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Abstract 

 

Turn to China: Representing Lu Xun in Early 1940s Japan 

 

Yucong Hao, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2014 

 

Supervisor:  Kirsten Cather Fischer 

 

Abstract: The report revolves around two Japanese biographies of Lu Xun 

produced during the Greater East Asian War: Takeuchi Yoshimi’s scholarly biography 

Lu Xun (Rojin, 1944) and Dazai Osamu’s fictional biography A Regretful Farewell 

(Sekibetsu, 1945). It explores a dual structure of resistance in the two works that they not 

only represent the resistance of literature against political interference, but also exemplify 

a different positioning of literary imaginations—turn to China, which constitutes an 

oppositional alternative to the contemporaneous mainstream discourse of “overcoming 

modernity”—the search for the essence of Japanese civilization and the invention of 

Japanese traditions—that is paradoxically promoted by intellectuals with Western-style 

mentality. Historicizing the production of the two works onto the very site of the violent 

collision between literature and politics, I examine their respective creative deployment 

of the aesthetic resources of Lu Xun: Takeuchi Yoshimi explicates a political 

understanding of literature as a force of opposition from the life and works of Lu Xun, 

Dazai Osamu reconstructs the origin myth of literature by rewriting the critical 

conversion of the “Lantern Slides Incident” in Lu Xun’s literary career. 
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Introduction 

During the Greater East Asian War, Japanese militarists and liberals alike turned 

to China: while the former recognized the neighboring giant as yet another new territory 

to be conquered by the East Asian empire, the latter considered it a responsibility for 

civilized Japan to bring enlightenment and prosperity to its inferior other.1 Parallel to the 

evolution in economic and political thoughts concerning the role of China as part of 

Japan’s imperial project are the turns to China in literary representations: Takeuchi 

Yoshimi, a lifelong admirer of Lu Xun, finished the biography of the Chinese writer in 

the heyday of the Sino-Japanese war; Dazai Osamu, a renowned apolitical and 

aesthetically refined writer, under the commission of propaganda literature on Japan-

China amity, wrote a biographical novel on Lu Xun’s early years in Japan.  

The report revolves around these two Japanese biographies of Lu Xun produced 

during the Greater East Asian War: Takeuchi Yoshimi’s scholarly biography Lu Xun 

(Rojin, 1944) and Dazai Osamu’s fictional biography A Regretful Farewell (Sekibetsu, 

1945). Written during the turbulent war years when Japan was undergoing a state of 

emergency, the two works witnessed the gradual subjugation of literature by politics and 

resistance to that very process.  

I wish to explore a dual structure of resistance in these two works that they not 

only represent the resistance of literature against political interference, but also exemplify 

a repositioning of literary imaginations—the turn to China. This constitutes an alternative 
                                                
1 As Calichman argues, this idea of bunmei kaika could be traced to the liberal philosophy of Fukuzawa 
Yukichi. See “Preface” in What is Modernity, edited Richard Calichman, New York: Columbia University 
Press, 2005, p. viii. 
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to the contemporaneous mainstream discourse of “overcoming modernity,” which 

constitutes a return to Japan (Nihon e no kaiki). Paradoxically, the search for the essence 

of Japanese civilization and the invention of Japanese traditions were promoted by 

intellectuals with Western-style mentality. Historicizing the production of the two works 

onto the very site of the violent collision between literature and politics, the report 

examines their creative deployment of the aesthetic resources of Lu Xun: Takeuchi 

Yoshimi explicates a political understanding of literature as a force of opposition based 

on the life and works of Lu Xun, while Dazai Osamu reconstructs the origin myth of 

literature by rewriting the catalyst for Lu Xun’s literary career. 

The two works are distinct in genres: whereas Lu Xun is a critical study of the 

Chinese author’s literary and political life by a devoted scholar and admirer of modern 

Chinese literature, A Regretful Farewell is a fictional representation of Lu Xun’s early 

years in Japan by a renowned Japanese writer—but by no means a Lu Xun scholar—

under the commission of the notorious Japan Literature Patriotic Association (Nippon 

Bungaku  Hōkokukai). Takeuchi Yoshimi established himself as a central figure in the 

field of Lu Xun studies with the publication of the biography, and even today Lu Xun 

continues to captivate both Japanese and Chinese scholars and readers with its meticulous 

depiction of the Chinese writer’s psychological complexities and his struggles between 

politics and literature. In contrast, Dazai’s fiction has incurred criticism among Japanese 

Sinologists ever since its publication because of its propagandistic origin and the highly 

fictionalized depiction of Lu Xun’s early life. Takeuchi Yoshimi harshly criticizes that 
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Dazai failed to understand Lu Xun’s national inferiority complex (1956),2 both Ozaki 

Hotsuki (1969)3 and Kawamata Minato (1991)4 point out the protagonist Lu Xun in 

Farewell is the self projection of Dazai. Although Dazai expressed his wish that the book 

be read by both Japanese and Chinese readers, the Chinese translation didn’t come until 

2005, sixty years after the initial publication of the book.  

Despite the many differences, the two biographies are in conversation with and 

mutually complement each other. While Takeuchi discovers in Lu Xun’s works a 

conscious of political resistance that he aspires to incorporate into the literary scene of 

Japan, Dazai’s novel exemplifies the diversity and vitality of the aesthetic resource 

offered by Lu Xun that he hopes to creatively deploy as political resistance. 

