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Abstract 

Zhou Zuoren is a well-known prose writer and a literary critic in the history of modern 

Chinese literature. He has a rich collection of his original writings and also translated a 

considerable number of works from other foreign languages as well. His literary creation is 

actually the embodiment of his literary theory. This paper aims to explore the rich 

connotation and unique nature of Zhou Zuoren's literary thoughts. The paper tries to explore 

and analyse the concept of ‘rén’ [人, which means ‘human being’] as depicted in the prose of 

Zhou Zuoren. The research is based on the literature review, which focuses on the ideological 

origin of Zhou Zuoren's literary views, and the study of Zhou Zuoren's literary thoughts. The 

various aspects  of literary views, literary functionalism and literary history are the focus of 

Zhou Zuoren's literary thoughts. Findings in the present research describes that Zhou 

Zuoren's spiritual value and his orientation towards ‘humanistic literature’ is an integral 

aspect of his literary views and his concept of rén. 
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1. Introduction 

Zhou Zuoren (1885-1967), is a native of Shaoxing, Zhejiang. He is a famous modern essayist, 

literary theorist, poet, translator, thinker, pioneer of folklore, and an outstanding 

representative of the New Culture Movement. It is believed that the formation of Zhou 

Zuoren's literary thought is not a simple horizontal transplantation, but a special 

crystallization of thoughts that is formed after he integrated the influence of various Chinese 

and Western thoughts according to his own understanding, which is a mixture of many 

modern factors and traditional cultural genes. It takes natural human nature as the theoretical 

basis, and humanism and individualism as two important theoretical pillars. Zhou Zuoren's 

advocacy of ‘human literature’ comes from Western humanistic thought, while the advocacy 

of ‘individual literature’ has a close internal logical connection with individualism. 

Throughout his life, Zhou Zuoren's various ideas about literature are based on these two 

philosophies. 

Starting with the essence and function of literature, it t is believed that Zhou Zuoren's 

thoughts on literature have changed over the course of time. Although in terms of its status in 

literary history or its social impact, The Origin and Development of New Chinese Literature 

cannot be compared with ‘Humanist Literature’. Humanist Literature conforms to the trend of 

enlightenment and modernity, marking the modern dimension of Chinese literary thought, 

especially establishing the humanistic spiritual core of modern Chinese literature. 

2. Zhou Zuoren's Concept of ‘rén’ 
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Zhou Zuoren's thoughts are mainly reflected in his views on ‘rén’ (human life). In his concept 

of human existence, the view of life and death, the view of enjoyment, the view of women, 

and the view of reincarnation are its core themes. The concept of impermanence of life and 

enjoying life in time comes from biological evolution and natural human nature theory. The 

view of women reflects the influence of humanism and cultural anthropology on him. The 

view of reincarnation is mainly influenced by Buddhism and Christianity. The concept of ‘rén’ 
is reflected in his essays, forming a literary taste of indifference, elegance, fate, and bitterness, 

and is also reflected in the humanism and aesthetic non-utilitarianism in literary theory. 

Some people say that Zhou Zuoren was born in the wrong era. If he was born in the 

contemporary era of economic prosperity and social stability, he would not have to endure 

the test of morality. His plain and peaceful style and profound knowledge would make him a 

master in the literary world, making him stand out from the crowd. Disgrace and fame are 

determined by both the times and the individual. Zhou Zuoren once had very lofty social 

ideals, a high appreciation of culture and literature, and a very elegant taste for life, all of 

which can be seen in his articles, and all of which are inseparable from his concept of ‘rén’. 
From 1904, when he began to first publish his articles to 1966, the year before his death, he 

wrote thousands of articles in total. These articles all reflect his thinking about people. He 

laid the ideological foundation for modern literature with the literary concept of ‘human 

literature’. At the same time, his degeneration from an initial humanitarian to a thorough 

individualist is also closely related to his concept of ‘rén’. It can be said that concept of ‘rén’ 
has been the complex literary puzzle that Zhou Zuoren could not solve throughout his life, 

and it is also the core of his contradictory life.  

2.1 The connotation of Zhou Zuoren's view of humanism 

Zhou Zuoren's view of humanism is first of all his view of life and death. Zhou Zuoren's view 

of life and death is a process full of contradictions and changes. In the early stage, his view of 

life and death was positive, he was passionate to sacrifice his life for justice. In 1904, he 

published an article Speaking of Death and Life in "Women's World", in which he pointed out, 

when a century is over, the question of life and death would be trivial. Although he lamented 

the impermanence of life, he believed that as long as one is dedicated himself to the nation, 

he would die a worthy death.  

