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Abstract

This essay examines the discursive emergence of ethical literary criticism—a new wave of
theory and practice of literary criticism that has developed in the West even as it has also
historically thrived in China. It begins with the revival of ethical criticism in the West when
American ethical criticism blossomed and advanced new conceptions of reading. The paper
then turns “eastward” to China and discusses the historical context in which ethical literary
criticism emerged in the country. It surveys the history of importation of Western theories and
the resulting inundation of the “theoretical complex” since China’s opening up to the outside
world. Finally, the essay focuses on the theoretical elaboration of Nie Zhenzhao to whom is
owed the current emergence of ethical literary criticism in China as well as the attention of
literary critics and scholars in the West. The paper argues that ethical literary criticism which
has grown into a critical movement in China follows this trajectory: from its origins in Ancient
Greece, it develops into a trend in the West, and finally gives shape to Nie Zhenzhao’s critical
theory, China’s most prominent contribution to the scholarship in the field of ethical literary
criticism.

Keywords

brain text; ethical criticism; ethical literary criticism; ethical selection



About the Authors

Gexin Yang, PhD, is a Professor and Distinguished Fellow at the Institution for Interdisciplinary
Studies of World Literature, Zhejiang University. He is also the Associate Editor-in-Chief of
Forum for World Literature Studies. His research interests are ethical literary criticism and
American contemporary literature. His latest publications are “Review on Introduction to
Ethical Literary Criticism” (Style, vol. 51, no. 2, 2017) and “Ethical Selection and Literary Work
as Ethical Event: Redefining Ethical Criticism” (Interdisciplinary Studies of Literature, vol. 3, no.

1, 2019).

Hongxia Zheng, corresponding author, is an Associate Professor at the School of Foreign
Languge Studies, Zhejiang Sci-Tech University. Her research interests are ethical literary
criticism and literary translation. She has lectured Second Language Acquisition, Translation
Theory and Practice, and Literary Theory for undergraduate students for more than 20 years.
Her latest publication is “Interaction Between Theory and War: A New Approach to American
War Novel (Interdisciplinary Studies of Literature, vol. 3, no. 4, 2019).



INTRODUCTION

For almost 2500 years, Plato’s attack on tragedy has underpinned most literary
commentary. What is now referred to as Ethical Criticism, which has been assumed
for so long in the main to be a key critical concept in literary appreciation and
critical evaluation, has teetered on the brink of collapse by the end of the nineteenth
century. Ethical criticism had been criticized for being shallow, doctrinaire, and
self-indulgent so that by the twentieth century, a tsunami of new ideas from all
across Europe and America had swept it away from the mainstream of literary
criticism as traditionally practiced.

Not until 1983, with the publication of New Literary History’s pioneering special
issue titled Literature and/as Moral Philosophy, did ethical literary criticism
stimulate a renewed interest in the question of “ethics and literature” Ethical
criticism began to roar back into the mainstream of literary criticism at the end
of 1987 with the explosive revelation of Paul de Man’s collaborationist writings
for the Nazis in occupied Belgium during World War II. In the meantime, ethical
critics were trying to make a clear distinction between traditional moral criticism
and current critical practice by putting forward their own new concepts, such
as Wayne Booth’s “conduction,” Martha Nussbaum’s “plural evaluation,™ J. Hillis
Miller’s “ethics of reading,” Adam Newton’s “narrative ethics,’* James Phelan’s
“rhetorical ethics,”> Marshall Gregory’s “ethical invitation,”® and Peter Rabinowitz’s

“lateral ethics,”” among others.

It may be said that these new concepts are mostly theorizations of the reading
mode or reactions to specific texts from the perspective of the reader. But as far as
the system of literary criticism is concerned, ethical criticism in the West is merely
a literary trend because ethical critics in the West have not developed their own
versions of ethical criticism as a methodology. For instance, in the case of Nussbaum,
ethical criticism has been assimilated by philosophy and politics, while in the cases
of Booth and Newton, ethical criticism is more narratological than ethical. Further
developments of ethical criticism would not only enhance our understanding of
the relationship between literature and ethics, but also help put the theory into
practice as undertaken in China at the same time that it is developed in the West.

