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INTRODUCTION: THE ENDURING POWER OF LU XUN'S "A MADMAN'S DIARY"

"Diary of  a Madman" (狂人日记,  Kuangren Riji)  stands as one of  the most revolutionary and influential
short stories in modern Chinese literature. Published in 1918 by the writer Lu Xun (Lu Xun), it is
widely regarded as the first modern short story written in vernacular Chinese (baihua)  rather than
classical Chinese. The work is a sharp, satirical, and deeply unsettling critique of the feudal society
that dominated China for millennia. Through the fragmented, paranoid diary entries of a man who
believes he is being targeted by cannibals, Lu Xun delivers a blistering allegory on the "cannibalistic"
nature of traditional Chinese culture, condemning its oppressive hierarchies, Confucian hypocrisy,
and resistance to change. More than a century after its publication, "Diary of a Madman" remains a
cornerstone of Chinese literature and a universal exploration of madness, truth, and societal cruelty.

THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT: CHINA AT A CROSSROADS

To fully appreciate Lu Xun Diary Of A Madman, one must understand the tumultuous period in
which it was written. The late Qing Dynasty and early Republic era were defined by political collapse,
foreign  imperialism,  and  a  profound crisis  of  cultural  identity.  Intellectuals  of  the  May Fourth
Movement (1919) sought to modernize China by breaking from Confucian traditions, which they
blamed  for  the  country's  stagnation  and  weakness.  Lu  Xun,  a  leading  figure  of  this  cultural
awakening, used his writing as a scalpel to dissect the ills of Chinese society. "Diary of a Madman"
was his first and most powerful literary assault on the "man-eating" customs of the old order, giving
voice to the despair and urgency felt by a generation that yearned for change.

PLOT SUMMARY: THE DESCENT INTO ALLEGORY

The story is presented as a preface by a friend who has compiled the diary entries of a man
suffering  from  a  persecution  complex.  The  diary  begins  with  the  madman  feeling  uneasy  and
frightened, especially at night. He records his growing suspicion that everyone around him—his
brother,  the villagers,  the neighbors,  even the doctor—is a cannibal  intent on eating him. His
observations  become  increasingly  paranoid  and  allegorical.  He  reads  the  history  books  and  finds
only two words between the lines: "Eat people." This chilling revelation forms the core of the story's
critique. The madman's madness is,  paradoxically,  his sanity; his perception of the world as a
cannibalistic feast is a metaphor for the literal and metaphorical consumption of the weak by the
strong in traditional Chinese society.

Key Diary Entries and Their Significance
The Fear Awakens: The madman notes the strange looks of his brother and the villagers,
setting the tone of paranoia.
The Historical Revelation: He reads a history book and finds every page filled with "eat
people," exposing how violence and oppression have been normalized.
The Young Child: The madman realizes that even a child he sees might be complicit in the
cannibalistic society, suggesting the cycle of oppression is perpetuated across generations.
The Final Plea: The madman ends his diary with a desperate cry, "Save the children," a call
to break the cycle so that the next generation may not be tainted or consumed by the old
ways.

THEMES IN LU XUN'S "DIARY OF A MADMAN"

Cannibalism as Social Allegory
The most powerful and pervasive theme is cannibalism. Literally, the madman fears being eaten.
Figuratively, cannibalism represents the way traditional Chinese society devours the individual. The
strong exploit the weak; families sacrifice daughters for patrilineal honor; the state crushes dissent
under the weight of Confucian morality. This "man-eating" (吃人) is not just a metaphor but a systemic
critique of how feudalism destroys humanity. Lu Xun's use of this grotesque imagery makes the
criticism unforgettable.

Madness vs. True Sanity
The story poses a profound question: Who is truly mad? The diarist is labeled insane by those
around him, but his insanity is a form of enlightenment. He sees the truth that others ignore or
actively deny. Society's "sanity" is a mask for complacency and cruelty. This inversion forces readers

to question accepted norms and recognize that what is considered "normal" may be a collective
delusion. Lu Xun explores the loneliness of the enlightened individual in a society that refuses to see
its own failings.

