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Abstract
In the conceptual system of ethical literary criticism, the existence of all literatures relies on what 
is called a text; it includes oral literature, a term that largely refers to literature disseminated 
orally. Before its dissemination, however, the text of oral literature, which can be properly termed 
as “brain text,” is stored in the human brain. By brain text, what is referred to is the textual form 
used for storytelling before writing symbols were created and used to record information; it has 
continued to exist even after the creation of such symbols. Other types of texts exist apart from 
brain text, such as written and electronic text; but brain text, in particular, consists of brain 
concepts, which, depending on its different sources, can be divided into picture concepts and 
abstract concepts. Brain concepts are tools for thinking that derive from understanding and 
applying brain concepts; in this sense, brain text is the carrier of thought. Once brain concepts 
stop being made, it means thinking has been completed. Thinking produces thoughts that can 
be stored in the brain in the form of brain text, which determines thinking and behavioral 
patterns that not only communicate and disseminate information but also guide a person’s 
ideas, thoughts, judgments, choices, actions, and emotions. To some degree, brain text affects 
a person’s lifestyle and ethical behaviors. In fact, brain text can control people’s thoughts and 
actions and most importantly, determine who they are.
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This paper was written as a response to the common assumption that all literature 
begins with oral literature.1 To date, there has been no clear and convincing 
definition of oral literature, which might partially account for the continuing 
disputes over this literary genre. In my view, just like the other literary genres, oral 
literature exists as some kind of text. Though different from the form of written 
literature, this text is the principal object of study in ethical literary criticism. 

Thus far, “text” has been considered as one of the most complicated terms 
in Western literary theory. On the one hand, Paul Ricœur defines a text as “any 
discourse fixed by writing” (145). On the other hand, Roger Fowler argues that texts 
are “constructed out of sequences of sentences. While a sentence is an element, 
unit, or constituent of a text, a text is constituted by sentences in the quite ordinary 
sense of being ‘made out of ’” (5). In the eyes of structuralists, a text is not only a 
category deployed in literary criticism but also widely adopted in the humanities and 
social sciences, especially in fields such as semiotics, culturology, and philosophy. 
However, to a large extent, the definition of text has been overgeneralized, which 
will be discussed below. Over the years, critics have extended their study of text to 
many other disciplines beyond borders of literature such as philosophy, sociology, 
and science. 

Against this backdrop, it might be appropriate for us to narrow down the meaning 
of text to its literary sense and to offer a definition that could take into account both 
medium and communicable symbols. At issue is what “text” is. As far as literature 
is concerned, in my view, text refers to the carrier that stores information, symbols, 
or words and that conveys meanings. As such, a text is composed of two parts: the 
first is communicable information, symbols, words, or digits, and the second is the 
carrier used to store and display them. While the carrier is the form in which the 
text exists, information, symbols, words, and digits are the sources of its meaning. 
Only when the two parts are combined does it become possible for a text to come 
into being. All matters, including electronics, could be carriers of a text as long as 
they can be used to store information and record symbols, words, or digits; hence, 
no text can exist without a carrier. For example, before their storage in carriers, 
no consciousness, information, thoughts, sounds, words, symbols, or digits are 
developed into texts. In this sense, text can be understood as a material form of 
being in itself, rather than a reflection of ideology. Generally speaking, text falls 
into three broad categories: 1) brain text, in which the brain operates as the physical 
organ of information storage; 2) written text, in which words or symbols are written, 
printed, or inscribed on physical materials; and 3) electronic (digital) text, which 
depends on computer storage devices to store information that is converted from 
words or symbols. Compared with paper and electronic (digital) text, the way brain 
text works as the carrier of oral literature remains to be explored. 
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WHAT IS ORAL LITERATURE? 

It has been widely acknowledged that oral literature—such as oral myths, folk 
epics, folklore, folk songs, and so on—existed long before written literature. Most 
Chinese scholars regard oral literature as “oral creation by ordinary people” (Zhong 
1) or word-of-mouth works. Compared with written literature, oral literature is 
an individual or collective product by an anonymous author. Narrative works or 
poems handed down orally are all considered to be oral literature; orally circulated 
folk epics, folklore, and folk songs are also included in this category, even after they 
have been collected and published in written form. Scholars also contend that the 
appearance of written literature does not imply the extinction of oral literature, as 
is demonstrated by the jokes, satirical poems, and folklore that continue to prevail 
in modern times. It is generally assumed that oral literature designates orally 
created literature. Originally, orality and illiteracy were the two salient features 
of oral literature; to illustrate these two features, a new word “orature” has been 
coined to designate works of oral literature. 