Since the beginning, Zhou Zuoren's views of life and death were contradictory. 

During his time in Japan, he formed the initial idea of establishing ‘rén’. He believed that the 

first priority in life is to survive. During this period, Zhou Zuoren witnessed the failure of the 

Great Revolution and felt at a loss in the face of the dark reality. In the article Human 

Literature, he believed that humans evolved from animals, and that humans have physical 

desires and demands. The ideal life for humans includes two aspects. The first is material life. 

Zhou Zuoren's outlook on life further regressed, and he began to return to tradition in terms 

of thoughts and interests. He admired the life interests of scholars and officials, and tried to 

enjoy a little beauty and harmony in the imperfect world. The second is to use methods to 

relieve boredom, such as smoking opium, taking concubines, gambling, staying in hot springs, 

etc., which are all ways to relieve boredom, but some of them require a lot of money, and 

some require a lot of effort, which poor people do not have the energy and money to do it. 
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After thinking hard, he finally came up with a method, which was reading behind closed 

doors.  

Zhou Zuoren admired Jin Shengtan. Jin Shengtan advocated enjoying real life and 

often satirized Confucian scholars who strictly abided by etiquette (Sieber, 2000, p57). Zhou 

Zuoren also repeatedly praised Jin Shengtan's aesthetic life attitude. It is worth noting that 

Zhou Zuoren's hedonistic outlook is by no means a pursuit of material desires. On the 

contrary, he despises material life and focuses on spiritual enjoyment. This hedonistic outlook 

has a strong scholar-official atmosphere. His views on women reflect the progressive side of 

Zhou Zuoren's ideas. This progressiveness is reflected in his humanitarianism. As an 

important ideological enlightenmentist during the "May Fourth" period, Zhou Zuoren had a 

profound understanding of women's issues. In 1918, Zhou Zuoren published "Human 

Literature", He pointed out that to study people, we must study women, and to liberate people, 

we must liberate women. His views on women in society have various aspects: 

2.2 Criticising the hypocritic approach on chastity 

In 1918, Zhou Zuoren translated the "Chastity Theory" by Japanese Yosano Akiko and 

published it in "New Youth" magazine. He declared that "lack of love" was the main feature 

of traditional marriage and was immoral. At the end of the same year, Zhou Zuoren 

advocated love marriage for men and women in Human Literature. He scientifically analysed 

that chastity, from the perspective of biological evolution, is the remnant of animal nature, 

which hinders the healthy development of life; from the perspective of time and space, the 

"sati" of ancient India, that is, the widow was cremated with her husband's body, and the 

"chastity" of Chinese women, these so-called national essence of the East, are the evil 

consequences of unnatural institutional habits. Criticizing chastity and virginity is the core of 

Zhou Zuoren's articles against old morality and old ethics, and it is also his consistent attitude. 

After the climax of the May Fourth Movement, although he was depressed and confused, he 

still hated the preaching of chastity. At that time, Zhou Zuoren criticized the chastity theory 

while vigorously praising Ibsen's plays. The main purpose of Ibsen's plays is to promote the 

free love of young men and women and oppose arranged marriages. He advocated that there 

is no such thing as chastity and virginity in the "marriage of love" between men and women. 

2.3 Criticising concubines and prostitution 

Zhou Zuoren hated men's prostitution. In his article The Kinu River Incident, he wrote about 

prostitution (which is also a kind of rape) is an act against nature, and in his view it is lower 

than animals, making people engage in prostitution to make a living, it is something that even 

animals wouldn’t do, so it is lower than animals. Although he was among the scholars, he did 

not have the bad habit of taking concubines and visiting prostitutes. He believed that Chinese 

men wanted their wives to be chaste and chaste, but they themselves openly visited 

prostitutes and took concubines, how hypocritical they were. Zhou Zuoren narrated such a 

meaningful story. Once when the capital was pacified, a wandering warrior raped a woman, 

but told her not to be raped by others. Zhou ewas especially hurt by these kind of hypocrisy. 

2.4 Opposing the foot binding tradition for women 
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Zhou Zuoren's aesthetic view of "shame of foot binding" was formed by the impact of 

Western ideas and his mother. The "May Fourth" New Culture Movement advocated 

humanity. Women are human beings, so of course they should oppose physical destruction. 

When he studied in Japan, he saw the natural feet of Japanese women and their swift walking, 

which aroused infinite emotion, he found that it is a very healthy and beautiful thing. His 

mother also bound her feet, but when the natural foot movement arose in the late Qing 

Dynasty, she was the first to unbind her feet despite the attacks of the old and young. 