THE EMERGENCE OF ETHICAL LITERARY CRITICISM IN CHINA

The emergence of ethical literary criticism in China can be traced back to the 1980s
when the ethical turn in the Western academia was taking place. At that time,
China was opening up to the outside world after the Cultural Revolution, resulting



in the introduction of a considerable number of Western critical theories which
contributed to the flourishing of literary studies in the country. However, this
large-scale importation of Western theories also resulted in some side-effects. In
his book, Introduction to Ethical Literary Criticism (2014), Zhenzhao Nie analyzes
two problems generated in the process: “first, scholars tend to move away from
literature in the name of theory; second, scholars are too much engrossed in the
so-called theoretical complex, thematic complex, and terminology complex” (4),
which, in the [Chinese] academia, tended to dominate a kind of practice in literary
studies that deployed almost any method other than the close-reading of texts
and the consideration of the historical context. It was Nie’s attempt to go against
the grain that he called for a new critical approach to literature, namely “ethical
literary criticism,” in the 2004 National Conference on Anglo-American Literature
in Nanchang, China. From then on, Nie and his cohorts have devoted themselves
to cultivating this critical approach to promote ethical literary criticism in China.

In the year following the Nanchang Conference, over two hundred scholars
gathered in Wuhan to exchange views on this burgeoning critical thought in the
National Conference on Ethical Literary Criticism, hosted and chaired by Nie. The
influence of the 2005 conference was seen through the publication of a special
cluster of five articles on ethical literary criticism in the academic journal Foreign
Literature Studies® in which Nie’s article “On Ethical Literary Criticism” laid the
theoretical foundation of ethical literary criticism. In 2006, Nie was funded to do
research as an advanced visiting scholar in Chicago University. There, he delivered
speeches on ethical literary criticism and won acclaim from the audiences,
particularly from the well-known Shakespeare scholar David Bevington, who
accepted Nie’s analysis on Hamlet’s monologue, “To be or not to be” as an example
of ethical literary criticism (Introduction 293). The acceptance and acclaim at
home and abroad encouraged Nie and other Chinese scholars to further the theory
and practice of ethical literary criticism. In the years that followed, monographs,
collections, and articles on ethical literary criticism were published in China. In
the winter of 2012, more than three hundred scholars from different countries and
regions participated in the International Symposium on Ethical Literary Criticism
in Yichang, China. A list of topics on ethics and literature were discussed in this
symposium, which resulted in a fruitful collaboration, the establishment of the
International Association for Ethical Literary Criticism with the mission to provide
a platform for scholars all over the world to share their thoughts concerning the
study of literature and ethics.

In light of this historical overview, it may be said that the emergence of ethical
literary criticism in China was a response to the ethical turn in the eighties and,
to some extent, as an afterlife of American ethical criticism. Although Nie’s
ideas about ethical literary criticism share a lot in common with the convictions



of Booth, Nussbaum, Miller, and Newman, Nie’s theory is rather different from
American ethical criticism. Still, his conceptualization also differs from traditional
Chinese ethical criticism which can be traced back to classical works such as 7he
Book of Songs and The Literary Mind and the Carving of Dragons. Nie draws up a
conceptual map of Chinese ethical criticism and “establishes his own discourse
of criticism and a systematic theory” (Introduction 167-171, 292-294). As for Nie’s
ethical literary criticism, Chinese scholars, Shang Biwu® and Tian Junwu have
published their own introduction from diverse perspectives. In the discussion
below, we briefly illustrate the theoretical approach and reading practice of ethical
literary criticism to clear up the trajectory of ethical criticism as a whole.

ETHICAL SELECTION AS A BASIC THEORY

Unlike its American counterparts which put forward new terms or concepts in
order to redefine ethical criticism, Chinese ethical literary criticism, particularly
in the case of Nie Zhenzhao, establishes its basic theory and critical terminology.
For Nie, literature originates from ethical demands, and ethics in ethical literary
criticism refers to the “notion of ethical order between man and man, man and
society, and man and nature” (Towards and Ethical Literary Criticism” 88). Within
particular literary texts, ethics also refers to the moral conceptions based upon
ethical order, or the relevant norms used to maintain that order. The aim of
literature is to “describe the ethical order, the change of ethical order, and ethical
dilemmas caused by those changes” to offer a unique experience for the readers
(“Towards an Ethical Literary Criticism” 89).

