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Introduction

The environment is in crisis.  As any half-interested, literate person is aware, deadly chemicals poison our soil, noxious fumes poison the air we breathe and there exists hardly a stream safe to drink from.  Global warming threatens widespread catastrophe. Humans are the primary cause of this crisis, and all of Nature suffers the consequences. 

One of the problems we face in efforts to halt environmental degradation is that the definition and scope of the words "Nature" and "natural" are problematical.  For example, are humans a part of Nature?  If they are, then perhaps the state of the environment today is a result of natural causes. If not, then who decides what kind of Nature should be preserved, and how should that decision be made? Unfortunately, our numbers are too great and our footprint too large just to "follow Nature" without affecting the results.  In fact, not only does postmodern thought assert that our ideas about nature are socially constructed, but some postmodern thinkers go so far as to say that Nature as origin and foundation just does not exist.  This relativistic base leads to an entirely pragmatic approach to decision making. Cultural differences therefore lead to a highly "contested," pluralistic ecological methodology.

Deep Ecologists and other noteworthy environmental ethicists oppose postmodern thinking as being too anthropocentric.  They offer a bio- or ecocentric worldview, placing planetary integrity and intrinsic value over human desires for a Nature controlled by - and for the primary benefit of  - humans. Unfortunately, the major spokespersons for this outlook use analytical arguments invoking belief and science which are in themselves subject to the same criticism as that levelled against Nature. In a relativistic worldview, the emphasis on artefact, such as landscaping, theme parks and a cyborg-style, genetically altered existence, seriously challenges the support for wilderness preservation. I argue, however,  that Nature is directly knowable. Humans are not limited to a thinking functionality; they can experience this other, direct form of knowing. To do so, leads to an embodied relationship with Nature, replacing and transcending the kind of postmodern existence in which one becomes lost in a solipsistic prison of rationality.

"Where there was once an invisible, preconscious medium through which one moved, there is now an object to examine and describe." -Neil Evernden

What is Nature?

Not everyone has the same idea about the meaning of Nature.  For one person, the word "Nature" might call to mind a favourite walk in the woods. For another, it may mean a day on the golf course.  Calling something "natural" is even more ambiguous.
Kate Soper, in her book "What is Nature," asserts that in its most common and fundamental sense, Nature is "everything which is not human." (1995, p.15)  "thus far it is correct to insist that 'nature' is the idea through which we conceptualize what is 'other' to ourselves." (p.16)

In fact, there are at least three conceptual distinctions or ideas of Nature.  The first is the metaphysical concept of the non-human referred to above. For as Soper points out: "One is invoking the metaphysical concept in the very posing of the question of humanity's relation to nature." (p.155) 

The second is the "realistic" concept, whereby Nature is defined as being anything and everything which is the object of study of the natural sciences. 

Thirdly, there exists a 'lay' or 'surface' concept of Nature. Here, the word refers to any or all  ordinarily observable features of the world which remain outside the urban or industrial environment.  In other words, those things commonly referred to as 'natural,' wilderness, countryside, animals, raw materials, etc. It is in this third definition that most of the ambiguities and contested meanings lie.

Such lack of clarity in defining what Nature actually is leads to a number of problems.

As Soper has noticed, when spokespeople for the Green Movement  speak of Nature, they are using the third of the above definitions. But when they refer to Nature preservation, they are using the first one, and when they point out human destructive tendencies, they are referring to the second. (p.156) Such a lack of clarity leaves their arguments wide open to dispute or even ridicule. Yet prefacing every discussion about the environmental crisis with a dissertation on the semiotics of the word Nature though obviously necessary is nevertheless totally impractical. Is it any wonder that governments, corporations, and the Green Movement are never able to agree on ways to alleviate the current environmental crisis? 

