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INTRODUCTION: THE ENDURING POWER OF A
MODERN CLASSIC

Few novels capture the raw, unvarnished experience of life in
modern China with the same emotional depth and stark beauty
as To Live By Yu Hua. First published in 1993, this novel has
become  a  cornerstone  of  contemporary  Chinese  literature,
touching  readers  worldwide  with  its  heartbreaking  yet  life-
affirming  narrative.  The  story  follows  the  protagonist,  Fugui,  a
once-wealthy landowner’s  son who gambles away his  family’s
fortune and then endures a series of devastating losses against
the backdrop of China’s tumultuous 20th century. What makes
To Live By Yu Hua so profoundly moving is not just the tragedy,
but the quiet, stubborn resilience of its central character. In this
article,  we  will  explore  the  novel’s  plot,  themes,  cultural
significance,  and  why  it  remains  an  essential  read  for  anyone
seeking  to  understand  the  human  condition.

THE STORY OF FUGUI: A JOURNEY THROUGH PAIN
AND SURVIVAL

At the heart of To Live By Yu Hua is the life story of Xu Fugui, a
man whose name in Chinese (富贵) ironically means “wealth and
honor.”  Born  into  a  life  of  privilege,  Fugui  spends  his  youth
indulging in gambling and womanizing. His addiction to dice and
cards leads him to lose the entire family property to a cunning
rival. This single catastrophic event sets the stage for a lifetime
of  suffering.  The  novel  then  traces  his  journey  from  a  spoiled
young master to a penniless farmer, forced to work the land he
once owned.

The Cruelty of Fate and
Historical Upheaval
Fugui’s  personal  misfortunes  are  interwoven  with  the  grand,
often brutal, forces of history. The novel spans the Chinese Civil
War, the Land Reform movement, the Great Leap Forward, and
the Cultural Revolution. Yu Hua does not simply use these events
as  background;  they  directly  shape  every  aspect  of  Fugui’s
existence. During the Great Leap Forward, his family suffers from
famine.  Later,  his  son  is  accidentally  killed  by  a  Red  Guard
doctor.  His  daughter  dies  in  childbirth.  His  wife,  Jiazhen,
succumbs to illness. His son-in-law dies in a building accident.
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Finally, his grandson, Kugen, passes away from eating too many
beans after years of deprivation. Through each tragedy, To Live
By Yu Hua asks a haunting question: How much can one person
endure and still choose to keep living?

MAJOR THEMES IN TO LIVE BY YU HUA

The novel is rich with themes that resonate across cultures and
eras. Below are some of the most significant ones explored in the
story.

Suffering and Resilience: The most obvious theme is the
endurance of suffering. Fugui loses everyone he loves, yet
he never chooses to die. His will to live becomes a quiet act
of defiance.
The Irony of Fate: The name Fugui stands in stark
contrast to his actual life. The novel suggests that life is
often indifferent to human desires and expectations.
Family Bonds: Despite poverty and pain, the family unit
provides a fragile shelter. Fugui’s love for his wife and
children is his only anchor.
Memory and Storytelling: The novel is structured as
Fugui telling his life story to a young man (a proxy for the
reader). Memory becomes a way to make sense of pain and
preserve those who are gone.
The Value of a Simple Life: After losing everything,
Fugui finds meaning in the most ordinary activities: plowing
a field, talking to his ox, eating a bowl of noodles.

LITERARY STYLE AND NARRATIVE TECHNIQUE

Yu Hua’s  writing style  in  To Live By Yu Hua  is  deceptively
simple. The prose is direct, almost reportorial, without excessive
ornamentation.  This  flat,  restrained  tone  makes  the  emotional
impact  even  stronger  because  the  horror  and  sadness  are
presented without melodrama. The reader is left to absorb the
weight  of  each  event  without  narrative  manipulation.  This
approach  reflects  the  author’s  early  background  as  a  dentist—a
profession that demands precision and emotional detachment.
Another  remarkable  technique  is  the  use  of  an  embedded
narrator. The novel begins with a first-person prologue where the
narrator meets an old peasant (Fugui) who tells his life story. This
framing device distances the reader slightly, creating a sense of
oral history. It also reinforces the idea that To Live By Yu Hua is
not just a novel but a testimony—a voice from a generation that
survived incredible hardship.