Oral literature can be subdivided into two categories: 1) works that were 
circulated orally before the invention of written symbols (such as myths, epics, 
legends, verses, and tales) and oral works in typical forms (such as poems and 
proverbs); and 2) works that were recorded from oral circulation in written symbols 
(such as myths, epics, folklore, folktales, folk songs, jokes, and satirical poems). 
Arguably, written works are no more than transformed works of oral literature, 
examples of which are rather pervasive in the literary works produced in Western 
and Eastern countries in both ancient and modern times. A large number of written 
works such as novels, dramas, and poems either developed out of or were adapted 
from oral literature. Nevertheless, although there is a close relationship between 
written and oral literature, they are fundamentally different. Hence, further inquiry 
is necessary: what, exactly, is oral literature? 

It is easy to understand why written literature cannot exist without texts. The 
question, instead, is how oral literature cannot exist without text. To address this 
issue, we first need to answer the closely-related question of whether oral literature 
denotes a literary category, like its counterpart written literature, or whether it 
implies a system of classification based on different forms, such as children’s 
literature, popular literature, and local literature. 

If oral literature refers to literature that is orally delivered, then written literature 
can also be described as oral literature because it can also be orally delivered; hence, 
the text of written literature does not necessarily differ from works of oral literature. 
Before written literature came into existence, oral literature was understood as the 
same genre as written literature, which is particularly the case in Chinese literary 
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theories. Oral literature relies on human vocal and auditory organs for circulation: 
the vibration of vocal folds produces meaningful sound signals that are captured 
by the auditory organs. Through changes in frequency, sound, and tone, human 
voices can develop into communicable signals. Before the invention of recording 
devices, sound signals could not be stored in any material carrier, even though they 
can be used to convey meanings. As a result, sound signals cannot develop into 

“text” before the invention of the appropriate carrier. With the invention of written 
symbols, finally, sound signals could be converted into words and, therefore, set the 
stage for the reproduction of written forms of material text, such as paper texts and 
bamboo paper, or more ancient oracle and inscribed oracle bones. Nevertheless, 
sounds as acoustic signal cannot become the text of oral literature, but can be 
stored in the human brain as “brain text,” which can then be transformed into so-
called oral literature.2

Though sound itself cannot become the text of oral literature, this does not 
mean that oral literature has no corresponding text. A close analysis of ancient 
texts reveals that orally-circulated myths, historical narratives, and folklore—for 
example, ancient Greek epics and sagas—did, in fact, exist prior to the invention 
of written symbols. Those orally-narrated myths, historical narratives, and folklore 
are doubtless literature, even when viewed in relation to today’s criteria. However, 
for all that, it is necessary for us to ponder over what orally-narrated literature is 
and whether there really exists any text that represents this so-called oral literature. 

ORAL LITERATURE CIRCULATED AS BRAIN TEXT 

When discussing oral literature, critics attempt to place significant emphasis 
on the forms of oral storytelling, which usually leads to the misconception that 
oral literature has no texts. The disassociation of oral literature from texts is also 
related to the assertion that oral literature is historically alive and well, particularly 
among the illiterate. However, our knowledge of archaeology tells us that though 
literature has been circulated through oral narration, it does not necessarily mean 
that characters or words had not existed; in fact, there were the hieroglyphs of 
Egypt, the cuneiform invented by the Sumerians, and the oracle bone script in 
ancient China. Furthermore, there was a wide use of pictographs and Linear A in 
Greece long before the Homeric epics.3 At issue is why there has been no written 
form of the Homeric epics and, in particular, Gilgamesh, which is the oldest orally 
circulated epic, dating from as early as the Third Dynasty of Ur (c. 2100 BC). In my 
view, this question only shows that the circulation of oral literature, such as the 
Homeric epics and Gilgamesh, rarely has anything to do with words or characters. It 
is true that many oral literary works, including these Homeric epics and Gilgamesh, 
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have been handed down through generations owing to the development of literacy; 
however, the premise of literacy as a precondition for the existence of text for 
reading would be like a skilled singer who can’t sing without any songs. In other 
words, both literacy and oral literature largely rely on texts. In the case of literacy, 
this reliance involves the general category of written text, which entails pre-paper 
texts such as pottery, bronze, tortoiseshell, bamboo slip, and silk. In the case of oral 
literature, it relies heavily on what I refer to as brain text. 