Evernden illustrates how ecology's scientific facts, as the last word on how Nature "works" and regardless of just how "objective" or "value neutral" they may be, are used to justify the views of totally oppositional positions. (Evernden 1992, p. 14) The group that regards nature as the revealer of all that is proper and desirable points to qualities like stability and diversity as ecosystem virtues, while averting its eyes from harsh realities like competition, exclusion, exploitation and the struggle for survival. Those groups wishing to substantiate ecosystem management policies such as controlled burning of forests, culling of deer, and destruction of non-native plant species, use diversity and survival in a way that suits their views of what Nature is like. Evernden has identified three distinctly different belief systems frequently used to underpin decisions about right action, all of which are justifiable by ecology: (a) We should live "in harmony" with Nature, (b) It is alright to expand our species by direct competition in a "natural" way, and (c) Our destructive behaviour towards the environment is just as natural (i.e. it is doing Nature's work) as ecological disasters of the past. Considering these conflicting views, perhaps Nature cannot be used to justify anything.  Are various sections of society using varying definitions of Nature to justify their own ends?  Perhaps looking at definitions will not resolve anything and we need to construct an historical perspective of ideas of what Nature is and where it came from.

C.S. Lewis writes that two contrasting understandings about Nature were in evidence after the Renaissance. One, that the laws of Nature serve as a moral standard and basis for the laws of all nations. The other, that the laws of Nature are to be overcome by humans, since Nature's laws are based on self-preservation and self-aggrandisement and govern the brutish, animal nature which humans must transcend. "In such a view, the domination of nature is not only a right, but an obligation: Nature is to be overcome, not preserved." (p.19)  

For the Pre-Socratic Greeks, Nature (phusis) was at first a word for how a thing was, and what it was like.  Then it also became a word for "everything."  But through the reification of the word everything, Nature became what Lewis calls "an invention."  In other words, the paradoxical situation arose wherein Nature is at the same time the field containing all objects and one object within that field- another object to investigate and describe.

I suggest that the worldview resulting from the conceptualising of physical reality and naming it "Nature" poses little problem as it applies to human efforts to respect and work in harmony with Nature. Putting aside our feelings for the physical reality which we call the world, most actions that result from these feelings involve conceptualisation. However, the misuse and confusion in the use of the words Nature (upper case N)  as "everything" and nature (lower case n) i.e. what a thing is like, does pose problems when the word "natural" is set next to the negative "unnatural." As Lewis says, when things other than natural are labelled "unnatural" this has a derogatory connotation. (p. 21) Neither Evernden nor Lewis ventures a reason for this derogative connotation. However, it is this antithesis of natural which has come to be an immense semantic and social problem.  For to label something unnatural assumes not only that there is a clear and concise view as to exactly what is natural but that it is agreed upon that to be natural is the highest virtue and something unnatural is inferior.

According to Lewis ( ibid) there was the Christian extension of the Aristotelian concept which regarded God as over and above his/her creation as a painter is to a portrait. God created the world, but is completely separate from the world.  God imbued the world with order which, according to modernists, humans can discover using reason, not prayer!

Under both the Platonic and Aristotelian traditions, human beings could be seen as part of Nature because both humans and the natural were changeable and were both in and of a world of appearances.  Soper reminds us that in the Mediaeval period and up to the late eighteenth century, the order of Nature was seen as a Great Chain of Being which did definitely include humans. (1995, p.21)  However, in the Judeo/Christian tradition it is commonly known that Man was created especially and separately in the image of God and that first and foremost Yahweh was the God of Israel and the Israelites were God's chosen people. So it appears that we have not only a "contested Nature" but a contested human nature as well.

I suggest that it is extremely important for anyone involved in environmental action to consider these conflicting ideas about Nature and furthermore to realise that environmental policy will in the end reflect either a people-centred or a planet centred bias.  Those who view actions that threaten planetary health as "just the result of human nature" must be persuaded to reconsider their views on Nature if life on our planet is to survive in its present forms.