According to Nie, ethical literary criticism, enlightened by its Western
counterparts, is based on, yet surpasses Chinese long history of moral criticism. In
Nie’s conceptual system, moral criticism is deemed to lay too much emphasis on
‘good or bad evaluation of a given literary work based on today’s moral principles’
(Introduction 128). On the other hand, for Nie, the goal of ethical literary criticism
is to uncover the ethical desire that brings literature into existence and the ethical
elements that affect characters and events in literary works. It aims to examine the
ethical values of a given work with reference to a particular historical context or
a time which is critical in the understanding of the text. To illuminate this point,
Nie uses Shakespeare’s Hamlet as an example. According to moral criticism, most
critics refer to it as a play about “character tragedy” or about “Oedipus complex”
(Nie, Introduction 130). However, from the perspective of ethical literary criticism,
Nie argues that it is “a tragedy about an ethical dilemma aroused by the change of
Hamlet’s ethical identity” (Introduction 133).
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To distinguish between moral criticism and ethical literary criticism, Nie
fundamentally distinguishes the natural (biological) selection from the ethical
selection. Ethical selection, the basic theory of Nie’s ethical literary criticism, is
an advanced stage of development from natural selection. Nie claims “the biggest
problem for mankind to solve is to make a selection between the identities of
animals and the identities of human beings” (Introduction 32). The theory of
natural selection by Charles Darwin and the argument of labor assumption by
Friedrich Engels are regarded to be forceful in differentiating human beings from
animals, while in Nie’s view “both Darwin and Engels failed to make a fundamental
distinction between humans and animals though Darwin had explained where
human beings have come from” (Introduction 34). In Nie’s views, natural selection
is only the first step to help human beings to define who they are in a biological
sense. “What truly differentiates human beings from animals is the second step,
the ethical selection” (Introduction 3s).

To better illustrate his perspective, Nie refers to the story of Adam and Eve from
the Bible. In the Garden of Eden, Adam and Eve are human beings purely in a
biological sense because they are merely physically different from such creatures as
livestock, insects, and wild animals. Only after eating the forbidden fruit from the
Tree of Knowledge have the human beings acquired knowledge about good and
evil, which completes the distinction between man and the rest of other creatures.
Viewed from the perspective of ethical literary criticism, Nie claims that “the
consequential ability acquired to tell good from evil from eating the forbidden fruit
helps Adam and Eve to complete their ethical selection and become human beings
not only in biological sense but also in ethical sense” (Introduction 35). In other
words, the ability to tell good from evil sets up a criterion for distinguishing human
beings from animals. The story of Adam and Eve reveals the vital role played by
ethical selection in human beings’ liberation from the herds of animals, as well as
in their realization of their difference from animals. “The nature of ethical selection
lies in man’s decision to become a human or an animal, and the precondition of
this decision is the knowledge about man’s self or about what distinguishes human
beings from animals” (Introduction 36).

Closely related to the notion of ethical selection is the Sphinx factor which is
derived from the image of the Sphinx, a mythological figure in Egyptian and Greek
legend with the body of a lion and the head of a man. In the totem culture of a clan
society, a certain animal is often considered as the common ancestor of the group.
Viewed from the lens of ethical selection, the Sphinx’s combination of a human
head and an animal body implies that: firstly, the head is the most important
part, which stands for human beings’ ability to reason as it emerged from the
evolutionary process; secondly, human beings contain the features belonging to
animals from which humans have evolved. Nie names this combination of features



“the Sphinx factor, which is composed of two parts—the human factor and the
animal factor” (Introduction 38). Human factor equals “ethical consciousness
embodied by the human head,” which results from human beings’ natural selection
in their evolution from savagery to civilization (Introduction 39). Conversely, the
animal factor is human beings’ “animal instinct, which is mainly controlled by their
primitive desires” (Introduction 39).

The human factor, when transformed into rational will, becomes the motivating
force of learning to be human. When the animal factor is under the control of
the human factor, man naturally makes the right choices in order to be a human.
In the evolutionary stage of ethical selection, making the right choices is of great
importance for human beings in keeping the animal factor disciplined by the human
factor. The ultimate purpose of ethical selection is in learning to be human. In this
light, ethical selection is not merely one key term among others in the framework
of ethical literary criticism but the base upon which the whole theory rests. On
the theoretical foundation of ethical selection, Nie puts forward a list of terms
to construct his critical discourse, such as ethical environment, ethical identity,
ethical taboo, ethical knots, ethical teaching, and brain text. Among these, “brain
text” is a new term Nie coined to illuminate how ethical selection progresses, thus
demonstrating the latest development of ethical literary criticism.