Without brain texts, the circulation of oral literary works such as the Homeric 
epics would be unimaginable. Equally impossible would be for the same story to 
be told in different places at different times, which can be properly termed as the 

“mother text.” This raises another question, namely, did orally circulated Greek 
myths and sagas have texts before they were written down with words? Or, simply 
put, did they circulate as a kind of text? If so, then in what form?

Before the invention of written symbols, tales were generally passed on orally. In 
this sense, it seems that oral literature did not circulate in the form of texts. For a 
fairly long time after the emergence of written literature, there were still minstrels 
who sang tales from memory to attract and excite their audiences and win applause, 
which represents solid proof of the effect of literature. It is worth investigating 
how the same tales could be narrated by different people in different places and at 
different times, and why. To answer this question, we must examine whether there 
were texts for these orally recounted tales.    

The role of oral narration in the circulation of literature is often emphasized 
upon the assumption that oral literature does not need a text. However, this is 
problematic because similar tales were told in different places at different times, 
which suggests that those tales must have shared a common source, that is, a 
common text, that we can refer to as the “mother text” as described above. The 
oral narration of similar tales is basically the recalling, retelling, and replicating 
of this mother text, through which the new texts take form as the mother text is 
passed down. The mother text is similar to the manuscripts of written literature, 
without which we would not be able to replicate the ancient myths, epics, or folk 
tales through oral narration.

Obviously, the Homeric epics that had long been passed on orally in ancient 
Greece, Rome, and other places in Europe were not invented by the minstrels 
who sang them. Instead, they were replications of a mother text, as were the 
other European epics, legends, myths, and folktales, such as the Anglo-Saxon 
epic Beowulf, the German epic Hildebrandslied, and the legendary tales of King 
Arthur, Robin Hood, and Charlemagne, which were also orally spread in Europe 
by minstrels. It is arguable that those tales passed on orally had texts and could 
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not have been narrated without one. This oral tradition still exists today. In my 
view, the circulation of literature in many places still depends on oral narration; for 
example, the epics and folk tales of some ethnic groups in China. As long as these 
tales are orally passed on and narrated, it shows that they must have come from 
their source texts.

In light of the circulation of literature, oral literature, in essence, is the oral 
replication of literary texts, that is, the retelling of existing texts through human 
speech organs. Take Homeric epics as an example. These epics were never orally 
narrated by only one minstrel, whether in Homer’s time or later; instead, they 
were replications of one common text. Though the minstrels who spread the epics 
through oral narration were called poets, they did not create these stories but only 
retold them.  

During and before the Middle Ages, literature was largely circulated in Europe 
by minstrels. The same was true in other places in the world, such as Asia and 
Africa. Minstrels were singers, rather than creators, of the stories they sang, though 
they might have made some additions or adaptations. As such, there must have 
existed texts upon which the minstrels could have based their re-telling of these 
stories. 

However, before the invention of written symbols, the minstrels certainly did 
not have access to the kind of text that we now have following the emergence 
of written literature. How then did they narrate the tales? Though the answer is 
commonly “from memory,” it is not necessarily the case. I believe tales are not from 
memory,4 but from brain text. Without written texts, the minstrels had to save the 
tales in their brain but not in their memory; only thereafter, could they retell the 
brain text by way of memory from their brain. Therefore, it can be deduced that 
the tales minstrels retold were based on literary works, such as the Homeric epics, 
which were stored in their memory. We shall call such literary texts as “brain texts” 
that are stored in the brain by way of memory. The existence of brain text indicates 
that the circulation of oral literature always depends on a text, except that before 
the invention of written symbols, minstrels used brain text, a type of text much 
different from the paper text that we use today.

WHAT IS BRAIN TEXT? 

Brain text, the original form of text per se, is a neologism coined to refer to the 
brain as carrier of a text, in contrast to paper as carrier of symbols. Brain text refers 
to a special biological form of text, as far as the nature of the carrier is concerned. 
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Before the emergence of written text and electronic (digital) text, the non-material 
consciousness could only be stored in the brain in the form of text; put another 
way, it could only be stored by way of memory in the brain as brain text. Even after 
the appearance of written and electronic texts, human perception, cognition, and 
comprehension of the world were all first archived as brain text.