 

LITERARY PRODUCTIONS IN THE STATE OF EMERGENCY 
From early 1930s to 1945, Japan went through a series of political events that 

inaugurated the state of emergency: the emergence of a Fascist regime, the imperial 

expansion of the Japanese Empire in Asia, and the subsequent outbreaks of the Greater 

East Asian War and the Pacific War. After the Sino-Japanese War broke out in 1937, the 

market-oriented economy was transformed into a war economy. The political atmosphere 

also deteriorated since 1930s, as the historian Ienaga Saburō remembered: 

Japanese fascism was no less effective in destroying political freedom. The threats 
and the use of physical force by the police and the military police were the 

                                                
2 Quoted from Dong Bingyue’s discussion on the reception of A Regretful Farewell in “The Other in the 
Self-portrait” (Zihuaxiang zhong de tazhe), Lu Xun Studies Monthly 12 (2004), p. 66. 
3 Ozaki Hotsuki, “Sekibetsu sengo: Dazai Osamu to Rojin” http://www.japanpen.or.jp/e-
bungeikan/study/ozakihotsuki.html 
4 Kawamura Minato, “Xibie lun,” Trans. Dong Bingyue, Lu Xun Studies Monthy 7 (2004): 61-65.  
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ultimate weapons. Marxists, Christian pacifists, anyone considered even slightly 
opposed to the war was arrested and incarcerated.5 
 
The idea of state of emergency, originally proposed by Schmitt, denotes the 

suspension of legal restraints and the undue expansion of executive violence and power. 

The field of literature was also endangered. During the period “no writer could escape the 

oppressive weight of the atmosphere by the war.”6 Proletarian writers, who once 

occupied a dominant position in the literary scene of the previous decade, were forced to 

commit an ideological conversion (tenkō),7 in which they renounced the leftist stance 

and returned to the praxis of “pure literature” of sensual expressions and aesthetic 

experiences. Some writers, according to Donald Keene, even turned to the writing of 

"positive" literature that glorified the warfare in China.8 Annika Culver’s and Barak 

Kushner’s studies on Japanese wartime propaganda suggested how mass media and 

avant-garde literature alike were deployed by the state to celebrate the “Holy War” and 

the rhetoric of warfare entered the vocabulary of everyday life. Whereas propaganda 

literature illustrates the surrendering posture of cultural productions to state power during 

the state of emergency, the obsessions with sensual experiences and traditional essences 

in pure literature that were intentionally removed from the social and historical makings 

nevertheless underwrite the danger of the aestheticization of the Fascist ideology. 

Propaganda literature and pure literature constitute the mainstream cultures of the 

period, respectively representing the popularization and aestheticization of the wartime 
                                                
5 Alan Tansman, The Aesthetics of Japanese Fascism, Berkeley: University of California Press, 2009, p. 5. 
6 Donald Keene, Dawn to the West, New York: Columbia University Press, 1998, p. 602. 
7 Conversion, in its strictest sense, refers to intellectuals’ departure from and renunciation of Marxism in 
1930s. 
8 Donald Keene, Dawn to the West, New York: Columbia University Press, 1998, p. 8. 
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ideology. The discourse of “overcoming modernity” takes a dominant position within 

both narratives, in which the quest for Japanese cultural authenticity becomes the site 

where a new national origin myth—instead of the narrative of Westernization—comes 

into being. The paradigm calls on the celebration of national polity and national essence, 

and it is established through the structure of opposition between Japan and the West. 

Hagiwara Sakutarō’s famous essay “Return to Japan” (Nihon e no kaiki, 1942) captures 

the zeitgeist of the time. The Westernization of Japan since the Meiji Restoration is “an 

effort expended in order to do battle with the West, to oppose the West.”9 After Japan 

rises to an imperial power, it is time to return to the old home and search for the Japanese 

essences, which are paradoxically made possible through a generation of intellectuals 

with “Western-style mentality.”10 Hagiwara’s urge to return to Japan and the recourse to 

a Western-style mentality are representative of the time, when intellectuals and literati 

with background in Western literature and philosophy actively grasped and frequently 

referenced the European aesthetic resources to prepare the ground for the establishment 

of return to Japan.  

The two biographical works on Lu Xun, however, represent a different 

positioning of literary imaginations and a different style of mentality: turn to China. The 

biographies could not be assimilated into the mainstream culture but are constantly in 

opposition to the mainstream. Raymond Williams’ idea of cultural hegemony is 

especially insightful to examine the literary scene during wartime Japan. Extending the 

                                                
9 Hagiwara Sakutarō, “Return to Japan,” trans. J. Thomas Rimer, The Columbia Anthology of Modern 
Japanese Literature, New York: Columbia University Press, 2005, p. 816. 
10 Ibid., p. 817. 
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concept of hegemony from the realm of politics to that of culture, Williams scrutinizes 

the structuring process of the hegemonic mainstream and the oppositional alternatives, 

and emphasizes the significance of alternatives in shaping the dynamic structure of 

culture: 

We shall need to explore their conditions and their limits, but their active presence 
is decisive, not only because they have to be included in any historical (as distinct 
from epochal) analysis, but as forms which have had significant effect on the 
hegemonic process itself… The reality of cultural process must then always 
include the efforts and contributions of those who are in one way or another 
outside or at the edge of the terms of the specific hegemony.11  
 
Williams considers hegemony as an active process—instead of a static form of 

dominance—continually to be “resisted, limited, altered, challenged by pressures not at 

all its own.”12 From the vantage point of Williams, turn to China constitutes the effective 

resistance to the overwhelming paradigm of “return to Japan” and provides an alternative 

vision of the relation between literature and politics.   

