Interdisciplinary Approaches to Literature:
Toward an Ecological Hermeneutic

Chiu Chin-jung Lee

SUMMARY

This paper looks at whether, and how interdisciplinary
approaches to literature are possible, exploring the parallel
phenomena of literary theories/models and the scientific para-
digms which have taken shape over the past few decades. The
first part of the paper attempts to theorize the necessity of
transdisciplinary approaches and to redefine literature’s position
in the post-modern condition and in post-literary culture. In the
second part, an “ecological hermeneutic” is proposed as praxis
for the theoretical claim argued in the first part. The paradigm
linking sceince and literature voiced is that of chaos in the
sciences realized as nonlinear dynamics in complex systems and
in literature as the critical phenomena of the postmodern
condition.
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This paper looks at whether, and how interdisciplinary
approaches to literature are possible, exploring the parallel
phenomena of the literary theories / models and the scientific
paradigms which have taken shape over the past few decades.
The first part of the paper attempts to theorize the necessity of
transdisciplinary approaches and to redefine literature’s
position in the post-modern condition and in post-literary
culture. In the second part, an “ecological hermeneutic” is
proposed as praxis for the theoretical claim argued in the first
part.

[ . Literature and Literary Theories’ in the Information Age

I have no intention to mate literature with science by
violence; however, in what follows the reader will be invited to
assess the fact that literture and science, as either distinct
branches of knowledge or academic disciplines, are inevitably
culturally conditioned. In other words, they share a cultural
moment. This recognition helps to explain why different
disciplines, widely distant from one another so that direct
rapport could hardly be established, should nevertheless focus
on similar kinds of problems and reveal, as it were, the same
sets of mind about the same historical time. This position
implies, of course, that scientific disciplines and literary
practices are rooted in isomorphic assumptions fashioned in a
given episteme.

It is therefore only natural for us to be able to draw
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parallels between literary theories and scientific models, often
strikingly similar in terms of conceptual frames. Before this is
ever attempted, let’s briefly remember that “literature” as we
know it is a modern, specifically romantic concept, and
literature’s status as the object of study in an academic
discipline is likewise a recent development, arising no earlier
than the nineteenth century (Paulson Noise 80). Also, the
commonplace analogy of a literary work to an organism and
the insistence on its self-containment and autonomy are
derivatives of romanticism. This widely accepted view of
literature is problematic for our present concern in that 1) it
shuts literary texts from dialoging with the environment that
has nourished them in the first place, and, as a result, that 2)
the positive feedback of literature to its socio-cultural
ecosystem is blocked, a loss to the ecosystem, and perhaps a
bigger one to literature itself.

We human beings have long been faced with a culture
schizophrenically split between the assumption that science
describes reality on the one hand and the theory that language
and culture construct reality on the other. Since the
eighteenth century, the successes of science as a strategy for
knowing the world have taken intellectual territory and
legitimacy away from literature. Literature in the present
century has been reduced to the imaginative genres--a move
begun in the eighteenth century, advanced by the Romantics.
With the rise of a new form of knowledge asserted in the
scientific approach, earlier ways of knowing, once residing in
the fascination of narrative, in persuasive eloquence and
rhetoric, in the beauty of poetry and figures of language, in
philosophical system-building, or even in old wives’ tales,
seems to have lost their legitimacy and have been disqualified
as a valid cognitive modes. Is this really a losing battle, or
worse, one already lost? How do the theorists of the
humanities party respond to the postmodern disqualification of
narrative, rhetorical, and peetic knowledge? To explore this
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question, I will consider two French thinkers.

Michel Serres, the French philosopher and historian of
science, is one of the more pacific figures who tries to promote
compromise and lessen conflict. His critical and philosophical
writings are characterized by linking together, often strikingly
and ingeniously, fields of knowledge commonly held to be
unrelated.” Serres finds an invariant model in each side of his
pairing, and shows how the imaginative work often anticipates
the scientific construct. In his accounts of the literature/
science interface, or, divide, Serres is unquestionably an
optimistic match-maker. Speaking of the endangered heritage
reserved and handed down through language, he is, however,
more pessimistic:

Time is in danger, subsequently and especially, for a
very new reason: the crushing of all cultures by the
culture that is led astray by the exact sciences. The
exact sciences take all the places and soon all the space:
money, professional openings, techniques, research, poli-
tics, power. .