With one’s senses of sight, hearing, and touch, brain text comes into being 
through the transformation of consciousness into mnemonic information stored 
in the brain. The sounds we hear, the images we see, and the objects we feel can all 
be converted into mnemonic information, which we might call brain terms. Then, 
all those abstracted brain terms can be processed into brain text and stored in 
the brain. However, as the vehicle for perception, cognition, and comprehension, 
brain text is a vessel for the storage of the memory of brain terms processed from 
the activity of the mind. Therefore, brain text consists of brain terms stored as 
memories, while written text is composed of written symbols and electronic texts 
that contain binary digital codes. In addition to abstract perception, cognition, 
and comprehension, all meaningful sonic signals and textual symbols, including 
abstract ideas or ideologies, can be transmitted by way of memory and recorded in 
the brain as brain texts.5

Since brain text is stored in the human brain, it can only be extracted via 
recollection and reproduced in the form of sounds through vocal organs, as 
written text through written symbols, or as electronic text through digital codes. 
Chanters of Homeric epics after the Greek Heroic Age had memorized the stories, 
and their memories of the epics were forms of brain text. The poets’ oral chanting 
was essentially a recollection of memories, which was converted into sound waves 
through their speech organs. These sound waves must be perceived with the help 
of auditory organs, without which it becomes impossible to receive and understand 
brain text in the form of the human voice.

When person A, through his/her auditory organs, receives person B’s brain text, 
which has been converted into sound waves through the vocal organs, this brain 
text is converted into a new brain text and stored in A’s brain, transforming it into 
a brain text that differs from B’s. However, without a medium for the preservation 
of voices, orally narrated stories cannot directly become texts. More precisely, 
the so-called “oral literature” only becomes a literary brain text if it is narrated 
orally; that is, an oral presentation of a literary brain text. There are three types of 
oral presentations of literary brain texts: 1) the oral narration of a story that exists 
without any written text, like the bards’ chanting of Homeric epics and folklore 
tales in ancient times; 2) the oral recitation of a story that has been remembered in 
the reader’s mind, such as the Chinese storytellers’ oral narration of episodes they 
memorized from Romance of the Three Kingdoms and Water Margin;6 and 3) the 
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oral reading of a story that was recorded in written text or electronic text, such as 
reading a textbook, a short story, or a part of a novel. All types of stories that are 
presented orally are oral re-tellings of memorized stories stored in the brain as 
brain texts. Their only difference is that some presentations may come from a brain 
text, others may come from memories, and still others may come from written 
texts or electronic texts. Among the different types of text, brain text is the root 
text or the forwarder that sends text for presentation.

Nevertheless, the three types of “oral literature” mentioned above are categorized 
according to their means of transmission. Familiar means include internet literature, 
graphic literature, television literature, etc., which are all circulated as electronic 
text. With the development of science and technology, human society has entered 
the electronic age; it has brought about the electronic text that uses computer hard 
disks, compact disks, and other kinds of magnetic disks to store digital documents, 
which can be saved to computers and transmitted through communication 
networks. Through digital technology, any written and non-written symbols can 
be transformed into numerical codes and stored as electronic text, produced by 
digitizing linguistic symbols. Since what is stored in electronic texts consists of 
digital code, such electronic text is also known as digital text. In the electronic age, 
any text, whether in organic, inorganic, or inanimate form, can be transformed 
into a digital text. By the end of the twentieth century, the enterprise of publishing 
had become increasingly digitalized. Today, written text is now published along 
with digital text. Even publications from the past that used written text as their 
exclusive medium can now be reproduced as digital text via electronic technology.

That said, “oral literature” can be regarded as the oral narration of literary brain 
texts. For instance, a written text was born when Shakespeare finished writing 
Hamlet, which we now call a literary creation. When we read and memorize this 
text and then tell the story by recollection, the text behind our oral account is no 
longer the written text but the brain text in our minds. In terms of the method of 
expression, the tragic story of Hamlet that we orally tell belongs to “oral literature” 
because the oral presentation derives from our brain text, rather than the written 
text of Hamlet. The case is similar for theatrical performance: when actors play 
Hamlet on the stage, their depiction of Hamlet through soliloquies, dialogues, 
body movements, and emotional changes relies on the brain text stored in their 
mind, even though their acting is based on Shakespeare’s literary text. This shows 
that even theatrical performances, which are characterized by oral presentation, 
cannot exist without brain text.