BRAIN TEXT AS THE LATEST DEVELOPMENT

What is brain text? Nie claims that it “is a neologism coined up to indicate the
carrier of the text in the theoretical framework of ethical literary criticism”
(“Ethical Literary Criticism” 11). All the information we learn and know are stored
in the brain as brain concepts, which then are processed into brain text. If we
compare the brain to the central processing unit of a computer, brain text, then,
is the computer’s software. Human sensory input is like the input of information,
and the formation of brain concepts is like the coding process. The process of
thinking is how the brain processes the brain concepts, similar to the operation of
the computer software. The result of thinking, stored in the brain as a new brain
text is like the updating of software. Without software a computer cannot work, so
without brain text we cannot think. In this sense, brain text is the decisive factor in
how we think and behave, and on which moral principle and ethical selection are

based.

As mentioned above, ethical selection, one of the core concepts of ethical
literary criticism, is the second step in explaining how we become human beings
in the moral sense after we develop the physical form becoming a new species



through natural selection. How does ethical selection correlate with brain text
from this perspective? To make it clear, ethical selection and ethical choice have to
be delineated from each other: The former refers to the whole process of selection
for humans to obtain their moral nature, while the latter only refers to choices in
particular contexts as part of this process. Take human life, for example. A person’s
life is a process of ethical selection from birth to death, consisting of a number
of particular ethical choices. Everyone needs to complete the process of lifelong
selection through making ethical choices until the end of life. After acquiring the
human physical form, we are confronted with the fundamental problem of defining
our ethical identity as human beings to distinguish ourselves from other non-
human beings. In fact, the earliest ethical decision of human beings is to make the
right choice to be different from animals and thus to become human. The rules
governing what to do and what not to do were the earliest ethics, originally stored
as brain text. Later, writing symbols were invented to preserve these ethics so that
they can be known by people and be used to guide their behavior.

Drawing from Nie’s viewpoint concerning ethical literary criticism, teaching is
the fundamental approach for us to learn how to make the right ethical choices.
Each choice helps us to learn more about ethical rules, which, in effect, enriches
the brain text just like the updating of the software of a computer. Specific ethical
choices in the process of human’s ethical selection are often represented in literary
works. As such, in order to make the right ethical choices, a human can draw
lessons from the experience of selection between good and evil in life as often
described in literature. By giving moral models and admonishments, literary
works can function as approaches to moral education, inspiring and encouraging
praiseworthy actions, or warning against and condemning morally wrong deeds,
so as to provide a reference and guide on how to make an ethical choice. European
literature such as Homer’s epics, Shakespeare’s plays, and Chinese literature such
as The Journey to the West (Xi You Ji), and Dream of Red Mansions (Hong Léu
Meéng), all portray the ethical choices that characters make, depicting emotions,
experiences, gains and losses, and the effects of these ethical choices on their lives.
We read these works and learn from the characters’ choices, thus enriching our
brain texts, and knowing how to make the right choices.

Toilluminate the critical approach of Nie’s ethical literary criticism with reference
to the function of brain text, we will give a brief reading of the key character, Sun
Wukong (Monkey King) in the Chinese classical novel, The Journey to the West. It
is a one-hundred-chapter novel written in vernacular Chinese first published in
1592. As a novel, it is one of four masterpieces from the Ming Dynasty (1368—1644)
and the only predominantly mythological work among the widely acknowledged
classics of the Chinese vernacular novel. The Journey to the West is based on the
historical journey made by the Chinese monk Xuan Zang (AD 602-664) to India



to obtain the Buddhist sutra. In the novel, Xuan Zang goes by his Buddhist name
Tripitaka. Tripitaka is escorted on his journey by three disciples from the world of
immortals: Sun Wukong (the Monkey King), Zhu Bajie (the Pig), and Sha Monk (the
Sand Monk). The master and his disciples are a comic group of pilgrims, bickering
and playing jokes on each other, subduing demons that covet Tripitaka’s flesh and
virginity, and correcting wrongs in the human world. After countless ordeals or
sufferings and fourteen years on the road, they arrive at the Buddhist Heaven, obtain
the Buddhist scriptures, and are appointed to celestial positions.

The novel begins with an account of the initial Chaos, or Hundun, the formless
state of matter before creation. Then, we see the cosmogonic forces impregnate a
stone with an “immortal embryo” from which Sun Wukong, the Monkey King was
originally born and “endowed with fully developed features and limbs,” and “was
able to walk, run, and leap about; he fed on grass and shrubs, drank from the brooks
and streams, ... made his companions the tiger and the lizard, the wolf and the
leopard” (Wu 7). He behaves at will as an animal does without any consciousness of
good and evil before learning skills and magic power from his Sage Master; at this
point, his brain texts are all about the law of animal world, that is, the jungle law.
According to the story, Monkey’s studies in the arts of Taoist Immortality give him
awesome power, which he uses to augment his own status, indicating that the brain
text of his ethical consciousness is being gradually updated to the rudimentary
stage but is still dominated by animal factors. As a result, although he knows how
to follow the rules, he always loses control, thus leading to his expulsion from his
Sage Master and imprisonment by Buddha Rulaifo in the Mountain of the Five
Elements for five hundred years for violating the rules of Heaven.