Tradition vs. Modernity
The  madman's  struggle  against  his  brother—a  traditional  Confucian  figure—embodies  the  conflict
between old and new. The brother represents the entrenched power of  tradition that  silences
dissent. The madman's diary is a desperate attempt to break free from this oppressive system. Lu
Xun advocates for a new culture that values individual reason and humanity over blind adherence to
ancient customs.

LITERARY TECHNIQUES AND STYLE

Lu Xun masterfully employs several techniques to enhance the story's impact. The first-person diary
format gives the narrative an intimate, raw, and fragmented quality, making the reader feel the
madman's crumbling psyche. The use of vernacular Chinese was a radical choice at the time, as
classical Chinese was the language of the literati and the old society. By writing in the common
tongue, Lu Xun democratized literature and made his critique accessible to a wider audience.
Symbolism abounds: the moon represents enlightenment and madness, the dog represents the
mindless acceptance of tradition, and the history book stands for the entire oppressive cultural
legacy of China. The short, staccato sentences of the diary entries mirror the madman's agitated
thoughts, creating a sense of immediacy and terror.

Symbolism Explored
The Moon: The madman first feels troubled by the moonlight, linking illumination with his1.
"mad" insights. The moon is a classic symbol of both lunacy and clarity.
The History Book: When the madman reads "eat people" in the history books, it represents2.
the hidden truth of all recorded Chinese civilization—violence and oppression inherent in the
tradition.
The Young Child: The child symbolizes potential innocence, but the madman fears that the3.
child has already been corrupted. This emphasizes the urgency of breaking the cycle to "save
the children."
The Brother: The brother is the embodiment of the patriarchal, Confucian authority that4.
enforces the cannibalistic system while pretending to be benevolent.

IMPACT AND LEGACY: WHY "DIARY OF A MADMAN" STILL MATTERS

Upon its publication, Lu Xun Diary Of A Madman sent shockwaves through China's intellectual
circles. It marked a decisive break from traditional literary forms and themes, giving birth to modern
Chinese literature. The story's central metaphor of "eating people" became a rallying cry for those
seeking  to  overthrow  the  feudal  yoke.  Lu  Xun's  influence  on  later  writers,  from  the  May  Fourth
generation to contemporary authors like Mo Yan and Yu Hua, is immeasurable. The story continues
to be taught in schools, analyzed in universities, and adapted into films and plays. Beyond China, its
exploration  of  societal  hypocrisy  and  the  cost  of  enlightenment  has  resonated  with  readers
worldwide who grapple with similar themes of oppression and resistance.

Relevance in Contemporary Society
In the 21st century, "Diary of a Madman" remains startlingly relevant. The "cannibalism" of social
media mobs, corporate exploitation, political oppression, and cultural tribalism can all be seen as
modern manifestations of  the same man-eating logic.  Lu Xun's  madman serves as a timeless
archetype: the truth-teller whose voice is dismissed as insanity by those who benefit from the status
quo. The story reminds us that true progress often requires challenging deeply ingrained norms and
that the first step is to recognize the "man-eating" in our own world.

CONCLUSION: THE CALL TO "SAVE THE CHILDREN"

Lu Xun's "Diary of a Madman" is more than a literary masterpiece; it is a searing indictment of a
suffocating  society  and  a  courageous  call  for  change.  The  madman's  final  cry—"Save  the
children"—remains a  poignant  hope for  a  future free from the cycles  of  oppression and blind
tradition. As readers, we are invited to look between the lines of our own histories and see what
truths we might be ignoring. In a world still filled with various forms of "cannibalism," Lu Xun's voice
echoes across time, urging us to question, to rebel, and to strive for a more humane existence. The
diary may belong to a madman, but its wisdom is the most profound sanity we can hope for.
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