Before the invention of written symbols, human civilizations produced abundant 
brain texts with literary features, such as myths, folk epics, legends, and historical 
narratives. Unfortunately, although brain text exists in biological form, it defies 
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heredity and can only be preserved through memory. Brain text is a kind of text, 
but memory is the only way to save it. In other words, memory is the faculty of the 
mind in which brain text and brain terms are encoded, edited, stored, and retrieved. 
Memory is vital to brain terms and texts, as it is in memory that brain terms and 
texts can be saved. Except for reproductions of memories that are transmitted orally 
or in writing, brain text cannot be directly copied. In addition, although first-hand 
brain text can be saved as various second-hand brain texts, the initial brain text is 
susceptible to memory defects due to age, disease, mood, environment, and other 
factors and, therefore, is not as stable as written or electronic texts. When the brain 
text is converted back to language via vocal organs, it may contain inaccuracies, or 
sometimes even errors, compared with the prototypical brain text. No matter how 
good a person’s memory is, they are not only unable to save their own brain text 
perfectly but are also incapable of converting this brain text into speech or written 
language through their recollections as accurately as a photocopier. In other words, 
the brain text transmitted by the vocal organ cannot be replicated in the same way 
that written or electronic texts can reproduce a prototype text.

Moreover, brain text is not as overt as written text or electronic (digital) text. 
Anyone with visual and auditory organs can be taught to perceive the written text, 
and educated people can interpret electronic text with the aid of appropriate tools. 
However, brain text differs in that it is impossible for other people to perceive and 
receive it before it is externalized orally or converted into written or electronic text. 
Due to the inherent traits of brain text, the process of its formation is the most 
complicated of all three types of text. Even today, when science is so advanced, we 
have not yet fully understood the mechanism of the formation and interpretation 
of brain text. Thus far, only the person who holds a brain text is able to convert 
it into language or written text; others are unable to do so, nor are they able to 
directly read and analyze someone else’s brain text.

Many human biological traits can be genetically inherited, whereas brain text, 
which relies on vocal organ transmission, cannot. Human life is limited; therefore, 
brain text cannot be preserved eternally. When a person’s life ends, unless their 
brain text has been replicated by the vocal organ into another person’s brain text 
(i.e., copied and saved as memories in the recipient’s brain, therefore becoming 
another person’s brain text), it vanishes permanently. The consequence of the 
limitation of the oral transmission of brain text is that the quantity of brain texts 
diminishes during transmission. In the history of human civilization, due to the 
deaths of the owners of brain texts, numerous brain texts that were not converted 
into written texts did not survive, and very few brain texts have been passed on to 
subsequent generations through oral transmission. In fact, the preservation and 
spread of brain text became possible only after the invention of written symbols.
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THE INTERACTION BETWEEN BRAIN TEXT AND WRITTEN TEXT

Brain text is one of the greatest accomplishments of human civilization. The course 
of development from brain text to written text is consistent with human evolution 
from apes to humans. When human beings were yet to become civilized, their 
perception and understanding of the world could only be stored in the form of 
brain text and reproduced by recollection and orality. The flourishing of literature 
could only be achieved after the appearance of written text. 

Written text is the most fundamental form of text in contemporary civilization. 
It differs greatly from brain text: while the medium of the latter is the human 
brain, an organ of animate matter, the medium of the former is inorganic matter, 
including paper, silk, bamboo slips, metal, pottery, stone, and any other material on 
which linguistic symbols can be written, printed, or engraved. For example, ancient 
peoples generated several kinds of written symbols, such as the hieroglyphic 
characters of ancient Egypt, Mayan characters in the Americas, and inscriptions 
on oracle bones (animal bones and tortoise shells), which are known as China’s 
earliest characters. Since the oracles inscribed on bones displayed regular 
narrative structures, they can be seen as the earliest literary text, or literature, in 
China. The ancient Egyptians wrote on papyrus; hence, papyrus text is also one 
of the earliest forms of text in the world. Fragments of pottery or metalware with 
engraved linguistic symbols discovered by archeologists are but remains of ancient 
texts. Even today, when electronic technology is becoming increasingly important 
in everyday life, written text remains the most common, succinct, convenient, and 
prevalent form of literary text. 