The terror is not one of power, as Serres makes clear, but has
to do with our sense of rightness: the myth that science is
right-it is “demonstrably” right, factually right so that it is
right in asserting itself. :

As noted by William Paulson, Serres in Les Cing Sens
proposes a daring analogy, a result of his meditation on the
forms and practices of knowledge entailed by the exercise of
the five senses: scientific knowledge is to traditional discursive
knowledge as discursive knowledge is to sensory knowledge
(“Closing” 513-14). Each dominant state of cognition is thus
seen as added to the previous one over time: sensation in the
pre-linguistic, or “somatic” age when people experienced the
world with the body; language in the era when knowledge
resided largely in words (consider The Gospel of John: “In the
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beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the
Word was God”); and now the verifiable, experimental, and
trial-and-error mode in the information age. As our body and
much later our language once mediated between us and the
world, so science does now. Resisting the scientific cognitive
mode of understanding, Serres asserts that we absorb or
experience the world through knowledge, and that knowledge
can be linguistic.

Comparable to Serres is Jean-Francois Lyotard, another
theorist of the postmodern condition. For him, modern
technology does not improve “enlightenment” in the tradition-
al sense, either in identification with individual liberation or
in political improvement. Through The Postmodern Condition
Lyotard describes the modern disqualification of narrative
knowledge by paradigmatic science, which claims to replace
knowledge produced and conveyed through linguistic acts with
knowledge residing in repeatable experiments and
quasimathematical equations and derivations. In a recent
article “Le temps, aujourd’hui,” Lyotard proposes the possi-
bility of “naturalizing” postmodernity by understanding it as
the inevitable discrepancy between human-centered forms and
practices of knowledge and those of the present economic/
technical/cultural system (565). This very system can best be
considered as a monad of ever expanding complexity.® In this
article, Lyotard draws a much grimmer picture of the
postmodern condition than in his book. He describes both our
entrapment in this expanding monad as inevitable, and, like
Serres, advocates practices of resistance-notably poetic and
aesthetic-to its exclusively cognitive and instrumental marsh-
aling of time and information. v

Science in this age is consuming every form of knowledge.
Does this new science know rationality, know its own limits?
Could this science, for example, transform itself, or has it just
achieved victory in the form of a disruptive and seemingly
inexorable destruction of language and culture as _p_reviously
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experienced? These are the broad issues both Serres and
Lyotard have brought to our attention. So much for putting
Serres and Lyotard in dialogue and for the disrupture of
narrative culture in confrontation with science. It is clear by
now that the vision they show us is not a very comforting one,
indeed. And Lyotard is even more pessimistic about understa-
nding and communication. Besides the resistance to the
scientific cognitive mode of understanding or the nostalgia for
narrative (for Lyotard, postmodern people don’t even entertain
such a nostalgia), are we left with any other alternative?
Perhaps.we need a third voice to enter into the dialogue. As
contemporary science extends its influence over areas of
throught that have long been the province of humanities,
scholars in literary disciplines may suffer from their lack of
contact with work in the sciences of mind* and information. A
more practical way would be for literary scholars to speculate
on and redefine the role of literature in the post-literary
culture of the information age, which, hopefully, may give rise
to a vital reorientation of the study of literature, both
affirming its specificity of discourse and representation and
exploring its developing relationship with modern science and
technology. Two literary scholars, both with scientific back-
grounds, N. Katherine Hayles’ and William Paulson, have
engaged in patching the discrepancy between literary dis-
courses and scientific paradigms. They picture the cultural
milieu as a feedback cycle in which technology and literature
are interconnected and mutually dialogize. In one word,
science and literature cannot be as different or incompatible
as we have imagined.

To Katherine Hayles, at least, they are far from being
incompatible. In her recent book Chaos Bound, she has shown
that when the study of nonlinear dynamics came into its own
in the sciences, the focus of literary studies shifted toward
local, fragmentary modes of analysis in which texts were no
longer regarded as deterministic or predictable. In order to



TOWARD AN ECOLOGICAL HERMENEUTIC 543

enter into this transdisciplinary dialogue, we need to review,
in broad strokes, the development of the scientific paradigms
~ of the present century.

During the first half of the century, many disciplines were
preoccupied by attempts “to develop totalizing theories that
could establish unambiguous connections between theory and
observation, articulation and reality” (Hayles xii). Central to
several disciplines during this period was the field concept. It
implied that reality consists not of discrete objects located in
space but rather of an underlying field whose interactions
produce both objects and space. It further implied, perhaps
having more bearing on literature, that “there is no exterior,
objective viewpoint from which to observe, for one is always
within the field, caught in and constituted through the very
interactions that one is trying to describe” (Hayles xii). The
same idea, it seems to me, is implied by the phenomenolo-
gical critics, especially in their concept of “intersubjectivity”
which situates interpretation or reality in neither the subject
nor the object, but rather in between.