Symbol of the 21st Century: the pregnant robot. -J. Stan Rowe
Postmodernism

Before launching into a discussion of what it means for Nature to be determined as a social construction, I need to explore, albeit briefly, the school of thought which has come to be known as "postmodernism." The term "postmodern" is by no means all- encompassing, and there is some fuzziness about it. Placing postmodernism temporally or historically is difficult because no-one seems to agree on just when it began.  Although most of those who are associated with the concept wrote in the 20th century, Frederich Neitzsche was one of the first to be noted as proposing what we now categorise as postmodern thought. Some identify the burgeoning anti-establishment movements of the 1960s as the earliest trend out of cultural modernity toward postmodernism. Others claim that it was only in the 1980s that it became a theoretical discipline.

Postmodernism is very difficult to define concisely because, as with most other "isms," consensus is lacking.  Furthermore, being a concept, a generalisation, it has found expression in many disciplines; from art, architecture and music to literature, sociology and technology to name but a few. Artists, writers, scientists and philosophers within these disciplines invariably find their own niche, manufacture their own terminology and often disagree on more matters than they agree on.  However, it is possible to sift out some tenuous, arguable points of similarity.

Since one of the underlying components of postmodernism is the criticism and destruction of sweeping, foundational, universals posited as "the truth," it is hardly surprising that in explaining postmodernism one cannot cite a definitive reference. I found this out at first hand, when I set out to explore the subject in depth. I spent hours and hours searching, reading; expecting that if I read enough, I would finally "get it" and understand exactly what postmodernism, poststructuralism, and deconstruction meant concisely so that I could render this substance down into my own essential brew and clearly put it on paper. One morning, after a week of extreme frustration making up comparison charts, searching through book after book, URL after URL on the Internet; dealing with my realisation that there didn't really appear to be an "it" to be gotten, the penny dropped. The discontent from my efforts revealed to me the overall point of postmodernism.  I was expecting to achieve a global, all-encompassing, consolidating grasp of the material.  I just unconsciously expected there to be one available if I  searched, studied and thought it through. Instead, I found vagueness, inconsistencies, paradoxes, fuzziness and a sense of incompleteness, a unsatisfying messiness. Then I realised that what I had received was in fact a direct experience of the postmodern condition.  For there is no universally accepted definition of postmodern. "It" does not exist other than plurally, in the experience of the many who hold certain points of view. To make better sense of this postmodern worldview, it helps to look back at the one it succeeded - modernism -  and the subtle distinction between modernism and modernity.

Modernity can be said to be the state of things after the Enlightenment.  Modernism, however denotes the intellectual, cultural, academic, artistic and philosophical responses to the condition of modernity.  The same can be said for the relationship of postmodernity and postmodernism.

Modernity

There are two major categories of modernism: the aesthetic movement - of which modern art is perhaps the most well known expression - and history and sociology. 

The aesthetic movement suggests that art can provide the unity, coherence, and meaning which they claim have been lost in most of modern life. 

Postmodernism, in contrast, celebrates fragmentation, provisionality and incoherence. (Klages 2003, p. 2)

In the area of history and sociology,  postmodernism holds generally a set of philosophical, political, and ethical ideas in contrast to the earlier "modern" views. Modernism and Postmodernism can be most easily understood as a reactions to the foundational ideas of the Enlightenment period. As with most generalisations, exactly when the "modern" period began and exactly what ideas were "modernists" is always debatable.  The mid-18th century is a reasonable place to separate "antiquity" from the Renaissance based "modern" period.  (p. 3)

Modernist Premises
"The basic ideas of the Enlightenment are roughly the same as the basic ideas of humanism."  (p. 4)

Since it appears that postmodernity, as it underpins the idea of social deconstruction, can be best understood as a reaction to the previous trend (modernity), it may be useful at this point to look at a brief summary of those earlier, modernist premises.
 (ibid)

Humans have a conscious, rational, autonomous self which knows itself and the world through reasoning, the highest mental functioning and the only objective form of knowing.  Science provides the only universal and eternal truth that provides the means for the perfectibility of humankind. All human institutions can be analysed and improved by science.