As for the relationship between brain text and written text, the latter is the 
objectification—or, in other words, the inorganic reproduction—of the former. 
This is similar to the relationship between spoken language and written symbols. 
The expression of brain text as spoken language is invisible, which can’t be stored 
or spread without being expressed orally. Nonetheless, the brain texts can be 
recorded as written text by means of written symbols. This is also the case with 
brain text: only after the brain text has been transformed into written text can 
the message stored in the brain text be interpreted and understood by others. The 
brain text has no historical or cultural value before it is transformed into a written 
text. Of course, it must be acknowledged that prior to the invention of written 
symbols, brain text could be transformed by means of vocal organs and received 
by hearing organs, and hence stored as brain text for understanding. Nevertheless, 
this communicated brain text has only been replicated, and its properties remain 
unchanged. After the appearance of the written text, however, brain text no longer 
had to be replicated and stored through the mouth-to-ear mechanism; rather, it 
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can be fixed by means of written symbols, becoming a written text that exists apart 
from human brains that can be interpreted, stored, and spread.

After the appearance of written literature, which is presented in the form of 
written text, the source of the oral narration of stories changed from brain text 
into written text. At present, a salient feature of modern oral literature such as 
broadcasting or tape recording is the telling of written stories. On the one hand, 
this attests to the evolution of spoken literature as an art form. On the other hand, 
it shows that oral literature cannot exist apart from text. Literature must exist in 
the form of text, and oral literature is no exception. 

The telling of written stories, rather than the recollection of brain text, marks 
the major characteristic of oral literature in contemporary civilization. Therefore, 
in a sense, any reading or telling of written literary texts should be regarded as oral 
literature. As far as oral literature is concerned, stories that are orally reproduced 
according to written literature can also be called oral literature. There are two kinds 
of oral literature: the communication of written text and of brain text. For example, 
if one reads a story to an illiterate audience who cannot read the book themselves, 
what the audience hears is oral literature told by the narrator, and what the narrator 
tells is the literary paper text held in their hand. Suppose that the storytellers have 
memorized a story in a text they read in the past, and hence could retell the story 
without needing to refer to the written text, what they tell is actually the brain text 
stored in their mind. If one imagines a story in the text they read, which they tell to 
another person, and the hearer tells it again to a third person as they remember it, 
and so on and so forth, what was disseminated in this process of oral narration is 
the brain text. Such examples abound in contemporary life, which shows that the 
literary text circulated by means of written text can also be spread as oral literature.

With the help of vocal sounds or written symbols, the brain text can be 
transformed into written text to be stored and circulated for a long time. Similarly, 
through visual and auditory organs, written text can also be transformed into 
brain text. With our eyes, we can read the written text, such as a book; with our 
ears, we can hear other people’s reading and interpretation of the text of a book, 
consequently transforming the written text into brain text. Our reception of the 
written text, either through reading or hearing, cannot be accomplished without 
the process of transforming the print words and symbols (including pictures) into 
brain text, much like our understanding and receiving of literary texts. When we 
read a poem or a novel or watch a play, brain text is duly produced in the brain: the 
reader’s understanding of a literary work is completed by transforming the written 
text into brain text. If a person were to lose their visual and auditory abilities, they 
would not be able to read or listen to a written text in order to produce a brain text; 
consequently, they would be unable to understand and enjoy the literary work.
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It must be emphasized here that brain text is not only a form of text that existed 
exclusively in the early period of human civilization or before the invention of 
written symbols; it is also the source of literary paper text and the convertor for 
different types of text. As long as the brain functions, it produces various brain 
texts. It can be claimed that, if the brain continues to work, and if the human sense 
organs function well, brain texts will be produced through sense perception. In 
general, scholars, philosophers, and critics who engage in thinking about human 
life, society, and the world have richer brain texts than those who do not have much 
interest in doing so. Moreover, because they are more adept at using literary skills, 
their brain texts are often more imaginatively and emotionally appealing, which, 
consequently, become the source for their poetry, fiction, or drama. Therefore, the 
literary works writers produce are the outcome of the brain texts that have been 
edited in their brain.