Symbolism: The Shadow of
the Ox
One of the most poignant symbols in the book is the old ox that
Fugui buys in his final years. He names it Fugui as well, and talks
to it as if it were his wife and children. The ox represents the
continuation  of  l i fe,  the  burden  of  memory,  and  the
companionship of the past. By treating the animal with kindness
and conversation,  Fugui demonstrates that love does not end
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with death—it is transformed into ritual and care.

CULTURAL AND HISTORICAL CONTEXT

To fully appreciate To Live By Yu Hua, one must understand the
historical landscape in which it is set. The 20th century in China
was a period of extreme upheaval: war, revolution, famine, and
political terror. Yu Hua was born in 1960, and although he did not
personally experience all the events he describes, he grew up
hearing  stories  from his  elders.  The novel  can be  read as  a
collective memory of that era. In China, the book was initially
banned  for  a  period  because  of  its  unflinching  portrayal  of  the
suffering  caused  by  political  movements.  However,  it  later
became  a  celebrated  classic,  adapted  into  a  1994  film  directed
by Zhang Yimou (which won the Grand Jury Prize at Cannes) and
a television series. The novel’s ability to survive censorship itself
mirrors its theme of resilience.

WHY TO LIVE BY YU HUA REMAINS RELEVANT TODAY

In  an age of  instant  gratification and curated social  media lives,
To  Live  By  Yu  Hua  offers  a  powerful  counter-narrative.  It
reminds readers that pain is inevitable, but despair is a choice.
The  novel  does  not  offer  easy  comfort  or  religious  salvation.
Instead, it presents a simple, stoic philosophy: we live because
we  live.  There  is  no  grand  purpose;  the  meaning  is  in  the
continuation itself.
Many contemporary readers, particularly in the West, have found
the novel to be a profound meditation on grief, especially after
the global pandemic. The story forces us to confront our own

fragility and to ask what matters when everything is stripped
away. For these reasons, university courses in world literature,
philosophy, and Chinese studies often include To Live By Yu
Hua in their syllabi.

CRITICAL RECEPTION AND ADAPTATIONS

The  novel  has  garnered  widespread  acclaim from critics  and
readers alike.  It  has been translated into more than a dozen
languages.  The  English  translation  by  Michael  Berry  won  the
Translators  Association’s  award.  Critics  have  compared  Yu
Hua to authors like Charles Dickens and Gabriel García Márquez
for his ability to blend grim realism with moments of dark humor
and  tenderness.  The  film  adaptation,  while  differing  from  the
book in its ending, brought the story to a global audience. The
Chinese title of the novel is 活着 (Huózhe), which means “to be
alive” or “to live.” The English title To Live captures the essence
of the verb form—an ongoing action, not a completed state.

Comparison with Other
Dystopian and Survival
Literature
Readers of To Live By Yu Hua often draw parallels to works like
The Grapes of Wrath by John Steinbeck, One Day in the Life of
Ivan Denisovich by Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, and Prisoner of the
Mountains  by  Vladimir  Makanin.  However,  Yu  Hua’s  novel  is
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unique in its blending of the personal and the political without
didacticism. Fugui is not a hero; he is an ordinary, sometimes
selfish  man.  His  transformation  is  not  into  a  saint  but  into  a
person  who  learns  to  accept  responsibility  for  his  life.

KEY PASSAGES AND QUOTES

“When you have nothing, you have to live.” – This line1.
encapsulates the philosophy of the novel.
“If you live long enough, you will see everything.” –2.
A statement on the weary wisdom of age.
“I have a wife, children, and a home. I am lucky.” –3.
Said after losing almost everything; it shows how
perspective can redefine wealth.

CONCLUSION: THE QUIET TRIUMPH OF THE HUMAN
SPIRIT

To Live By Yu Hua is not a story about winning. It is a story
about not giving up. In a world that often demands happiness and
success,  the  novel  offers  a  radical  alternative:  survival  in  the
rawest form. Fugui’s life is a testament to the idea that to live,
even  when  broken,  is  itself  an  achievement.  The  final  image  of
the novel—an old man talking to his ox under the soft Chinese
sun—is one of the most unforgettable in modern literature.  It
reminds  us  that  while  we  may  lose  everything,  we  can  still
choose to carry the memories of those we loved forward, one day
at a time. For anyone searching for a deeper understanding of
resilience, history, and what it means to be human, To Live By
Yu Hua is not just recommended—it is essential.
Explore more about Chinese literature and modern classics by
searching for To Live By Yu Hua reviews, analysis, and study
guides.