"Reason is the ultimate judge of what is true, and therefore of what is right, and what is good (what is legal and what is ethical). Freedom consists of obedience to the laws that conform to the knowledge discovered by reason." (p. 4)

Reason provides a governance which guarantees that the truth, the right and the beautiful, as revealed science, will always be neutral and objective. Scientists "must be free to follow the laws of reason, and not be motivated by other concerns (such as money or power)." (ibid)

Language and all other expressions of knowledge must also be rational. Therefore, language must function to represent the real and perceivable world that the rational mind observes. Most important here is that there must be a solid and objective connection between objects observed and the words used to name them. (between the signifier and that signified)

Modernity had a strong element of reaction and refutation of the irrational. To be unreasonable was to be dismissed out of hand.  Underpinning this reaction was a determined effort to replace the order imposed by the Christian Church with a more universally available order based on reason. Modernity proposed that society would be far better off if people behaved according to the rational and impartial revelations of science about universal laws and principles, rather than following the dictates of the Church.

The key word here is order. Disorder then, became anathema, and corresponded to the prior emphasis on avoiding evil. Thus modernity spawned ever-increasing levels of order.  Anything that could be labelled as "disorder" was to be avoided.  Since disorder is simply the other side of the "order" coin, it simply will not go away.  The same mechanism that creates order also creates disorder since disorder is simply all that is not included in the description of order.  Postmodernists see this as a "binary opposition."  

So far, there may not be anything very controversial about any of that.  However, when it is agreed that pairs of words turn out to be hierarchical, unequal (or binary) opposites, (as in: white/non-white, rational/non-rational, heterosexual/non-heterosexual, then it is revealing to analyse how value-laden and dependent their meanings are on the particular culture from which they emerge. Even more worrying, is the contention held by, (most famously) Jacques Derrida and others,  that these meanings (texts) have, often beneath our everyday awareness, structured our interpretation of the world. "Following Heidegger, Derrida thinks that language shapes us: texts create a clearing that we understand as reality." (Jones 2001, p.1)

Construction/deconstruction and Poststructuralism

Perhaps the most appropriate application, so to speak, of postmodernism occurred in relation to language. The "isms" that resulted are constructualism, postconstructuralism and deconstructionism.  As one might expect, it is from this framework that emerged the idea of a socially constructed Nature.

Although there emerged several structural theories in the 20th century, (Marxism, analysed economic structures and Psychoanalysts worked with the structure of the psyche in terms of the unconscious, for instance), it is structural linguistics that must capture our attention.

One of the two leading theorists in this field was Ferdinand de Saussure (1857-1913). He suggested that meaning was to be found within the structure of a whole language rather than in the breakdown into individual words.

In different languages the grammar rules are different, as are the words, but the structure is still the same in all languages: words are put together within a grammatical system to make meaning. 

"Structuralists believe that the underlying structures which organise units and rules into meaningful systems are generated by the human mind itself, and not by sense perception." (Klages 2001, p.3)

Structuralism is a term that came out of literary studies and became of interest to many because of the kind of objectivity, a scientific objectivity, which replaces the purely subjective or impressionistic critique.  "In structuralism, the individuality of the text disappears in favour of looking at patterns, systems, and structures." (Klages 2003b p.1)

According to constructionists, we don't originate language; we live in a structure that enables us to speak; what we (mis)perceive as our originality is simply our particular use of some of the elements in the pre-existing system. Thus all text, and every sentence we speak or write, is made up of the "already written." (Ibid)

"In erasing the author, the individual text, the reader, and history, structuralism represented a major challenge to what we now call the "liberal humanist" tradition in literary criticism." (Ibid)

At this point in the story, one might well begin to recognise a postmodern flavour in structuralism.  Actually, there is no definite dividing line between structuralist thought and poststructuralist thought. To put it mathematically, modernism:postmodernism is not the same as structuralism:poststructuralism. Whereas postmodernism is a reaction, a critique of modernity, poststructuralism is more an internal development of the ideas by younger thinkers.  Historically, it was in the 1960's that French structuralists worked at a synthesis of the ideas of Marx, Freud and Saussure. They disagreed with the existentialists' claim that a man/woman makes him/herself.

