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Abstract
With the advancements in neuroscience and technology, the neurocognitive approach to the 
human brain seems to outrun the traditional humanistic approach to moral studies, while 
its demystification and biological reduction of morality is also questionable, particularly, its 
implicative suggestion for moral treatment. Contrastingly, ethical literary criticism, especially 
the brain text theory proposed by Zhenzhao Nie, enlightens us with a new approach to moral 
education. Essentially different from the clinical moral treatment advocated by neuroethics, 
ethical literary criticism does not diagnose a particular reader as a “moral patient” in advance, 
but instead thinks it necessary for all people to get good moral instruction so as to make better 
ethical choices in everyday life. It advocates the use of good works to improve the moral sense 
of readers, while it still believes that readers are free subjects who can choose books they like 
to read, rather than morally weak patients who need to be cured by medicines or operation as 
neuroscientists do. By emphasizing on the moral teaching function of literature to guide people 
to the morally credible way of life, Nie’s brain text theory expresses clearly its moral stand and 
serves as a new humanistic approach to moral education.
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INTRODUCTION

Morality is traditionally understood as a system of rules, values, and beliefs that 
guides people’s choices and actions, determines the purpose and meaning of our 
lives, and regulates the order of our community. For ethical literary criticism, 
morality becomes the fundamental difference between humans and nonhuman 
beings. Indeed, if we can determine what morality is on a purely objective level, 
we would be able to understand the essence of human beings. For a long time, this 
question seemed to be exclusive to the domain of humanities, as if only literary 
writers, philosophers, and artists are more qualified to explore the mystery of 
morality. Our knowledge of morality comes chiefly from philosophical speculation 
and literary imagination, rather than experimental laboratory observation. 
Although psychologists such as Jean Piaget (1932) and Lawrence Kohlberg (1984) 
have included morality in the arena of psychology in the last century, their research 
still relies on the general methods of observation, hypothesis, and assessment to a 
great extent. Piaget conducts his research by questioning children from different 
local schools. Conversations with these children help a lot in fulfilling this project 
and the results of which form the basis of Piaget’s findings. While Piaget is aware 
of “the defects as of the advantages of the method we have” (vii), he regrets that 
there is “no infallible remedy for this,” and thinks “the only safeguard lies in the 
collaboration of other investigators”, that is, “other psychologists take up his 
questions from different view-points and put them to children of differing social 
environment[s]” (viii) to revise his findings with more pieces of evidence. 

Since the 1980s benefited from the rapid development of neuroscience, “a 
discipline geared toward understanding how the brain works, how brain structure 
and function affect behavior, and ultimately how the brain enables the mind” 
(Gazzaniga et al. 4), many new devices and technologies began to be introduced 
into moral studies. With the continuous breakthroughs in neuroscience and 
technology, the neurocognitive approach to the human brain seems to outrun the 
traditional humanistic approach to moral studies. 

One of the most important techniques in neuroscience is brain imaging, through 
which the researcher can directly observe the interior of the brain and its working. 
In particular, high-resolution, real-time functional brain scanning can show the 
direct impact of nerve activity on local blood flow and oxygen saturation, as well as 
present it in the form of images, so that researchers can directly “look at the brain 
and think about it” (Gore 275). Functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) 
is one of the most widely adopted neuroimaging technology. Its basic working 
principle can be summarized as such: 
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When a person receives information from the outside, specific areas of the cerebral 
cortex will make corresponding responses to them, and the biochemical process of 
neurons and glial cells in the corresponding cortical region will be rapidly enhanced, 
then more energy will be consumed in the activated brain area, which leads to the 
increase of blood flow in local cerebral vessels and the inhomogeneity of magnetic field 
(also known as gradient) in brain region that will enhance the magnetic resonance signal. 
(Mao and Liu 135)

These new measurement tools profoundly change the way researchers explore 
the mechanism of moral cognition. Moral thinking included, all human conscious-
ness suddenly seems comprehensible, no longer mysterious. In the past, due to 
the lack of effective research tools, it has been difficult for researchers to observe 
the brain, which had seemed more like a black box of moral consciousness. There 
was no reliable method for people to resort to except for philosophical speculation 
and psychological assumption. However, with the help of brain science, research-
ers can scrutinize the internal workings of the brain, rather than speculating by 
merely observing the external behaviors it produces. As two scholars pointed out, 

