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Résumé: La relation entre la théorie littéraire et les domaines humanistes d’autres
que la méta-littérature est aujourd’hui plus forte que il y a 10-20 ans, et cela est évident
dès que vous lisaient les livres et les magazines spécialisés. Nous avons ici en vue les études
de théorie littéraire et d’analyse qui s’appuient sur des idées, des faits et/ou des méthodes
empruntées à la linguistique, la sémiotique, l’histoire, l’anthropologie, la sociologie, les
sciences politiques, la psychologie, la psychanalyse, les arts visuels, la musique, etc. Le
métabolisme de la théorie littéraire est, contre toute attente, plus faible à l’intérieur qu’à
l’extérieur  de la  méta-littérature. Nous avons surtout en vue la très faible interaction
de la théorie littéraire avec la critique littéraire et l’histoire littéraire.
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In order to discuss about “the place and role of literary theory in the field of humanist
disciplines”, first we have to clarify the terms under consideration. “To clarify” is perhaps
too pretentious: at least to identify some sources of possible misunderstanding. In English
we have the generic term of Humanities, which covers other disciplines than those labeled
Social sciences (including, for instance, sociology, legal and economic sciences). Should
we understand that the syntagm “humanist disciplines” covers the latter as well? The
distinction is very important, as it results, among others, from the fact that the “Science
Citation Index Expanded” which monitors the cultural creation worldwide, is structured
into four directions: A) mathematics, informatics, natural sciences and various kinds of
engineering; B) social sciences; C) humanistics (in the sense of ‘humanities’). Of course,
these distinctions are not brittle either: I wonder: where does the sociology of literature
fit in, under B or under C? Perhaps under both.

The place of literary theory within the framework of metaliterature

Whatever the interpretation we may give to humanist disciplines, I believe we agree
that they include metaliterature under all its forms: literary review, literary criticism, literary
history, literary analysis, comparative literature, literary theory, what in some milieus has
been called the science of literature etc. Within the framework of this theme, a certain
priority is given to the sub-theme: ‘the place and role of literary theory within
metaliterary disciplines’. Some aspects of this theme, like the relation between literary
criticism and literary analysis have been often discussed; others, like the relation between
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literary theory and literary history, on one hand, and literary criticism, on the other, the
way and extent to which each of them might need the others, have been rather hushed
up or dispatched through clichés, received ideas of the kind: ‘criticism assesses, theory
examines’. Do not literary analysis and literary theory take part at least in the inevitable
re-evaluations that are required periodically? To what extent and in what way are the critic
and the historian alike in need of that horizon of literary theory? Likewise, is the
theoretician not in need of a historical and critical horizon? The attention given in
Romania – and perhaps in other places as well – to these issues seems to me insufficient.
But, as a matter of fact, the English criticism is not the equivalent of the Romanian 
noun ”critică”.

The relation between literary theory and humanist domains others than metaliterature
is today stronger than 10-20 years ago, as it is obvious once you look into the specialist
books and magazines. We have in mind here the studies of literary theory and analysis
that rely on ideas, facts and/or methods borrowed from linguistics, semiotics, history,
anthro pology, sociology, political sciences, psychology, psychoanalysis, visual arts, 
music etc. 

The relation between metaliterature and physics, biology and informatics

But why should we make a stop here? How could we overlook the interaction between
literary theory and biology? Did not Paul Valéry start from biology when he introduced
the concept of poietics in contrast with poetics? Did not Siegfried J. Schmidt start from
the autopoietic structures of biology, as defined by Humberto Maturara and Francisco
Varela, in designing his empirical science of literature, within which reality is a
construct in terms of autopoietic systems? Is it not biology that inspired Gilles Deleuze’s
and Felix Guattari’s rhizome? Likewise, genetics has become a rich source of literary
inspiration; enough with biology, let us speak about physics as well: How could we ignore
the so inspired study by Robert de Beaugrande, Quantum aspects of artistic perception
(Spiel 7, 1980, 1, 1-37), wherein the universe of literature, of art in general, is related to
that universe analogically contingent to the relationship existing between the quantic and
the macroscopic world? The didactics of literature might make good use of the felicitous
situation when a student learns simultaneously several disciplines; I remember a student
in Timisoara who put in relation the Romanian class with the physics class, by establishing
an analogy between the wedding ceremonial at Eminescu (in his poem Călin) and also
at Coșbuc (in Zamfira’s Wedding) on one hand, and the distinction luminary – turbulent
(turbionary) applied to fluids on the other. 

