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Complexities and Limits of Ethical Literary
Criticism
Tomo Virk
Abstract: Although the so-called ethical turn in literary studies happened in
the eighties and nineties of the twentieth century in North America, the topic
“Literature and Ethics” in its various forms and denominations has been present
since the beginnings of the reflection on literature. This treatise summarizes the
most prominent research directions of this topic and attempts to point out their
strengths and weaknesses. As the most burning deficiency, it identifies the so-called
cacophony of ethical approaches to literature (mostly in Western literary criticism,
but also globally; Nie Zhenzhao’s well elaborated proposal of ethical literary
criticism seems to be a bright exception in this respect), characterized by the lack of
theoretical and methodological self-reflection. In order to overcome this deficiency,
it proposes to scrutinize some basic concepts and relations of ethical literary
criticism, such as the range of terms “ethics” and “literature”, the relation between
ethics and morality and between ethics and politics, the problem of aesthetic
autonomy in relation to the ethical evaluation, the problematic issue of aesthetic reevaluation on the ground of ethical evaluation, etc. In the conclusion, the treatise
stresses the general importance of ethical research in literary studies and points out
(the ethical) obligations of researchers engaging in Ethical Literary Criticism.
Key words: Ethical Literary Criticism; literature and ethics; ethics and morality;
literature and politics; aesthetic autonomy and ethics
Author: Tomo Virk is Professor of comparative literature and literary theory at the
Department of Comparative Literature and Literary Theory at the Faculty of Arts
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encompass the methodologies of literary science, postmodernism, magic realism,
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Associating literature and ethics (or literature and morality) has a long and
respectable history. Plato and Aristotle, for instance, both believed that literature
had a moral impact on its audience. Aristotle’s theory of empathy and catharsis
in Poetics prefigured many of the contemporary debates about the ethical value
and importance of literature, as well as did his theory of phronesis, a practical
wisdom necessary to conduct a good life, as developed in his ethical writings that
deeply influenced the Neo-Aristotelian current of contemporary ethical criticism.
If other classic, medieval and early modernist authors might not have been such an
inspiration for contemporary research in this respect, this doesn’t mean that they
didn’t reflect the connection between literature and ethics. On the contrary, the
literature and ethics topic was widely discussed in the middle ages as well as later,
even in such monumental works as, for instance, the four-volume Versuche aus
der Literatur und Moral, written by Christian August Clodius in 1767. To name
some other, more prominent examples: Shelley, “Shaftesbury, and the philosophers
of the Scottish Enlightenment […] anticipate[d] aspects of the contemporary
philosophies of Jürgen Habermas (1990) and Martha C. Nussbaum” (Locatelli 49),
concerning ethics, and understood the relationship between literature and ethics in
quite modern terms, not at all in an old-fashioned moralist manner. So did some
German Romanticists. The list is actually quite extensive. Yet towards the end of
the 9th century and in the first decades of the 20th century, the ethical approach to
literature became suspect of moralism and got replaced with other approaches, such
as aestheticist and formalist.
This changed dramatically in the last decades of the twentieth century, when
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the so-called ethical turn occurred, initially in North America. To be sure, the
metaphor itself, evoking the “Copernican Turn” and all the subsequent “turns”
(linguistic, theoretical, political etc.), seems to be a bit excessive. Since the
Romanticism, the implicit and explicit theoretical discussion and criticism about
values, ethics and morality in literature continued—not only in Anglo-American
criticism that seems to dominate contemporary debates on ethics and literature, but
also in others. Yet it is only in the eighties and the nineties that literary criticism
and theory, but also philosophy, programatically turned their attention to the
various aspects of the topic literature and ethics. The most prominent philosophers
and literary scholars in this respect were Wayne Booth, Martha Nussbaum, Alasdair
Macintyre, Richard Rorty, J. Hillis-Miller, Stanley Cavell, Adam Zachary Newton,
Lawrence Buell, James Phelan and others. A little bit later (in 2004) and basically
not influenced by the Western “Ethical Turn”, a well elaborated approach to the
literature and ethics topic emerged in China, with Nie Zhenzhao and his “Ethical
Literary Criticism . In the last decades, ethical literary criticism evolved in a variety
of sub-categories, perhaps the most prominent among them being narrative ethics,
rhetorical literary ethics, ethics of reading and ethics of alterity, but also ethics of
writing,
, ethics of criticism, ethics of interpretation, ethics of world
literature, ethics of imagination, ethics of hypertext etc. The list of potential further
candidates seems to be inexhaustible and the field widely open to such an extent
that it gives the impression of rather chaotic enterprise. It is no surprise that some
scholars got worried about this state of affairs. In my view, Dagmar Krause rightly
observed that
ethics denotes very different things to different people, and the task of
clarification is made even more difficult by the fact that only very few people
who partake in the debate deign to define ethics and morality, although most
people freely use both terms. Moreover, it is only rarely made clear on what
level exactly the presumed ethical influence of literature is supposed to
take place and what counts as ethical influence in the first place. The entire
debate, for example, between Nussbaum, Booth and Posner suffers from this
misunderstanding. Krause 36
A similar point was made by Lawrence Buell:
In any event, since no specific model for in uiry into ethics is shared by
more than a fraction of the scholars working in the various domains of
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literary theory and criticism, it is more than ordinarily perplexing when, as
often happens, avowed practitioners of “ethical” criticism neglect to relate
their brand of ethics to its alternatives or to antecedent traditions of moral
thematics, the ideology of genre, the deconstructive ethics of reading, the
politics of canonicity, and so forth. / To date, nobody seems to have worried
much about a problem of cacophony, however. (Buell 11)
In order to regulate this cacophony at least to some extent, attempts have been
made to explain the driving forces behind the “ethical turn” and in addition to
propose a kind of its genealogy, typology or classification. Concerning the reasons
for its rise, most often the opposition to deconstruction and “textualism” or “the
law of periodical turn” in this case away from the text to the contextare mentioned.
Some attention has also been paid to the assumption that the turn to ethics in
literary studies and humanities in general is due to the humanities’ need to socially
legitimize themselves (see for instance Nussbaum in Love’s Knowledge, Poetic
Justice, and
. As for the genealogy-typology-classification attempts,
the majority of them stress three strains of contemporary ethical criticism: NeoAristotelian (Nussbaum, for instance), deconstructionist (de Man, Hillis Miller,
Derrida), and the one inspired by Levinas (or Blanchot) (Attridge and a legion of
others). To my knowledge, the fullest account so far can be found in Buell’s 1999
article In Pursuit of Ethics . There he identifies the following six genealogical
strands”: 1) traditional criticism dwelling “on the moral thematics and underlying
value commitments of literary texts and their implied authors” [Parker, Booth]
(Buell 7); 2) the use of literature for philosophical-ethical purposes [Nussbaum,
Rorty 8 3 deconstruction with two specific
ethical currents 9 , the ethics
of reading [B. Johnson, Hillis-Miller] and the ethics of alterity, emerging from
Derrida’s dialogue with Levinas 4 the intensified attention
given sub ectness
and agency” under the influence of “the later work of Michel Foucault” (9); 5)
another late-Foucauldian strand, criticising “out-and-out cognitive scepticism”
0 , and 6 increased self-consciousness about professional ethics
0 . In
addition, Buell proposes “[f]ive […] distinctive contours” of ethical criticism (12):
1) the “recuperation of authorial agency in the production of texts”; 2) the “readerly
responsibility”, deriving from “a conception of literature as the reader’s other” (12);
3 t he approach to literary texts as arenas of ethical reflection by reason of their
formal or generic contours” (13); 4) the distinction between ethics and morality
(14), and 5) “the relation or distinction between the personal and the sociopolitical” (14). A little bit different—and in my view a much more systematic—set
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of possibilities to approach ethics in literature from the standpoint of literary studies
proposes Nie Zhenzhao with the “following five aspects: (1) in terms of writers
and their writings, it attempts to investigate moral values of the writers and their
historical background, and the connections of the writers’ own moral values and
those ethical values projected in those writings; (2) in terms of the works produced
by the writers, it tries to investigate the relations between moral phenomena
existing in works and in reality, the moral inclinations of the works, and social and
moral values of the works; (3) in terms of the relations between readers and works,
it intends to examine the effects of the works’ moral values upon readers and the
society, and readers’ evaluations of the moral thoughts of the writers and the works;
(4) it also needs to evaluate the moral inclinations of the writers and their works
from an ethical perspective, the influence of the moral inclinations of the writers
and their works upon their contemporary writers and literature as well as those of
the later period; (5) it not only aims at uncovering the moral features of the writers
and their works but also aims at exploring various issues concerning the relations
between literature and society, literature and writer, and literature and writer from
an ethical perspective Nie, Ethical Approach’ 9-20
Shang 29 . In contrast
to Buell, who offers a classification concerning the entire cacophonic corpus of
contemporary ethical criticism, Zhenzhao’s well considered proposal concerns only
his own approach, one of the few integral ethical approaches to literature so far.
In spite of their disturbing cacophony , ethical approaches to literature
seem to share some common ground. For instance, if we are engaged in ethical
literary criticism, we supposedly presume that literature—apart from other values,
such as aesthetic or cognitive—also has an ethical value. Literary scholars are
indeed not quite unanimous in what this value consists; there seems to be a large
agreement, however, about what makes literature so suitable for ethical research.
In the first place, the distinguished feature of a great deal of artistic literature is its
singularity which is typical also of the ethical situation and decision-making. Here
we are dealing with a kind of a structural analogy between the both domains. No
less important seem to be some other features, detected not only by philosophical
or literary-critical investigations, but supported also by, for instance, psychology
and cognitive sciences. In this respect, the great value of literature for ethical
research, but also for ethical education, consists in its ability to evoke emotions, to
stimulate empathy, and to develop our imagination, which are all cognitive modes
characteristic also of moral or ethical judgment that is by no means propositional or
only reflective, as some other types of udgements are.
These views about literature are more or less commonly shared. The
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differences arise, however, in the evaluation of what literature does—or can
do, or even should do—with this ability from the point of view of ethics. Some
critics believe that literature offers moral examples to follow (or to refuse), and
that it is particularly effective in doing so just because of the features described
above. Others maintain that literature stages particular, singular moral situations,
characters and their decisions, and in this way strengthens our moral capacities,
while we read it, since it is a kind of exercise in moral imagining and reasoning.
From this perspective, when we read Antigone, Hamlet, Crime and Punishment or
any novel of Henry James or George Eliot, we ourselves, pace Borges, temporarily
become Antigone, Hamlet, Raskolnikov, or the protagonists of James’ and Eliot’s
novels, and in this manner get experiences we probably wouldn’t get otherwise.
Others, again, stress that literature fosters our ability for empathy and knowledge
and recognition of alterity, which is a pre-condition of ethics (at least in Levinasian
sense).
These three positions of ethical criticism which are all very much alive
and present in contemporary literary studies and in my view can be seen as its
three prevailing typological strands: the moral, ethical and meta-ethical are so
heterogeneous that they don’t allow consensus about literature-ethic relationship
and even generate very different answers to some basic questions of ethical
criticism, such as: Does literature teach morality or not? Does it offer instructions to
conduct a good or moral live? Does it make its readers better persons? Or, to move
to more complex issues: Can a literary work be immoral at all Do moral flaws of
a work of art diminish its aesthetic value (and vice versa)? Or even: can a morally
defective work of literature be called artwork at all? And finally: What about
the canonized classical literary masterpieces (Shakespeare, Twain) that from the
point of view of at least some of contemporary readers have serious moral flaws
Disparity of potential and actual answers to these and other related questions seems
to imply some kind of ethical relativism and, consequentially, even nihilism. To be
sure, ethical relativism—which is not the same as pluralism!—is a legitimate stand
in ethical theory. Yet I believe that it is not a very promising and helpful theoretical
background for doing ethical literary criticism. In order to avoid the implication
of relativism, I propose a critical reflection of some crucial terms and concepts on
which the ethical criticism is based. In my view, this might bring some clarification
to the disturbing accidental “cacophony” of the literary ethical criticism and turn it
into a pluralist, albeit not sufficiently self-reflected field of in uiry.
I want to begin with a general claim that is not uite devoid of certain
paradoxicality: when discussing literature and ethics, we should avoid as much
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as possible generalizations and strong statements. Their validity can be easily
impugned by counter-examples. For instance, many ethical critics, such as for
instance Hillis Miller, agree that literature doesn’t offer explicit (or even implicit)
moral instructions or “moral guidance” (Posner, “Against Ethical Criticism”11).
Such a view rests on a certain notion of literature associated with familiar concepts
such as aesthetic autonomy, open work,
, quasi-reality, endless semiosis,
polyvalence convention, writerly text, polyphonic novel, semantic aporia, slippage
etc. A legion of close readings of literary texts,
particularly from the part of New Criticists and Deconstructionists, but also
practitioners of some other approaches to literature, seem to confirm the basically
non-instructive, non-didactic nature of literature. However, even if such a view
is pertinent to the most of modern literature, it certainly doesn’t cover all of it, let
alone the pre-modern literature which admittedly functioned under very different
conditions and criteria than the modern one. To claim that at least one of the
functions of Sophocles’ tragedies, Dante’s Divina Commedia, medieval exempla
etc. was not to morally instruct and educate their readers is to be blind for the facts.