By mid-twentieth century, all of these totalizing attempts
had virtually been discredited or had undergone substantial
modification to accommodate local, fragmentary modes of
analysis that were yielding new findings. Instances given by
Hayles are: in mathematics, Goedel’s theorem destabilized the
foundations of mathematics in a way which is yet to be
resolved; in physics, relativity theory (perhaps the most
influential scientific paradigm of this period) was combined
with quantum mechanics to form “quantum field theory” (xii).
Quantum mechanics itself has much to say to us. Contempo-
rary science is producing a matter-based world picture which
consists of layered and emergent levels of organization and
properties. The middle part, from atomic particles to organ-
isms, remains pretty stable, having been taken good care of by
the Newtonian atomic model and Einsteinian relativity. The
problem is with both the upper end, the socio-cultural, which
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stretches beyond the domain of science, and the bottom end
where the world picture may still fade into subatomic
particles, quantum, scientifically indivisible wunits

From totalization, science shifted to focus on the mechan-
'isms that made “unpredictability a fact of life rather than the

aberration it had seemed in Newtonian mechanics” (Hayles
xii). To speak broadly, it is a shift from linear to nonlinear
dynamics. An almost all-embracing new paradigm, which may
well prove to be a holding metaphor for literary theories, is
chaos, which is variously designated in the scientific field as
nonlinear dynamics, dynamical systems theory, or dynamical
system methods. Within chaos theory, a wideranging interdis-
ciplinary research front, two different emphases are generally
granted: 1) Chaos is seen as order’s precursor and partner
(rather than as its opposite), out of which new information can
emerge; 2) There is a hidden order that exists within chaotic
systems; namely, order is implicitly encoded in complex
configurations.

To explore how chaos has acquired a positive value over
time, I will foreground the concept of entropy for examination.
Entropy, the Greek word for transmitting, is the measure of
the amount of energy in a closed system not available for
doing work. In order words, it is the measure for disorder in
counterdistinction to order/difference. In physics, entropy as
the second law of thermodynamics states that in a closed
system, entropy will increase to a maximum. The implication
of this law points to the universal tendency toward dissipation
in terms of the transfer and conservation of energy/infor-
mation. Transplanted to communication theory, entropy indi-
cates the randomness or disorder which occurs in transmitting,
say, a code or a language. This should be taken, admittedly, as
a metaphoric knotting together of similar but not completely
identical concepts in diverse disciplines. (Hayles 49-59; Paulson
Noise 53-100). To make a quick example out of my own life in
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an highly multi-racial neighborhood in an American college
town: All the “languages” that I overhear, of the Hindu
Indians, Asians, Latin Americans and Middle Easterners
passing by my window, are “noise” to me, given the fact that I
am not multi-lingually competent. They exist as noise in much
the same way as the buzz that accompanies “information” in
my walkman. But, agzin, the buzz might be messages sent out
on other wave lines. So, in what order do they exist as noise?
They could be meaningful in the proper contexts of the
enunciation. One person’s intelligent conversation becomes
random noise when introduced into another person’s idle
gossip on the phone lines. The attempt to eliminate noise, or
uncertainty, or disorder, is one to minimize new information
and to maximize redundancy (repetition of the same informa-
tion). In a transmitting process, when the degree of initial
uncertainty from the sender is high, one may speak of noise in
the channel from the observer’s point of view. The information
transmitted, however, might well be proved to gain, but not
lose, since the dissipation of energy or message is preserved on
another level in another form. Once the reader assumes the
task of integrating elements that ordinary codes of reading do
not account for, then he is no longer a passive receiver at the
other end of the channel: he receives the linguistic messages
(communication) and takes also as their imput the ambiguity
(noise) affecting the channel. Theoretically it has long been
agreed that quantity and energy are transferable but never
lost in a closed system. On a cultural level, information and
entropy are not opposites: proliferating information is as-
sociated with the production of entropy. Such is a simple
narrative of how positive value has been accredited to
chaos/disorder.

Chaos as an emerging paradigm has virtually embraced
every scientific discipline. To literary students, chaos had long
existed as a mythopoetic concept before it acquired its
connotations of maximum information, dissipative reorganiza-
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tion, and deeply encoded structure in sciences. Hesiod in the
Theogony designates Chaos as that which existed before
everything else, when the universe was in a completely
undifferentiated state. It is when a second force, Eros, was
introduced to the world that Heaven and Earth embraced, rain
fell, and the wet and dry, cold and hot became distinct from
one another. The Book of Genesis narrates in a similar way the
birth of the world as a story of increasing differentiation of
form out of chaos. It is at once a non-form (“And the earth was
without form, and void; and darkness was upon the face of the
deep”) and the rich origin from which all forms take shape.

