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Japanese haiku and the renewal of epistemology

DONATUS STUART*

Epistemology is the study of how human knowledge, or its
dynamic form, meaning, comes into being. Epistemology is
usually relegated to philosophy; it should, however, especially in
respect to literature, be given an empirical methodology capable
of accounting for the phenomenon of understanding that
underlies the phenomenon of literature itself. To the extent that
literature can be made to reveal the processes of human under-
standing, its study becomes not only important for aesthetic
reasons, but also for the solution of all pragmatic problems in
which human understanding is the critical factor.

Understanding creates meaning. A text, a row of written
symbols contains no meaning in itself. Meaning is just the taste
of a text when it is taken into mind. Just as an apple has taste
only when it is being eaten, a text has meaning only when it is

being read.
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Now, understanding as such is a part of the perceptual
process that permits one to adapt to his environment. The
economy of adaptation is dependant upon the ability of the mind
to synthesize environments cognitively in categories representing
objects and their relationships.

For the heuristic simulation of the process of understanding
we in the Research Group for Human Informatics in the Institute
of Phonetic Sciences at the Univ. of Groningen are trying to build
a computer network system that can build phenomena from
combinations of objects. Our purpose is to explain in particular
the cognitive reception of haiku as a key to traditional Japanese
culture. As a literary form in which each ku describes an object
in its associative or actual context, the haiku are unique and
offer us a corpus of material for the development of an empirical

approach to the epistemology of literature.
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