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A conservative forerunner of ethical criticism:
John Gardner and hisliterary criticism

CHEN Houliang, DUAN Lili
(School of Foreign Languages, Huazhong University of Science and Technology, Wuhan 430074, China)

Abstract: While conservative, John Gardner is often regarded as a forerunner of ethical criticism revival as his theory
about moral criticism is ahead of his times in several aspects. He strongly believes that the true literature must be moral,
and that true criticism must revolve around moral evaluation. However, Gardner disapproves of moral didacticism and
emphasizes the morality in the process of literary creation, that is, the writer should take the leadership with the reader
in open-mindedly exploring moral issues. Because of the inconsistency in his practice with his theory, as well as other
historical factors, Gardner’s theory has been underestimated for long. His moral criticism has two shortcomings: one is
his undisguised claim for censorship, while the other is his defiance of the moral concerns of postmodernism.

Key words: John Gardner; moral criticism; moral fiction; ethical criticism
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