Brain text is a very intricate but primordial form of text that can also be called 
“metatext” because, as mentioned above, brain text is not only a form of text that 
exists before the appearance of the written text but also a source for writers to 
produce written texts or the medium for them to transform written texts into 
different presentations. Until today, the writing of literary works has fundamentally 
been a process of recollecting, reworking, replicating, representing, and storing 
brain texts. As such, it can even be argued that literary writing, either in the form 
of written or digital text, cannot come into being without brain text; there can be 
no literature created apart from brain text. The emergence of written text was a 
revolution in the sphere of human production and in the field of communication. 
After that, brain text is no longer abstract because it can be turned into written text, 
so the human mind can be truly presented by writing. As brain text can be written 
down, literature was accordingly born. Consequently, the written presentation of 
brain text marked the birth of literature.
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Notes

* 	 This work is sponsored by the project of the National Social Science Fund of China, “The 
Compilation, Translation and Research of Literatures on Contemporary Western Ethical 
Criticism” (Project No. 19ZDA292).

1.	 I feel very grateful to the editors of Arcadia for their kind invitation to co-edit a special 
issue on Ethical Literary Criticism: East and West (vol. 50, no. 1, 2015) with my colleague 
Professor Shang Biwu. In particular, I felt rather privileged by the insightful “General 
Introduction” written by John Neubauer, Vladimir Biti, and Vivian Liska, who depart 
from their “usual reluctance to write an introduction to a special issue,” due to their 
desire to underline the value of ethical literary criticism and to indicate how “it could 
be broadened to bolster its persuasiveness.” Commenting and reflecting on my ethical 
theory of literary criticism, they conclude that “the challenging thesis will undoubtedly 
stimulate the readers to reflect further on this fundamental issue.” I was flattered and 
encouraged by the editors’ departure from this “usual reluctance,” and thus determined 
to devote myself to this fascinating field. Compared with this rare privilege, the thought-
provoking questions meant a lot more to me, urging me to think more deeply about 
literature and ethical literary criticism. The editors were especially interested in issues 
concerning oral literature, wondering why I had associated “ethical concern only with 
written texts (literature), excluding thereby a vast body of oral fiction, poetry, and drama, 
which includes such fundamental creations as the Gilgamesh epics and the oral versions 
of the Homeric epics.” Their question was more or less related to my denial of oral 
literature as an existential being of literature, since, in my view, literature must find its 
existence in texts, whereas orality is simply a way to convey the contents of literature. I 
understand the editors’ confusion, which was mainly caused by the assumption that all 
literature begins with oral literature. To my knowledge, very few critics have challenged 
this assumption. In fact, among all the questions raised by the editors in the “General 
Introduction,” the most important concerned oral literature. 

2.	 The anonymous readers drew my attention to the concept of brain text and to the 
example of the ancient Indian Vedas. In the first instance, the reviewer highlighted, “The 
truly primary [even primal] role that the spoken word held in ancient times. In ancient 
India for example, the SOUND of the Vedas was the thing. Of course it mattered that 
they got written down—but the religious notion appears to have been that they existed, 
for all eternity, reverberating in the cosmos. Perhaps that the sound of the Vedas brought 
the cosmos into being. So the written text in such a case is philosophically and even 
spiritually secondary. Would Professor  Nie insist that the spoken/chanted Vedas are 
not a ‘text’?” This is a challenging question. First, we agree that the spoken word and 
sound of the Vedas held in ancient times brought the cosmos into being. Second, I would 
still like to insist that the spoken/chanted Vedas are not a “text.” My point is that sound 
can be a medium of text; however, it cannot be text itself. No doubt, the Vedas can be 
transformed into spoken words (language) and transcribed as written text. There are 
no differing opinions on this subject. However, I wonder where and in what form the 
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Vedas existed before they were spoken or written down? I believe the Vedas existed in 
the brain as brain text: no one could speak or write the Vedas without brain text. Even 
if someone were to recite the Vedas from the written text, they would transform this 
written text into brain text first by way of reading; thereafter, the brain text of the Vedas 
would become spoken word by way of the reader’s vocal organ. It is clear that the spoken 
word or language is only the vocal form of the brain text but not the text itself; therefore, 
the spoken/chanted Vedas are neither text nor vocal text but rather the sonic form of the 
brain text of the Vedas. 