“The development of research methods has brought about fundamental progress 
in moral studies. It makes us free from the limitation of pure speculation, which is 
the contribution of brain science to moral studies” (Zhang and Liu 21). Since the 
beginning of the 21st century, moral research has become a new focus of cognitive 
neuroscience. Ethics or moral philosophy is no longer exclusive to the humani-
ties but incorporates natural science alongside it to form a new interdisciplinary 
subject, namely neuroethics. Neuroethics regards morality not as abstract and 
unpredictable human activities, but as the production of neural movements in the 
brain. Striving to transform moral research into a sub-branch of science, more and 
more brain scientists are trying to probe the mystery of moral reasoning using 
neuro-technology. Just as neuroscience has profoundly changed the research para-
digm of linguistics, it is also exerting great influence on literary criticism and moral 
philosophy. In the age of technology worship, brain scientists are rivaling writers, 
artists, and humanities scholars to become the most influential new authority in 
the field of moral research.

Undeniably, the application of brain science and technology has greatly 
enriched research methods towards morality and improved the scientific level of 
moral research. However, the over-demystification of morality and the tendency of 
biological reduction have also brought about many moral problems, particularly, 
its implicative suggestion for the treatment of “moral diseases.” 

Contrastingly, we argue that ethical literary criticism, especially the brain text 
theory proposed by Zhenzhao Nie, can rectify and surpass the ethical dilemma of 
brain science in many aspects. In this paper, we will first talk about the possible 
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application of neuroethical findings in education and moral treatment of children. 
Then, a summary of the fundamental ideas of Nie’s brain text theory is provided, 
particularly its significance in the general framework of Nie’s ethical literary 
criticism. Finally, taking Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man and Anthony Burgess’s 
A Clockwork Orange as examples,1 we will examine the moral risks of moral 
treatment and the instructive merits of brain text theory for children’s education. 
By emphasizing on the moral teaching function of literature to guide people to the 
morally credible way of life, Nie’s brain text theory expresses clearly its moral stand 
and serves as a new humanistic approach to moral education.

BRAIN SCIENCE, CHILDREN’S EDUCATION, AND MORAL TREATMENT

Modern neuroscience starts with a general premise that “the conscious mind is a 
product of the brain’s physical activity and not separate from it” (Gazzaniga et al. 
6). Admittedly, the formation of people’s moral reasoning capacity is not entirely 
dependent on environmental factors, and biological qualities of the brain do play 
an important role. The usage of technologies that have pioneered the field of brain 
science have been largely beneficial to researchers in understanding the ways in 
which the moral consciousness is processed in the human brain. It might even 
be possible to reveal that morality, as a selective advantage of human species that 

“promoted survival and reproduction,” is “embedded” in the human brain from the 
perspective of biological evolution (Gazzaniga et al. 5). In his ground-breaking 
masterpiece The Ethical Brain, Michael Gazzaniga expresses his confidence in 
neuroscience and declares that, 

When ethical dilemmas involve the nervous system, either directly or indirectly, 
those trained in the field of neuroscience have something to say. They can peek under 
the lid, as it were, and help all of us to understand what the actual biological state is and 
is not. Is a brain present? Is it functioning in any meaningful way? (5)

More importantly, the aims of researchers to apply brain science to morality are 
not only done to understand the mysteries of moral issues, but also aim to help 
cultivate more voluntarily adopted ways of moral life. As Gazzaniga argues, “I 
would like to support the idea that there could be a universal set of biological 
responses to moral dilemmas, a sort of ethics, built into our brains” (xix). For him, 
the task of neuroscience is to uncover those ethics and identify them in the hopes 
that the human beings could live more fully by them, because he believes that “a lot 
of suffering, war, and conflict could be eliminated if we could agree to live by them 
more consciously” (xix). So the question is how people could obey moral rules 
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more consciously. This naturally leads to two other problems: one is the cultivation 
of moral sense, and the other is the treatment of “moral diseases.”