Yet this doesn’t hold true only of the pre-modern literature, but also of Voltaire’s
Candide, littérature engagée and the works of great Russian novelists of the 19th
century which, for instance, were perceived by their audiences as a moral guidance.
There can be no doubt that many other modern literary works can also edify their
readers.
However, the opposite general claim, namely that literature gives us moral
instruction, is obviously equally too exclusive. Quite often such a claim, tied to the
referential reading of literature, which is to say, to a strong concept of mimesis,
remains implicit, hidden under the cover of ideological or political criticism. To the
western scholars, such a claim is probably too remindful of old-fashioned moralism
to be brought to explicit statements or principles. Nevertheless it is there. Eastern
scholars are less scrupulous and more sincere in this respect. For Nie Zhenzhao, the
initiator and the driving force behind the Chinese—one could even say Eastern—
variety of the Ethical Turn, “[t]he basic function of literature is instruction and
education to teach man to be a moral being Kim 398 . Again, even if Nie offers
fine examples in support of his thesis, which certainly holds true in the context
of his own well elaborated proposal, many arguments and examples (such as, for
instance, some novels of George Perec and other members of the Oulipo group,
experimental poetry, visual and concrete poetry, the non-referential literature in
general, etc. of the proponents of the first general claim undermine it.
The lesson taken from both extremes is quite simple; no general claim about
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the “moral instruction”—or “moral guidance”—of literature issue is quite adequate.
Literature can morally instruct its readers, but it can also not do it. The answer to
the question, whether it has a morally-didactic function or not, depends on several
circumstances, regarding the recipient’s horizon of expectation, his literary culture,
his reading skills and education, the historical moment, the type of literary text
(“readerly” or “writerly”, self-reflective or engaged, “poetic” or “mimetic” etc.)
and many others.
Insistence on such general claims can be seen as one reason for the
irreconcilable “cacophony” of the ethically/morally motivated approaches to
literature. Another reason seems to be the arbitrary range of the concept of literature
itself. Booth, for instance, uses the term in a very broad sense, synonymous with
narrative. Similarly Eskin claims that “use literature in a broad sense, including
film, etc. 557 . A case of different use can be found in Locatelli: I have ualified
literature as artistic’ to indicate that I am not using the term literature’ in the
general sense of any kind of written texts, but rather in the restricted sense of
texts either possessing or aiming at some artistic quality or effect” (Locatelli 47).
Nussbaum’s reading of literature as a part of moral philosophy has even narrower
focus: it pertains only to a certain type of modern novels.
It goes without saying that these different sets result in very different views of
what “literature” in the literature and ethics syntagm means and of what literature
does in terms of ethics. For instance, many scholars are inclined to believe that
artistic literature’s “meanings” and “messages” are too complex to allow a
straightforward paraphrase, while the so called “trivial literature” is not so resistant
to it. If we use the term literature in this sense as artistic , all varieties of ethical
criticism, ascribing to literature explicit morally instructive function, are excluded.
Many critics also believe that realist literature is more referential than highmodernist literature of, let us say, Joyce and Virginia Woolf, and for this reason
more suitable for the moral-learning-from-literature approach as carried out by
Nussbaum, for instance. Many other critics, however, particularly those influenced
by Levinas’, Blanchot’s or Derrida’s views, quite contrarily assign higher ethical
potential to the open works of high modernism. All these examples demonstrate
that the way we understand literature or define its range, essentially influences our
views on its ethical range and mode.
The complementary issue is the variety of uses of the term ethics in ethical
literary criticism. Martha Nussbaum, for instance, draws from the Aristotelian
conception of ethics yet partly also, I believe even if she would probably deny
it—from utilitarianism) which essentially designs her approach to a very limited
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scope. For her, the basic ethical question is how to conduct a good life, and she
finds this instructions better exemplified in literature in a certain type of modern
novels) than in philosophy. On the other hand, the broadest—and therefore the
most confusing—understanding of ethics can be found in Booth who understands
ethics etymologically from the Greek ethos, meaning a “character”, a “collection
of habitual characteristics”, “whatever in a person or a society could be counted
on to persist from situation to situation. I express my ethos, my character, by my
habits of choice in every domain of my life, and a society expresses its ethos by
what it chooses to be . In this way, ethics includes the entire range of effects on
the ‘character’ or ‘person’ or ‘self’” (Booth 8). Richard Posner rightly observed
that Booth defines ethical’ so broadly that it largely overlaps what I consider
‘aesthetic’” (Posner, “Against Ethical Criticism: Part Two” 359). Posner’s
observation is fully confirmed by many passages in Booth’s The Company We
Keep, for instance this one:
Expanding our terms in this way exposes the falseness of any sharp divorce
of aesthetic and ethical uestions. If virtue covers every kind of genuine
strength or power, and if a person’s ethos is the total range of his or her
virtues, then ethical criticism will be any effort to show how the virtues of
narratives relate to the virtues of selves and societies, or how the ethos of any
story affects or is affected by ethos—the collection of virtues—of any given
reader. Obviously this means that a critic will be doing ethical criticism just as
much when praising a story or poem for “raising our aesthetic sensibilities” or
“increasing our sensitivity” as when attacking decadence, sexism, or racism.
(Booth 11)
From the point of view of ethical literary criticism, this seems to be a rather
questionable standpoint, blurring what is distinctively ethical in works of literature
(but also in general) and consequentially implying that the moral defects of literary
works are to the same extent also aesthetic flaws, and also the other way around. I’ll
briefly discuss this problem a little bit later. For now, I want to add that the most
elaborated, widely applied use (but also misuse) of the term ethics in contemporary
literary ethical criticism derives from Levinas (sometimes accompanied by
Blanchot or Bakhtin) and is integrated and upgraded (with Derrida’s, Badiou’s,
Bauman’s and other readings) in several forms of the so-called ethics of alterity.
This kind of ethical criticism, when performed correctly, addresses mostly the
issues of the reader’s responsibility and of literariness as a model-alterity, in the
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latter case being an approach that passes into a kind of meta-ethical criticism.
It needs to be noted, however, that Levinas’ ethics is particularly vulnerable to
misunderstandings and false simplifications, if not studied carefully enough. In
such cases, Levinasian alterity is not understood in connection to saying (le dire),
but to said (le dit), which can make such an approach quite often in the postcolonial
context suspicious.
Another important issue that needs to be subject to my scrutiny is the
relationship between ethics morality and aesthetics, already briefly touched upon
above. To make it as short as possible: in spite of the famous Oscar Wilde’s claim
that “there is no such thing as moral or an immoral book”, very few people would
seriously deny that at least some works of literature—if not all—have certain
moral or ethical dimension. The crucial question in this respect, however, is, what
kind of relationship is there between the aesthetic and ethical value. To repeat
some of the questions already posed before: Does literature teach morality or
its aesthetic value (and vice versa)? Can a morally defective piece of literature be
called artwork at all? The aesthetic autonomists defend the conviction that art is
separate from ethics and that ethical values in no way affect the aesthetical value.
Quite often they have good reasons to believe this (for example, the defence of
literature’s artistic freedom from legal prosecution). Yet many critics practicing
ethical criticism disagree with this position. Their arguments are too numerous and
much too heterogeneous to be listed here let me instead concentrate on a specific
and very important issue in this respect: the aesthetical re-evaluation of canonized
masterpieces on the ground of their ethical re-evaluation. Booth deals extensively
with this issue in The Company We Keep, referring to some examples of his own
re-evaluating experience in cases of Huckleberry Finn, Gargantua and Pantagruel
and some others.
Booth is aware of the complexity of the problem he deals with. He admits,
for instance, that even as a professor, he wasn’t aware for a long time of certain
ethical flaws in Twain’s or Rabelais’ novels. Yet once he was confronted with
their ethical defects, this also influenced his aesthetic evaluation of these works.
Some scholars criticised Booth for such an attitude, accusing him of tendentious
and shallow, ideologically pre-determined reading, and also reminded him that he
wrongly evaluated these works from his own historical ethical and moral horizons,
not respecting the historical and cultural circumstances or moral standards and
conditions, under which these works had been written. Nie Zhenzhao would label
Booth’s re-readings moral and not ethical criticism. However, Booth seems to be
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aware of these possible objections and has a well prepared answer. For him, to read
literature does not only mean to let himself being totally immerged in the textual
world, but at the same time also to keep some distance, to remain the person he is in
his actual social and historical world. Consequently, Booth denies the possibility
of total acknowledgment of the otherness.
This is quite a delicate issue, still acute and in my view one of the most
important conceptual problems of ethical criticism, re-emerging in new variations.
To remain with the Booth’s example, I see three different possibilities within the
ethical criticism to take position in this debate. I have already briefly presented
Booth’s arguments. In extreme cases they can be graduated up to the complete
denial of artistic value of such canonized works that are morally flawed from
the perspective of actual moral and ethical standards. Some of the politically
engaged contemporary literary criticism takes this course. Booth’s opponents,
on the other hand, stress the autonomy of literature or rely on close reading of
works in question, claiming that recipient’s personality should not be included
in the reception process, demonstrating Booth’s too diligent over-interpretation
and misreading, and also his supposed ignorance of historical circumstances or at
least incapability to evaluate the work according to the ethical or moral standards
of its own historical and cultural moment. In my view, none of these options is
satisfactory, since it is not far reaching enough. For a balanced response to this
demanding challenge we need a third perspective, perhaps the one offered without
allusions to the particular case Booth deals with by Hanna Meretoja who states:
Reading narrative fiction about a particular historical world can contribute to
the reader’s sense of history as a sense of the possible in two interconnected
ways. Firstly, it provides the reader with a sense of the space of experience in
which it was possible to experience certain things and difficult or impossible
to experience other things—a space of experience that encouraged certain
modes of action and thought and discouraged others. Cultivating a sense of
that kind of space of experience can make actions comprehensible to us that
might otherwise remain incomprehensible. Secondly, a sense of what kind of
space of experience a past historical world was can provide the reader with a
new perspective on his or her current historical world, allowing him or her to
see its limits and blind spots and to perceive other possibilities of experience,
thought, and action. (Meretoja 44)
To put it shortly and straightforwardly, with regard to Booth: Booth doesn’t occupy
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an absolute moral position from where he could deliver absolute judgements.
Similarly as he would—perhaps due to the political correctness—probably avoid
to judge moral standards of some other, subaltern contemporary culture by the
standards of his own culture, he ought to avoid criticising historically other
cultures’ standards from the standpoint of his own historical standards. From
the point of view of a not-yet-attained moral/ethical level, his views could be no
less unethical than the ones he is criticizing. To the same extent that Rabelais’
possibilities of experience were limited by his historical horizon, Booth’s
possibilities of experience are limited by his own historical horizon that is by no
means the absolute one. Therefore, the most undiscussable ethical lesson Booth
can take from his example is the experience of provisionality of his (and everyone
else’s) moral standards. Such an experience can contribute to our self-understanding
and help us to “conduct a better life” in both Booth’s and Nussbaum’s senses of
the word. Such an experience also prevents us from the incorrect aesthetic reevaluation on the ground of our own moral standards.
With the last case we come close to another couple of terms that cry for
clarification of the relationship among them: ethics and politics. Here, too, we are
faced with the two opposed opinions: for some ethical critics, there is no substantial
difference between ethics and politics—or at least, for them, they are “inextricably
linked”.
I do not deny a certain relationship between ethics and politics. It would be
unwise to do so. There is, for instance, a basic connection between them in a sense
that—in a manner remindful of the Artistotle’s homo politicus—everything has
something to do with politics, and also that they sometimes actually address same
issues. However, I claim that not all varieties of this relationship are fruitful for the
ethical criticism. Some of them may even inhibit it. Let me pose for the clarity’s
sake two such possible relationships: 1) a view that politics is based on ethics and
derives from it, and 2) the opposite view, that ethics is based on politics (which
can be seen as a sort of macchiavelism . I believe that the second view doesn’t
allow for an ethical criticism proper, because from this perspective, ethics is always
a political construct, and if we want to go to the core of character’s actions and
decisions (or of “author’s intentions”), we land in the political criticism, and not
ethical.
So in my view, from the perspective of ethical literary criticism, it is only
consistent and fruitful to clearly distinguish ethics from politics. They are not
at all the same; in some respect they are even opposed to each other (Antigone
would be a good example). While politics is always about power, the ethics proper
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never is, even if power relations may raise also ethical questions. Nevertheless,
the distinction remains. For instance, in practice, the politics is an attempt to gain
power over others; this is also characteristic of political discourse. Not so in ethics.
Ethics is not about gaining power over the others, but about respecting others.
This is also how ethical discourse—in literary criticism or elsewhere—essentially
differs from the political criticism. In my opinion, the ethical criticism should not
serve as a cover for a political or any other criticism I agree therefore with Eugene
Goodheart that “the ethical critic must resist the language of power” (qtd. in
Henriksen 490) as characteristic of political criticism.
For practical reasons, I am only now turning to a terminology issue that
ought to accompany—and, actually, even introduce—every piece of ethical
criticism, literary or non-literary: the relationship and distinction between ethics
and morality. Philosophers and literary critics often use them interchangeably (for
instance Devereaux 2004, Eskin 2004, Nussbaum 1990), even if sometimes they
are aware of their different meanings. Some others make a clear distinction here.
Nie Zhenzhao, for instance, understands ethics as “a general term encompassing
both moral terms and immoral terms, while morality is a specific term excluding
immoral terms” (qtd. in Ross 8), and explicitly distinguishes between moral and
ethical criticism:
Unlike moral criticism, ethical literary criticism does not simply evaluate a
given literary work as good or bad on the basis of today’s moral principles.
