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Abstract

This introduction briefly frames the parameters within which the eight articles of the Forum
explore the topic of ethical literary criticism, and more specifically brain text, and attempts at
reading anew selected texts from World Literature. In addition to offering brief summaries of
the articles, it also reflects on possible directions for future research and theory and practice
of ethical criticism in response to recent developments in the literary scene like the rise of new

“genres” in the digital world.
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The second decade of the 21st century witnessed an upsurge and rapid development
of ethical literary criticism which seeks “to unpack the ethical features of literary
works, to describe characters and their lives from the vantage point of ethics, and to
make ethical judgments about them” (Nie, “Towards an Ethical Literary Criticism”
83). The boom of ethical criticism in the West may be gleaned from the proliferation
of works by such renowned scholars as Martha Nussbaum, Tobin Siebers, Wayne
C. Booth, Charles Altieri, J. Hillis Miller, James Phelan, Adam Zachery Newton,
and many others. Interestingly and surprisingly, however, contemporary Western
ethical theories have been enhanced, strengthened, and enriched in a non-Western
context most prominently by their Chinese counterpart, though its own ethical
turn occurred two decades later and ascended against a different background.

Unlike moral criticism, ethical literary criticism does not simply evaluate a given
work as good or bad from the vantage point of today’s moral principles. Instead,
it emphasizes what might be deemed to have come under the rubric of “ethical
historicism”—that is, it examines the ethical values in a given work with reference
to a particular historical context or period in which the text under discussion was
written. The overarching goal of ethical literary criticism is to uncover ethical
factors that bring literature into existence and the ethical elements that underpin
the development of characters or events in literary works. As such, it seeks to
illuminate issues concerning the events, characters, their actions, and other textual
features from an ethical perspective, and to make an ethical judgment about them
accordingly.

One of the theoretical models in ethical literary criticism, which has gained
considerable traction among its practitioners in the last several years, posits that
the text as the literary work’s embodiment comes in three basic forms: brain text,
material text, and electronic (digital) text. Conceived thus, brain text is a kind of
text stored in the human brain and thus acquires a distinctive biological form. It
mainly preserves human beings’ experience of perception and cognition through
memory. Before the creation of written symbols, there appeared a wide array of
brain texts displaying such salient features of literature as myth, heroic epics, folk
tales, and historical narratives. To a large degree, brain text is the prototype of oral
literature in its textual form, though it is not hereditary and can only be passed
down orally from one generation to another. However, it is unlikely for people to
perceive and receive brain text before it gets externalized orally or converted into
material text which is perceived via visual and auditory organs, and the electronic
text which may be interpreted with the aid of appropriate tools.

Brain text, as a form of text, did not only exist in the early period of human
civilization or before the invention of written symbols, as might be construed;
rather, it has continued to be the source of material text and electronic text. Before



producing a literary work, the writer usually has the “raw materials” such as the
basic story and narrative structure stored in his mind in the form of brain text, which
can be generally seen as a mother text that generates various forms of literature. In
other words, brain text can be fruitfully seen as a prototype of other texts. It is from
the brain text that stories could be presented orally, materially, or electronically.
From this perspective, it may be said that as long as the human brain works, it
will produce various brain texts. In fact, it is arguable that literary creation and
circulation, either in the form of material text or in the form of digital text, cannot
do without brain text. In this sense, there would be no literature without brain text.
Unlike the existing conceptions of ethical literary criticism coming from both the
West and the East, brain text enables critics to pin down the very mechanism of
production, reception, and circulation of literature. As such, it is suggested that
the investigation of world literature take its departure from brain text, which may
not only bring out insights about the production and circulation of world literature,
but also reveal what is traditionally referred to as the “moral” dimension of world
literature within the framework of ethical literary criticism.

This special section of Kritika Kultura is the first of two parts on “Ethical Literary
Criticism, Brain Text, and New Readings of World Literature,” which not only
aims to reveal the material nature of literature and its form of brain text, but also
attempts to investigate the ethical function and educational value of brain text in the
arena of world literature. This forum begins with Zhenzhao Nie’s “Ethical Literary
Criticism: Oral Literature and Forming Mechanism of Brain Text” Nie is a major
figure in the theory and practice of ethical literary criticism in the non-Western
world, in whose honor this special section is dedicated. As a Chinese founder of
ethical literary criticism, Nie’s recent body of works has been fully devoted to its
methodology and practice in the past decade. He has proposed a new concept of
brain text in parallel with writing text and electronic text. In his view, literature
relies on text for its existence. With reference to oral literature, Nie contends that
before its dissemination, the text of oral literature is largely stored in the human
brain, which can be termed as “brain text” In his conceptual system of ethical
literary criticism, text falls into three broad categories, namely, brain text which
uses the brain as the physical organ for storing information; written text which
writes, prints, or inscribes words or symbols on physical materials; and electronic
(digital) text which depends on computer storage devices to store information
converted from words or symbols. Nie addresses a very fundamental question: Is
there a text for oral literature? Viewed in the light of ethical literary criticism, oral
literature is largely dependent on brain text. Nie’s paper is thought-provoking and
raises a number of questions, including: How is brain text formulated? What are
the signals of brain text in a literary work? Why is brain text important for ethical
literary criticism? It is around these (and related) questions that the essays in this
forum revolve.