The new findings of brain science confirm a common-sense agreement in our daily 
life. These new findings state that childhood is the critical period for the cultivation 
of moral reasoning capacity. It is impossible for a person, who has no sense of 
right and wrong since he or she is a child, to suddenly turn into a virtuous person 
in adulthood. This is because the “embedding” of the moral sense is most suitable 
to occur in the critical and sensitive period of brain development. According to 
David Hubel’s research, the period of visual system development after birth is the 
critical period for the child’s growth. Through his research, Hubel concludes that 

“if an infant is deprived of visual stimulation during the beginning of their life, the 
visual cortex becomes irreversibly damaged” (Lienhard). Similarly, other essential 
functions of the organs, such as hearing and speaking, also need to be developed in 
the critical period. For babies still in the fetal period, their hearing is in the critical 
period of development, because the malleus and stapes are the earliest organs to be 
formed. So in this period, the fetus can obtain a sense of dependence and security 
in the process of mother-child response, which is the theoretical foundation for 
prenatal education. Brain science research also finds out that babies as young as 
two months old can read other people’s facial expressions, identify parents from 
strangers, distinguish happy, sad, or angry expressions, and give different responses. 
One-year-old children have already begun to show empathy. For example, when 
they see others suffering, they will feel sorrow or fear. “This shows that moral 
senses like sympathy, love, and altruism have been formed in the period of infancy, 
which are exactly the basis of individual moral character. That is to say, infants have 
developed some basic sense of morality” (Ma 35). All these indicate that moral 
reasoning capacity is most suitable to be cultivated alongside the development of 
the brain, therefore the importance of instilling a basic sense of morality during 
childhood cannot be understated. 

Ethical literary criticism puts special emphasis on the significance of moral 
education in childhood. It holds that using literature as “textbooks” to help children 
establish a good “brain text” is very crucial for the formation of their moral reasoning 
capacity, which is in line with the discovery of brain science and technology. After 
the age of 16, when brain development in humans have been largely completed, 
with their mindset becoming quite established, their moral cognitive ability will 
gradually fall into a fixed pattern that would be very difficult to change. That is why 
16 is generally regarded as the age when a person needs to be legally responsible for 
his/her own behavior (Ma 34-35).

In addition to moral education for children, moral treatment is another important 
topic of concern here. Are “moral diseases” to be considered as real diseases in 
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a biological sense? Do they result from a lack of moral education or from some 
organic deficiencies or damages in the brain? Researchers in neuroscience tried 
to find domain-specific structures and processes that shed light on what morality 
is and where it is in the brain. “[Bringing] morality under experimental scrutiny 
[so as to][…] assess moral behavior from a clinical point of view” (Pascual et al. 
2), cognitive neuroscience has been the catalyst for a lot of the findings regarding 
the relation between brain structure and moral reasoning. For example, it has 
been affirmed with evidence that “the orbital and ventromedial prefrontal cortices 
are implicated in emotionally-driven moral decisions, whereas the dorsolateral 
prefrontal cortex seems to mitigate the salience of prepotent emotional responses” 
(Pascual et al. 5).

According to these findings, different areas of the brain play different roles in 
moral cognitive activities, and damages to specific areas will lead to the loss of specific 
functions. For example, if during a person’s childhood his or her ventral prefrontal 
lobe—which is responsible of coordinating and monitoring emotions—is damaged, 
the moral consciousness of that person will be significantly weaker than that of his/
her normal peers, usually making the person more selfish and irresponsible. As 
Antonio Damasio argues in his research on Phineas Gage,2 “They steal, they rape, 
they kill, they lie. They are often smart. The threshold at which their emotions kick 
in, when they do, is so high that they appear unflappable, and are, from their self 
reports, unfeeling and uncaring” (178). In addition, brain imaging researches show 
that “the prefrontal cortex enables us to restrain ourselves in the face of social 
morality, rules and laws. Subjects whose prefrontal lobes having been removed 
may have low-level moral consciousness and more illegal activities. For example, 
thriftlessness, dishonesty, sexual offenses and theft are all likely to be the results 
of dysfunctional prefrontal cortex” (Zhang 88). Agreeably, brain science helps very 
much to understand the relationship between morality and biology. However, just 
as Yue Jin mentions, “With the help of cognitive neuroscience, researchers have 
found that moral reasoning is performed in certain brain areas, which implies 
the possibility of the application of medical technologies into moral treatment” 
(Yue 154). Since many moral misconducts caused by organic damages might have 
pathological basis in the brain, some people think it implies the possibility of moral 
treatment. For example, some neuroscientists try to use deep brain stimulation 
to treat “patients” who often behave immorally or antisocially because of brain 
damages. They had done this by implanting battery powered neurotransmitters in 
specific areas of the brain that release electrical impulses to stimulate the brain, a 
device usually used to treat Parkinson’s disease and depression.