Instead, it emphasizes historicism, that is, the examination of the ethical
values in a given work with reference to a particular historical context or
a period of time in which the text under discussion is written […] Though
some traditional ethical critics have attempted to unpack ethical elements
in literature, they have usually analyzed literature from their personal
ethical values and moral principles or, at best, the moral principles of their
contemporaries […] Theoretically, their point of departure should have been
to analyze literature from an ethical perspective, or to put it differently, the
ethical value of the literary text should have been the target of their research,
and their moral principles should have merely served as toolkits in that
process. However, in practice, the analysis of literary texts ceases to be their
target of investigation and their personal moral principles take priority. By
contrast, ethical literary criticism represents a particularly strong call for
ob ectivity and historicism. Grounding itself in specific historical contexts or
ethical environments, ethical literary criticism sees the contemporary value of
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literature as the rediscovery of its historical value. (10)
To be sure, clear distinction between the ethical and moral is not a matter of literary
studies; it is rather a challenge for philosophy which is burdened with historical
heritage of the interchangeability of both concepts. Yet for the sake of clarity,
necessary to confront the disturbing cacophony, mentioned above, at least the
awareness of the difference between the two domains would be useful. “The moral
of the story” means something else than “The ethics of the story”.
Here my listing of topics indispensable for the methodological self-reflexion
is at the end. What remains is to propose a kind of conclusion. To use a moral
vocabulary again: what lesson can one take from the issues briefly touched upon in
my presentation?
In the first place, I would say that ethical criticism in my view the most
important branch of literary criticism—consists in an innumerable variety of
approaches. This variety can be seen as an anything-goes-cacophony or as a healthy
plurality. The distinction between both lies in self-reflection. If ethical literary
criticism is rightly seen by some as a cacophony, then it needs more self-reflection
in order to become a plurality. Zhenzhao’s proposal, for instance, is one of a very
few such systematic, integral and methodologically self-reflected approaches, in
this respect a good example also for western scholars to follow, when doing ethical
literary criticism.
The variety of ethical approaches to literature, that perform extremely
important work also in terms of social welfare, is in principle limitless.
Nevertheless, there are, at least in my opinion, some limits for ethical criticism
that need to be respected. Critics engaged in the ethical criticism ought to
respect the principles of the ethics of criticism. They should not, for instance, use
ethical criticism as a cover for some other sort of criticism. They should behave
responsibly towards the literary works, which means that they should respect
their singularity and not misuse them for their own purposes, as in the case of,
for instance, ideologically burdened criticisms of various colours. The ethical
dimension and potential of literature is so precious that ethical literary criticism
should not blur it with an irresponsible treatment. The word “ethical” in the term
“Ethical literary criticism” should therefore signify both: the specific research
topic as well as the way how the research proceeds. In my opinion, these two
responsibilities mark the only eventual limits to the ethical criticism I can think of.

Complexities and Limits of Ethical Literary Criticism / Tomo Virk 15

Notes
To name only a couple of cases preceding the Turn in North America: in his Anatomy of
Criticism, published in 1957, Northrop Frye even devoted an entire chapter to what he called
Ethical criticism . It is true, however, that with this title he didn’t really discuss what we
nowadays understand under this term.) Another such case is John Gardner’s controversial On
Moral Fiction (1978). More examples can be found in French, German, Russian (pre-Soviet and
Soviet) and probably many other literary criticisms.
For the sake of clarity I am adding a bit longer description: this strand derives from Foucault’s
“incipient critique of his earlier evaluation of ‘the idea of truth as nothing more than a ruse in
the service of an epistemic will-to-power,’ as a mere discursive artifact” (Norris 124, 126). This
strain of recent theory concerns itself with exposing the intellectual reductionisms and moral
hazards of the ‘out-and-out cognitive skepticism’ that supposedly characterized poststructuralism
(Norris 3), while avoiding old-fashioned models of mimetic realism” (Buell 10).
Booth approaches a hermeneutical issue here. The similar point has been done, for instance,
by the Gadamer-influenced Aesthetic of reception with its claim that a proper understanding
always includes the entire variety of historical horizons of expectation, including, of course,
the reader’s one. Yet such a starting point can also lead to different conclusions regarding the
aesthetic value than the one proposed by Booth.
Devereaux’s use is not problematic only due to the non-distinction, but also due to the very
broad conception of the term ethics/morality: “A note on terminology: in the context of this
paper, I am using moral’ and ethical’ interchangeably. I am also using these terms in a very
broad sense, including more than might ordinarily be counted under the label ‘moral.’ For my
purposes, the label ‘the moral’ includes the political, the ideological, the religious, and so on.
Lastly, I am not committed to the claim that the terms moral’ and immoral’ are the fundamental
terms of moral evaluation. Here I use these terms as stand-ins for all kinds of moral language
(ordinary talk of justice, happiness, virtue and vice, terms such as ‘duty,’ ‘obligation,’ and ‘right’
in ethical theory)” (Devereaux 10).
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contradiction “good”/”bad”, which are terms adopted from moral philosophy and
used as criteria in the evaluation process. It is my intention to show that when
ethical categories like “good” or “bad” are applied to artistic writing they turn
into aesthetical designations which function according to changing taste systems.
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This paper connects to ideas I developed previously and pays attention to
questions regarding the self-referential aspects of ethical literary criticism. Every
time when one emphasizes the specific poetical function of language one focus
at the same time on its self-referential usage. The concept of auto-referential
inquiry has now a day won through as important research subject in great many
scientific disciplines, not least inspired by Niklas Luhmann’s system theory. In the
metafictional prose of postmodern writers one finds numerous examples of selfreferential presentations. In the following I intend to elaborate some of the ethical
implications which follow from the inner-textual perspective on literary texts. It
strikes me that there frequently is a tendency to argue in a far too distant relation
to the core uestions of ethics. It is worth-while to keep in mind that ethics is
dealing with moral concerns, with matters concerning good or bad, right or wrong.
In order to distinguish between the antagonisms one need moral criteria, which
may differ from one culture to another. There are however moral standards that
are regarded to be common for everybody, independent of political, ideological
and religious convictions, principles implemented in conventions and orders like
“The Declaration of Human Rights” or “The Ten Commandments.” As far as
values are related to taste there are however no obliging standards equally valid
for every human being. The citizens of ancient Rome used to say: De gustibus non
disputandem est, which means that it is useless to quarrel about matters of taste.
Like language taste is closely related to the origin of the human existence. Your
language is your mother tongue, and your taste is developed under influence of
maternal and paternal instructions, which in combination with cultural stimulations
help constructing a standard system which enables value udgments. It is thus
evident that taste is far from being an objective quality, especially not when related
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to a work of art. You can spontaneously agree on that a meal is good, that the
weather is good, that somebody’s behavior is good, but it is far more complex to
decide if a poem is good. When ethical categories like good or bad are applied
to artistic writing they turn into aesthetical values, which function according to
changing taste systems. Every time when a reader evaluates a written text he turns
the ethical terms good or bad into aesthetical ones. That means when an evaluating
act turns self-referential and directs its statements towards the text itself, we have
to do with a code switching, informing about the aesthetical status of the text. It is
good as far as it is elaborated according to the taste system prevailing at a certain
time, in a certain place under certain circumstances, it is bad if not. Throughout
the centuries the quality measures have changed; what once was regarded good,
may later be considered insufficient. Value udgments are, unless they are totally
subjective or provoking, mostly derived from general rules and norms regarding
artistic expression or later, as aesthetics was separated from the philosophical
discourse and established itself as a separate research discipline, from the various
concepts of aesthetical systems, which serve as advisory sources for critics.
The self-referential aesthetical standards comprise all interconnected poetic
components and functions of the artwork, not only the rhetoric and stylistic
composition, but also structural features like coherence, openness, confinement,
harmony, completeness, complexity, polyvalence, intertextuality, etc. When
the evaluation act is based on some of the mentioned internal properties the
designations “good” or “bad” are dependent on the successful adaptation of
poetical standards. It seems uite obvious that the poetical realization re uires of
the author that he is familiar with the peculiar principles of poetry. He cannot write
blank verses without being familiar with the iambic pentameter and he cannot write
a sonnet without knowing the metrical form of a sonnet. And vice versa: the critic
cannot evaluate in a proper way a literary text unless he is well acquainted with the
artificial ways of expression characteristic of the poetical genres. In order to avoid
misunderstandings I want to underline that I in the following don’t intend to value
the autonomous character of literary texts, but their capacity to successfully realize
or help realize the applied aesthetical guidelines according to the qualities “good”
or “bad.” From the point of view of ethical literary criticism the self-referential
aspects of literary artworks are the more effective the more they support the impact
on the reader and his ability to increase his power of judgment concerning social
and individual mores.
As far as aesthetics is defined as the study of the beautiful it deals with
the properties which provide it with these features. When a work of art satisfies

20 Interdisciplinary Studies of Literature / Vol.1, No.1, March 2017
the specific demands of beauty the critics usually calls it a “good” work hereby
recirculating a quality classification originally rooted in ethical research. The
designation “good” as opposite to “bad” to day serves as an aesthetical quality
marker and as such it functions better than the characterization “beautiful” because
the depiction of ugliness may prove to be “good” as well, but never “beautiful.”
Barbara Herrnstein Smith in her influential book Contingencies of Value.
Alternative Perspectives for Critical theory asks what teachers and academic critics
mean by recommending a work as “good literature” before having clarified the
reasons for their evaluation.
At least two developments have challenged the stability of aesthetical
systems and questioned their usefulness. Since the beginning of modernity writers
rebelled against the tyranny of aesthetical regulations and established new ways
of expression void of general validity, the result of which was a huge increase
of new aesthetical programs, mostly with an anti-artistic and provoking affront.
The parole was: the more expansive the less obliging. Until in postmodernity
authors won acceptance for their ideas that everything goes. Art recirculates the
formal and thematic repertoire of previous periods and epochs, hereby making
art to a playground for experiments with the writing traditions of the past. The
main mentality behind this renunciation of innovative creativity is expressed in
the following sentence: Everything is said, consequently it remains saying it in
another way. This mode of resignation suggests that literature has arrived at its
final stage, where the permanent reuse of the literary heritage suffocates every
attempt at artistic renewal. This turning on the spot gradually evoked dissatisfaction
among readers and authors. The Norwegian author Jan K rstad brought it to the
point with the following statement: It is not sufficient to copy postmodernism, it is
necessary to rewrite it with regard to the rapidly increasing standards of knowledge
and rethinking it at the background of the contemporary political and ecological
crises. It is likely to believe that the upcoming uestioning of postmodern
preferences marks a turning point, where the documentation of formal skill gives
way to a reinforced focusing on what in a seldom before noticed way threatens the
survival of human beings. This may be considered the date of birth of an ethical
literary criticism, where the adjectives good and bad primarily again refer to the
content of literary works and regain a quality linked to the moral standards of the
involved literary figures and their activities and conflicts. The moving of the focus
from the form to the content of a literary work consequently implies that complete
different aspects of literary expression are subject to quality evaluation. Faced
with a complex literary plot it may be challenging to differ between good and bad,
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even on the level of direct confrontation between contradictory figures like Othello
and Iago, Faust and Mephistopheles. From the point of view of ethical criticism it
seems to be completely clear that Iago and Mephistopheles represent the principle
of evil. Still they have a positive function in the presentation of goodness; without
their presence in the plot it would have been impossible to elaborate the horizon of
what goodness is not. Nie Zhenzhao has coined the designation the Sphinx factor
in order to illuminate that human beings are trapped in an existential dilemma
and exposed to the contradictory powers of human and bestial attitudes. In his
interpretation the lower capacities of bestiality form the horizon against which
the higher values of human attitudes and ethical behavior appear. That means: the
function of the evil is to make the good and the valuable visible. On the other hand
it remains a paradox that the presentation of the evil from the viewpoint of ethical
literary criticism may be evaluated as good or successful as far as it deals with the
phenomena in an excellent way.
Obviously there is also another reason why attention has been drawn away
from the postmodern rewritings of the aesthetic canon and directed towards
questions concerning the reader’s response to the literary text. The modern
reception theory moves the focus from the text to the reader, who is the one that
on the background of his literary competence through the reading act completes
the comprehension of the text and as such proceeds to a co-creator of it. As far
as it is up to the reader to fill in the lacunae or the space left open by the author it
depends to a certain extent on him to attribute to the work the values good or bad.
The author delivers the single textual elements, the reader and the critic arrange
them with regard to what they consider the ethical intention of the elaborated text
materials. In so doing it is by far enough to trust one’s feelings. When the uality
judgment has no roots in reliable theoretical frames the evaluation threatens to be
accidental. In order to counteract miss-readings and to ensure scientific credibility
it is necessary to use as a basis ade uate evaluation standards, both in the field of
forms and contents. A literary work of art can be evaluated not only in relation
to aesthetical features like beauty, compatibility, ambiguity, but also in relation
to measures linked up to subject matters like freedom of opinion, exchange of
information, increase of knowledge etc. as well. The validity of this kind of criteria
changes throughout the centuries and depends on normative principles derived
from philosophical, sociological and theological frame theories. Supporters of
ethical literary criticism, be it authors, be it scientists, are all more or less indebted
to the theoretical sources of moral reflection.