In their paper “Ethical Literary Criticism, Brain Text, and Ian McEwan’s
Machines Like Me,” Biwu Shang and Fong Keng Seng attempt to reveal the conflicts
between humans and machines in McEwan’s novel Machines Like Me (2019). In
their view, human is a product of natural selection and ethical selection, while
machine is the product of scientific selection. Through a detailed analysis of two
central events, namely, Adam’s declaration of his love for Miranda, and Adam’s
death, Shang and Fong contend that Adam has no biological brain text and no
ethical consciousness to tell good from evil, which largely accounts for his failure
to deal with ethical issues in the human world. Shang and Fong’s paper draws
readers’ attention to such urgent issues as whether it is possible for humans and
machines to be in co-existence, on the one hand, and whether humans have the
right to destroy machines, on the other hand.

Gexin Yang’s paper, “Brain Text as the Software of Ethical Selection: The
Development of Ethical Literary Criticism,” presents the genealogical study
of ethical criticism in the West. In particular, it examines Wayne C. Booth’s
“coduction,” Martha Nussbaum’s “plural values,” J. Hillis Miller’s “ethics of reading,’
Adam Newton’s “narrative ethics,” James Phelan’s “rhetorical ethics,” and Peter
Rabinowitz’s “lateral ethics” In doing so, he attempts to provide an overview of
ethical criticism in the West so as to contrast the development of its counterpart in
the non-West, particularly in China. Yang argues that the ethical literary criticism
developed in China saliently marked its distinctive foundation, basic principle,
theoretical terminology, and critical practice. He takes brain text as an example
and undertakes an insightful reading of Monkey King in The Journey to the West. In
Yang’s view, the Monkey King has finally behaved himself and transformed into a
saint monk. That his brain text has been constantly rewritten and updated by Xuan
Zang enables the Monkey King to pass the stage of ethical selection.

“Problematizing the Validity of Neuroethics and the Moral Treatment: ‘Brain
Text’ as a New Humanistic Approach to Moral Education” by Yanyan Jia and
Houliang Chen is an interdisciplinary study of ethical literary criticism which
brings in neuroscience in its problematic. Jia and Chen raise a fundamental issue
which is rightly embraced by ethical literary criticism: whether one’s moral sense
could be corrected, enhanced, and improved. What is particularly interesting in
their exploration of the moral risks of moral treatment and the instructive merits of
brain text theory for children education is by taking Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man
and Anthony Burgess’s A Clockwork Orange as examples. They conclude the paper
by warning readers that neuroscience runs the risk of reducing moral reasoning
to a biological activity subject to the law of matter, underestimating the organic
richness of human moral life, and reducing moral reasoning to the biological
operation of the brain, which might lead to the loss of human subjectivity.



In his paper “Brain Text, Brain-to-Text, and the Mind Style of Literature,” Songlin
Wang connects Nie’s conception of brain text with the mind style of a writer. He
attempts to address a number of questions about brain text, among which are “How
and why is thought or mind made into oral and written or electronic texts? What
is the relationship among brain, mind, and brain text, neuro-scientifically? Can we
regard brain text (and consciousness) as a physical and biological form, something
that could be detected as brain waves?” The most essential question that must be
addressed is this: “If we accept Nie’s original term of brain text, how practicable
and meaningful is it when employed to analyze the mind style of a writer, both
ethically and cognitively?” Wang contends that choices of words and syntactical
order in literature serve as a representation of both the “word-view” and “world
view” of the writer, and an indirect or metaphorical representation of his brain text.

Yili Tang’s paper “Brain Text and Sphinx Factor: An Ethical Interpretation of
Adultery in Julian Barnes’s Fiction” examines the interaction between different brain
texts of adultery and the Sphinx factor in Julian Barnes’s fiction. Using Barnes’s
Metroland, Before She Met Me, and The Only Story as examples, Tang interrogates
the interplay of the Sphinx factor in the love triangle (the adulterer/adulteress, the
spouse, and the adulterous lover) with reference to Nie’s ethical literary criticism,
which, she argues, sheds light on the moral phenomenon of adultery in works as
well as reality, and reinforces the view that human life should be guided by moral
principles.