However, the moral dilemmas or risks brought by moral treatment, are not to 
be ignored. To what extent can we intervene in another person’s consciousness 
and change their behavior through technical means? Is implanting electrodes in 
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a person’s brain the same as injecting certain ideas and concepts into their brain? 
More importantly, which behaviors are considered immoral, and to what extent 
can they be considered immoral? Furthermore, who can be qualified to determine 
what constitutes morality at all? As we all know, moral rules are also established 
historically and socially, so what is regarded as right and good in a certain time 
and place might be immoral to other people who live in another time and place. 
While adopting high-tech devices to uncover the mystery of the human brain and 
morality, how can we avoid falling into moral dilemmas? We doubt the question 
can be answered by brain scientists, who might not be worried about it at all. It is 
on this point that the brain text theory proposed by Nie may give us an enlightening 
answer.

BRAIN TEXT AND THE CULTIVATION OF MORAL REASONING CAPACITY

As a core term in the theoretical framework of ethical literary criticism, brain text 
marks an important breakthrough in the development of Nie’s theory in recent 
years. When ethical literary criticism was initiated in 2005, brain text did not appear 
in its toolbox of concepts. It was not until 2013 that the term came into being in 

“Ethical Literary Criticism: Oral Literature and Brain Text”, a very important article 
that Nie published in Foreign Literature Studies. The reason Nie established this 
term was to solve two of the fundamental questions in ethical literary criticism; 
namely, the questions of what literature is and where it comes from. For ethical 
literary criticism, the literary text is fundamentally understood as a materialized 
form of literature rather than a container of ideology or the art of language. He 
writes: “Literature always presupposes the existence of literary texts. When we talk 
about the linguistic features and themes of literature, we actually refer to that of the 
literary text. Since literature is but another word for literary text, it must necessarily 
exist in the material sense” (Introduction to Ethical Literary Criticism 19).

The key tenet of ethical literary criticism emphasizes itself on the materialized 
text. According to Nie, any material could be mediums of the text so long as they 
are used to record words and symbols, while no text can be apart from its medium. 
It is in such a sense that literary text can be understood as a materialized form 
of work rather than a container of ideology. However, Nie’s early definition of 
materialized text is only limited to written texts, that is, texts that have words, or 
symbols written, printed, or engraved on physical materials, such as paper, stone, 
pottery, metal, as well as any other materials on which linguistic symbols can be 
written. He says: “Literature can only exist in the form of literary text, so literary 
studies must take literary text as its premise and starting point” (Introduction to 
Ethical Literary Criticism 20). Nie’s early-period theory about the literary text is 
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very original and inspiring, but there is still a paradox: if literature can only exist 
in the form of materialized text, then what about oral literature? Since there is no 
common-sense materialized text in oral literature, does it mean that oral literature 
is not literature at all? Indeed, this is a contradictory question, because oral 
literature is widely acknowledged as literature and to doubt it would be ridiculous. 
But if oral literature is also literature, according to the viewpoint of ethical literary 
criticism, it can only exist as a literary text. Then where is this text stored? In the 
pursuit of an answer to this question, Nie raises the concept of “brain text”.