It is however a fact that modern reception theory has reevaluated the standards
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of literary excellence. A literary work of art is not necessarily good because it obeys
the prevailing aesthetic rules and corresponds to them, but on the contrary because
it breaks the rules and transcends what is estimated to be the valid norm. Inspired
by Thomas Kuhn’s theory of the paradigmatic shift the adherents of modern
reception theory introduced the concept of the expectation horizon, which marks
the borderline between traditional and innovative literature. This implies that that
all kind of avant-garde writing offends against the accepted paradigms and insists
on establishing the good of tomorrow beyond the good of today. According to this
concept the ethical oppositions good/bad, right/wrong are permanently subject
to replacements and adjustments. The inevitable consequence of this process is
the loss of the text as an autonomous object. The research interest is exclusively
directed towards the text’s impact on the reader. The text constitutes itself in the
reader’s mind as a network of appeal impulses and completes itself through the
interaction with the reader. Due to this understanding the text is not any more a
limited material object, but an aesthetic artefact that evokes more or less controlled
responses and paves the way for subjective impressions instead of elaborated
knowledge. Thus the reader actualizes the inherent potentialities of textual meaning
according to his educational presuppositions, his reading experiences and his
feelings. In articles from the late 940s the American critics W. K. Wimsatt and
M. C. Beardsley vehemently refused the concept because it abandoned the proper
ob ect of literary analysis, the reified text.
Anyhow, the efforts of modern reception research have doubted the concept
of a static, correct and eternal validity and meaning of literary texts. The result has
shaken the very foundations of canonical thinking. How is it possible to put together
a list of representative artistic writing when the works in question are deprived of
substantial consistency and solely exist as a source of individual taste display? An
intact canonical system requires at least an agreement on the ontological status
of a literary work and on the main principles of structural coherence. The history
of canon formation shows indeed the need for quality guidelines and curriculum
recommendations. What good is, however, and of lasting importance is liable to
be judged in the retro-perspective. Consequently most canonical lists consist of
texts from the past, which have proved their durability throughout generations.
According to Harold Bloom “canonical prophecy needs to be tested about two
generations after a writer dies” (522). Because artistic excellence is subject to
taste fluctuations and change of conventions there is a current urge for canonical
revisions. Due to Harold Bloom the crucial propulsion by secular canon formation
is the “aesthetic choice” (22). According to my understanding the “aesthetical
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choice” is an ethical one as far as it uses aesthetical measures in order to decide
what is canonical and consequently good. He admits however that he himself has a
pre-scientific reason for ascribing to literary works the attribute of canonicity. The
only pragmatic test for the canonical is, he claims, only what I have read and
think worthy of rereading” (518).
In the last year’s discussions one has argued for a democratization of the
literary canon formation: equal number of males and females, equal number
of young and old, equal number of literary genres, equal cultural and national
representation. This egalitarian principle threatens to transform the canonical
system into a statistical one, hereby losing the elitist character of the canonical
out of sight, then according to Harold Bloom “literary criticism always was and
always will be an elitist phenomenon” (17). In so far he concurs in David Hume’s
opinion that by judging good and bad works men have very different views and
not everybody is equally fit to judge art. According to Hume a man who has no
opportunity of comparing the different kinds of beauty is indeed totally un ualified
to pronounce an opinion. Addressing beauty Hume refers to the poetic and rhetoric
components that cooperate in creating the artistic effects of art language. Hereby
he understands the surplus of aesthetic qualities that separate the language of art
from daily life language. Nobody has underlined this artistic difference in a more
precise way than has Jan Mukarovsky, one of the most influential members of the
Prague circle. Due to him the language of everyday communication serves practical
purposes; therefore it is rule-bound and automatized. The poetical language is
by comparison characterized by a deviated use of the standard language and a
systematic violation of its norms. Accordingly the poetical language is good
because of its de-automatized utilization of the daily conversation language.
However, in the context of aesthetic expression the signification good has lost
its immediate moral value, but it regularly regains an ethical dimension “when
literary works are conceived of as the means of transmitting specific values that
means when the aesthetic construction appears as a semantic arena in the service of
decoding ethical values (Bloom 22).
I have so far underlined the auto-referential elements of text-constitution as
essential for the canonical formation. This position has however been contested
and its theoretical basis, the idea of aesthetical values, vehemently attacked. There
are obvious reasons for doubting the objectivity of aesthetic value judgment.
Baumgarten in his introduction to aesthetics (1750) emphasized the sensory rather
than the rational nature of such udgments, likewise Kant, who considered aesthetic
judgment as non-conceptual and entirely based on pleasure or displeasure. One

24 Interdisciplinary Studies of Literature / Vol.1, No.1, March 2017
of the reasons why aesthetic values are lacking constancy and endurance has to
do with the nature of the aesthetic object and the changeability of the evaluating
subject. Taking the constitutive elements of a literary work of art into consideration,
its “structure,” “features,” “qualities” and of course its “meanings”—one may
recognize that this properties are not fixed given, or inherent in the work itself, but
are at every point the variable products of particular subjects’ interactions with it.
It belongs however to the paradox structure of the Kantian taste udgment
that it, although subjective, still demands general validity. This intermingling of
subjective and objective reasoning may seem to be a challenge to the common
sense, but Kant bridges the contradiction by introducing the term Gemeinsinn,
meaning “our common capacity for shared cognition.” Accordingly “Gemeinsinn”
involves a claim of universality, which ensures that taste questions are not only a
matter of personal preferences.
Kant’s concept of the aesthetic value has been disputed, not least because
of its disinterestedness, which dissociates the aesthetic from moral values hence
paying less attention to the aspects of good and bad. However, in recent years one
can observe an extended understanding of the category of the aesthetic. Hereby
it is striking that the aesthetic value of a work of art is not restricted to its formal
features, but increasingly are conceived of as interacting with a variety of other
aspects, namely contextual, cognitive and moral elements. One may explain the
connection between the self-referential and moral connections within the artwork
in the following way. A work of art is “good” when it is in accordance with the
valid norms of the beautiful. In so far I agree with Bery Gaut, who asserts that art
can teach us about ethical values through linking cognition to imagination” (252).
The “good” is essentially a judgment that something is ethical, the judgment that
something conforms with the moral law. It would however be a mistake to think
that the interplay between the “good” on the level of formal skill and on the level
of content is drawing in the same direction. The contrary may prove to be the case
when the content of a work of art in a perfect way is glorifying the ugly and the
bad. The clash between the structural and the moral usage of the opposition good/
bad shows that the interactive display between the two functional levels don’t
necessarily work according to the theoretical concepts. Radical autonomists reject
the moral contamination of aesthetic values because of their intrinsic contradictions.
They maintain that “moral assessment presupposes that the object assessed has
mental qualities and capacities. Yet works of art do not possess minds; so they
cannot be subject to ethical assessment” (Gaut 69). This extreme view may be
valid in case of abstract and experimental texts, but all kinds of representational art
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forms transcend their formal expression and are subject to ethical criticism, simply
why words, isolated or in artistic contexts, are semantic units with denotative and
connotative designations. It may however prove difficult to apply ethical measures
to text types which like non sense poetry and l’art pour l’art fiction underline the
intrinsic value of art and refuse to serve any didactic, moral, or utilitarian purpose.
Only as far as one adapt the self-referential model of evaluation discussed in
this paper one is able to judge whether the text is good or bad with regard to its
ambitions.
Before concluding I want to make some additional remarks to the selfreferential aspects ofliterary works and to their connection with the semantic levels
of expression. It is striking that Wayne Booth ascribes to aesthetic ualities ethical
ones as well because they possess the capacity “to write stylishly, beautifully or
elegantly and possessing an acute aesthetic sensibility” (42). Booth underlines
that “a critic will be doing ethical criticism just as much when praising a story or
poem for raising our aesthetic sensibilities or increasing our sensitivity as when
attacking decadence, sexism, or racism”(49). The self-referential act of evaluating
literary texts is nevertheless reductive because it ignores that they are situated in a
communicative situation and are conceived of as the means of transmitting specific
meaning and values. Thus artworks composed in verbal signs differ from those
made in color or marble because they are not only components in an artistic design,
but primarily carrier of a diversity of supplementary symbolic, allegoric, cognitive,
contextual and moral functions. I agree with Berys Gaut when he emphasize that
“Ethicism is the doctrine that a work of art is aesthetically meritorious in so far as it
has an aesthetically relevant ethical merit” (138).
Not surprisingly one finds ethical merits in many literary genres. In my
concluding comments I want to focus on the criminal novel, in which the spirit of
ethical care is jeopardized through the dissemination and infiltration of criminal
minds and networks. There are many reasons why the criminal novel attracts so
much attention in the Western societies. Sociologists consider the phenomenon
as a compensation for the boredom and lack of tension in everyday life. In an
ethical context it is worth-while noticing that the detective, the main figure of
the criminal novel, is a person who fights the evil in order to restore the ethical
balance in society and through his intervention helps protect decent people from
falling victims to the powers of badness. His professional job is to remove the
bad and shape the presupposition for the recovery of social peace. The criminal
novel is mostly characterized by the dominance of what has been called “forward
tension” (Vowärtsspannung); it favors straight actions, complementary characters
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and a strict separation between good and bad figures. It is based on the idea of a
final solution through which the bad is defeated, very much like in the fairy tale,
where the underdog finally escapes his oppressors through violating or killing
them. The concept of the criminal novel has in so far a structural similarity with
that of restoration ecology because it aims at fighting the pollution of the social
surroundings through appropriate steps. The concept of the criminal novel focus
on content and attitudes and as such it is a counter-concept to the strategies of the
self-referential approach to literary texts. It is likely to draw the conclusion that the
aesthetic value of a criminal novel is independent of its formal features and that
the critical evaluation mostly don’t pay attention to the self-referential aspects of
the texts. Very seldom I have found authors of criminal novels that are aware of the
interrelation between form and content and reflect the formal patterns of the genre.
Among the few renewals of the genre I want to mention Jan K rstad’s novel
Verge, in which the author deconstructs the traditional patterns of the criminal genre
and turn the narrative into a book on how to be a greater and better human being,
without abandoning the forward tension of the average criminal novel. This may
serve as a good example how one can change and extend the genre from inside,
from the very sources of the self-referential components of the literary text.
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Nutshell
Abstract: In his most recent novel Nutshell, Ian McEwan, through using unnatural
and audial narrative strategies, rewrites Shakespeare’s Hamlet and portrays a group
of prisoners of ethical dilemmas in a metaphorical sense, who are imprisoned either
by their existing ethical identities or by their changed ethical identities, which
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restrains them from making the right ethical choice and cause ethical tragedies.
This paper, from the perspective of ethical literary criticism, attempts to decode
three ethical metaphors implied by nutshell, namely the nutshell of desire, the
nutshell of poetry, and the nutshell of womb. Specifically, the nutshell of desire is
mainly concerned with the narrator’s uncle Claude and his mother Trudy, who lost
their ethical identities because of their persistent pursuit of sex and money. They
break the taboo of murdering their kinship by poisoning the narrator’s father John.
The nutshell of poetry is mainly concerned with the narrator’s father John. Aware
of the extramarital affair between his wife and his brother, John tries hard to restore
his ethical identity and to make peace with his wife by reading poetry to her and by
bringing a female poet home as his pretended lover. Trudy’s rejection of his poetry
reading indicates her blunt rejection of moral teaching, which fails to stop her from
poisoning her husband dead. The nutshell of womb is mainly about the unborn
foetus, who overhears his mother and his uncle’s plot of poisoning his father. Stuck
between his identity as an unborn foetus in his mother’s womb and his identity as
a dutiful son of his father, he is unable to save his father from the incoming danger
on the one hand, and he delays his revenge for his father on the other hand.
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Title: The Desert Island of Human Nature: An Ethical Literary Interpretation of
Men and Beasts in The Island of Dr. Moreau
Abstract: The essential difference between men and beasts is that men have the
human nature, beasts have no. Sometimes men’s human nature may be lack or
backwards, as on a desert island Moreau’s wanton anatomy of beasts and changing
beasts into beast folks in The Island of Dr. Moreau. His ethical choice shows that he
treats beasts without human nature. Montgomery makes himself lower as the beast
folks, and guide his own ethical choice under the beast folks’ ethics. Montgomery’s
human nature has been backwards. Scientific selection can’t take place of natural
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selection and ethical selection. Beast folks have not gotten humans’ form, they are
beasts, not men, and their choices are not ethical choices. The hypocritical human
nature has become the shackles of beast folks and the source of pain. In the ethical
environment of the desert island, men will not degenerate into beasts, but beast
folks will degenerate into beasts. In the human ethics environment, once men lose
moral, they would live like the beast folks. This novel has permeated the writer
Wells’ hate and confusion about human society ethics chaos. Human nature is not
innate, it is acquired through the moral teachings. Reading books is the best way
to acquire moral teachings. Only men have acquired the ration and human nature,
human society will have being promising.