Once we move on to informatics and its derivatives, such as the artificial inelligence
and cognitive disciplines, then the relationships with literature and literary theory are
endless. Let us think of that power to summarise, to bring together under the same umbrella
bestowed on the hypertetxt in relation to various textual derivates, from Bachtin’s 
and Krysteva’s intertext to Genette’s paratext, on to Virgil Nemoianu’s generalised
intertextuality and other textual derivates, so well examined by Paul Cornea in his
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„Introduction to Literary Theory”. Let us also think of the virtual world Ion Manolescu
always brings before our eyes. Of mathematics I’ll speak no more, since I have done it
so often already.

Two kinds of humanistics: the science under consideration

While using the word ‘humanistics’ as a generic term for socio-human disciplines,
hence including both the social ones and also those associated with the English
‘humanities’, we shall refer to the distinction between “scientific humanistics” and “literary
humanistics”. Its insightful analysis was carried out by Jerry Pelc at the Congress of the
International Semiotics Congress at Guadalajara, Mexic, in 2000 (Language of the present-
day scientific humanities: clear or vague? CD-ROM). Irony makes that the wish to lend
a more scientific character to humanistic researches cropped up right when the traditional
representation of science, showing an exemplary clarity, was submitted to an ever more
impelling revision, entailed by the amazing development of knowledge in the last hundred
years; the “scientific” attribute has become increasingly imprecise and controversial. The
relevance of formerly decisive criteria, like the power to forecast, the resistance to
experimental testing, the cause-effect determinism has weakened; the theory and the laws
are losing ground and are overcome by cognitive modeling. Regretfully, because of an
obsolete educational system, many intellectuals do not learn in due time or do not learn
at all about these changes and they still relate in the third millennium to 18th century
representations. These developments have not at all belittled the social importance of
science, nonetheless they have changed its status. I emphasize it, at a time when scientific
culture is marginalized and even reviled in all possible ways. Thus, to mention only some
recent events, I have read that science deals only with the material world, that it is devoid
of any spirituality, that humanities alone carry a formative value in education, that science
confines knowledge to reason and, therefore, it becomes a form of barbarism (an idea taken
over from M. Henry), that the Internet stands outside culture. All this is presented in
otherwise respectable publications and even on TV channels standing among the few
havens against bad taste and triviality. The status of science is a key issue in the order of
ideas we deal with here, since the way in which literature is understood within the
framework of poststructuralism and postmodernism depends on it. What deconstructionist
philosophy puts to question is, ultimately, the scientific knowledge; the latter shows certain
contradictions which, in fact, intervene in the naturally conflictual nature of any process
of knowledge, belonging either to the cognitive model or to the cognitive metaphor. 

Scientific humanistics, between snobbery and utility

Let us return to our sheep and ask ourselves: which would be the signs of scientific
humanistics? A certain conceptual apparatus cannot be absent, a certain inferential,
argumentative structure is also needed, not necessarily in the Pythagorean and Euclidian
sense of a syllogistic demonstration, but at least in the sense classical rhetoric tradition,

172 Metaliterature and Imprecision: Possible Sources of Misunderstanding

EURESIS 2013 p 97-206 c1_Layout 1  7/8/13  8:13 PM  Page 172



as it was presented, for instance, in Ch. Perelman’s treatise on argumentation theory.
Literary theory and analysis could hardly avoid such requirements, contrary-wise to literary
criticism, which relies more on literary than scientific procedures.  What about literary
history? Probably, it should have one foot in scientific humanistics and the other in
literature. If things stand differently, then at stake might be the history writers’ precarious
theoretical training. G. Calinescu invented for literary history the apparently oxymoronic
syntagm of the ineffable science, but, from the perspective of the years lapsed ever since,
his wager has been won, since science has indeed developed a certain ineffability, for
instance illustrated by the existing non-demonstrable truths. But, attention! the theoretical
side is many a times only simulated and not effectively put to use. I recall that fashion
of groundlessly using the Information Theory terminology. One can display such
theoretical aspects, such concepts for various reasons: to show off; because, like some
medication, they are not harmful; because they prove to be useful; because they are
inevitable. If the fourth variant may be too demanding, the third is mandatory. 