For such scientific theorists as Ilya Prigogine, Mitchell
Feigenbaum, and Benoit Mandelbrot, chaos entails an unpre-
dictably open universe in which knowledge is limited to local
sites and different models can never exhaust the possibilities
of the cultural. Isomorphic assumptions in literary theory were
brewing early in this century. To Mikhail Bakhtin, the
creation itself is never compete; the universe needs us to
participate in, to “dialogize” with it in order to make meaning
out of it. Bakhtin thus speaks of the incompleteness of the
present, the temporal mode of the world:

For the first time in artistic-ideological consciousness,
time and the world become historical: they unfold, albeit
at first still unclearly and confusedly, as becoming, as an
uninterrupted movement into a real future, as a unified,
all-embracing and unconcluded process. (30)

When Bakhtin speaks of life, he speaks of literature. By the
same token, text is treated as a person; the philosophy being
one. All people in’ dialogue work together to construct the
great Discourse, or, if you wish, God. In the concept of
carnival, probably his most charged metaphor, Bakhtin has
loaded a sophisticated mixture of order and disorder, making
the latter the ultimate critique of the former. One of Bakhtin’s
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global concepts, as his writings reveals, is that “order needs
justification, Disorder does not. The natural state of things is
~ mess” (Morson 30). Bakhtin can be taken as one of the earliest
voices which endorse chaos in the literary circle,

And it is right at this highly charged, cross-disciplinary
metaphor, that diverse paths within the culture meet. Literary
methods were a relative stronghold of linear, totalizing
theories by comparison: (old) New Criticism, archetypal
criticism and structuralism, each seeking to find the “stable”
elements or foundations (that had been largely repudiated by
1950 in physical sciences) in “self-evident” critical jargons,
archetypal mythemes, or underlying substructures. The critical
landscape by the 1980s and 1970s became, however, a very
different one, a less totalizing and umversahzmg one-a more
local, fractured, and, to continue with the metaphor, “cha-
otic” one. Compare the postmodern notion of the “text” as a
process of constant flux, i.e. the text as a fiction unfolded in
time, with the romantic or modernist notion of the “book” as a
modernist-contained, bound entity. As books became texts,
“they were transformed from ordered sets of words to
permeable membranes through which flowed the currents of
history, language, and culture” (Hayles 2). With language
denatured,® texts were not deterministic or predictable. Instead
they were capable of becoming unstable whenever the slightest
perturbation was introduced. The assumption that linearity is
the rule of nature, nonlinearity the exception has been largely
discredited. In the second half of the present century, we
actually see literary paradigms parallel with scientific counter-
parts in emphasizing the nonlinearity as the essence of nature.

What happens when information is transmitted is well
described by Derrida:

Une lettre n’arrive pas toujours a déstination (La
Carte postale, 74).
(A letter does not always arrive at its destination.)
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Derrida’s différence and indeterminancy of meaning is, it
seems to me, literariness explained in terms of entropy. A
letter may, to keep the phrase alive, arrive as a chaos of
possibilities. Entropy of message may have increased, but
specified information has been degraded because it has failed
to arrive. Information, to use Paulson’s analogy, “like energy
thermodynamically available to perform mechanical work, can
only be degraded in a closed system” (Noise 57). Chaos theory
.can be generally captured as the study of complex systems, in
which the non-linear problems (taken as disorder or noise)
which upset scientists are now considered in their own right,
rather than as deviations or aberration from linearity. It
further implies an emphasis on phenomena that are local and
unique. Consider, for instance, meteorology. No weather
forecast can be counted on beyond a couple of days because
small fluctuations quickly amplify into large-scale changes.
Any given local site is a sort of four-dimensional attractor
with the slightest changes happening all the time on the
border, worse and far more complicated than one can predict
with the most delicate detector. Restated in terms of
thermodynamics, the slightest change produced at the margin
of a system is going to affect the whole system, i.e. triggering a
large amount of entropy. One easy concrete illustration of this
phenomenon is a swinging double pendulum. It does not take
one long to notice that an initial small difference or
disturbance produces different and arbitrary patterns, unpredi-
ctable changes, and evolution. Science since the mid-twentieth
century has changed from the ideal of deterministic, reprodu-
cible, and thereby universally consensual knowledge to local,
fragmentary modes of analysis. So has literature.