Key words: The Island of Dr. Moreau; H. G. Wells; human nature; beasts; beast
folks
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Title: On the Ethical Paradox in Edward Albee’s Plays
Abstract: As an outstanding contemporary playwright and theater director, Edward
Albee focuses on describing contemporary American family life, addressing the
ethical issues of loyalty, betrayal, and isolation. These issues are often present in
the form of ethical paradox. This paper holds that ethical paradox is at the core of
the ethical issues in Edward Albee’s plays. First, ethical paradox is a kind of value
judgment. There are different ethical paradoxes in different works, and their ethical
values vary. Second, as the result of ethical choice, ethical paradox derives from the
ethical choice of characters when facing ethical contradiction. Third, the solution
to ethical paradox depends on the solution to ethical knots. In the process of
characters’ choice, ethical paradox is resolved eventually. Edward Albee carefully
sets up various ethical paradoxes in his works, which shows the playwright’s
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reflection on and udgment about the American family problems during the period
of transition. Employing the method of Ethical Literary Criticism, this paper aims
to mourn and memorialize Edward Albee by studying the ethical paradoxes in his
drama.
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Title: Ethical Appeal in Philip Larkin’s Love Poems
Abstract: Philip Larkin is one of the most distinguished British poets in 20th
Century, and love is an important theme of his poetry. This article, from the
perspective of Ethical Literary Criticism, analyzes the transformation of love in
Larkin’s poetry from natural emotion to moral emotion by deconstructing the
entailed conflicts between rational will and free will as well as the consequent
ethical choices in love and marriage. Larkin's love poems in the three phases of
his writing career incarnate the confrontation and balance between rational will
and free will when people deal with love and sex, as well as with body and soul.
By depicting the ethical anxiety in a poetic way, Larkin reveals people's ethical
thinking on love and gender in the process of ethical reconstruction and social
transformation.
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Abstract: No contemporary Chinese writers reflected so seriously and intelligently
on religious ethics as Shi Tiesheng did. His late novels and esssys, such as My
“Ding Yi” Journey (2006), Faith in Christianism in the Day, Faith in Buddhism
in the Night (2012), all depict characters’ ethical confusion, and show the author’s
expicit interest in divine value rather than ethics of freedom. Yet Shi Tiesheng is
an intellectual with a full embrace of the philosophies of Enlightenment. His faith
in Christianity in the name of “salvation of world” and “willingness to love” was
essentially self-fulfilling ethics. Although Shi Tiesheng gave up the enlightenment
after Retreat Notes (1996, 2009), his pursuit of subjectivity in enlightenment
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Abstract: Idylls of the King, the most ambitious work of Alfred Tennyson,
describes the process of the Arthur Kingdom from foundation to decline and fall.
Scholars have given various interpretations of it. This paper holds that in the long
poem, King Arthur is actually the embodiment of rational will, Knights of the
Round Table symbolize free will and Arthur’s vows represent ethical consciousness.
The conflict between King Arthur and Knights of the Round Table figuratively
demonstrates the struggle between rational will and free will. The tragic end of the
Round Table Knights reveals that free will is powerful and uncontrollable and that
rational will is circumscribed. It is a sobering reminder.
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exploration of the problems children face in our time. Adopting a perspective
of ethical literary criticism, of its theory on ethical identity and ethical choice
in particular, this paper takes a close reading of I was a Rat! (1999) and His
Dark Materials III: The Amber Spyglass (2000), with a focus on their children
protagonists’ identity crisis. It aims to navigate the dark forces behind the media
and the fundamentalist religion—and their operation of power. Based on this
analysis, this paper elucidates the ethical orientation of Pullman’s works to our
own world penetrated with forces alike and to the new ethical problems children
face in the new century. It argues that the two books have their ethical value in
presenting to children the world with no simplification of its ethically complicated
and questionable state, and thereby putting those unopposed “truth” under scrutiny
and inviting serious reconsideration of humanity. Growing-up, as Pullman presents
in his novels, entails constant choices through which children acquire ethical
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In his elucidation on the moral value of children’s literature, Jack Zipes exalts
Phillip Pullman for his works present the dark forces of our time, their threat to
our world, and the deceit they tell our children. Pullman’s works foreground a lot
of ethical issues confronting children today, the moral power of which, however,
has not been profoundly explored and appreciated in China today. Within the
theoretical paradigm of ethical literary criticism, this paper takes a close reading
of I was a Rat! (1999) and The Amber Spyglass (2000), the last book of the trilogy
His Dark Materials, with an objective to navigate the dark forces and the identity
crisis they pose to children. It is also the aim of this paper to illuminate how the
fictional catastrophe tactfully alludes to the moral disaster children experience in
the new century. It argues that the two books present children a reality with no
simplification of its ethically complicated and uestionable state, and thereby invite
serious reconsideration of what is true and what it takes to be human. Growing up,
as Pullman presents in his novels, entails constant choices through which children
acquire ethical consciousness and realize their ethical existence.
I
When the narrative begins in I was a Rat!, the paradoxical scenario in which
a little boy claims that he was a rat brings the identity problem to the fore. Though
the appearance presents him as human, his claim and scruffy behavior like that of
a rat’s strongly suggest the different. Who is he Is he a boy or a rat, or a boy rat
hybridity? The identity problem thereby forms the ethical knot around which the
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whole narration revolves.
The boy coming from nowhere starts his civilization process the moment he
steps into Bob and Joan’s house. Bob and Joan name the little boy “Roger”— a
name Bob wants to give his own son if he has one. This naming process implies
the ethical relationship built between Bob, Joan and Roger, as that between parents
and children, and thus gives Roger an identity as a human boy and as Bob and
Joan’s foster son. With his new name, Roger starts to claim I’m a boy and that
he is going to stay a boy (I was a Rat! 27). To adapt to his human identity, Roger
endeavors to learn social rites and codes: he learns to eat like human, to walk with
clothes on, to say thank you and sorry when necessary, and to refrain from his rat
behavior. Meanwhile, however, there are forces overwhelmingly push him to the
opposite side, and the newspaper Daily Scourge is one of the most powerful among
them. It pins down the identity of human-rat hybrid on Roger for sensational story
sells. And that causes Roger’s identity crisis by having him confused of who he
really is and by cornering him to chaos where he is made to resume the animal
nature.
With Daily Scourge, Pullman has his target levelled against press in our time.
He has the discourse of Daily Scourge’s coverage “strongly reminiscent of British
tabloids such as The Sun or The Daily Mirror” (Joosen 199). Its announcement of
the Prince’s engagement, for instance, with the diction “The Playboy Prince,” is an
epithet that the “popular press associates with Prince Edward of Britain or Prince
Albert of Monaco” (Joosen 199); thereby Pullman strings an easy association
between the Daily Scourge with the newspaper in the real world, for which, to
use McLuhan’s words, “news was not only to be reported but also gathered, and,
indeed, to be made” (McLuhan 211), and making the news implies “a world of
action and fictions alike” (212). In I was a Rat! the report of Roger as a hybrid
monster is an action of making news, making seamy news in particular. In a
fiction-like way, with words like “subhuman creatures” and “evil and bloodthirsty”
for sensational effect. As such, Daily Scourge makes up a story about Roger’s
identity, by only spreading the evil and monster side while blocking out facts to
other effects. The fabricated stories, instead of news based on facts, cause Roger’s
identity crisis with the not correct-informed readers calling for his extermination.
The assertion of the Daily Scourge is not only a reminiscent of newspaper, but
also an innuendo of all the media forms in our time. The escalation of transmitting
speed made possible by new technology brings about an era of implosion in which
media is the message, for “it is by the technological support that each ‘message’
is in the first place transitive towards another ‘message,’ and not towards a
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human reality” (Beaudrillard, The Uncollected Badrillard 42). This implosion
of information, however, “rather than producing meaning, it exhausts itself in
the staging of meaning…it is a circular process—that of simulation, that of the
hyperreal. The hyperreality of communication and of meaning. More real than
the real, that is how the real is abolished”(Baudrillard, Simulacra and Simulation
80, 81 . In Roger’s case, the real existence and the endeavor he makes to form
a human identity disappear in the implosion of information among newspapers.
After the report of Roger as a human-monster, “other papers joined in, the publicity
campaign was built up,” before long the monster was “the main topic of every
newspaper” (I was a Rat! 122); data, words, pictures, abstract signs bounce back
and forth between those papers, circulating and strengthening the human-monster
image while stop short of reaching out of this simulation of reality. This “circular
process”, as Baudrillard explains, goes against “the objective ‘message’ of real
information, of meaning,” and “neutralize the lived, unique eventful character
of that which it transmit, to turn it into discontinuous ‘message’, a sign which is
juxtaposable among others” (Beaudrillard, The Uncollected Baudrillard 42). In
Roger’s case, the implosion of information among newspapers blurs the boundary
of the real and the simulation of the real. Roger’s real, multi-dimensional existence
disappears in the process of media transmission, with phantasmagoric character
cast on him, so abstract that can be labelled on anyone else. In the implosion of
information simulating the identity of Roger, the real existence of Roger goes
absent from the public eye.
Besides, Pullman presents how media conspire with political, intellectual and
legal forces to have its fabricated “fact” turned into truth unopposed. With the great
public involvement created by the Daily Scourge, politicians smell their chances.
The unpopular Prime Minister takes a close interest in the monster news for “it
was a great help to have something else on the front pages of the papers, and even
better to have something new for the public to hate” (I was a Rat! 118). Thus the
Chief Scientist is sent to “find the monster as loathsome as possible and to spin
out examination for as long as possible” (I was a Rat! 118). In order to avoid the
newspaper turning public fury towards them, the Government decides to hold a
tribunal under a High Court Judge. The alliance of important powers thereafter
has been accomplished; Roger’s identity as a hybrid monster has now been made
a scientific truth proved, an issue on political agenda and a legal case to be solved.
The great forces conspire together and negate Roger’s effort to become a human
boy. At the end of the story, the criticism levelled against media and its complice
made more obvious through Roger’s words, I could go on being a boy,’ said
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Roger, If only they’d let me. I can do it uite well most of the time, except when
they make out I’m something else under earth.’ I was a Rat! 160)
II
In The Amber Spyglass, written at the beginning of the 21st century,
fundamentalist religion is dealt with as another force under question, and thereby
brings us to reconsider the “truth” created by power institutions, by extreme
religion in particular, in our own world. Like in I was a Rat!, Pullman focuses on
the identity crisis those forces instigate for children.
The identity crisis is represented in His Dark Material in a metamorphic
expression, the intercision of daemon from children. Daemon is a fictional
incarnation of human identity with its human/animal dichotomy. As an integral part
of human being in Lyra’s world, the animal form of daemon signifies the corporeal
nature. Besides, daemon is an embodiment of conscience on the part of its host
legible in combat between good and evil, with moral consciousness as its core.
Thus the doubling feature of daemon presents a combination of human identity, as
Maria Warner observes that “[a] daemon—like Plato’s daimon—is the personal,
metamorphosing, animal familiar that everyone has in Lyra’s world, …an alter ego
who plays the part of conscience, chorus, confidante, subconscious and superego
all at once.” Besides the doubling motif, daemon also represents social identity:
the rank of the daemon in the animal world corresponds to the social status of
its host, as Maude Hines points out that while members of the aristocracy have
diverse daemons, servants’ daemons are always canine (39). Using an animal form
to present the combination of multiple human identities is not as paradoxical as
it appears, for our existence as human being and the relationships it entails in the
social network—our relation with the self, with nature and with others—are all
closely related to the self’s interaction with its animal nature.
As to children, their daemons, unlike those of the adults, are capable of
metamorphosis and will have its form settled till they grow up. In their growing
up process, children have “their daemons changing to mood or necessity” (Hines
38); every conscious or unconscious response to the changing conditions and
every choice made all cause the transformation of daemons. This transformation
demonstrates character and quality formed in the process and also connecting
“with growing awareness of multiple selves, contradictions, unpredictability” in a
single person. Daemon changing from something weak to something strong, for
instance, can be an exhibition of its host’s conscious choice to be strong, to fight
against their natural desire or outside evilness. Once grow up, children’s daemon
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will settle at a fixed form, an embodiment of children’s maturation with their
identity formed, as is said in the novel that “when your daemon settles, you’ll know
the sort of person you are” (The Golden Compass 167). A seaman, for example,
may have his daemon settle as a seagull, which means he is a kind of “tough old
thing and can survive anywhere and always find a bit of food and company The
Golden Compass 167).
The intercision of daemon off children therefore is a great threat to children
as a repression of their initiative in making choices as to construct their identity.
Children with their daemons cut off die quickly; those still alive are losing their
human vigor and vitality, “like someone without a face, or with their ribs open and
their heart torn out: something unnatural and uncanny that belonged to the world of
night-ghast, not the waking world of sense” (The Golden Compass 214). Children
are turned into soulless, ghast-like inhabitants, the walking dead with their ethical
identity stripped of them.
It is the final book in the trilogy that reveals the motive behind the castration
of children: the repression of free will necessary to the construction of absolutism
and authoritarianism, to build “a permanent inquisition in every world, run directly
from the Kingdom The Amber Spyglass 61). This absolute power institution is
pursued in the name of truth, the theological truth to be more specific, which is
brought under question in The Amber Spyglass. In The Amber Spyglass, the popular
perception of Heaven and Hell, Good and Evil in Lyra’s world turns out to be the
lies fabricated by the first angle. The first angle claims that he is the Creator, It
fabricates the “truth” about the Dust, claiming that Dust is connected with Original
Sin and must be done away with. The fact is, the so claimed creator and “truth”
about sin is to stop the forming of self-knowledge and to protect the authority of
the first angle. Through intercision of daemon as to do away with dust, the first
angle can have children more credulous and molded to his will, eliminating all the
possible rebels and instable factor threatening his authority by preventing “conscious
beings of every kind...become dangerously independent” (The Amber Spyglass 61).