 

  

                                                
11 Raymond Williams, Marxism and Literature, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1978, p. 113. 
12 Ibid., p. 112. 
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Takeuchi Yoshimi and the Question of Literature and Politics 

 

Lu Xun’s works started to be introduced to Japan in late 1920s and since then his 

short stories were constantly translated into Japanese journals, including “Kong Yiji” 

(Kong yiji), “Hometown” (Guxiang), “The True Story of Ah Q” (A Q zhengzhuan). 

Selected Works of Lu Xun (Rojin senshū) was translated by Satō Haruo and Masuda 

Wataru in 1935, and The Great Complete Works of Lu Xun (Dai Rojin zenshū) was 

published shortly after the author’s death. The works of Lu Xun were already familiar to 

the Japanese readers by the 1930s, and the postwar reception of Lu Xun was largely 

mediated through the translation and interpretation by Takeuchi Yoshimi,13 in which the 

scholarly biography Lu Xun played an important role. However, Lu Xun is a book as 

much about the Chinese author as it is about Takeuchi and his reflections on literature, 

politics and the wartime Japan. 

LU XUN AS AUTOBIOGRAPHY 
Despite Takeuchi Yoshimi’s claim in the biography that he is primarily interested 

in Lu Xun as a writer instead of a revolutionist, his interpretations of Lu Xun and the 

literature of Lu Xun are essentially political. Neither does Takeuchi endorse the 

Romanticist idea of literature as belle lettres, nor is he interested in reducing literature to 

political manifestos. Rather, he recognizes the activeness and liveliness of literature and 

seeks a force of opposition from literature against politics. Unlike other intellectuals who 

                                                
13 See the discussion from Maruyama Noboru, “Lu Xun in Japan,” in Lu Xun and His Legacy, Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1985, pp. 216-235. 
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committed conversion in early 1930s and again changed their position after 1945, 

Takeuchi’s thoughts on literature and politics stay consistent throughout his life and the 

ideas are explicated most powerfully in the biography Lu Xun. Before diving into 

Takeuchi’s political and philosophical treatise on literature, I wish to posit the writing of 

Lu Xun onto the very historical moment of the Greater East Asian War and the Pacific 

War and explore Takeuchi’s personal turn to China. At a time when the free writing of 

the self became unattainable, Takeuchi deploys the Chinese other as a medium for self-

expression and self-reflection, and translates the genre of the historical biography into a 

contemporary allegory. 

The outbreak of the Greater East Asian War was critical to the scholarly career 

and the personal life of Takeuchi Yoshimi. In early 1943, he terminated the journal, 

Chinese Literature, which he founded in 1934 while a student of Chinese literature in the 

University of Tokyo. Shortly in the same year he devoted himself to the writing of Lu 

Xun, and one month after the completion of the book, he was called into military service 

and sent to the battlefield of China in December 1943. The author was always conscious 

of the threat of the ongoing warfare, as he retrospectively recollected in the afterwards of 

Lu Xun in 1948: 

Lu Xun is a meaningful book to me. At that time, fearing that I could be drawn 
away at any time, and under the circumstance where there was no guarantee to 
live one’s life till tomorrow, I wrote the book with all my efforts. It may be 
exaggerated to call the book my final words to the world, but it is similar to that.14 
 

                                                
14 Takeuchi Yoshimi, Rojin in Takeuchi Yoshimi zenshu ̄, vol. 1, Tōkyō : Chikuma Shobō, 1980, p. 172. 
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Throughout the biography, Takeuchi uses “struggle” (chēng-cha 挣扎)—an oft-

used Chinese word by Lu Xun—to characterize the psyche of the Chinese writer living in 

the difficult social and political condition, where life was constantly threatened by the 

shadow of death. As Takeuchi notes, it is impossible to find a Japanese equivalent of 

chēng-cha: it is similar to resistance (teikou 抵抗), but also bears implication of 

endurance and struggle. The connotation of chēng-cha goes beyond a political idea of 

resistance to power but contains an almost religious contemplation of life and death—of a 

strong desire to live on and of the readiness to accept the coming death. The laden word 

of chēng-cha that conveys the vulnerability of life and the strong will to live also mirrors 

the psychological struggles that Takeuchi was enduring that he could be enlisted and sent 

to the Chinese battlefield at any moment during the writing of the testament-like 

biography Lu Xun. 

Organized by Japan Literature Patriotic Association, the Greater East Asian 

Writers Conference (Dai Tōa Bungakusha Taikai) was held consecutively in 1942, 1943 

and 1944 in different imperial territories established the guiding principle of the cultural 

co-prosperity of East Asia. The Japanese Empire extended its control from the political, 

economic realms to that of the literary and fostered the leading position of Japanese 

literature in East Asia. Among modern Chinese literature, literary productions from 

Manchukuo were positively received because of its celebration of the imperial 

edeology.15 Being a literary critic in modern Chinese literature and sincere admirer of 

                                                
15 Donald Keene, So Lovely a Country Will Never Perish: Wartime Diaries of Japanese Writers, New 
York: Columbia University Press, 2010, pp. 39-42. 
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Chinese literature from free China,16 Takeuchi could not speak out but only hint his 

distaste toward the official ideology: “I did not dare to express my opinion directly, and 

could not find enough works from free China to argue against the official program. I 

could only devote my depressing feelings onto the study of Lu Xun.”17 When freedom is 

restricted and ideas are censored, the writing of something tempo-spatially distant but 

psychologically intimate becomes an effective way for the expression of the individual 

voice. 