Wen Guo’s paper “Positronic vs. Human Brain: Robots’ Brain Text as the
Representation of Ethical Guiding Principles in Isaac Asimov’s The Complete Robot”
explores Asimov’s robot stories, arguing that his “three laws of robotics” represent
the essential guiding principles of ethical systems. In particular, Guo makes a
comparison between positronic brain and human brain. This helps her to arrive
at the conclusion that the positronic brain is the embodiment of the qualities of
humans’ ethical choices by gathering and calculating the programmed brain text.

This forum concludes with Maosheng Liu’s paper “Ethical Tradition in British
Drama: A Case Study of Oscar Wilde and George Bernard Shaw’, which surveys
a number of works by Wilde including Lady Windermere’s Fan, A Woman of No
Importance, An Ideal Husband, and The Importance of Being Earnest, and Shaw’s
works such as Mrs. Warren’s Profession, Widower’s Houses, The Apple Cart, Too
True to be Good, The Millionairess, and Geneva from the perspective of ethical
literary criticism. He contends that in both Wilde’s and Shaw’s works, artistic
creation represents social problems rooted in the degeneration of human morality.

This forum features papers from diverse perspectives on brain text and ethical
literary criticism, ranging from theoretical exploration to critical practice, from



neuroscience to moral philosophy, and from fiction to drama. While tackling
relevant ethical issues, all eight papers collected in this forum attempt to produce
new readings of literary texts and to unpack the ethical implications underlying
the texts. It goes without saying that all the papers collected in this forum revolve
around Nie’s ethical literary criticism, in particular his conceptions of brain text,
material text, and electronic (digital) text. On the one hand, Nie’s arguments about
the three basic textual forms provide an important critical point of departure for
all these papers. On the other hand, these papers consolidate and enrich the theory
of ethical literary criticism from their respective approaches. For instance, Yanyan
Jia and Houliang Chen’s paper raises an interesting issue of moral disease, which is
examined based on the concept of the brain text coupled with the evidence from
neuroscience. In a similar vein, Songlin Wang’s paper, by combining the ethical
literary criticism with neurolinguistics and neuroethics, decodes a particular
writer’s ethical orientation as embodied in his choice of the order of words and
syntax. Viewed in this light, the papers are not only informed by ethical literary
criticism, but are also thought-provoking issues for ethical literary critics to deal
with in the future.

However, those interpretations and decodings of brain texts, either of the
character or of the writer, are dependent on the material text which is especially
produced in print form. This does not deny the importance of spreading literature
and disseminating the ethical value of electronic and screen-based literature in
digital form in current times. Ethical literary criticism’s increasing importance and
greater impact in this digital era largely owes to its response to the claim of the end
of literature.

The 21st century digital literature runs a gamut of texts, including the digital
reconfigurations of conventional forms such as animated short stories and
interactive poetry, E-books, hypertext fiction, augmented reality stories, networked
writing, online games, and so on. Associated with them are distinct practices
and theories that underpin the reading, interaction with, and evaluation of this
gamut of texts, which allow for the readers an ever-new and unique experience
that is often narrative, immersive, participative, cooperative, interactive, and even
“augmentative”

Imbricated in these new textual forms are critical issues in ethical criticism
like how personas are constructed and represented, the ways in which “content” is
circulated and received, and the ethical choices made available to the readers or
participants within the aesthetics of these new digital forms, among others.

Therefore, the challenge for contemporary ethical criticism is the formulation
of conceptual principles and engagement with aesthetic practices which “world”



these 21st century digital texts. This fast-changing field of digital literature must be
examined not only as exciting electronic textual modes, but also as delicate digital
embodiments and projections of the “world,” which requires the formulation of
new methods, objectives, and goals from the perspective of ethical criticism. As
such, the practice of ethical interpretation and evaluation of these texts must be
equal to the task.

During the past decade, a number of critics have announced the end of
literature. For instance, J. Hillis Miller postulates that “[t]he end of literature is at
hand. Literature’s time is almost up” (1); he goes on to explain that “[t]he printed
book will retain cultural force for a good while yet, but its reign is clearly ending”
(10). Unlike Miller, who bemoans the end of literature, ethical literary critics
contend that what undergoes changes is mainly the form of literature—from brain
text to material text to digital text—while the ethical enlightenment function of
literature remains unchanged. In this sense, ethical literary criticism attests to
literature’s continued usefulness despite its changing forms in this digital era.
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