Monkey’s fall from being the self-appointed “Great Sage, Equal to Heaven” to
the helpless prisoner of Buddha in the Mountain of the Five Phases leaves us with
an impression of his actual minuteness relative to the cosmic order which he defied.
More importantly, the story of his rise through the magic power he learned from
the Sage Master and of his fall brought on by his excessive use of it updates his
brain text in understanding that controlling his animal factor and following the
ethical rules are essential to life. Only after he gets the chance to escort Monk Xuan
Zhang to the Western Heaven for Buddhist scriptures does the Monkey King begin
to experience his ethical selection and constantly update his brain texts, gradually
finishing his transformation from an animal-factor-dominated monkey to a human-
factor-dominated man. In The Journey to the West, each ordeal or suffering of the
Monkey King updates his brain text from an animal monkey to a human being and
then to a saint monk. From the perspective of ethical literary criticism, the head
of Monkey King is the symbol of free will or animal factor, while the Tight Fillet
that is chained firmly to his head represents ethical rules that restrain his behavior,
helping him be less of an animal and more of a man. During the journey to the



West, Monk Xuan Zhang always controls the outburst of Sun Wukong’s animal
factor and helps him in updating his brain texts and finishing ethical selection until
he finally becomes a man and a god.

The reading of Monkey King from the perspectives of brain text and ethical
selection sheds a new light on the interpretation of the literary classic, The Journey
to the West. Indeed, as Jonathan Culler once stressed, in literary studies, “theory
was first deployed for thinking about the nature of the critical enterprise and for
producing new readings of literary works” (230). Following a full elaboration on
the critical discourses of ethical criticism, Nie demonstrates how ethical literary
criticism works with hisinnovative reading of a series of literary classics. On the basis
of his reading of some classical literary works, Nie combines theory and practice,
which sets a good example for those who might indulge themselves in “theoretical
complex,” “preordained topic complex,” and “term complex” (Introduction 4). In
this sense, ethical literary criticism as envisioned by Nie is able to establish an
alternative “ethical turn” in Chinese academia.

CONCLUSION

So far, we have argued that in the wake of the ethical turn in the West, particularly
in ethical criticism, the foundation for the emergence of Chinese ethical literary
criticism has been established by Nie Zhenzhao. Against the historical background
of the “theoretical complex” in Chinese academia in the eighties, Nie has developed a
practical theory and methodology that may be said to have resulted in an alternative
“ethical turn” in China. In many ways, Nie’s theory of ethical literary criticism has
transformed its Western counterparts, and the discursive difference is threefold.
First, it puts forward the view that literature originates from ethical demands, thus
establishing the theoretical basis for literary ethical criticism. Second, it establishes
a system of critical discourses, making ethical literary criticism a more easily
graspable method of criticism. Third, it integrates theory and practice with close
reading of a variety of literary texts. Indeed, as Davis and Womack have observed,
“the ethical consideration of a given work of literature ranges from the close reading
of the text itself—particularly in terms of the dilemmas and conundrums presented
in the lives of the characters that we encounter there—to the ethical questions that
the story raises in the readers own life beyond the margins of the text” (x).

To sum up, ethical criticism first appeared in the literary field as a concept or
an idea in ancient Greece, evolving into a literary trend or school in the West;
finally, it grew into a literary critical theory because of Nie, initiating a new critical
movement in China, which brought attention to China’s contribution to the field of



ethical literary criticism. To reiterate, Nie’s ethical literary criticism “does not aim
at making an over-simplified judgment about literature by determining whether it
is good or bad. Instead, it attempts to unpack the ethical values of literature, and the
truth about social life depicted in literature from an ethical perspective” (“Towards
an Ethical Literary Criticism” 100). However, no literary theory, including ethical
literary criticism, can offer itself as a solution to all the problems concerning literary
phenomena and ethical ideologies of all writers. Scholars and critics around the
world have the work cut out for them toward transforming ethical literary criticism
into a more powerful literary theory.
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