When Takeuchi started the writing of Lu Xun, it was already seven years after the 

death of Lu Xun. Yet curious enough there was not a single biographical work coming 

out during the period.18 People pompously talked about the spirit of Lu Xun spirit or 

imitated his literary style but forgot the actions of Lu Xun, which Takeuchi criticized 

bitterly, stating, “People’s inheritance from Lu Xun is only in the form of spirit, instead 

of in the form of action.”19 In this vein, Takeuchi aspired to write a biography that not 

only recorded the literary legacy of Lu Xun but also brought to life his actions—the 

struggle between life and death, the confrontation with the state authority and the 

consistence of literary ideals. The fullness of the literature of Lu Xun, according to 

Takeuchi, is composed of the words and the deeds of the writer. Here, Takeuchi 

consciously differentiates the genre of biography from other writings. The latter are 

                                                
16 Free China refers to the regions that were not occupied by the Japanese Empire during the Sino-
Japanese War (1937-1945). 
17 Quoted. from Marukashi Tetsushi’s article, “Encountering Lu Xun: the Birth of Takeuchi’s Lu Xun” 
(Yu luxun xiangyu: zhunei luxun de dansheng) in Quyu: Yazhou yanjiu luncong, eds. Wang Hui and Wang 
Zhongchen, Beijing: Qinghua daxue chubanshe, 2012, p. 383. 
18 However, Oda Takeo did write a biography on Lu Xun in 1941. 
19 Takeuchi Yoshimi, Rojin from Takeuchi Yoshimi zenshu ̄, vol. 1, Tōkyō : Chikuma Shobō, 1980, p. 14. 
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largely confined to abstract ideas and aesthetic concerns; on the one hand, they to a large 

extent remain at an imaginative level and fail intervene into the historical reality, and on 

the other hand, they are unable to capture the true dynamic of the literature of Lu Xun, 

which is rooted in the interaction of the man’s works and actions. In contrast, 

biography—especially a literary biography as Takeuchi’s Lu Xun—embodies an ideal 

form of literature: literature as action. Unlike the commemorative works on Lu Xun, a 

teleological narrative intended for mourning in which the subject is lost for good, 

Takeuchi’s biography allows the re-presentation and the re-experiencing of the subject’s 

life and the actions of the subject are rehearsed and re-performed, in which the subject 

comes back to life with renewed vitality. 

 

LITERATURE AS ACTION 
Lu Xun discusses a few central ideas throughout the Chinese writer’s life: country 

and city, life and death, revolution, translation, and most important of all, politics and 

literature. In the last chapter “Politics and Literature,” reflecting on the life and works of 

Lu Xun and explicating especially the two lectures the writer delivered in 1927—

“Literature in the Era of Revolution” (Geming shidai de wenxue) and “The relationship 

Between Wei Jin Demeanor and Articles, and the Relationship Between the Medicine 

and Wine” (Weijin fengdu ji wenzhang yu yao yu jiu zhi guanxi), Takeuchi discusses the 

relation between literature and politics: 

Literature is powerless, but because of being powerless, it must critique politics. 
“The useless use” must be useful. In other words, politics is powerless to 
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literature…Politics is powerful to politics, but powerless to literature; and because 
of its powerlessness, literature becomes absolute.20 
 
The extremely subtle rhetoric of the entangled relation between literature and 

politics suggests that literature and politics are a pair of opposing doubles: despite the 

powerfulness of politics and the powerlessness of literature, the oppositional relationship 

between the two can be sustained as long as they both exists as action. In order to 

maintain the categorical difference between politics and literature, Takeuchi intentionally 

considers literature as essentially “powerless,” or in other words, literature as a “useless 

use.” However, by being useless and therefore being removed from any worldly interest, 

literature is able to sustain its critical edge to the historical reality, with which it can stay 

in an eternal opposition to politics.  

Takeuchi’s idea of literature as useless echoes the prevalent Romanticist idea of 

literature as the disinterested and absolute being. However, unlike the Romanticists, 

Takeuchi insists on the “use” of literature and perceives the action-ness of literature that 

will enable an active intervention to politics.  

Tracing the intellectual trajectories of the Japanese Romanticists who have 

attended the “overcoming modernity” symposium (1942), Karatani Kōjin invites the idea 

of literary liberalism to describe their literary activities of the wartime. The idea of 

literary liberalism comes from Tosaka Jun’s observation of the contemporary literary 

scene. When both economic freedom and political freedom were deprived and 

                                                
20 Takeuchi Yoshimi, Rojin in Takeuchi Yoshimi zenshu ̄, vol. 1, Tōkyō : Chikuma Shobō, 1980, pp. 144-
146. 
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disappeared thereafter, the only site where freedom still lingered was the field of literary 

productions. Liberalism could only be channeled through literary liberalism: 

The very meaning of such liberalism is literary; it must be a liberalism that is 
decisively cut off from liberalism in the sense of political action (which would 
necessarily lead to the pursuit of democracy). Even in its political aspect, it is here 
nothing more than liberalism as a literary concept, one that utterly transcends 
politics… Now surprisingly enough, such literary liberalism contains a path that 
runs through fascism.21 
 
Literary liberalism is distinguished from its economic and political counterparts 

because of its abstractness that it is no more than the freedom displayed at an imaginative 

level, and its transcendental nature suggests the complete removal from the historical 

time as well as active realization. In the imaginative and transcendental rhetoric in 

literary liberalism, Tosaka senses the potential danger of the idea—its hyper-romantic 

rhetoric, the appeal to cultural sublimity, the abstract and ahistorical representation of 

everyday life—is translatable to fascist aesthetics. 