Historical causes bringing closer the two types of humanistics

The separation line between the two types of humanistics is frail, rather gradual than
brittle. One of the causes is historical by origin, as literature was tributary to myths, from
which it learned how to construe a fictional world, the function of symbolization, the
interaction between the local and the global (in myths, under the form of anthropos-
cosmos), the importance of the ludic dimension and of imprecision forms. Moreover, the
same mythical heritage is assumed by Greek mathematics, a few centuries after Homer.
The Greek ‘techne’ means skillfulness of any kind, be it artistic or crafty. Later on, the
expression of ‘liberal arts’ covers all the occupations that did not rely on the physical force
of muscles; it equally included grammarians, logicians, poets, musicians and astronomers.
This partially explains why humanistics was to include later on no only arts and literature
but also distinctly scientific domains. At one point, the Germans suggest the opposition
Naturwissenschaft – Geisteswissenschaft (natural sciences – human sciences), but
contrary-wise to the predominant mindset today, Kant placed mathematics among the
human disciplines, in agreement with Plato’s older ideas and in convergence with 
Goethe’s ideas.

The twofold face of imprecision

We do not have a precise definition of precision, therefore we will inevitably be content
with an imprecise presentation of imprecision. We use the word ‘imprecise’ as a generic
term for attributes like ‘vague’, ‘ambiguous’, ‘probable’, ‘possible’, ‘approximate’,
‘obscure’, ‘uncertain’, ‘equivocal’, ‘indeterminate’, ‘implicit’, ‘enigmatic’, ‘mysterious’,
‘ineffable’, ‘chaotic’, ‘hazardous’, ‘incoherent’, etc., and also for attributes like
‘symbolic’, metaphorical’ and ‘paradoxical’, because a certain in-determination occurs
in their functional mechanism. What is the link between imprecision and metaliterature?
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Like literature, metaliterature is facing a communication glitch. According to Wittgenstein,
structure alone can be communicated, not the content. In communication, imprecision falls
into the noise component, therefore it sidetracks communication. On the other hand,
imprecision is deemed to be a pre-requisite making literature possible. Here are some
opinions thereon. Mallarmé: “to name directly a thing means to steal away three quarters
of the pleasure felt in a poem; and this pleasure is made up of a gradual guess; to suggest
it, this is the dream!”  Simone de Beauvoir in (L’invité) wonders why poetics is a ghost:
the answer lies in its indeterminate place in space. Jean Cohen (in Le haut langage,
Flammarion, Paris, 1979, p. 254) extends this explanation to all supernatural beings, like
the specter, the fair, the daemon a.s.o. The transitory stases, like the twilight or the dawn,
are more poetical that the stable ones. Montaigne, in Chapter 11 from the third book of
Essays, avows to love the words that soften up and moderate the intrepid phrases and he
points out how to reach this desideratum: the use of such words as ‘à l’aventure’, quelque’,
‘on dit’, ‘je pense’. Whenever there is not a favoring factor, imprecision may be inevitable,
even if unpleasant. In the Preface to the French Encyclopedia, d’Alembert notices that,
as we get closer to the sensitive aspects of the world, obscurity settles down ever more
firmly; and what may be more sensitive than the human universe, without which literature
would be unconceivable?

Imprecision and the knowedge as a whole

But, as neither can we can understand imprecision in metaliterature unless we
previously understand it in literature, nor can we understand the latter unless we previously
understand it in everyday life and also in non-literary domains; unless we have such an
overall understanding of imprecision phenomena we risk to slide into the simplistic but
common idea that fiction, ambiguity and the ineffable would be the defining attributes
of literature. What are the sources and manifestations, be them physical, biologic, logic,
combinatorial, psychological, linguistic, social and philosophical, of the various forms
of imprecision? How can we distinguish between benign and malign imprecision? How
can we tell the unavoidable from the avoidable imprecision? The necessary from the
accidental? The controllable from the uncontrollable? How can we articulate the various
types of imprecision, given the fact that most often we concomitantly deal with several
types of imprecision? A wisdom attributed to Socrates asserts an existing tension between
reality and rigor, the price to obtain rigor means to replace the real world with the fictional
world. Einstein notices a similar tension between exactness and the adequacy to reality.
A French proverb saying “Presque et quasivement empechent de mentir” brings to the
limelight the tension between exactness and truth.  In and out, imprecision is present and
omnipotent.

In fact, we witness a questioning of once brittle oppositions. The true and the false are
provoked by the undecidable, yesterday’s oxymorons, such as the determinist chaos 
or liquid crystals, become today’s normality (chaos could be but probabilistic, while
crystals could be but solid) and yesterday’s certitude, from mathematics and physics, for
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example, proved to have been o chimera. The borderline between inert and alive is still
a challenge we cannot stand up against. In general, it is an interrogation of borders, most
spectacular being that between subject and object, can we be so naïve to believe that they
do not affect literature and metaliterature?