According to Nie, brain text, as a neologism, indicates the medium of the text, or 
the original form of the text per se. It refers to the text in a special biological form 
as far as the nature of the medium is concerned. He writes: “Before the written text 
is produced, the non-material consciousness can only be stored in the brain in the 
form of memory, or as we term it, constructed as the brain text. Every chanter of 
Homeric epics after the Heroic Age had memorized the stories, and their memories 
of the epics in their brains were brain texts” (“Ethical Literary Criticism” 11). With 
such a definition, he effectively resolves the previous theoretical paradox, that is, 
literature can only exist as text, but the text is not limited to the form of written 
text. While including brain text, written text, and electronic text as the three most 
important forms of text, he emphasizes the primary role of brain text. In the 2017 
the article entitled “How Brain Text and Brain Concept Are Formed: A Presumptive 
Interpretation from the Perspective of ethical literary criticism,” Nie gives a further 
interpretation of the term:

What is brain text? It refers to the text stored in the human brain. The sounds we 
hear, the images we see, and the objects and their statuses we feel can all be converted 
into mnemonic symbols, stored in the brain as information, and processed into the brain 
text. Brain text is a special form of text, which takes human brain as its carrier. People’s 
perception and cognition of objective things are first stored in the brain in the form 
of mixed information which are then processed into orderly memory. As long as the 
memory is stored in the brain, it will form brain text. (30)

Aside from describing the formation of brain text, Nie’s article also establishes 
the key differences between brain texts and other forms of text, namely, the 
impossibility for other people to perceive and receive it before it is expressed orally 
or converted into the materialized text. Moreover, while human’s many biological 
traits can be genetically inherited, the brain text that relies on word-of-mouth 
transmissions cannot. Man’s life is mortal, so the brain text in one person’s brain 
cannot be preserved eternally. 

For Nie, moral reasoning capacity highlights the difference between human 
beings and other species. While agreeing with Charles Darwin that all species are 
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the result of natural selection, he still believes that humans need to undergo the 
second stage of evolution, namely ethical selection. For Nie, ethical selection helps 
to endow human beings with moral reasoning capacity and thus eventually turns 
them into moral beings. 

To obtain moral reasoning capacity, Nie believes that humans need to imitate 
models and perform approved behavior patterns when they are confronted with 
moral challenges in daily life. For a particular human community, group construc-
tion develops moral code, but for each individual member, moral reasoning capac-
ity still needs to be “acquired.” Necessarily, a preferable way for a person, and for a 
child specifically, to acquire their capacity for moral reasoning is through reading 
literature enriched with moral models and spiritual enlightenment to form their 
brain text, or memories, based on what they read. In the view of ethical literary 
criticism, ethical selection differs significantly from natural selection. Humans 
make biological changes against environmental challenges to survive, while it is es-
sentially an active choice to learn how to be a good person. Of course, this is not to 
say that one must always make altruistic choices under any circumstances, but that 
if one wants to be human in its real sense, one must take the initiative to perform 
morally approved activities, rather than being driven by animal instincts. 

Admittedly, scientific instruments need not verify the theory of brain text just 
like other theories from the humanities. The presumptuous element of theories 
from the humanities ascribes these characteristics to theory of the brain text. The 
question of whether the “brain text” exists or not, alongside the questions regarding 
the area it is stored in and whether it’s detectable by fMRI or not, are ultimately 
irrelevant in the study of ethical literary criticism, because its goal is primarily 
focused on the moral functions of literature. As long as this term can effectively help 
us to talk about the moral issues of literature, it will be more instructive than brain 
science technologies in moral studies, because in the final analysis, “[l]iterature is 
actually an ethical concept” (Nie, Introduction to Ethical Literary Criticism 20).

BRAIN TEXT AND THE MORAL TEACHING FUNCTION OF LITERATURE

Different from other theoretical approaches that attach more importance to the 
aesthetic features or ideologies of literature, ethical literary criticism is clearly 
motivated by its focus on moral issues in literary works. To borrow Nie’s words, 

“As a practical and utilitarian approach to literary studies, ethical literary criticism 
does not deny its moral purpose, that is, to establish a credible moral standard for 
literature. Taking the moral values as yardstick, it praises those good works that 
promote the moral progress of human civilization” (Introduction to Ethical Literary 
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Criticism 99). It holds that the fundamental function of literature is moral teaching, 
which can help readers improve moral reasoning capacity and guide them to make 
the right choices in accordance with the standards of good and evil. Although the 
theory of brain text originally proposes the aim to answer some questions about 
oral literature, its fundamental concern provides an instructive viewpoint for us to 
talk about the moral significance of literature. 

