied in 1898.

3. Two English books about
physiology and nutrition, the
former was translated into
Chinese and published in
1851, the latter in 1879.

4. This refers to the Sendai
Medical College where Lu Xun
studied from 1904 to 1906,
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When I was young I, too, had many dreams. Most of them I later forgot, but I see
nothing in this to regret. For although recalling the past may bring happiness, at times
it cannot but bring loneliness, and what is the point of clinging in spirit to lonely
bygone days? However, my trouble is that I cannot forget complerely, and these stories
stem from those things which I have been unable to forger.

For more than four years I frequented, almost daily, a pawnshop and pharmacy. I
cannot remember how old I was at the time, but the pharmacy counter was exactly my
height and that in the pawnshop twice my height. I used to hand clothes and trinkets
up to the counter twice my height, then take the money given me with contempt to
the counter my own height to buy medicine for my father, a chronic invalid. On my
return home I had other things to keep me busy, for our physician was so eminent that
he prescribed unusual drugs and adjuvants: aloe roots dug up in winter, sugar-cane that
had been three years exposed to frost, original pairs of crickets, and ardisia that had
seeded... most of which were difficult to come by. But my father’s illness went from bad
to worse until finally he died.

It is my belief that those who come down in the world will probably learn in the
process what society is really like. My eagerness to go to N — and study in the K —
Academy” seems to have shown a desire to strike out for myself, escape, and find people
of a different kind. My mother had no choice but to raise eight dollars for my travelling
expenses and say I might do as I pleased. That she cried was only natural, for at that
time the proper thing was to study the classics and take the official examinations.
Anyone who studied “foreign subjects” was a social outcast regarded as someone who
could find no way out and was forced to sell his soul to foreign devils. Besides, she
was sorry to part with me. But in spite of all this, I went to N — and entered the K
— Academy; and it was there that I learned of the existence of physics, arithmetic,
geography, history, drawing and physical training. They had no physiology course, but
we saw woodblock editions of such works as A New Course on the Human Body and
Essays on Chemistry and Hygiene.” Recalling the talk and prescriptions of physicians
I had known and comparing them with what I now knew, I came to the conclusion
that those physicians must be either unwitting or deliberate charlatans; and I began
to feel great sympathy for the invalids and families who suffered at their hands. From
translated histories I also learned that the Japanese Reformation owed its rise, to a great
extent, to the introduction of Western medical science to Japan.

These inklings took me to a medical college in the Japanese countryside.” It was my
fine dream that on my return to China I would cure patients like my father who had
suffered from the wrong treatment, while if war broke out I would serve as an army
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doctor, at the same time promoting my countrymen’s faith in reform.

I have no idea what improved methods are now used to teach microbiology, but in
those days we were shown lantern slides of microbes; and if the lecture ended early,
the instructor might show slides of natural scenery or news to fill up the time. Since
this was during the Russo-Japanese War, there were many war slides, and I had to join
in the clapping and cheering in the lecture hall along with the other students. It was
a long time since I had seen any compatriots, but one day I saw a newsreel slide of a
number of Chinese, one of them bound and the rest standing around him. They were
all sturdy fellows but appeared completely apathetic. According to the commentary, the
one with his hands bound was a spy working for the Russians who was to be beheaded
by the Japanese military as a warning to others, while the Chinese beside him had come
to enjoy the spectacle.

Before the term was over I had left for Tokyo, because this slide convinced me
that medical science was not so important after all. The people of a weak and
backward country, however strong and healthy they might be, could only serve
to be made examples of or as witnesses of such futile spectacles; and it was not
necessarily deplorable if many of them died of iliness. The most important thing,
therefore, was to change their spirit; and since at that time I felt that literature
was the best means to this end, I decided to promote a literary movement. There
were many Chinese students in Tokyo studying law, political science, physics and
chemistry, even police work and engineering, but not one studying literature and
art. However, even in this uncongenial atmosphere I was fortunate enough to find
some kindred spirits. We gathered the few others we needed and after discussion
our first step, of course, was to publish a magazine, the title of which denoted that
this was a new birth. As we were then rather classically inclined, we called it Vita
Nova (New Life).

When the time for publication drew near, some of our contributors dropped out and
then our funds ran out, until there were only three of us left and we were penniless.
Since we had started our venture at an unlucky hour, there was naturally no one to
whom we could complain when we failed; but later even we three were destined to
part, and our discussions of a future dream world had to cease. So ended this abortive
Vita Nova.