"For the structuralist the individual is shaped by sociological, psychological and linguistic structures over which he/she has no control, but which could be uncovered by using their methods of investigation." (Klages 2003a, p.2))

Although labelled a structuralist, the French philosopher and historian Michel Foucault (1926-1984) may be seen as the most important representative of the post-structuralist movement. For instance, whereas he agreed that both language and society were shaped by rule-governed systems, he differed with structuralists in two extremely important ways.

Firstly, he disagreed that there were definite underlying structures that could explain the human condition. Foucault sought to show how the development of knowledge was intertwined with the mechanisms of (political) power. Instead of definite rules, the human condition was socially constructed. Foucault focused on the way that knowledge and the increase of the power of the state over the individual has developed in the modern era.

Secondly, if there were no deep underlying truth or structure to the human condition, then it follows that there is no objective viewpoint from which one could analyse discourse or society. 

Readers familiar with the works of Freiderick Neitzsche will recognise the similarities in both of these points to Neitzsche's work: 

"Let us here dismiss the two popular concepts 'necessity' and 'law': the former introduces a false constraint into the world, the latter a false freedom. 'Things' do not behave regularly, according to a rule: there are no things (--they are fictions invented by us); they behave just as little under the constraint of necessity.  There is no obedience here: for that something is as it is, as strong or as weak, is not the consequence of an obedience or a rule or a compulsion-" (Supplementary Readings, 2003, para 634)

The extremist position from the second point above, of course, is the nihilistic attitude that the world is unknowable  - or at best relativistic.  

For example, on the social front, Jean Baudrillard, a French sociologist, claims that exchange values of commodities have been replaced by codes and what he terms the simulacra, "simulation." In this modern consumer society, signs are losing their relationship to an external 'reality.'  

"We live in a world of simulacra where the image or signifier of an event replaces direct experience and knowledge." (Postmodern Theory lecture 1999 p.2)

Thus it is that we experience reality through representations of it. Video games, corporate branding, movies, virtual reality, spectator sports come to mind. Following on this theme then, we may say that we experience only copies of copies, never the real or original. 

As we shall see in a moment, this has weighty implications when we come to consider Nature as an origin of value.

There is Only The Text

Poststructuralist  thought applied to literature has made Jacques Derrida well known in postmodern literary circles.  Probing deeply into Western philosophy, Derrida came to the conclusion that any system of beliefs has a centre or point of origin, be it God, mind, the self or even the unconscious, and a set of binary opposites. (Jones 2001, p.1) Deconstruction, put simply, means that one can dissect, so to speak, a concept such as Nature, culture, wilderness, society etc. This involves, among other things, looking for the implied opposites, and drawing inferences from the hierarchical order in which things are stated, from the insinuations, and from any vagueness which may be providing cover for unstated values.  One examines what is not said, and what is ignored or downplayed, and seeks any or all hidden meanings which may be lurking in a given text.  Often this activity leads to a greater appreciation of just how culturally constrained these generalisations are.  Deconstruction also tends to "demythologise" a concept,  pointing out the invalidity of many conclusions drawn. 
Derrida derives a name "differance" for one of his contentions (derived from Heidegger) that meaning from text depends on there being a difference from an alternate meaning.  There is no 'essential' meaning. Thus we cannot reach an end point of interpretation, a truth, only multiple interpretations. More importantly, faced with these multiple interpretations, Derrida goes so far as to say that there are only the interpretations.  Tragically, for humankind, the limitations of human ability to know proscribed by poststructuralism eliminate our ability to stand outside of textuality in an attempt to find objectivity. Radical Poststructuralists are not saying that text is the only reality, they are not denying the physical, but have eliminated other ways of knowing other than human conceptualisation.  Saying that conceptualism is entirely channelled through language, contending that the only way we can think is through words, implies that we can never know reality, only a copy. As Derrida so famously put it: "there is only the text."  