According to Nie, a person’s brain text plays an essential role in the formation 
process of their moral character. He writes: 

Brain text is like the established pattern that monitors one’s thinking and behavior. 
It not only stores and disseminates messages, but also regulates a person’s thinking 
and emotion. […] Actually, every aspect of one’s life, including the building of moral 
character, are regulated by the brain text stored in the human brain. In short, brain text 
determines one’s external behavior and internal moral character. (“How Brain Text and 
Brain Concept Are Formed” 33)

As mentioned above, brain text is not biologically inherited, and the most 
effective way to obtain it is through reading literature. Nie argues: “Since 
literary texts, especially written texts and electronic texts, can be converted into 
brain texts through human visual or auditory organs, literature is an important 
source of brain texts” (“How Brain Text and Brain Concept Are Formed” 33). In 
the process of creation, the author transforms their brain text into material text 
that can be transmitted and communicated. When the reader reads a poem or a 
novel or watches a play, a brain text will be produced duly in his/her brain. The 
transformation of a materialized text into a brain text completes the reader’s 
understanding of a literary work. Admittedly, this is not to say that the brain text 
obtained by the reader is a variant or derivation of the author’s brain text, because 
ethical literary criticism also insists that the reader have the initiative to choose 
what to read. In addition, choosing what kind of works to read is an ethical choice 
in itself. Of course, the readers are not always able to identify the quality of the 
works in advance, so helpful advice from responsible critics might be necessary. 
Nie points out: “A person’s thinking and behavior are regulated by their brain text, 
and their moral reasoning is determined by the brain text as well. Therefore, the 
kind of brain text one has determines fundamentally what kind of thinking and 
behavior one makes and what kind of person one will be” (“How Brain Text and 
Brain Concept Are Formed” 33). In other words, reading good works produces good 
brain texts and develops good moral character. The ultimate goal of ethical literary 
criticism realizes the moral potential of literary works, to activate its role in moral 
education, and to brighten forth moral instruction for the readers. This essentially 
differs from the clinical moral treatment advocated by neuroethics. Ethical literary 
criticism would not diagnose a particular reader as a “moral patient” in advance, 
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since it deems it necessary for all people to get better moral instruction so as to 
make better ethical choices in their daily life. It advocates the use of good works 
to improve the moral sense of readers, but it still believes that readers are free 
subjects who can choose whatever books they like to read, instead of morally weak 
patients who need to be cured by drugs or technology as neuroscientists do. To put 
it more simply, ethical literary criticism prefers to provide instructions to readers 
to cultivate their morality, rather than prescribe punitive treatment for those who 
are believed to be morally ill.

Take Ralph Ellison’s masterpiece Invisible Man as an example. In chapter 11, “the 
invisible man”—an anonymous young Black man—was sent to the factory hospital 
for treatment because he was injured in the paint factory. However, the doctors 
tried to take this opportunity to carry out moral treatments on him, particularly 
due to their prejudices and preconceptions of Black people being born with moral 
weaknesses and how they see this as an explanation for their inability to abide 
by the rules in the factory. This was a rather common prejudice among white 
people against Black people during that point of history. In an article published 
in 1851, Samuel Cartwright claims that the Black people carry special pathological 
genes and are more likely than the white people to suffer from a mental disease 
called “drapetomania”, that is, they are weak in self-restraint, indolent and hard to 
discipline (see White 41-42). Therefore, lobectomies, which were once common 
medical practices used to treat epilepsy and schizophrenia in the United States, 
were nonetheless misused by racist white doctors in the 1950s to “treat” Black 
peoples’ supposed moral weaknesses. Since the anterior lobe of the brain is in 
charge of emotional regulation, it was believed that, if that lobe was removed, the 

“patient” could be morally transformed and easily disciplined. However, because 
craniotomy has many surgical risks and cannot guarantee the surgical effect, the 
white doctors in the novel came up with a safer treatment, which, through the 
combined effects of electric pulse, X-ray radiation, vibration and sound interference, 