Only later did I feel the futility of it all. At that time I had not a clue. Later it seemed
to me that if 2 man’s proposals met with approval, that should encourage him to
advance; if they met with opposition, that should make him fight back; but the real
tragedy was for him to lift up his voice among the living and meet with no response,
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5. The Shaoxing Hostel where
Lu Xun stayed in Beijing from
191210 1919.

6. This magazine played an
important part in the May 4th
Movement of 1919 by attacking
feudalism, advocating the New
Culture Movement and Spread
Marxist ideas. Jin Xinyi is an
alias for Qian Xuantong, one
of the editors of New Youth.

Lu Xun was an important
contributor to the magazine.
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neither approval nor opposition, just as if he were stranded in a boundless desert
completely at a loss. That was when I became conscious of loneliness.

And this sense of loneliness grew from day to day, entwining itself about my soul like
some huge poisonous snake.

But in spite of my groundless sadness, I felt no indignation; for this experience had
made me reflect and see that I was definitely not the type of hero who could rally
multitudes at his call.

However, my loneliness had to be dispelled because it was causing me agony. So I
used various means to dull my senses, to immerse myself among my fellow nationals
and to turn to the past. Later I experienced or witnessed even greater loneliness and
sadness which I am unwilling to recall, preferring that it should perish with my mind
in the dust. Still my attempt to deaden my senses was not unsuccessful — I lost the
enthusiasm and fervour of my youth.

In S— Hostel’ was a three-roomed house with a courtyard in which grew a locust
tree, and it was said that a woman had hanged herself there. Although the tree had
grown so tall that its branches were now out of reach, the rooms remained deserted.
For some years I stayed here, copying ancient inscriptions. I had few visitors, the
inscriptions raised no political problems or issues, and so the days slipped quietly
away, which was all that I desired. On summer nights, when mosquitoes swarmed,
I would sit under the locust tree waving my fan and looking at specks of blue sky
through chinks in the thick foliage, while belated caterpillars would fall, icy-cold,
on to my neck.

The only visitor to drop in occasionally for a talk was my old friend Jin Xinyi. Having
put his big portfolio on the rickety table he would take off his long gown and sit down
opposite me, looking as if his heart was still beating fast because he was afraid of dogs.

“What's the use of copying these?” One night, while leafing through the inscriptions
I had copied, he asked me for enlightenment on this point.

“There isn’t any use.”

“What's the point, then, of copying them?”

“There isn’t any point.”

“Why don’t you write something?...”

1 understood. They were bringing out New Youth,® but since there did not seem to
have been any reaction, favourable or otherwise, no doubt they felt lonely. However 1
said:

“Imagine an iron house having not a single window and virtually indestructible,
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with all its inmates sound asleep and about to die of suffocation. Dying in their sleep,
they won't feel the pain of death. Now if you raise a shout to wake a few of the lighter
sleepers, making these unfortunate few suffer the agony of irrevocable death, do you
really think you are doing them a good turn?”

“But if a few wake up. You can't say there is no hope of destroying the iron house.”

True, in spite of my own conviction, I could not blot out hope, for hope belongs to
the future. T had no negative evidence able to refute his affirmation of faith. So I finally
agreed to write, and the result was my first story “A Madman’s Diary.” And once started
I could not give up but would write some sort of short story from time to time to
humour my friends, until I had written more than a dozen of them.

As far as I am concerned, I no longer feel any great urge to express myself; yer,
perhaps because I have not forgotten the grief of my past loneliness, I sometimes call
out to encourage those fighters who are galloping on in loneliness, so that they do
not lose heart. Whether my cry is brave or sad, repellent or ridiculous, I do not care.
However, since this is a call to arms I must naturally obey my general’s orders. This is
why I often resort to innuendoes, as when I made a wreath appear from nowhere at the
son’s grave in “Medicine,” while in “Tomorrow” I did not say that Fourth Shan's Wife
never dreamed of her little boy. For our chiefs in those days were against pessimism.
And I, for my part, did not want to infect with the loneliness which I had found so
bitter those young people who were still dreaming pleasant dreams, just as I had done
when young,.

It is clear, then, that my stories fall far short of being works of art; hence I must at
least count myself fortunate that they are still known as stories and are even being
brought out in one volume. Although such good fortune makes me uneasy, it still
pleases me to think that they have readers in the world of men, for the time being at
any rate.

So now that these stories of mine are being reprinted in one collection, for the

reasons given above I have chosen to entitle it Call to Arms.

Beijing
December 3, 1922
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Perhaps there are still children who haven't eaten men? Save the children....