Karatani Kōjin identifies the influence of German Romanticism on the Japanese 

Romanticists—intellectuals with Western-style mentality—in their articulation and 

practice of literary liberalism. The aesthetic resources that have shaped Takeuchi’s 

intellectual mentality and his idea of literature come from the Chinese writer Lu Xun, 

especially from Lu Xun reflections on the crisis of literature after the April 12th Incident 

(1927) that initiated a period of “White Terror” with nationwide purge of Communists.22 

Citing Lu Xun’s original speech in full passages, Takeuchi enthusiastically embraces Lu 

                                                
21 Karatani Kōjin, “Overcoming Modernity,” Contemporary Japanese Thought, ed. Richard Calichman, 
New York: Columbia University Press, 2005, pp. 108-9. 
22 The structure of the incident resembles the situation of early 1930s’ Japan of oppressive political 
atmosphere and anti-communist violence. 
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Xun’s rejection of literature to be in service of any political interest—no matter under the 

name of revolution or patriotism, Lu Xun’s contemplation on the spontaneity of 

literature—literature originates from the interior feelings, and his reflection on the status 

of literature in the era of political crisis—literature should stay in active opposition to 

politics. Inspired by Lu Xun, Takeuchi adds a political dimension to literature and thus 

rescues it from the ideology of “pure literature.” By positioning literature vis-à-vis 

politics onto the very site of history, Takeuchi is able to move beyond the idea that 

literature should stay at the imaginative realm and activates the critical potentials of 

literature in the everyday practice. However, at the heyday of the “overcoming 

modernity” discourse, Takeuchi is nevertheless a singular character, who could not rise to 

the intellectual stage until the paradigmatic shift in the postwar period.  

Looking at the wilderness of Japan in the early 1940s, and documenting the 

political turmoil of Lu Xun’s China in late 1920s, Takeuchi feels the similarity of the 

crisis of literature and the clash between literature and politics in the two countries. “The 

phenomenon that the domestic instability endangers literature is not confined to China; in 

fact, we are experiencing it right now.”23 The historical writing of the biography of a 

Chinese author becomes the contemporary allegory of Japan that reflects the void in the 

literary scene. By turning to Lu Xun, Takeuchi finds the exemplification through which 

he could channel his ideal of literature. However, he bitterly claims that there could not 

find a single writer like Lu Xun in Japan. The idea of Japan’s lack of a Lu Xun-like 

figure goes through Takeuchi’s life, when in later writings he compares the Japanese 

                                                
23 Takeuchi Yoshimi, Rojin in Takeuchi Yoshimi zenshu ̄, vol. 1, Tōkyō : Chikuma Shobō, 1980, p.16. 
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tenkō (転向 an ideological conversion) and Lu Xun’s kaishin (回心 the preservation of 

the self) that the former is vulnerable to external pressure whereas the latter has the 

courage to stay true to the literary ideal. The article prior to Lu Xun by Takeuchi, 

“Concerning the End of Chinese Literature,” may shed some light concerning why 

Takeuchi revisits Lu Xun for inspiration and salvation, as he does not wish to read 

Chinese literature as something exterior or even inferior that would be in need of the 

discipline and instruction by Japanese literature, but tries to internalize Chinese 

literature—and specifically Lu Xun—into Japanese literature as a source and reference 

for reflection and renovation. 

Takeuchi’s biography represents an intellectual endeavor to contemplate the 

political potential of literature in the era of crisis through a personal and political reading 

of Lu Xun. One year after the publication of the biography, another Japanese author, 

Dazai Osamu, would attempt to activate the aesthetic resource of Lu Xun in the novel A 

Regretful Farewell, which continues Takeuchi’s task to introduce and incorporate the 

figure of Lu Xun and his works into the realm of Japanese literature—in a very different 

way. 
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Dazai Osamu and the Origin of Literature 

 
Held in November 1943, The Greater East Asian Conference (Dai Tōa Kaigi) 

confirms Japan’s leading role in the Greater East Asian Co-prosperity Sphere, and 

proposed five acting principles for political, economic, cultural and diplomatic 

collaborations between the East Asian countries. The Japan Literature Patriotic 

Association also actively sought to celebrate the imperial project with the medium of 

literature. Dazai Osamu, who already established his literary fame by then, was chosen 

and commissioned by the Greater East Asia Conference to write a novel that would 

represent “the amity between East Asian countries,” one of the five guidelines.  

When preparing the novel, Dazai Osamu read extensively and based his story on 

Lu Xun’s early writings and his recollections on the early overseas years, including 

essays of “On Mara Poets” (Moluo shili shuo, 1907), “Preface to Call to Arms” (Nahan 

zixun, 1922) and “Professor Fujino” (Tengye xiansheng, 1926). Dazai also referenced 

biographical works of Lu Xun by Oda Takeo (1941) and Takeuchi Yoshimi (1944), but 

decided to present a more youthful Lu Xun that differed from the grave late Lu Xun in 

Takeuchi’s biography.24 Fictionalized in the novel, Lu Xun is very different from the 

conventional image of the writer as a melancholic Qing student tortured by a national 

inferiority complex but appears curious and energetic. The unusual characterization to a 

large extent originates from Dazai’s literary imagination. 