I propose to model “a slight change affecting the whole
system” with a small exercise of my own: a reading of Tom
Stoppard’s Rosencranz and Guildenstern Are Dead in relation
to Shakespeare’s Hamlet. To begin with, Stoppard did not want
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to make a pastiche of Hamlet. Instead, he explored the comic
potential of the Shakespearean play in order to entertain his
audience.” By foregrounding two marginal characters of this
large-as-life world of Hamlet, Stoppard shows us the comic
energy one can draw from the unconsciousness of Rosencrantz
and Guildenstern as the instruments of Claudius. By pure
chance, the two old buddies of Hamlet arrive at Elsinore
where they will take part in an action they only dimly
understand, but that leads to their deaths. At what point do
they fall into collaboration? At what point do they cross the
point from innocence to conspiracy? Such questions are either
trivialized or totally neglected in reading Hamlef. This insight
is made possible, at least in my case, after reading the witty
modern gloss on Hamlet. With subtle changes of language,
orientation, and space, Stoppard puts on stage three groups of
characters: 1) Hamlet characters (court figures): tragedians; 2)
players (from the scene of the “mouse-trap”): melodramatists;
3) Rosencrantz and Guildenstern: modernists. The audience is
exposed to the tension between the triviality of the Rosen-
crantz-Guildenstern dialogue and the Hamlet myth. Stoppard’s
play is one of many layers, and we are made part of the layer.
It is made clear to us that the real people are Rosencrantz and
Guildenstern, representative of every man and woman of us,
rather than the heroes of the classical Shakespearean play.

To conclude, nobody can go back to Hamlet the same after
reading Stoppard’s play. This is what Shakespeare the author
or Hamlet the master-text has no control over. The reading of
this modern play changes our mental landscape; the process is
irreversible. Compared to Hamlet, Stoppard’s play might seem
trivial. Trivial as it is, though, the change it triggers in our
perspective and reception of Hamlet or even the dramatic
genre as a whole is significant as well as unpredictable. It
problematizes the meaning of the world of Hamlet: the
meaning is deferred, destabilized and dissipated in the reading
system. To go back to chaos again: things in the natural world
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are ever moving toward areas of high enfropy before
equilibrium is finally achieved.

The science of chaos thus emphasizes both a new
awareness of our place within the universe and a new
appreciation of the random and the unpredictable. With this
belief, Nobel prize winner Prigogine and his co-worker on
phenomena of nonequilibrium thermodynamics, Isabelle Ste-
ngers, argue that natural science can now forge new alliances
with the sciences of human history and language (La Nouvelle
Alliance 281; Paulson Noise 106). Is literature, in reaction to
this new awareness of the scientific party, going to take a new
role, readjust itself, and fit into the information age?

William Paulson believes that as contemporary science
extends its influence over intellectual areas that were once the
domain of the humanities, scholars in literary disciplines may
suffer for their lack of contact with work in the scientific
fields. In The Noise of Culiure, he contemplates the role of
literature in the post-literary culture -of the information age
and argues for literature as' a “noisy channel.” The concept of
noise, as it arrives from the mathematical theory of informa-
tion, has two complementary definitions: 1) whatever enters a
message in transmission and alters it is considered as noise;
némely, whenever messages do not arrive as sent, we can
speak of noise in the channel; 2) noise is defined as aleatory,
randomly distributed, having no rapport with the message it
confuses (Noise 88). In Paulson’s view, literary texts may be
seen as complex, hierarchically organized systems existing in
the context of culture as a whole. Within literature itself,
noise transmitted through writing can actually contribute to
the creation of new meaning at another level in the system.
Extending to a cultural level, the contemporary value of
literary study might best be approached through an ac-
ceptance of its very marginality and strangeness; that is, we
might. allow literature to function as the noisy channel of
culture, a source of variety that interferes with the circulation
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and production of information and a rich indeterminate
margin through which messages are sent and transformed.
Since we cannot imagine a noiseless metachannel existing
anywhere, the notion of noise being carried through a text
speaks for the suppleness and ambiguities of natural, and
especially, poetic language. Further more, since literature was
once a major site of knowledge, this definition reorients and
resituates literature in a new cultural context.

Paulson’s speculation on the role of literature can be seen
as a selfreflexive step taken on the side of the literary
community in response to the postmodern condition. It also
offers us an alternative view which gears us toward a much
neglected corner of literary study: literature’s developing
relationship with science.