Fundamentalist organizations are established to spread the fabricated
“truth,” with priest and nuns, scholars and scientists blinded and brain-laundried
as disciples, preachers and the protectors. They conspire together in the name of
truth and create a moral dystopia: the church turned into “fanatical persecutor of
children, the inventor of hideous machines to slice them apart and look in their
terrified little beings for any evidence of sin” (The Amber Spyglass 200); sinful
act is committed for absolution is granted by the church in advance; Hell is replete
with people both good and evil; weapons of large-scale destruction are made to
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protect the “truth,” environment deteriorates and Armageddon is on the edge.
With religious truth put under question in The Amber Spyglass, the book
invites us to reconsider power institutions in our modern world which claim to
have truth at their hands. In this sense, the Amber Spyglass continues Pullman’s
exploration in I was a Rat! of those dark forces capable of fabricating “reality”
and truth and posing a great threat to children. In his lecture on the republic of
Heaven written in 2000, Pullman writes “of all the dangers that threaten us at the
beginning of the third millennium…one of the biggest dangers of all comes from
fundamentalist religion”(qtd. in Tucker 124), and he picks out in particular the
threats posed by extremists and terrorists. In a broader sense, the criticism encoded
in The Amber Spyglass is leveled against all power institutions claiming to have
truth at its hand with the tendency to authoritarianism and totalitarianism.
III
I was a Rat! and The Amber Spyglass, written at the threshold of a new
millennium, can be perceived as Pullman’s prophecy for the Twenty First Century.
With the adventure of his protagonists, Pullman suggests ways of confronting
those dark forces with ethical choices. Pullman shows that children can survive the
challenge and can make the right choice to realize their moral maturation.
Ethical literary criticism grounds growing-up on its terminology of humanity
as a composition of Sphinx Factor. Sphinx Factor is composed of human factor
and animal factor: the animal factor “is the designation to the animal nature human
being retains through evolution,” and the “human factor is the ethical consciousness
that helps man realize its moral existence”(Nie 274,275) . Thus growing-up
entails two necessary stages: the first stage of natural selection and the second stage
of ethical choice. Natural selection is a result of evolution, which gives man their
human body. Ethical choice thereafter enables the forming of moral consciousness,
and realizes human beings’ ethical identity. As to children, their birth is the result
of natural selection through which they get the human form and inherit the animal
nature retained through evolution. Compared with adults, children’s cardinal goal
is to satisfy the natural instinct and therefore they are more of a natural being. In
growing up, children start maturation and socialization process, the most important
part of which “is the formation of moral consciousness”(Nie 267). The two stages
of growing up as elucidated in ethical literary criticism is a further development of
Rousseau’s theory on adolescence. Rousseau holds that “we are born twice”; “the
first time for existence, the second for life,” and while chidren’s major work is to
explore the physical world, adolescence need to raises their awareness of the self as
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a moral being related with others in a social network.
In I was a Rat! and His Dark Materials, children are depicted with their nature
as ethically complicated and immature. Jossen points out that Pullman compares
Roger to an animal, but pardons his behavior by “explaining that he merely follows
his instincts, acting not as an immoral but as an amoral being” (205). From the
perspective of ethical literary criticism, Pullman’s depiction of children presents
a notion of childhood “as a stage of moral unconsciousness; Children are more of
natural existence, closer to animal, lacking in moral consciousness” (Nie 269). In I
was a Rat!, the metamorphosis from rat to a little boy can be seen as a metaphoric
presentation of natural selection, and Roger’s first claim that I was a rat hints
the animal nature retained thereafter. Roger acquires human body, but his scruffy
habit shows his unawareness of humanity, and he himself has no great difference
from animal. Roger is described as weak and vulnerable, a very “little boy” who is
still at the starting point on the road of socialization and civilization. At this stage,
Roger’s choices are mostly natural choices, and that’s why he constantly makes
innocent mistakes though he tries really hard to accommodate to human society.
What Pullman emphasizes in I was a Rat!, thus, is the fact that after the stage of
natural selection, ethical consciousness needs to be developed as to grow up into
a real human being, the first step of which is to distinguish man from animal, to
know their difference, as shown through Roger’s choice of being a boy in the boy/
rat options and of staying as a boy by learning the social rites and codes of manner
while refraining from his rat’s habits.
Roger’s identity crisis caused by media and its complice is Pullman’s
observation of the difficulty of growing up in the modern world where media,
for commercial interests, are more attractive to the animal side of man and the
sensational effect it causes, and where “biographers, satirists and journalists are
eager to cut down anyone who might otherwise seem to be setting a reasonably
good or possibly even a heroic example”(Tucker 117). For little children like Roger
whose ethical consciousness is yet formed, this morally questionable environment
manipulated by those powers thus transmits confusing information to them as to
what it really means to be a human being. Under the pressure of those forces, the
worst scenario, like what happens to Roger, is that children are forced to choices
that satisfy their animal nature and unable to realize their ethical maturation.
While I was a Rat! emphasizes the initial stage of growing up, His Dark
Materials is concerned with older children at the threshold of adolescence.
Through the two protagonists Lyra and Will, The Amber Spyglass shows the moral
implication of being a human and presents growing up as a constant choice-making
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process, just as Tucker observes that Lyra and Will set an example of the fact that
“all human beings have to make important choices throughout their lives, the better
they choose, the better it will ultimately be.” (114)
Considering that the very ethical crisis is caused by lies preached as truth in
The Amber Spyglass, it is quite natural that Pullman has truth as its quintessential
core in Lyra’s adventure. As a mischievous child, Lyra has a specialty to make
up innocent lies and make them sound genuine like truth. When Lyra confronts
Harpies at the land of the Death, she quite naturally chooses to lie to them, but this
time Lyra learns her lesson. The harpy “no-name” reacts violently to Lyra’s lies and
attacks her while calling her Liar; The harpy is so furious that “the word echoed
back from the great wall in the fog, muffled and changed, so that she seemed to be
screaming Lyra’s name, so that Lyra and liar were one and the same thing” (The
Ambers Spyglass 293). The pun of Lyra’s name shows Pullman’s moral intention
for “the whole episode is a reminder that Lyra’s very name…can also be heard as
‘liar’ as well” (Tucker 109). Through all her childhood, lying is a handy solution
Lyra knows and capable of making to protect herself and to survive, but at the Land
of the Death Lyra gets her epiphany as a ritual of maturation: She realizes that
lies do not work: I can’t do it anymore I can’t do it I can’t tell lies I thought
it was so easy but it didn’t work it’s all I can do and it doesn’t work The
Amber Spyglass 294). And thereafter Lyra chooses to tell the true story of human
experience to those ghosts and harpies thirsty for the liveliness of it. It is Lyra’s true
story that feeds the evil-cultivated harpies with warmth and kindness. They discard
their intension to kill and instead try to help those ghosts to enter the other world: “It
was true. Because we had no idea that there was anything but wickedness. Because
it brought us news of the world and the sun and the wind and the rain. Because it
was true” (The Amber Spyglass 317). Lyra learns from her choices “the necessity
of evolving a true and creative imagination, as distinct from a fanciful one” and
“this capacity of shaping meaningful stories with unmediated experience is what
Percy Bysshe Shelly called ‘the great instrument of moral good’” (Lenz 7). This
instrument of moral good is different from reality mediated and “truth” fabricated
by power institutions. Lyra’s different choices and their consequences decode the
moral implication that in truth there lie the good and the beautiful.
Through Lyra’s choice, Pullman presents what he sees as the genuine truth.
Different from those manipulated by power institutions as unopposed moral
regulator, truth is “drawn on knowledge of what it is really like to be alive,
aiming to get everything exactly right as she sees and feels it” (Tucker 109). It is
Pullman’s moral solution to a time with reality mediated through media, with “truth”
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fabricated to control, a time in which “human life and its meaning are devalued,
and in their place various individuals and objects, rituals and traditions are invested
with ultimate value”(qtd. in Leet 175). The ghosts, when entering into the new
world, urge Dr. Mary Malone to tell true stories, “They need the truth. You must
tell them true stories, and everything will be well” (The Amber Spyglass 432).
From unmediated life experience come lessons important to learn, just like
Mary learns through her own choice of stopping being a nun that flesh and earthly
love is beautiful, something integral to humanity, and just like Lyra and Will learn
from their choices that dark forces are inevitable and they cannot escape to a utopia
world but should take their responsibility to set things right. Pullman reveals to
children the causes of evil in their own world, and the alternative way of growing
up in search of the genuine truth, as Tucker points out “Lyra stands for the author
himself, and his corresponding efforts to get at what he sees as the genuine truth
in his imaginative vision of the world, however much this might offend various
interested parties along the way” (109).
In I was a Rat!, Pullman unveils to his children readers a world in which
media simulates the reality, with little kids at the stage of natural selection as the
most vulnerable victims. In The Amber Spyglass, Pullman continues his observation
of reality and truth mediated through power institutions and once again warns his
children readers of an ethically questionable world. Unlike I was a Rat!, Lyra and
Will are presented as heroic example bravely taking initiatives; they are “shown
throughout to be independent, largely insulated from social influences and very
much their own creations” (Tucker 117). With these two moral examples, Pullman
makes it clear that it is our choice and deed decide who we are, and defines what
is good and what is evil; growing up into a morally mature adults does not mean
to preach and judge with virtuous codes but to practice them in daily choices, just
as his character Mary Marlone makes clear that “good and evil are names for what
people do, not for what they are” (The Amber Spyglass 447).

Notes
See Jack Zipes, Breaking the Magic Spell: Radical Theories of Folk and Fairy Tales.
Kentucky: The University Press of Kentucky, 2002) .
Qtd. in Maria Warner, “Magic and Transformation in Contemporary Literature and
Culture,” The Robb Lectures in 2004. <http://www.auckland.ac.nz>.
Quotations from Nie are all translated by the author of this paper.
Qtd. from Jean-Charles Seigeuret, Dictionary of Literary Theme and Motif A-J,<https://books.
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1. Introduction: Japanese Literature and Japanese Language Literature
in Korea
In the early 890s after the Mei i Restoration, Japan saw the formation of a
nation-state and the initial writing of various histories of Japanese literature. At that
time, Japanese literary history was based on the following perspective:
Looking back, our country, Japan, is one of the oldest countries in the
East. The light of literature was already shining in Japan when the Western
countries were still in the complete dark….The literature of the past is indeed
the flower of national culture and a treasure of the nation. The fact that we
have this 3,000-year-old treasure is evidence that Japan is the mother land of
the East, which makes us proud. (Haga 263-64)

122 Interdisciplinary Studies of Literature / Vol.1, No.1, March 2017
This perception of the country’s history reveals an attempt to establish a
national identity based on the logic of a nation-state. Such Japanese literary
histories were used for school textbooks in order to instill into students, the
custodians of Japan’s future, a sense of excellence and pride regarding Japanese
culture and pride.
In Japanese literary history, literature was often considered an extension of the
general humanities rather than as pure literature or language art.
The canonization of literature occurred as the concepts of nationalism and
language arts were emphasized in the Japanese literary histories written during
the formation period of a modern nation-state after 1890. Canonization played
an important role in sustaining Japanese literature throughout the 20th century.
This shows the origin of an integration of Japanese literature, Japan, Japanese
people, and the Japanese language. That is, throughout the 20th century, Japanese
literature supported an integration logic formed during the foundation period of
a nation-state. However, as Masahiko Nishihas pointed out, after the publication
of Kurokawa So’s Anthology of Japanese Literature in Other Countries (1996), a
collection of literary works in the Japanese language written outside the Japanese
territory during the age of Japanese imperialism, the notion of an integration among
Japan, the Japanese people, the Japanese language, and Japanese literature started
to unravel (Nishi 181). An increased interest in Japanese language literature in
colonial countries after the publication of Kurokawa So’s literary anthology, the
existence of Korean literature in Japan closely related to this colonial literature, and
the emergence of non-Japanese native bilingual writers, such as Minae Mizumura
and Ian Hideo Levy demonstrate that Japanese literature does not have to be
integrated with Japan, Japanese people, and the Japanese language.
Despite the active research on Japanese language literature in colonial
countries since the late 990s, studies have focused primarily on great Korean
and Japanese writers. Such studies act to complement Japanese literature. There is
therefore a need to explore literary works written by Japanese writers in Joseon,
which have been excluded from the literature of colonial Korea. Such research may
reveal the entire picture of Japanese language literature in colonial countries. The
present study aims to examine Japanese language literature in Korea since the early
1900s through the relationship between Japanese magazines, Japanese translations
of Joseon literature, traditional Japanese poetry, and Japanese language literature,
which were the major areas of Japanese literature during the Japanese colonial
era. Because a large amount of Japanese language literature written by Joseon
people has emerged since the Manchurian Incident in the 930s, this study will
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investigate the characteristics of Japanese language literature in Korea before this
period through the review of the formation and development of Japanese language
literature.
2. The Publication of Japanese Language Magazines in Colonial Joseon
and the Development of Colonial Literature
In a strict sense, Japanese language literature in colonial Korea refers to
the literary phenomena that occurred after the forced Korea-Japan annexation
in 1910. However, Japanese writers had been creating and distributing Japanese
works in Korea for some time before annexation. This means that Koreans who
read Japanese literature existed even before the Japanese colonization of Korea.