Imprecision in metaliterature

The time has come to ask ourselves what happens to imprecision when we move on
from literature to metaliterature? As we have seen, literature finds itself in the double bind
situation examined by psychotherapy: to do at the same time two dissenting things: on
one hand, as literature, it feeds on imprecision (nonetheless, not any kind of imprecision
is food for literature), on the other, as an act of communication, it deems it to be noisy
and seeks to belittle it. Metaliterature is forced to take over this schizophrenic status of
literature, since it has to favor both trends we spoke about. But, it can also undertake two
very important things: to help reduce the parasite imprecision, that which does not fulfill
a literary function (its complete elimination is out of question, since, to a great extent, it
is inherent to human nature); to put into relation the imprecision phenomena which cannot
or should not be removed. In this regard, the interaction with the domains outside literature,
whatever remote they might seem, is essential.

Parasite imprecision is a common weed, sometimes disguised as complexity, mystery
or even the ineffable. This weed finds a proper ground both in literature and also in
metaliterature, in criticism as well as in literary theory and analysis, it artificially extends
the length of many books of literature, of many literary papers and studies. Metaliterature
pursues also this goal to work out the distinction, whenever it is the case, between
imprecision as a form of complexity and the unintelligible disguised as complexity. To
foray into the hermetism of Ion Barbu’s, Mallarmé’s or Rimbaud’s poetry, this is an activity
metaliterature has proven its efficiency in. 

Reading, as a source of imprecision

Any form of metaliterature comes from a reading and an interpretation, however these
very stages of metaliterary activity are sources of imprecision. In Time Regained, Marcel
Proust sees in any reading an act through which the reader reads his own self, while Roland
Barthes speaks about the temporal circularity of re-reading. Matei Calinescu substantiates
a series of imprecision attributes linked to rereading: openness, indetermination,
irreducible plurality (To Read, to Reread, p. 126, 2005) Matei Calinescu’s textual reader
can slow down his reading through premeditated ambiguities and obscurities (p. 99).
Wolfgang Iser in The Act of Reading: A Theory of Aesthetic Response, The John Hopkins
Univ. Press, Baltimore, 1978, p. 112) writes about reading in terms of ‘incomplete’ and
‘rambling’, with reference to the permanent hesitation between recollection and
expectation. Somewhere else (The Implied Reader, The John Hopkins Univ. Press,
Baltimore, 1974), implicitness is the reader’s main attribute. However, Iser’s major idea
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is that the act of reading leads to a potentially infinite text, richer than any of its individual
achievements. This passage from the finitude of the initial text to its potential infinitude,
as a result of reading, seems to me to be the most powerful source of imprecision reading
can provide, a basic ambiguity from an aesthetic viewpoint, outlined earlier by Eco in his
Opera aperta. In my study published in 1973, in collaboration with Stanca Fotino (The
Grammar of the Fairy-tale, in The Magazine of Ethnography and Folklore 18, 1973, issues
4 and 5; resumed and extended in the book Semiotique formelle du folklore I, coordinated
at Ed. Klincksieck, Paris, 1978), I developed the idea of generative reading that
transformed a finite text into a potentially infinite text, with the help of a Chomsky-type
grammar. We have to underline that this potential infinity, a genuine source of freedom,
openness and indetermination is mentioned as early as Charles S. Pierce’s Semiotics, where
each and every sign triggers an infinite semiosis and is backed up by an infinite semiosis.
Likewise, Jacques Derrida’s philosophy deals with an infinite regression of contrastive
links from significant to significant (L’écriture et la différance, Seuil, Paris, 1967).

The metabolism of literary theory is weaker inside metaliterature than outsie it

Let us sum up. Under the sign of the increasingly stronger metabolism shown by all
sorts of disciplines, within the general framework of knowledge globalization, the
metabolism between literary theory and analysis and other metaliterary disciplines, the
humanist disciplines as a whole and everything lying beyond them has grown significantly
and we cannot foresee its evolution, given the increasing complexity of suchlike
distinctions literary – nonliterary or humanist – non-humanist. The paradox we come
across, at least in the Romanian culture, is that the literary theory metabolism is, against
any expectations, weaker inside metaliterature than outside it. We have mainly in mind
the very weak interaction of the literary theory with literary criticism and literary history.
This hard-to-face complexity is shaped up into various kinds of imprecision that batter
us from all directions and whom we must do our best to grasp in their typologies and to
control, to distinguish the inevitable imprecision from the one we can manipulate, the
useful imprecision from parasite imprecision, the imprecision fulfilling a literary-artistic
function from the non-significant imprecision etc. Otherwise, we run the risk of being
overwhelmed by the arbitrary and even by anarchy.  
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