I. An Ecological Hermeneutic

In this section, I propose to introduce a working model
which applies transdisciplinary strategies to literary texts. The
reader is invited to consider whether and how cultural
practices such as literary criticism should take their natural
environment into account.

In The Political Unconscious, Fredric Jameson argues that
the collective story of human history should be considered the
ultimate horizon of interpretation of cultural texts. William
Paulson in his seminar on “ecological hermeneutics” con-
sidered the possibility of enlarging this horizon to an
awareness that history occurs on each and is made by and
through beings that are constrained by properties of matter
and the “logic of life” as well as by culture. The term
“ecological hermeneutic” should be understood as being
always in quotation marks. Far from being an established
theoretical framework at the present stage of time, it rather
indicates a willingness to acknowledge the fact that we never
confront a literary text in a vacuum, and that the proper
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context of a text should be the socio-cultural ecosystem which
makes the text possible in the first place. Critical efforts
should thus integrate the literary text into culture, “into the
life not just of the individual mind but of the cognitive
community in which minds participate” (Paulson Noise 97). To
provide a general background for the basis of ecological
hermeneutics, I will summarize the works of a few scholars of
humanities which have contributed to this interpretive
strategy which considers, in particular, how texts figure their
own interaction in, to use Gregory Bateson’s phrase, the
“ecology of ideas.”

Is there some sort of natural selection which allows one
idea to survive, and another to die? What limits the
multiplicity of ideas in a given region of the mind? To what
fallacies or pathologies of epistemology is the human race
subject? These are some of the questions Bateson raises in
Steps to an Ecology of Mind. Divided into four areas of
study--anthropology, psychiatry, biology, and ecology--the book
centers on how we “select and edit” the reality we see to
conform to our beliefs about what sort of world we live in (vii).
Bateson does not only keep alive the idea of unity between
mind and body (xii), but also keeps us constantly aware that
what “thinks” and engages in “trial and error” is the man plus
the computer plus the environment in the information age
(483). Ecology, in the widest sense, turns out to be the study of
the interaction and survival of ideas and programs in circuits.
To take a look at how Bateson illustrates the human mind in
interaction with its ecology:

There is an ecology of bad ideas, just as there is an
ecology of weeds, and it is characteristic of the system

that basic error propagates itself.

He continues the argument with a neat example:
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You decide that you want to get rid of the by-products of
human life and that Lake Erie will be a good place to
put them. You forget that the eco-mental system called
Lake Erie is a part of your wider eco-system--and that if
Lake Erie is driven insane, its insanity is incorporated
in the larger system of your thought and experience.
(484)

Our age has witnessed an overall mind separated from the
body, separated from society, and separated from nature. Steps
to an Ecology of Mind both describes the ecology we interact
with and reveals patterns found to be common across
disciplinary lines. Human beings are thus seen -as part of the
network of interrelationships on earth. An ecology of mind, as
I conceive it, implies a mind capable of internalizing,
intellectually as well as emotionally, natural elements and
socio-cultural forms to which an individual is related as part
of the whole. Living in a world of interrelations, we must have
a mind likewise, in order to explore the notions of complexity,
constraint, emergence, and feedback as those arise in and
interact with their cultural and social environments.

The same idea is expressed by Hayles in her metaphor
“cultural loop”: the feedback cycle connecting theory with
culture and vice versa through the medium of technology (xiv).
Literary texts and theories are naturally involved in this loop,
for they are affected by environments at the same time that
they are shaping and relating to environments. When relating
chaos to poststructuralism, especially deconstruction, Hayles
suggests that “analogies are best understood through an
ecology of ideas” (26; italics mine), against which divergences
as well as isomorphisms between fields can be accounted for.
By ecology, however, she has in mind a theoretical model for
conceptual ecologies, which includes society and culture, but,
unlike Bateson’s, leaves nature out of the picture. Within a
given space or ecology only certain forms are possible. As
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Not every possible form will be realized; particularities
of history and personality determine which actually
api)ear and which are repressed. All forms that are
realized, however, are Iinked to each other through the
common attributes that define the space. (185)

Similarities across disciplinary boundary can be therefore
understood as the result not of direct influence but of roots in
a common ecological matrix.