Japanese collective migration to Korea occurred with the opening of the Busan,
Wonsan, and Incheon ports to Japan after the conclusion of the une ual JapanKorea Treaty of 876. Responding to Japan’s colonization fever, the number of
Japanese residents in Korea drastically increased from 2,066 in 880 to 7 ,543 in
late 9 0, the year of Korea-Japan annexation.
Between the Japan-Korea Treaty of 1905 and the 9 0 Korea-Japan
annexation, Japanese settlement corporations or Japanese resident organizations
were established in ma or regions in Korea, and those regions were given Japanese
names (Takasaki 96). With the formation of Japanese communities in major
regions in Korea, Japanese media sources, such as newspaper The Chosen Shinpo
(December 1881), were also created in places in order to represent the interests
of Japanese residents and create a network among them (Ri 5). At first, Japanese
language newspapers played the role of a network in Japanese communities in
Korea. As the number of Japanese residents drastically increased after 900,
Japanese language magazines emerged in Seoul and Busan. Approximately seventy
magazines were already being published in the 1900s. Among these, the following
magazines actively published Japanese language literature: The Corean Telegraph
Newsletter (December 1902-December 1903), The Corean Peninsula (November
1903-May 1906), The Chosen Hyoron (1904), The Corean Industrial (19051907), and The Corean and Manchurian Industrial (1908-1914). These Japanese
publications generally took the form of a general-interest magazine. Although the
structure varied by magazine, each had several special columns (literary page),
such as short stories, literature, and included Japanese language novel extracts,
literary criticisms, poetry, Tanka or Haiku, Chinese poetry, and essays.
A key question here is what led to the creation of these literary columns and
works. Some Japanese scholars advocated that Japanese literature should be settled
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in Korea. Through Japanese literature, they tried to build superior Japanese
cultural communities in Korea, which were distinguished from non-civilized
Joseon communities. Such proponents of a stronger Japanese literature presence in
Korea also espoused a paradigm of an absence of Joseon literature. Their logic was
that in an absence of original Korean literature or art, Japanese language literature
needed to be transplanted and cultivated in Korea. This logic clearly shows the
colonialist nature of early Japanese language literature, with claims that Joseon
required civilization through the transplantation of imperial Japanese culture
(Jung 387-412). This colonialist nature of Japanese language literature based on
an Asian peace logic and the transplantation into Joseon logic was revealed in
Joseon Pyeongron declaration that aimed to represent the opinions of the Japanese
residing in Joseon and establish a long-term plan for the 100 years of Japan. The
same attitude feature in the publication of Joseon magazine that actively ustified
the colonization of Joseon, which was represented by the residency-general ruling
for Koreans and the world, and advocated the civilization of Joseon by decorating
barbaric Korea with civilization.
Thus established, Japanese language literature in colonial Korea broadened
and stabilized after the Japanese annexation of Korea in 9 0. Along with the
oldest and the most viewed Japanese language magazines published in Korea
during the 1910s, The Chosen Review (1913-1943) and The Chosen and Manshu
9 2- 94 , there was a flurry of publication of Japanese language literary works.
The fact that even Korea Education Research Association Magazine (1915-1923)
featured literary and novel columns clearly shows this phenomenon.
During this decade, perhaps because Korea had been colonized by Japan,
Japanese residents in Joseon attempted to produce serious criticisms about literature
and comprehensively manage the formation of Japanese language literature in
colonial Korea. With a focus on Japanese language authors who had been active
since the early years, they wrote a series of criticisms that constitute an abridged
history of Japanese language literature in Korea. Japanese writers residing in Joseon
longed for the birth of a brand of Joseon-based Japanese language literature that
could showcase the local character. They began to write criticisms that encouraged
the creation of such literary works. In literary columns, there were also a number of
novels with a colonial Joseon setting, reflecting this writing trend.
In the early 920s, novels began to highlight the hierarchical relationship
between landlords and tenant farmers, and even featured unscrupulous landlords,
as can be seen in a quote in a literary column of a Japanese language magazine,
“That bastard is a hypocrite….He doesn’t have any real love for tenant farmers.
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He is an anachronist who considers us, tenant farmers, Russian serfs or slaves. I
cannot work under such a bastard anymore” (Yamaguchi 17). These works clearly
showed a hierarchical conflict between capitalists and laborers rather than focusing
on the ethnic discrimination between Japanese and Joseon people. Underpinning
such literary works was the intensification of labor issues and the emergence
of the proletarian literary trend in Japan. However, it can be said that Japanese
regrets about and awareness of the national independence movement of Joseon that
occurred in March 1919 also affected the creation of those literary works.
In addition, the late 9 0s had seen not only an increase in literary works
written by Joseon-based Japanese authors, but also in literature produced by
Japanese authors residing in Manchuria or who used a Manchurian setting. These
diverse Manchuria-related writings included a novel about migration from Joseon
to Manchuria.
Therefore, during the 9 0s and 920s, Japanese language literature in Korea
was regarded as colonial literature based on a new land and its local color. In
an active response to this conceptualization Japanese language magazines also
published localized colonial literature and extended the themes of literary works in
diverse ways. Moreover, in 1925, with the publication of a literary coterie magazine
of premedical students at Kei o Imperial University, Seiryo, highly educated
Korean writers, including Jino Yoo, Hyoseok Lee, and Jaeseo Choi, emerged and
published Japanese language literary works. After this preparation period, a number
of Joseon writers began to create Japanese language literary works in the mid1930s.
3. Japanese Translations of Joseon Literature and Learning about
Colonial Joseon
As shown above, a variety of Japanese language literary works were created
and distributed in Korea from the early 900s. In the formation of this Korean
Peninsula-based Japanese language literature, Japanese translations of Joseon
literature played an important role. The translations were significant for a number
of reasons. First, they reflected changes in Korea-Japan relations and colonial
policies. Moreover, they showed the political nature of translated literature. In
addition, they were the first foreign translation of traditional Joseon literature.
Finally, they formed a part of the origin of modern Korean literature.
The Japanese translation of Joseon literature prior to 1930 can be categorized
into three key periods. The first period is from the Seikanron (Japan’s debate
regarding the invasion of Korea of the 870s to Korea to the Russo-Japanese War
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(1904-1905). The period was marked by a trend of Japanese translations of Joseon
literature, visible in the first general-interest Japanese language magazine published
by a Japanese residing in Joseon, The Corean Peninsula (1903-1906). At the time,
Joseon was in the spotlight as a new target for Japanese investment. The potential
to provide privilege led to a Korean language publication boom. Japanese people
wanted to obtain information about Joseon required for trade, business, or war.
This Japanese interest in Joseon was heightened by their nation’s victory of the
Sino-Japanese War and the Russo-Japanese War. However, there were insufficient
publications to provide information needed for their political and economic
purposes or settlement in Joseon. To meet demand, the magazine The Corean
Peninsula was published. This magazine encouraged Japanese who were planning
to enter the Korean Peninsula to migrate to Joseon, and provided information about
economic benefits and settlement in Joseon.
Joseon literature was also translated into Japanese to introduce the tradition
and culture of Joseon. For example, regarding the underlying meaning of
the translation of the Chunhyangjeon, Husanoshin Ayukai said that the work
provided a solid depiction of the static states of Korean officials and women. This
assessment reveals the Japanese perception of Joseon literature and the significance
of its translation. This translation purpose also affected methods. Only a rough
summary or a shortened version of Joseon literature was translated, as shown in
the following comment, On this occasion, the reporter tries to introduce general
Korean novels through several translations of the summaries of Korean novels,
including the aforementioned Chunhyangjeon. Therefore, the article was mainly
about the author’s ideals. For Chunhyangjeon, only its title was mentioned for this
purpose. The unique cultural phenomena of Joseon were explained using detailed
footnotes. Therefore, it can be said that Japanese translations of Joseon literature
were practical and functional translations. Such translations used abridged or
liberal translation methods for the purpose of introducing the customs and culture
of Joseon.
The second period of Japanese translation of Joseon works occurred around
the Japanese annexation of Korea in 9 0. Japan gave a strong display of its
imperialism after the forceful Korea-Japan annexation. It founded the Japanese
Government General of Korea to take over the legislative, administrative, udicial,
and military commanderships of Joseon, and expanded its territory and forces.
The first governor Masatake Terauchi attempted to disseminate the Japanese
language to Joseon people in order to nurture loyal and honest imperial subjects
who could serve Japan well, such as practical workers, low-ranking officials,
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and clerks. However, since the number of people who could read Japanese was
only 0.5 of Joseon population in the early colonial period, it was difficult to use
only the Japanese language for controlling the education and administration of
Joseon. Therefore, immediately after the Korea-Japan annexation, the Japanese
Government General of Korea began to teach the Korean language to Japanese
educators and officials who were responsible for the education or administration
of the Joseon people. Under this circumstance, a large number of Joseon literary
works were published magazines such as The Corean Industry, The Corean and
Manchurian Industry, The Chosen and Manshu, and The Chosen Review. The
Chosenin was particularly active in the translation of Joseon literature. A variety
of Joseon literary works, including popular songs, folk songs, children’s songs,
traditional poetry, proverbs, new style poetry, novels, and unofficial historical
stories, were translated in this magazine. It is uni ue that unlike previous practical
and functional transitions these translations of Joseon literary works used literary
translation methods, which pursue the parallel writing of original texts, the use of
dialects, the delivery of cadence, and literal and complete translation, to preserve as
much as possible the texture of the original language. The original Korean poems
were Namseon Choi’s Taebaek Poetical Works (Sonyeon, 1910), Taebaeksanga,
and Taebaeksanbu (Shinmungwan, 1910). The New Style Poetry of Joseon was
the first modern free verse whose structure of lines and verses completely deviated
from a set pattern. The translation and publication of this work showed Japan’s
interest in the modern literature of Joseon. Thus, this pure interest in Joseon
literature not as an information source but as literature itself was relevant to Japan’s
Korean language education policy for Japanese educators and officials. The last
period of Japanese translation of Korean literary works is the cultural policy
period from the 1920s to the early 1930s. Two characteristics marked Japanese
translations of Joseon literature during this period. First, the stabilization of the
colonial policy brought Japanese language literature or translations by Japanesespeaking Joseon intellectuals. Second, efforts to translate Joseon literature were
led by the Japanese government. During this period, numerous modern literary
works of Joseon were translated into Japanese, including the representative modern
Korean writer Kwangsu Lee’s Kashil and Yujeong, Iksang Lee’s Tree of Spirits,
Dongin Kim’s Potatoes, Jinkeon Hyun’s Hometown and Piano, Seohae Choi’s
Starvation and Slaughter published in Joseonshiron 926 . In addition, the special
Joseon literature issues of The Osaka Mainichi Newspaper, including A Collection
of Stories by New Writers in the Korean Peninsula (1934), A Collection of Short
Stories by Joseon Writers (1935), and A Collection of Stories by Women Writers in
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the Korean Peninsula 936 , were also published. In the 920s, some modernist
poets and Korean authors of the magazine published by the Kei o Imperial
University, Seiryo attempted to test Korean as a modern language. They also
translated their work into Japanese or created literary works directly in Japanese.
A spontaneous classical literature publication project was carried out. Classical
literary works of Joseon were also translated into Japanese and published in several
Japanese books, including Popular Joseon Novels (1921), Seonmanchongseo
(1922-1923), and Masterpieces of Joseon Literature (1924).
Under the support of the Japanese Government General of Korea, these
classical works of Joseon were systematically collected, recorded, and translated
into Japanese by government officials or professors of Kei o Imperial University.
The purpose of this project was shown in Popular Joseon Novels published by
Jayutogusa. Hajime Hosoi stated that Popular Joseon Novels was published in
order to understand Joseon, which Japan should guide and lead with the great
spirit of Japan-Joseon harmony as a brother country, under the watchful eye of the
international community. However, Popular Joseon Novels actually emphasized
Joseon’s subservient attitude towards China or corruption in the ruling class of
Joseon. Japan criticized the nature of the Joseon people and traditional cultural
values of Joseon as the harmful consequences of Confucianism, which was a forced
belief from China for Chinese convenience in ruling Joseon. That is, unlike its
stated purpose—promoting harmony between Japan and Joseon by understanding
the unique nature and culture of Joseon people, Joseon literature was rearranged,
modified, and bluntly interpreted in the translation process. These translations
stressed the difference between China and Japan, and thus, Japanese translations of
Joseon literature were used for colonial learning and the development of ideologies
needed for the rationalization of colonial ruling. These distorted or altered
translations of Joseon literary works were distributed to Japanese communities
in Joseon and Japan. They formed the images of Joseon people and culture, and
some of them were even included in traditional Japanese culture. For example, a
children’s tale of Joseon, Marriage of Mice (The Chosen and Manshu, 1924), which
had been translated into Japanese by Tomo Imamura, was retranslated into Korean
by Jeongim Park and introduced to Korea as an old tale of Japan. In addition, the
distorted Japanese translation of Joseon literature also affected Joseon intellectuals
who could speak Japanese. It became the source of modern Joseon literary works,
and some of them have even been canonized as traditional literary works of Joseon
up to this day. For instance, the narrative structure and characters of Seokgatap
Legend, whose national spirit was well known to have been inspired by Jinkeon
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Hyun’s novel Muyeongtap, had its origins in the Japanese translations of Korean
literature, The Legend of Gyeongju by Kintaro Osaka The Chosen, 1921) and Play:
Muyeongtap Story by Yoshimitsu Hamaguchi (The Chosen and Manshu, 1924).