“[…] will produce the results of a prefrontal lobotomy without the negative effects 
of the knife” (Ellison). As a doctor says in the novel, 

[. . .] instead of severing the prefrontal lobe, a single lobe, that is, we apply pressure in 
the proper degrees to the major centers of nerve control—our concept is Gestalt—and 
the result is as complete a change of personality as you’ll find in your famous fairy-tale 
cases of criminals transformed into amiable fellows after all that bloody business of a 
brain operation. And what’s more, […] the patient is both physically and neurally whole. 
(Ellison) 

In these doctors’ eyes, the Black young man was not a physically injured patient, 
but a would-be “criminal” with moral defects. What they wanted was to produce 
a “complete change of personality” and transform him into an “amiable fellow” by 



Jia & Chen / Problematizing the Validity of Neuroethics and Moral Treatment� 471

Kritika Kultura 37 (2021): 471–475� © Ateneo de Manila University

<https://ajol.ateneo.edu/kk>

means of mental operation. Paradoxically, at the beginning of the story when the 
“invisible man” had just graduated from high school, he had been given a “good” brain 
text resulting from the education he received. Visualizing himself as “a potential 
Booker T. Washington” (Ellison), he delivered an oration on his graduation day in 
which he expressed his belief in Washington that “humility was the secret, indeed, 
the very essence of progress” (Ellison). In other words, he is educated to be a model 
member of his race as was expected by the more privileged whites. However, as 
they were possibly suspicious of the effect of school education, the racist white 
doctors preferred to perform the surgical operation so as to transform him into 
a submissive subject easy to discipline. In the 1950s, when Invisible Man was 
published, neuroethics certainly had not appeared, but the treatment described 
in the novel is a dystopian example of the clinical treatment envisioned by later 
neuroethics.

Anthony Burgess’s A Clockwork Orange serves as another example to illustrate 
the difference between mental treatment advocated by neuroethics and Nie’s 
approach to moral teaching through literature. In Burgess’s dystopian science 
fiction, the 15-years-old Alex was a delinquent who had committed a lot of heavy 
offences including drug abuse, robbery and gang rape. Moral education did not 
work for him at all, since school, in his eyes, was nothing but “a great seat of gloopy 
useless learning” (Burgess). After he was sentenced to prison, the police chose him 
as an experimental object and planned to apply a newly invented device—“Lu-
dovico stuff”—to treat him. The aim was to completely transform a delinquent like 
him into a law-abiding normal citizen. “Never again will you have the desire to 
commit acts of violence or to offend in any way whatsoever against the State’s 
Peace” (Burgess). The therapy was to inject him with drugs, and then let him watch 
all kinds of violent and pornographic pictures until he gives vomiting reactions: 

And each day the feeling of wanting to die with the sickness and gulliver pains and 
aches in the zoobies and horrible horrible thirst grew really worse. Until one morning I 
tried to defeat the bastards by crash crash crashing my gulliver against the wall so that I 
should tolchock myself unconscious, but all that happened was I felt sick with viddying 
that this kind of violence was like the violence in the films, so I was just exhausted and 
was given the injection and was wheeled off like before. (Burgess)

The treatment is called “aversion therapy,” the purpose of which is to bring about 
such a conditional reflex in Alex that he would have a strong sense of discomfort 
as soon as he sees things related to violence and pornography. In the end, the 
therapy worked, and Alex became remarkably submissive as if he had become 
vaccinated against violence. “This Lu-dovico stuff was like a vaccination and there 
it was cruising about in my krovvy, so that I would be sick always for ever and ever 
amen whenever I viddied any of this ultra-violence” (Burgess). Not only did he feel 
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disgusted by violence, but even if he was treated with violence, he would not resist 
at all. He even felt that “it was better to get the hit than give it” (Burgess). In other 
words, Alex was completely transformed into a man who was incapable of doing 
evil.