3.	 Pictographs, also called pictography, pictogram, or simply pictos, are an old kind of 
expression and communication by means of pictures and drawings, which are usually 
considered to be the forerunner of true writing. Linear A was used in Crete and some 
Aegean islands from approximately 1850 to 1400 BC. Linear B, which is an adapted form 
of Linear A and borrowed from the Minoans by the Mycenaean Greeks, probably around 
1600 BC, is the most ancient form of the Greek language that has been discovered. 
According to Arthur J. Evans, “It is possible that in the earlier period during which the 
indigenous Cretan script, both pictographic and linear, seems to have taken its origin the 
sole or preponderating element is the island may have been the ‘Eteo-cretan.’ It is certain 
however that at the time when the Homeric poems were composed Crete contained 
representatives of several other races” (“Primitive Pictographs and a Prae-Phoenician 
Script, from Crete and the Peloponnese,” The Journal of Hellenic Studies, vol. 14, 1894, 
pp. 270–372). Clearly, pictographic series were used as picture writing in ancient Greece. 
For Evans, that pictography and hieroglyphs lived on in Crete into Mycenaean times is 
proven by a variety of evidence, and that it belonged to a people largely under Mycenaean 
influence is also evident. Linear A, found in Crete and, in particular, Linear B, found in 
Mycenae and decoded by Michael Ventris, demonstrated that pictography and linear 
styles were an older writing system dating back earlier than Homer’s epics in ancient 
Greece.

4.	 The anonymous reviewer of my paper wrote, “Without written form, brain text is memory, 
with all the concomitant features, the preferences of the person whose memory is used, 
the circumstances acting on the person at the moment the brain text is summoned from 
memory, external irritations or distractions.” I feel very satisfied that the reviewer seems 
to accept the term “brain text,” which is a new terminology I coined in 2013. I take this 
term to present our consensus on the discussion of brain text. Two key expressions were 
used in the comment: “brain text is memory” and “the brain text is summoned from 
memory, external irritations or distractions.” From the comment, it can be understood 
that “brain text is memory” under certain conditions since “brain text is summoned from 
memory.” That is to say, it seems evident that brain text, as a new term different from 
memory, was accepted and used by the reviewer. I can conclude from their comment 
that they agree that brain text and memory are two different ideas. I am very appreciative 
of this agreement. Factually, the reviewer was adept at delineating brain text from 
memory when they were reading my paper. For instance, they mentioned the “deliberate 
manipulation of brain text” “to modify his brain text.”

5.	 I am also grateful for the following comment from the anonymous reviewer: “My own 
feeling is that it borders on so many other topics (memory, brain architecture, ballad 
collection) that its main function is not to achieve but to simulate, to illustrate to those 
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who take the time to read it (it’s quite dense).” Indeed, my paper is an interdisciplinary 
study on literary text that borders on the concepts of cognition, memory, brain, sense, 
oral literature, literature, writing, reading, and so on. Obviously, the reviewer is an 
accomplished scholar who easily understood the arguments of my paper. While thanking 
the reviewer for their kind comments and valuable questions, I would like to highlight 
three points on brain text: 1) As per the reviewer’s comment, brain text differs from 
memory. Brain text with substantive meaning uses the human brain as a carrier and is 
preserved in the brain by way of memory; however, memory is only a function to transfer 
feelings, impressions, understanding, conceptions, etc. to the brain for processing. This 
processing results in brain text with meaning. Usually, we use the far-fetched notion of 
memory in place of brain text to preserve the memory in the brain; however, it is hard 
to define this memory. Therefore, “brain text” is a much more scientific term that could 
be used to explain many questions of cognition. 2) Brain text can be used to define oral 
literature, literature, performance, audience, etc. Oral literature is not literature but it 
means that certain literature was told by orality. For example, when literature is told and 
heard, would we describe it as spoken literature or aural literature? No, we would not. 
Thus, I believe that the literature that pre-exists telling (brain text) is the “real” literature. 
Oral literature is not a genre but, rather, a description of the communication of literature. 
3) Brain text is not only used to define oral literature but also other disciplines. For example, 
language is the vocal form of brain text, while written symbols are the semiotic form of 
brain text. Without brain text, there would not be oral literature, written literature, or 
literature for telling and writing. Without brain text, there would even be no thinking, 
writing, editing, telling, and memory. 

6.	 Romance of the Three Kingdoms, written by Luo Guanzhong (around 1300–1400), was 
the first historical novel to be written with chapters based on the events in the turbulent 
years between 169–280. Water Margin, written by Shi Nai’an (1296–1372), is another 
Chinese novel about the betrayers who occupied Mount Liangshan as their base to fight 
against the government of the Northern Song Dynasty (960–1127). It has also been 
translated into English with the titles Outlaws of the Marsh, Tale of the Marshes, All Men 
Are Brothers, Men of the Marshes, and The Marshes of Mount Liang.
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