As described above, Japanese translations of Joseon literature during the
colonial period before the 1930s established the colonial learning trend, switching
its purpose, target, sub ect, and method depending on changes in Korea-Japan
relations and colonial policies. This clearly shows how translated literature was
utilized for politics. At the same time, it was the starting point of introducing Joseon
literature and culture to other countries. Japanese translations of Joseon literary
works also became a part of the origin of modern Korean literature, and some
of them were even included among traditional Japanese literature. The various
problems inherent in the Japanese translations of Joseon literature cannot be solved
by a single country, whether Korea or Japan. This issue should be handled using a
de-boundary research approach.
4. The Development and Role of Traditional Japanese Poetry in Korea
The section above provided a brief overview of Japanese language literature
in Korea. However, the mainstream of Japanese language literature that was
continuously created throughout Korea from even before the Japanese annexation
of Korea to the end of Japanese colonization era was traditional Japanese short
poetry, such as Tanka, Haiku, and Senryu. In particular, Haiku and Tanka absorbed
diverse discussions about traditional Japanese poetry that occurred during the Meiji
period. They were even reflected in Haiku and Tanka of Joseon, and became a
ma or genre of Japanese language literature in Korea.
Prior to 9 0, Tanka and Haikuin Korea were already key genres of Japanese
language literature. Rooted in Gyeongseong (Seoul) and Busan based on literary
associations that were not developed in other genres, Tanka and Haiku were created
through public contests offered by literary columns of the media. Later, they
became a literary communicative device among Japanese residents of Joseon. Early
Tanka and Haiku contained a sense of anxiety and alienation experienced by people
who had migrated from Japan—from a center or inland—to Joseon—an edge or
outland.
A flag of surrender in the midday heat, which seems to belong to Russian
troops
(
)
To Housaien, a year has passed since my ill wife went back to my country
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(
)
Ten years have passed in Joseon, and I am going to be an old man
without any friend in my hometown
(
)
Standing in an open field with a flag, I can understand the feeling of
Hideyoshi who gained a victory with a smile
(
)
These works from the early 1900s are good materials through which to learn
the nature of Japanese residing in Joseon. In addition to their depiction of the
Japanese dream of a manly takeover of the continent, as shown through their
setting in the Russo-Japanese War and the Japanese colonization of Joseon, these
works contain an uneasy sense of alienation. In addition, some Tankas citied
Japanese mythology and classics, strengthening the psychological bonds and
sense of cultural superiority of Japanese residents of Joseon. For Haiku, kigo (
seasonal words) were required elements. Haikus in Joseon often tried to seek
Joseon-style sources, but there was no development in Joseon-style kigo. During
this period, traditional Japanese poetry appeared as a mainstream of literature in
various media, but it was only a sporadic attempt to show the nature of Joseon.
As unique sources and scenery and customs of Joseon were the subject of
Senryu, a form that had flourished in Joseon during the 9 0s, numerous literary
clichés on the characteristics of Joseon emerged. The Joseon-published Chosen
Senryu (1922), the first book of Dozaemon Ryukenji, who came to Joseon in
1911, clearly shows how traditional Japanese poetry developed in Joseon during
the 9 0s after the Japanese annexation of Korea. According to this book, Senryu
columns were published in various Japanese language newspapers and magazines
in early 1910s Joseon. Among a total of 300,000 phrases, approximately 4,600
were selected and included in the Chosen Senryu. Although Senryu was considered
as having the weakest literary value and foundation among traditional poetry
forms, it was pretty popular at the beginning of the twentieth century. This enables
us to guess the greater popularity of Haiku, which had wider distribution through
contests and literary columns offered by newspapers or magazines unlike Senryu.
Although it is very difficult to find in Korea existing Haiku and Senryu works
similar to those of Japan, there is a record that they were already included in
specialized magazines, published throughout Joseon. Based on the existing record,
during the 1910s, the kigo of Haiku could not be specialized in Joseon, whose
weather differed little from that of Japan. In fact, Senryu, which focuses primarily
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on personal matters, was able to convey the characteristics of Joseon by depicting
its social conditions, scenery, and customs.
The Japanese authorities, including the Japanese Government General of
Korea, who had executed unauthorized reign over Joseon during the 9 0s, began
to practice cultural governance after the March First Independence Movement of
Joseon in 1919. Consequently, Japanese language poetry became wide spread in the
early 920s. In other words, the Japanese language poetry circle gained the ability
to publish regular magazines based on its strong literary associations, and this
brought a dramatic change in the literary world of colonial Korea. This trend was
largely led by Japanese Tanka writers who came to Joseon in the early 920s. In
particular, it is worth noting the range of social intercourse of Japanese residents in
Joseon, which was revealed through the magazine Shinjin and activities of Shinjin
Association, a literary association that strived to become the power of the Tanka
literary circle in Joseon.
The Potonamu Association published the first Tanka magazine Potonamu in
Joseon in 1922, and it became a vehicle for most Tanka writers in Joseon until early
923. However, in July 923, in partnership with Morio Ichiyama, a businessman
with a wide circle of acquaintances, Gyotai Hosoi launched the magazine Shinjin.
Although Shinjin was a newcomer, it succeeded in becoming mainstream in the
Tanka literary world in Joseon through a series of special articles related to Joseon.
The first issue of Shinjin resonated with Tanka writers not only in Joseon but also
in Japan (Aikawa 15-17). Published in Joseon while the printing business in Tokyo
was suffering due to the Great Kanto Earth uake in 923, the uality of Shinjin
was high enough to surprise the central Tanka literary circle in Japan both in terms
of content and printing.
Shinjin used two methods to influence the Joseon literary world during the
1920s: a special project related to traditional Joseon poetry and the promotion of
cooperation and solidarity with Japanese writers residing in Joseon in other fields.
It is very important to note that these two methods were also devised by Morio
Ichiyama, who had striven to establish the Tanka literary world in Joseon ever since
the publication of Shinjin. In early 926, Ichiyama carried out a special pro ect to
collect the opinions of Japanese major Tanka writers about the shape of the Tanka
literary world in Joseon. He discovered that the majority of Japanese Tanka writers
wanted to see the unique characteristics of Joseon. He therefore later led a project
on traditional Joseon poetry (such as folk songs and ancient songs) through Shinjin,
following the first method described above. The second method of Shinjin was
collecting literary works from a variety of Joseon and Japanese writers who decided
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to contribute their writings to its special issues, responding to the request of Morio
Ichiyama. The contributors included writers, professors, teachers, ournalists,
critics, pottery researchers, folklorists, poets, Haiku writers, landscape gardeners,
and painters, who were the leading cultural figures in Japan and Joseon.
In these special issues, the connection between traditional Japanese poetry
and Joseon folklore is visible in the interface between Shinjin Association and
the Namsan Senryu Association in the late 1920s. This interaction involved the
participation of Tomo Imamura in special research on Korean folk songs. Imamura,
a representative Senryu writer affiliated with the Namsan Senryu Association,
continuously presented Joseon related sources and authored several tomes about
Joseon folklore. The decade’s research on traditional Joseon poetry and ethnicity
was led by Ichiyama of Shinjin by collecting literary works from Japanese elites
residing in Joseon in diverse fields. This research was also connected to the Haiku
and Senryu circles and Joseon folklore. This was the prosperous period in research
on traditional Joseon culture. During the Joseon boom after the 1930s, various
attempts were made to identify the local characteristics of Joseon in each literary
field. Traditional Japanese language poetry forms, such as Senryu, Haiku, and
Tanka, had been illustrating this local flavor since the 9 0s. After the creation of
the Shinjin in the 1920s, the traditional Japanese poetry world, which had barely
maintained the publication of professional magazines by trial and error through
local association activities, completely changed tack to dominate the field of
identifying local characteristics. Although originally aimed at representing Joseon
in the field of Tanka, the Shinjin continuously produced Ichiyama’s special issues
that attempted to explore traditional Joseon poetry, ethnicity, and folklore. Through
these efforts, the Shinjin played a leading linguistic and cultural role in establishing
local Joseon characteristics not only in the fields of Haiku and Senryu, but also in
ethnology, folklore, and folk arts from the late 1920s to the 1930s.
5. Conclusion
This study examined the beginnings and development of the literature of
Japanese residents of Joseon from early modern times to 1930. The literature
analyzed in this research had not previously been included in evaluations of
Japanese literature or even colonial Japanese language literature. Even before the
Japanese annexation of Korea, Japanese language newspapers and magazines had
already been launched in ma or Japanese communities in Joseon. It is apparent that
Japanese language literature in the early twentieth century was formed around the
literary columns in these media.
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Under the pretense of understanding the customs and culture of Joseon as a
ruler of a colonial country, these Japanese language media in Joseon translated
Joseon literary works into Japanese and used them as colonial learning tools. Here,
it should be pointed out that Japanese translations of Joseon literature, which were
supposed to be a literary act, were used for various political means by Japanese
elites. The canonization of these Japanese translations as traditional Joseon
literature is yet a problem in current academic circles.
Moreover, traditional Japanese language poetry emerged through, developed
in, and disappeared from the literary columns of Japanese media in early twentiethcentury Joseon. Based on strong literary associations, Japanese writers residing
in Joseon made attempts to express Joseon through Japanese poetry, using Tanka,
Haiku, and Senryu, at times independently and sometimes in solidarity.
These Japanese language literary activities in Joseon were carried out with a
close connection with both domestic and international literary worlds, such as those
of Manchuria and Taiwan. After the 1930s, the development of Japanese language
literature became complex due to diverse literary and cultural phenomena, and
because of its sensitive response to local issues. Therefore, without understanding
the whole picture of Japanese language literature and culture during this period, it is
impossible to identify and interpret literature and the culture of East Asian countries
(including Japan, Joseon, Manchuria, and Taiwan) from a modern perspective.
Almost a half-century history of Japanese language literature in Joseon, which
continued until colonial liberation in 1945, should be investigated not from a
single country’s perspective but from an East Asian perspective. This investigation
requires a border-crossing research method rather than a subdivided and closedborder research method for more accurate examination. Based on this critical
thinking, the academic association East Asia and Contemporary Japanese-Language
Literature was founded in 2013. An international journal, Border Crossings: The
Journal of Japanese-Language Literature Studies, was also published in 2014, and
a variety of border-crossing studies have been conducted through it.

Notes
Takayuki Nakane defined translations by Joseon writers during the 930s as an intermediate
step toward creation,” “a pre-creation writing method chosen by Joseon writers, who lack
creating ability”, or “a pre-creation writing method commanded by the Japanese Government
General of Korea. See Takayuki Nakane. Cultural Magazine Representing “Joseon” (Tokyo:
Shinyosha, 2004) 243-63.
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Although their outcomes cannot be easily predicted, there were some excellent attempts: The
Chosen Haiku Anthology (1930) and A Collection of Haiku poems: The Chosen (1930) in the
field of Haiku The Chosen: A Collection of Tanka Poems (1934), The Chosen Natural Features
Tanka Collection (1935), and A Collection of Tanka Poems: The Chosen (1937) for Tanka; and
The Chosen Natural Features Senryu Anthology (1940) for Senryu.
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Abstract: Miyamoto Yuriko is a female writer representing Japan who wrote
for the proletariat class. Although from a bourgeois background, she made an
ethical choice to push for the equality of people. Her life as an egalitarian activist
is represented in her writing that glorifies the ethical choice of the figures in her
works. To be sure, the ethical choices made by the author do not exactly translate
into those made by the fictional characters. Nonetheless, her autobiographical
novels feature protagonists who go through experiences similar to the author’s. Her
inclination to egalitarian activism is projected in her art. The itinerary of Yuriko
becoming a proletarian writer is the subject of her own novels from her debut work
to her major works. The principle behind the acts of the autobiographical characters
is the cause of equality as the motivation of ethical choices. This was the ideal of
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Yuriko’s literary work that called for levelling the gap between the rich and the
poor, male and female, and finally for the abolition of class distinctions. This shows
the question of ethical choice through which the writer grows up from a bourgeois
to become a writer for the proletariat. And it suggests the possibility of proletarian
literature that deals with the ethical choice made by a writer while growing up.
Key words: Miyamoto Yuriko; ethical awareness; ethical identity; ethical choice
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Title: A Review of
of Art and Morality: An Ethical Study
of Oscar Wilde
Abstract: Liu Maosheng’s new book
An Ethical Study of Oscar Wilde (Published by Social Sciences Academic
Press(SSAP) in June, 2016.) mainly focuses on the textual anatomy of the
historical, political and social backgrounds of the Victorian Era which was vividly
depicted in Wilde’s works. The book, with the method of Ethical Literary Criticism,
systematically expounds the ethical and artistic ideals of Oscar Wilde’s literary
career; it also reveals Wilde’s ethical connotations and discusses the conflicting
yet integrated characteristics of his writing. The book sticks to an emphasis on
textual analysis which is highly evaluated in the study of Ethical Literary Criticism;
hence, it offers us the rational analysis, dialectical interpretations and reasonable
conclusions. It also offers us innovative methodologies and inventive perspectives.
It should also be considered as a trailblazing breakthrough in Wilde’s study to help
us to better reflect on Oscar Wilde’s artistic contribution to English Literature and
to set a remarkable example for future study.
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