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Morality, Carnal Desire, and Art: The Triple Aspects of Zhou Zuoren’s Review of Sinking
LIU Yang

Abstract: After the publication of Yu Dafu’s novel Sinking, it sparked controversy and was accused of
being “immoral literature.” In response, Yu Dafu specially invited Zhou Zuoren to write an article in defense.
Zhou Zuoren’s review of Sinking actually has its theoretical core and defensive validity based on three
closely related aspects that focus on the inherent attributes of the novel: “immoral novels,
improper literature,” and “artistic works.” Taking these three aspects as the core examination points, this

9

unconscious and

paper analyzes the fallacy of the label “immoral novels” within the framework of “human literature” from a
negative perspective, and argues that Sinking possesses the intrinsic legitimacy of “human morality”. that is,
the sound human nature characterized by the unity of spirit and body and the equal emphasis on desire and
passion—thereby positioning its essence as a serious love novel. It positively expounds the two key concepts
of “unconscious and improper literature” and “artistic works™: the former refers to the serious exploration of
love as a fusion of passion and desire in the work, which possesses natural authenticity; the latter, through
its profound connection with the Western “art of love”, reveals its aesthetic trait of elevating erotic writing in
artistic form and distilling it into “elevated eroticism.” Both point to the serious aesthetic transformation of the
erotic theme through artistic means in Sinking. These three aspects do not exist in isolation but form an organic
whole that support each other and progress layer by layer in Zhou Zuoren’s comments. The fundamental
purpose lies in building a solid theoretical barrier against traditional moral criticism for novels like Sinking
that seriously explore human nature and love, and in establishing their legitimacy within the modern literary
spectrum. This profoundly reflects one of the core demands of Zhou Zuoren’s view of “human literature”. That
is, his deep concern for the unity of spirit and flesh in human nature, as well as his profound thinking on how
literature should truly and artistically express such human nature.
Keywords: Sinking; morality; carnal desire; art; Yu Dafu; Zhou Zuoren; “Human Literature”
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