                                                
24 Dazai Osamu, “Sekibetsu atogaki,” Dazai Osamu zenshū, Vol. 10, Tōkyō: Chikuma Shobō, 1973, p. 
368. 
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The title of the novel, a regretful farewell (sekibetsu, xibie), comes from the 

parting words sent to Lu Xun by Professor Fujino.25 The biographical novel recounts the 

Chinese writer’s early years in Japan and his friendship with Professor Fujino and a 

fictional Japanese youth, Tanaka Takashi during his stay at Sendai Medical School.  

DIVERSE NARRATIVES 
The Japanese literary critic Urata Yoshikazu observes that the conflict between 

the public (the state propaganda) and the private (the writer’s aestheticism) is the central 

tension that goes throughout the novel, and the aesthetic ends up with submitting to the 

propagandistic.26 The propagandistic traces scatter throughout the first half of the novel, 

especially in Dazai’s essentialization of Japanese civilization that he claims Japan 

possesses a unique sense of “cleanness” (seiketsukan).  

However, as a writer who is famous for his apolitical position and aesthetically 

narcissistic style, Dazai also ridicules the language of the state and turns it into a self-

obsessive narration. His self-obsessive narration style creates multiple and inconsistent 

narrative voices, an aesthetic deficiency that simultaneously opens up the multiple 

narratological layers of the novel. This propaganda machine that the imperial ideology 

sets in motion undermines the political project itself. The ruptures between the state 

language and the individual voice come to subvert the propagandistic claims of the Sino-

Japanese amity and to call for a return to the romanticized realm of literature. While 

                                                
25 Professor Fujino is a professor of human anatomy at Sendai Medical School when Lu Xun studied there, 
and Lu Xun’s friendship with him can be found at the essay “Professor Fujino.” 
26 Fujii Shōzō, “Dazai Osamu’s A Regretful Farewell and Takeuchi Yoshimi’s Lu Xun,” trans. Dong 
Bingyue. Lu Xun Studies Monthly 6 (2004), p. 51. 
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conventionally in propaganda works, “literary and state languages merged in what 

increasingly appeared to be a shared ideological project,”27 the singularity of A Regretful 

Farewell is that the two languages are intentionally distinguished from the very 

beginning. 

The story unfolds itself in early 1940s. Learning about Tanaka Takashi’s early 

friendship with the Chinese writer Lu Xun, a journalist approaches him, hoping to 

excavate some private anecdotes that would represent the friendship between the 

Japanese and the Chinese people. In spite of his distrust of journalistic narrative—the 

mass media that the voice of the state channels during wartime, Tanaka Takashi, already 

in his 60s, recollects his youthful years at Sendai Medical School, where he acquainted 

and befriended a young Chinese student, Zhou Shuren, who would later become the 

renowned writer Lu Xun. A few days after the interview, a story titled “The Forerunner 

of Japan-China Amity” (Nishi shinwa no senku) is serialized in the newspaper, but quite 

different from what Tanaka had told the journalist. In a gently bitter and sarcastic tone, 

Tanaka the narrator commentes: “Mr. Zhou, Professor Fujino, and I, as being portrayed 

there, to me were almost like strangers.”28 

Feeling regretful for the distorted portrayal by the journalist, Tanaka felt obligated 

to portray a true Lu Xun in an objective way, rather than out of any social or political 

interest. In the first-person voice of Tanaka, the story gradually unveils itself and travels 

back to the 1900s’ Sendai. 

                                                
27 Alan Tansman, The Aesthetics of Japanese Fascism, Berkeley: University of California Press, 2009, p. 
10. 
28 Dazai Osamu, Sekibetsu, Tōkyō: Shinchōsha, 1973, p. 176. 
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Here two modes of narratives are compared in terms of sincerity and authenticity: 

the propagandistic depiction by the journalist, which involves distortion, exaggeration 

and fabrication that would eventually serve for some immediate political interest, and the 

personal recollection by Tanaka the protagonist, an objective and credible account that is 

claimed to be more sincere and authentic to the original. However, considering the 

propagandistic making of the novel, the latter’s claim of credibility is full of irony but 

suggests the unattainability of authenticity. 

As a novel to promote the amity between East Asian nations, Dazai also 

introduces the idea of Asianism (Ajia shugi), a central ideological claim of the “East 

Asian Co-Prosperity Sphere.” Dazai indeed fulfills the propagandistic expectation, yet 

again smuggling ironies into the micro-East Asian community in the novel. Tanaka the 

narrator, Zhou Shuren the Chinese student, and Professor Fujino soon became acquainted 

with each other. In one didactic talk between the three, Professor Fujino preaches the idea 

that Asia is one: 

In a family that I know, the brother is a commoner, the second is a judge, and the 
little brother—he is a bit unusual—is an actor. This is the family. In the 
beginning, they often quarrel with each other; however, now they respect each 
other very much… In my opinion, the East is one family, and each one is 
different.29 
 
The idea of East Asian nations as a family is projected into the fiction through the 

affectionate community of the three, which the narrator names as “the group lacking 

proficiency in Japanese” (Nihongo fujiyū gumi). The community is built upon their 

marginalized status that most overtly manifests itself through their respective linguistic 

                                                
29 Dazai Osamu, Sekibetsu, Tōkyō: Shinchōsha, 1973, p. 236. 
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deficiencies: Tanaka feels so embarrassed for his countryside accent that he seldom talks 

to other students; Professor Fujino, coming from the Kansai region, still wears a thick 

hometown accent and Zhou the Chinese student speaks Japanese with a foreign accent 

and frequent insertions of German words. 