The treatment Alex received in the novel is not exactly the same as the clinical 
mental treatment proposed by neuroethics. However, it can be viewed as an 
imaginative analogy, that is, to use neuroscientific devices to intervene a person’s 
mentality to transform him/her according to certain norms. From the perspective 
of neuroscience and moral utilitarianism, the society accepts and benefits from 
this kind of treatment. Transforming a bad person into a harmless subject is more 
effective than the moral preaching of prison priests and the disciplinary punishment 
from the police. On the other hand, the treatment is morally questionable. By 
forcing Alex to watch disgusting pictures, the police were, in a certain sense, trying 
to produce a dreadful brain text in his mind that would make him sick of violence. 
From the viewpoint of ethical literary criticism, this treatment did not really cure 
him of moral weakness, because he was not transformed into a subject who is 
willing to be a virtuous person, but was “deprive[d] of the ability to make an ethical 
choice” (Burgess). Just as the narrator says in the novel: “What does God want? 
Does God want goodness or the choice of goodness? Is a man who chooses the 
bad perhaps in some ways better than a man who has the good imposed upon 
him?” (Burgess) In contrast, the brain text theory of ethical literary criticism shows 
more approvable moral implications. It suggests to not use artificial devices to 
transform the human mind. What readers gain from reading are not abstract moral 
disciplines, but the active choice to make the right choice when they are faced with 
moral dilemmas. In the preface to the novel, Burgess writes: 

[By] definition, a human being is endowed with free will. He can use this to choose 
between good and evil. If he can only perform good or only perform evil, then he is 
a clockwork orange—meaning that he has the appearance of an organism lovely with 
colour and juice but is in fact only a clockwork toy to be wound up by God or the Devil 
or the Almighty State. It is as inhuman to be totally good as it is to be totally evil. The 
important thing is moral choice. Evil has to exist along with good, in order that moral 
choice may operate. (5) 

Because of its emphasis on human’s moral reasoning capacity, ethical literary 
criticism, particularly the brain text theory, is morally preferable to moral treatment 
of neuroscience. Henceforward, it can be adopted as a new humanistic approach to 
moral education.
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CONCLUSION

With advanced neuroscience technologies, the exploration of the human mind is 
no longer limited to philosophical speculation and artistic imagination as before. 
Neuroethics raises people’s research on moral consciousness to a new level and 
become more scientific. However, as is shown in many fields of human life, science 
is also a double-edged sword. While helping us explore the mystery of the human 
mind, and even deciphering its internal operating mechanism by means of brain 
imaging, it also runs the risk of reducing moral reasoning to a biological activity 
subject to the law of matter. Behind its seemingly objective scientific research 
method, it underestimates the organic richness of human moral life and reduces 
moral reasoning to the biological operation of the brain, which might provide an 
excuse for moral treatment of moral weakness and hence lead to the loss of human 
subjectivity. On the other hand, ethical literary criticism provides us with preferable 
suggestions. While consolidating the theoretical basis of ethical literary criticism, 
the concept of brain text shifts people’s interest in uncovering and identifying the 
physical evidence of moral reasoning to thinking about the significance of reading 
literature in moral education. Admittedly, reading “good literature” does not 
guarantee the cultivation of a “good person.” Ethical literary criticism is not so 
daring as to draw an equal sign between good reading and moral virtues. But it 
must by no means be denied that reading “good literature” can benefit the building 
up of moral character. In its emphasis upon the significance of literature in moral 
education, Nie’s theory clearly signifies a new humanistic endeavor.
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Notes

1.	 Readers who are interested may wish to consult Chinese translations of Anthony 
Burgess’s A Clockwork Orange and Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man. The authors consulted 
发条橙 (Yilin, 2016) and 看不见的人 (Shanghai Literature and Art, 2014), respectively.

2.	 Phineas Gage is often referred to as one of the most famous patients in neuroscience. 
On September 13, 1848, when the then 25-year-old Gage was working in a railroad 
construction site, an iron rod was driven through his entire skull and destroyed much of 
his frontal lobe. Fortunately, Gage survived the accident, but his character was so changed 
as a result that many of his friends described him as an almost different man entirely. 
See Kendra Cherry, “Phineas Gage’s Astonishing Brain Injury: His Injury Led to New 
Discoveries in Neuroscience,” https://www.verywellmind.com/phineas-gage-2795244. 
Accessed Sept. 10, 2020.
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