In an essay, “Violence, Body, Text: the Hazards of an
Ecological Hermeneutic,” Klaus Poenicke has tentatively
termed “ecological hermeneutic,” the first conscious attempt
to my knowledge, to make ecology, in all the possible senses of
Bateson’s term, a nest for literary interpretive strategies. In
this article Poenicke explores our feelings of involvement,
anxiety, and dependence in facing the future under the
auspices of autopoiesis (automatic production and formation).
We are caught up between accepting autopoiesis (and hence
anticipating anxiety) and denying it. Ecological hermeneutics
is therefore a strategy hazardous in nature. The following
quotation, to me, vividly pictures the dilemma with which the
literary community has been caught up:

the reduction of anxiety and pain remains the
major marketing device of Western logocentrism and the
powerful urban-industrial structures it helped to shape.
And it is these structures that today pose the most
visible threat to the continuation of life--thus urging us
to assess, with high priority, the ecological ac-
countability of cultural discourse. (8)

Anxiety arises when literature joins in the task of keeping the
ecology/discourse open and finds its position in a space of
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particularly heightened instability. Change is seldom comfort-
ing, we have to admit. To isolate the literary text as an object
of study is to stabilize its meaning, while to put the text in
dialogue with ecology is to destabilize its meaning, and
thereby induce anxiety in reading and interpreting.

Poenicke notes that the term “environment” itself has
come under attack because it still seems to carry the
implication that we can place ourselves “beyond” such an
environment (22, N. 20). As indicated earlier in Part I of this
paper, the field concept reveals that there is no exterior,
objective position from which to observe, for the very act of
observing involves the observer in the field. To this notion we
might still add a pinch of quantum physics: any detection
introduced to the field induces immediate change of the ever
leaping quantum and therefore an accurate description of the
status quo is an impossibility. To solve this problem, Poenicke
invokes Bateson’s term “organism-in-its-environment” (Bateson
451) to indicate the realities of interdependence:

We are involved in a network of infinitely
interacting feedback . . . we are still frail and vulnerable
creatures, bound in the prison of our bodies, subject to
infirmity, pain, and the inexorable rule of time. It is the
body which [is] a system of openness and high “imba-
lance,” sustaining a livihg interchange with its -
ever-fluctuating, so-called “environment” . . . . (10)

And it is the body keeping up an interchange with ecology
which produces anxiety. But with the triumph of Western
logocentrism, “we seem to have lost resilience in accommoda-
ting these anxieties” (10). This helps to explain why the
assumption of linearity and its practices have dominated a
wide field of disciplines: nonlinearity does not generally have
explicit solutions. The practice reinforces the assumption. The
mechanism is similar to what Bateson describes as the “myth”
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of power:

It is a myth which, if everybody believes in it, becomes
to that extent self-validating. But it is still epistemolog-
ical lunacy and leads inevitably to various sorts of
disaster. (487)

Choosing to live in open dialogue with ecology, it seems to me,
is to choose to live with anxieties rather than to live with
epistemological fallacy.

After arguing for ecology as the proper context of literary
theories and interpretive strategies, I will now consider, very
tentatively, some of the possibilities and aims of ecological
criticism:

(1) Attempts to look at how local changes affect ecological
and cultural systems fall within the domain of ecological
criticism. Fictions, for instance, that speculate on the question
of relation to the environment, be it rain forest action
movement, green party, or the polluted Tan-shui River, could
yield fruitful insights into the dynamics between beings and
their ecosystem. Science fiction, based on an imagined culture
which has a different set of relations with environment than
ours, offers an alternative view to look at our value system.
Ursula le Guin’s Always Coming Home is a case in example.
Literary works that employ ecological metaphors, rhetorics
and discourse can be put under the category too. Global
warming or the green house effect, for example, has become a
holding metaphor in nonpoetic as well as poetic language.

(2) Thematic materials like spiritual and psychological
arguments against modern technology that come with the
Newtonian mechanical model of the world. This world view
depends on a kind of alienation from our body, rather than
living in and through the senses. Any psychological descrip-
tion of how adaptive changes affect the consciousness of ego,
biological environment, and even body politics can be grouped
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in ecological criticism. We might explore how these adaptive
changes result in fending off, repressing, or marginalizing our
coordination to ecology. The negative costs in any order
. producing environment, by extension, are also relevant to the
strategy under discussion. Those costs often find themselves
figures in literature. ,

(3) Trying to work, for instance, with the interface of
brain and mind; treating brain as an information system as
well as a biological environment of culture, is another
possibility. Future study of neuroscience, now working in the
direction of locating consciousness in the neurons, could

"hopefully articulate relationships between brain as biological
structure and as site of thought. Literary works based on this
branch of science may anticipate in an imaginative way new
findings for science. As shown earlier, the new scientific
paradigms of chaos include elements that were evident in
literary theory and literature before they became articulated
in the sciences. I tend to think that some of the “stream of

" consciousness” works anticipate what neuroscience is to lay
open in the near future concerning the mechanism of the

brain. This is a particularly fascinating area considered in the
context of cybernetics, a comparative study of the automatic
control systems formed by the nervous system and brain and
by mechanoelectrical systems and devices. Cybernetics was the
growing together of a number of ideas which had developed in

different places during World War I, approximately in 1946-47
(Bateson 474). Other names used interchangeably are com-

munication theory, information theory, and systems theory.