Literary critic Kawamura Minato considers the alliance as essentially negative,30 

for it is built on something that all three do not possess, and the community thus 

constantly reminds them of their lack. However, I do not pessimistically read the 

deficiency as failure or lack, as what they do not possess is the qualification to become 

the ideal subject of the Empire. If a standardized language represents a well-defined 

territory of speech, then a language with accent and unfamiliar usage—in other words, to 

speak non-conformably—can be rendered as “a deterritorialized language, appropriated 

for strange and minor uses.”31 The minor usage would immediately distinguish itself 

from the standard practice and poses both distance and resistance to the homogeneous 

standardization of the Japanese language, and metaphorically to the homogeneous 

narrative of family-hood.  

The very name of the alliance, “group lacking proficiency in Japanese” (Nihongo 

fujiyū gumi) also implies the lack of freedom during the state of emergency. When used 

as a na-adjective, fujiyū means disabled and deficient, but an etymological segment of the 

word as fu-jiyū will transform the adjective into a noun that literally reads as “no 

                                                
30 See Kawamura Minato’s article, “On A Regretful Farewell: The Illusion of the Great East Asian 
Amity,” trans. Dong Bingyue, Lu Xun Studies Monthly 7 (2004): 61–65. 
31 Gilles Deleuze, and Fe ́lix Guattari, Kafka: Toward a Minor Literature, trans. Dana Polan, Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 1986, p. 17. 
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freedom” so that Nihongo fujiyū—no freedom in Japanese language—becomes the 

criticism of the deteriorated environment for literary productions and individual authors.  

 

REWRITING THE LANTERN SLIDE INCIDENT 
As a novel of first-person narrative, the stylistic instability of the narrative voice 

undermines its aesthetic naturalness of Farewell that the style of Tanaka’s narration 

sways between literary to colloquial, between realist to lyricist. While in the first part, the 

novel narrates a series of events during Lu Xun’s study at Sendai, the second part focuses 

on the critical movement of Lu Xun when he converted from a career of medicine to that 

of literature. The stylistic inconsistency becomes most overt at the arrival of the “Lantern 

Slide Incident” in the second half of the novel, when Tanaka the narrator starts to 

articulate Lu Xun critical conversion, in which the language is changed into an intensely 

poetic and philosophical style with heightened enthusiasm for the issue of literature. 

The “Lantern Slide Incident” is conventionally believed to be the origin of Lu 

Xun’s career in literature. This interpretation comes from Lu Xun’s personal recollection 

of the conversion in “Preface to Call to Arms.” According to Lu Xun’s narrative, the 

Lantern Slide Incident took place when he was a student in Japan. One day after class, a 

few lantern slides were screened in classroom, in which a Chinese spy was executed 

during the Russo-Japanese War (1904–05). A few Chinese onlookers also showed up on 

the slide, but they were rather indifferently at the witness of the misery of their 

compatriot, as Lu Xun recalls: 
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One, with his hands tied behind him, was in the middle of the picture; the others 
were gathered around him. Physically, they were as strong and healthy as anyone 
could ask, but their expressions revealed all too clearly that spiritually they were 
calloused and numb. According to the caption, the Chinese whose hands were 
bound had been spying on the Japanese military for the Russians. He was about to 
be decapitated as a “public example.” The other Chinese gathered around him had 
come to enjoy the spectacle.32 
 
Appalled by the spiritual weakness of his compatriots, Lu Xun sensed that the 

problem of China and the Chinese people did not lie in their weakness of body but rather 

the weakness of spirit. He was thus driven from a career of medicine (to save his 

compatriots’ physical health) to a career of literature (to save his compatriots’ souls). The 

author’s confession is widely accepted as the origin of his literary career,33 and has 

become a classical anecdote of the origin of modern Chinese literature.  

Although Dazai does not leave out this decisive episode of Lu Xun seeing the 

lantern slides, he shows skepticism toward the credibility of the incident through the 

voice of Tanaka: 

In theatre, there are often stories in which a beautiful woman metamorphoses into 
a phantom at a single turn-back; however, in human life such a clear 
transformation might not be possible... The so-called “Lantern Slide Incident” 
indeed happened in the spring of the next year [1905]. However, that was by no 
means a turning point for him but an insignificant chance for him to notice the 
change in the blood, and this is my opinion…. [I]n a nutshell, he was fascinated 
by literature long before.34 
 
In Dazai’s unconventional interpretation, he trivializes the significance of the 

incident as the turning point of Lu Xun’s career and removes the political glow of the 

                                                
32 Lu Xun. Diary of a Madman and Other Stories, trans. William A. Lyell, Honolulu: University of 
Hawaii Press, 1990, p.23. 
33 Later scholars including Takeuchi Yoshimi and Leo Lee have pointed out the fictionality of the 
narrative. 
34 Dazai Osamu, Sekibetsu, Tōkyō: Shinchōsha, 1973, pp. 285-286. 
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incident as well as the sense of humiliation and inferiority of the Chinese student. 

According to Dazai, Lu Xun’s origin of literature rather lies elsewhere—in his budding 

passion for literature. 