Therefore, when Zhou Zuoren saw women with bound feet staggering on the street, or 

women struggling to move their bound feet to escape, he always showed deep sympathy and 

expressed extreme indignation against foot binding. 

2.5 Value of Women’s life 

On the value of women's life, in "On the inappropriateness of using the word flower as a 

synonym for women", he said: "In the 20th century, the feelings of willows on the street and 

swords in dreams will be replaced by the taste of bullet rain and gun forests and the taste of 

black ice in the land of Hu. Whether it is Mercer, Manita, or Mrs. Roland, it is not the job of 

others. Therefore, women in the 20th century do not value beauty, but chivalry; do not worry 

about roughness, but worry about being weak and frivolous." He advocated that women 

should have the same rights as men to make achievements and establish their own careers. 

3. Miscellaneous Studies and Zhou Zuoren’s concept of ‘rén’ 

Zhou Zuoren’s views on life and death and enjoyment were most influenced by Ellis. In The 

Psychology of Individual Differences, Ellis (1930, p247) described the will to live as the core 

fact of human life activities. It is the basis of all human life activities and life, and the 

ultimate goal of human life activities and life provides a physiological basis for the will to 

live. He further explained based on physiology that the will to live is composed of a group of 

opposing factors - inhibition and development or abstinence and indulgence (Ellis, 1917, 

p354). These two factors are naturally present in the life of organisms, and their ultimate goal 

is to maximize the realization of the will to live. The realization of this will to live depends 

on the harmony and balance of the two factors of inhibition and development. For living 

things in nature, the will to survive can be achieved naturally through instinct, and these 

factors will be naturally reconciled. However, for humans, the realization of their will to 

survive must be achieved through their conscious and active use of various means, using their 

own activity ability to impose on life and life activities themselves, and reconciling various 

factors to maximize the realization of their will to survive.  

In Ellis's (1917) view, this active reconciliation behavior of humans is an artistic 

behavior, because art refers to the sum of all human positive abilities. Ellis (1917, p302) 

believes that the origin of human moral activities is the artistic behavior of humans actively 

reconciling the two factors of suppression and development. He also calls this way of moral 

establishment the proper path of moral development, that is, "the traditional path created by 

instinct." It is the result of the art of life. He was amazed by the instincts of animals. He 

concluded that the instincts evolved from animals should be fully respected and all external 

suppression of human animal instincts should be opposed. Zhou Zuoren’s view on women 

was influenced by humanitarian thought. Zhou Zuoren’s humanitarianism, influenced by the 
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theory of evolution and the theory of natural human nature, tended to affirm the expression of 

human natural desires and the acquisition of the right to love and be loved. At the same time, 

he accepted the most fundamental concept of sexual morality from Ellis’s Studies in 

Psychology of Sex and believed that normal human sexual desires should be satisfied (1917, 

p121). He believed that morality often changes with time and place and that all ancient 

etiquette and bestiality that hindered the upward development of human nature should be 

excluded and corrected.  

Conclusion 

Zhou Zuoren’s literary thoughts and concept of human being were deeply influenced by 

Buddhism, Christianity and traditional Chinese culture. His contribution to modern Chinese 

novels is mainly focused on theoretical construction: advocating realistic novels and 

promoting the birth of new concepts in novels; translating Western novels to seek new ways 

for the development of modern novels in China, interpreting and explaining modern writings 

with the latest theories; emphasizing local colours and encouraging works that go deep into 

the folks to write about ordinary people and ordinary life. He advocated that criticism is also 

a kind of creation, and he not only borrowed the essence of impressionist criticism but also 

integrated his personal understanding of literary criticism, thus forming his own unique 

critical style. His specific criticism may be somewhat one-sided, but his series of literary 

thoughts have indelible value and far-reaching influence, and are precious heritage that must 

be inherited and carried forward. 

While he had a broad understanding of modern European culture and tried to master 

various bourgeois ideological weapons, he viewed this religious culture from the perspective 

of a "literary man". In his early years, Zhou Zuoren came into contact with the Bible when he 

was studying in Nanjing, the influence of Christianity also formed his ideological 

characteristics of integrating the two cultural traditions. He believed that establishing a 

country starts with establishing people, and establishing people requires the full development 

of human nature, and literature and art can change temperament and transform society. One 

piece of writing can influence the entire world. Zhou Zuoren did not have a persistent 

religious belief. He did not recognize the existence of God and personal gods, but he placed 

high hopes on Christianity in the reality of over-promoting it. In terms of reforming people's 

thoughts, the idea of enlightenment through scientific thought gradually seem to be faded, 

and replaced by increasing belief in Christianity. 
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