All these separate developments in different intellectual fields
deal with communication problems, especially with the

problem of the nature of an organized system.

It seems that contemporary works of literature yield more .
easily to an ecological hermeneutic defined as such, mainly
because they articulate in a time-space which is familiar to
ours; or to put it in a different way, we share a more or less



558 TAMKANG REVIEW, Vol. XXIII, Nos. 1,2,3,4

similar ecology. But we sometimes find a certain classic
furnishing a remarkable case that anticipates a scientific
discourse. We will be amazed, for instance, to find Denis
Diderot’s Le Neveu de Rameau (Rameau’s Nephew) anticipating
ideas of noise and information systems. This eighteenth-cen-
tury novel, a dialogue carried on between Moi (I, presumably
the author) and Lui (He, the Nephew, but also taken to be the
other side of the author), can be read as a text in relation to
characters and positions of the social ecology. It is a
circumstantial piece (a satire) on people on Diderot’s time, as
the traditional criticism usually relates. But considered in
terms of information systems, the same text seems to be
permeable to postmodern theories. Lui (representing chaos,
seeking for patterns rather than living in an established order)-
and Moi (representing order of the system, message of the age)
engage in a dialogue about how one should view life and
society, namely, an ecological discourse which concerns
perspective and individual conception. Stated in terms of the
electronic age, Moi is modernity and social order, while Lui
represents postmodern uncertainty and refusal of moderniza-
tion. It is interesting to notice the effect of marginal people
like Lui on social order. By articulating abusive arguments
(against God and soul in the present case), people like Lui
produce “noise” or disorder in telecommunication. The whole
dialogue can be thus read as a dialectic of naturalizing the
social and socializing the natural. We are once more reminded
that our natural home is mess, and that order is probably
something that crops up in the process of socialization. The
natural and social boundary is not always clear, much as order
and disorder are interpenetrating rather than opposed.

" Notes

! By literary theory I have in mind the project of a serious,
disciplinary study of the specificity of literary discourse, its



TOWARD AN ECOLOGICAL HERMENEUTIC 559

techniques and devices. Understood as such, this kind of study
emerges, as Paul de Man pointed out in one of his last essays, as a
discipline by no means identical with that of literary studies (“The
Resistance to Theory” 7).

* Serres has made pairs such as : anthropology and the theatre of
Moliere, spectral analysis and the stories of Barbey d’Aurévilly,
information theory and a Balzac novella (cf. Paulson “Closing” 513).
It might be of interest to know that he was accepted to the French
Academy in January, 1991.

* I am indebted to Professor William Paulson for this particular
scientifc metaphor and many other ideas of this paper. I participated
in his seminar, “Literature/Life/Theory: Toward an Ecological
Hermeneutic,” Winter Term 1991, at The University of Michigan.
Paulson captures, in terms of entropy (the second of law of
thermodynamics), the postmodern system Lyotard describes in this
article as an expanding dissipative structure in which humanity is
simply caught up, far from controlling or even creating its destiny.

* Psychology and sociology immediately come to our mind to
exemplify “social sciences” in that they are branches of humanities
which try to identify with science by simulating its working models
and interpretive strategies. :

* Katherine Hayles is perhaps one of the most subtle, and most
profound American theorists who has crossed disciplines to investi-
gate parallels between contemporary literature and critical theory
and the emerging interdisciplinary field known as the “science of
chaos.” In the symposium on chaos theory sponsored by The
University of Michigan in March 1990, she was the only speaker from
the literary community among a host of scholars and professionals of
sciences.

* The denaturing of language, as one of the components of
cultural postmodernism, has been dealt with extensively within the
literary community. It is the effect of a view that language is
inherently selfreferential and ungrounded, and hence, always
already problematic. In other words, language is no more regarded as
a mimetic representation of the world of objects.
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" In reply to the question whether Rosencrantz implies a bleak
existentialist view of man’s incapacifcy to shape his destiny, Stoppard
remarks in a recent interview: “I never wrote it to be a ‘statement,’
. . . Ijust hope ‘Rosencrantz’ will give a lot of pleasure to a lot of
people” (Freedman).
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