The difference between Lu Xun’s original and Dazai’s rewriting of the Lantern 

Slide Incident falls precisely on the question of the origin of literature. According to Lu 

Xun’s narrative, he chose a literary career because literature would serve as the best 

means to renew the spirit of the people and the nation. His conversion originates from the 

political impulse to renew the nation. In line with the quintessential narrative of 

“obsessions with China,” a term proposed by C. T. Hsia that refers to Chinese 

intellectuals’ heavy concerns with the nation, literature only occupies a secondary 

position as a path toward the political realization. Dazai, in contrast, brings the origin of 

literature back to the realm of literature. According to Dazai’s rewriting, Lu Xun’s 

conversion is internally fermented and sustained by a lasting passion for literature that is 

in his blood instead of being externally driven by a complex of national inferiority. The 

conversion to literature happened long ago, and the incident is merely a catalyst for the 

young student to notice his literary passion. The origin of the literature of Lu Xun lies in 

nowhere other than in literature itself. Dazai translates this politically loaded gesture (to 

write for the nation that is rationalized through external judgment) into a spontaneous act 

(to write for one's enthusiasm for literature that dwells on internal emotions and feelings). 

The curious and creative rewriting of the Lantern Slide Incident opens up multiple 

possibilities of interpreting Farewell that it could be read as Dazai’s endeavor to re-
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construct the origin of literature and as a personal apology for writing the seemingly 

propagandistic novel. 

Dazai’s construct of the origin myth of literature echoes another originary 

moment in modern Japanese literature. In the classical work on the origins of modern 

Japanese literature, Karatani Kōjin excavates the lost and forgotten literary devices that 

once shaped modern Japanese literature. Reading Miyauchi Kan’ya’s novel, 

Shichirigahama: One Man’s Fate (1978), Karatani traces how Miyauchi demythologizes 

the “Shichirigahama Incident” in the novel. By the end of the story, the protagonist—a 

minor writer—realizes that the mythologization of the incident, to which his life and his 

aspiration to become a writer are closely related, originates from the influence of the 

novel The Cuckoo.35 While the protagonist realizes the mythologizing process of the 

incident, he falsely believes that the origin of his career as a writer could ultimately be 

traced to the cause of The Cuckoo.  

Karatani concludes that while Miyauchi demythologizes the incident, he fails to 

“objectify the mythologizing function of ‘literature’ that was at work”36 but comfortably 

accepts that literature originates from “literature.” Miyauchi is not alone in believing the 

origin myth of literature while staying unconscious that the myth is but an artificial 

construct. As Karatani observes, 

most writers ensconce themselves comfortably within the confines of literature 
without being aware of it. “In the beginning, there was literature.” The myth of 

                                                
35 In the novel, the protagonist’s father forbade him to read literature because of his speculation that the 
tragedy of the “Shichirigahama Incident” was resulted from the romantic sentiment of the novel The 
Cuckoo. The son disobeyed and aspired to take a literary career. 
36 Karatani Kōjin, “Sickness as Meaning” in Origins of Modern Japanese Literature, Durham: Duke 
University Press, 1993, p. 99. 
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literature is that it appears to us as a beginning, even though the beginning of 
“literature” is derivative.37 
 
As many other literary mechanisms analyzed in Origins, once the myth of 

literature as the origin is installed, the process of construction will be buried into history. 

In Miyauchi’s time, the field of literature was experiencing relative autonomy, free from 

external interventions. The primary status of literature was not challenged and writers 

comfortably dwelled within the myth without any awareness. In contrast, the historical 

condition in which Dazai writes Farewell is during the state of emergency when political 

commission becomes the origin of literature. Because of this, the status of literature is 

endangered and the origin myth is no longer self-evident but requires a conscious re-

establishment that would make literature “appear as a beginning.”  

In the overt layer, Dazai rewrites the origin of literature by rewriting Lu Xun’s 

critical moment of conversion. It depicts Lu Xun as being aesthetically—instead of 

politically—motivated, and the inversion of the political origin to a literary origin also 

invites a possible angle to re-examine the propagandistic origin of Farewell itself. As 

Dazai noted in the postscript to Farewell, even without the commission from Japan 

Literature Patriotic Association, he believed that he “would eventually write the novel at 

some point,”38 and the collection of materials and the planning of the novel started long 

ago. It is possible that the claim is to strategically draw a separating line with the wartime 

propaganda, as the publication of the novel and the postscript was not until after the 

                                                
37 Karatani Kōjin, “Sickness as Meaning” in Origins of Modern Japanese Literature, Durham: Duke 
University Press, 1993, p. 99. 
38 Dazai Osamu, “Sekibetsu atogaki,” Dazai Osamu zenshū, Vol. 10, Tōkyō: Chikuma Shobō, 1969, p. 
368. 
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defeat of the Empire in 1945. However, if there is any truth in the statement, then it will 

invite a parallel reading of Lu Xun’s conversion to literature and Dazai’s commission to 

write Farewell: both are conventionally viewed as of a political origin, but beneath the 

overt political layer underlies the deep concern for literature, which serves as the impetus 

for the respective writings of Lu Xun and Dazai.  

Viewed in this light, Dazai’s rewriting of the Lantern Slide Incident is in fact his 

apology to writing the seemingly propagandistic novel that the rewriting simultaneously 

un-writes the propagandistic origin of Farewell.  
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Conclusion 

It is already a well-established premise that the relationality of the self and the 

other is indispensable to the formation of individual consciousness. A similar process is 

also at work to the formation of the Japanese consciousness in which “the comparative 

framework of Japan (the Self) and the West (the Other) is installed.”39 The two works 

above rather represent the installation of a different “Other”—Lu Xun and the China he 

represents—that emerges through the artists’ dual resistance of both the state and the 

mainstream discourses, and this “Other” becomes an essential component in the 

construction of the self-consciousness of both the individual writers and the nation in 

emergency. 

  

                                                
39 Naoki Sakai, Translation and Subjectivity: On “Japan” and Cultural Nationalism, Minneapolis and 
London: University of Minnesota Press, 1997, p. 51. 
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