From here, it is only a short leap to the contention that we cannot follow Nature because Nature doesn't exist. All that exists is a multiplicity of interpretations of a concept. 

What does this position portend for the future of environmentalism?  If there are only competing interpretations, how does one value a world made up of various interpretations utterly culturally derived?  Furthermore, if the natural order of the universe is unknowable, then how can we value Nature? These are the kinds of questions that lead to controversy between the advocates of instrumental, anthropocentric approaches to environmental concerns and those who follow a biocentric or ecocentric approach.

"If nature is only a social and discursive construction, why fight hard to preserve it?"  -Katherine Hayles 
The Problem with Nature

Turning now to the specifics of that controversy, we see that the postmodern argument concerning Nature occurs on two distinct levels, the philosophical and the practical. Let's first consider the philosophical aspects of the issue.

The Postmodern Critique of Nature

The Postmodern critique of nature is levelled primarily at the idea of Nature as origin.  The romantic, vitalist, and neo-Kantianism traditions tend to view Nature as that mysterious, massive order that humans came out of; essential and unknowable, a whole independent of human will or action. However, since: 

"The project of deconstruction, on one reading, is a project of taking that which appears to be original, foundational- in a word: natural- and revealing the complex processes of linguistic and social construction required to produce that appearance." (Vogel 1998,  p. 170)

Nature does not exist at all. It is simply a social construction.

However,  this argument applies broadly to all physical phenomena, due to a mechanistic world view held by scientific orthodoxy. A. N. Whitehead explains that there is a fallacy in our thinking when we use inductive inference.  Inductive inference refers to knowledge obtained from that which we have not actually observed.  It may be argued that we cannot actually observe wholeness or diversity or wilderness, for instance but use inductive inference from that which we have observed. (Encyclopedia of Philosophy 2000, Routledge, London p. 392)

The Ionians determined that nature  was material  - i.e. made of matter and possessing the property of simple location.  A characteristic of this property is that it is here in space/time in a sense that it doesn't "require for its explanation any reference to other regions of space/time." Some minor characteristics of simple location are (1) dividing the time doesn't divide the material. (2) dividing the volume does divide the material. (Whitehead 1938, p. 64)

"The material is fully itself in any sub-period however short." (ibid) Thus modern thought held that the world was made of "a succession of instantaneous configurations of matter or material." (p. 65)  The above statements describe scientific orthodoxy as it was in the 17th century and as it has remained, almost intact, up to present times. It worked remarkably well then and still does. However, the following two centuries brought advancements in science that seriously challenged this principle such as quantum theory and chaos theory. Whitehead  makes his case for exactly where the error in thinking resides; that it is an error of "mistaking the abstract for the concrete." This most clever observation he famously called "the Fallacy of Misplaced Concreteness."  (p. 66)

Whitehead continues to explain brilliantly how the concept of simple location poses great difficulties in the use of inductive inference.  If it is that matter in a specific location has no inherent reference to any other times, past or future, then nature in any one instance does not refer to nature at any other instance.  "...accordingly, induction is not based on anything which can be observed as inherent in Nature." (p. 67)  Thus Nature cannot justify belief in laws such as gravitation.  Neither can order or an order of Nature be justified by mere observation.  This being so, even memory fails to be justified within Nature itself.
It seems to me that in a world of materiality based on simple location without some connecting energy or relationship, it is only our subjective memory that makes the world appear to be connected, coherent, understandable, or even possible to conceptualise. One  result, among many diverse routes of thought, is that our reality is limited to our logical deductive abilities. In these postmodern times, this idea might be expressed as a constructed reality.  In my final chapter, I shall suggest a way out of this dilemma.

Whitehead acknowledges that the problem of induction in Nature is Hume's argument and continues his comments on 17th  century thought by posing a problem with the categories of substance and quality.  These he places alongside the theory of simple location.  He asks, "How concretely are we thinking when we consider Nature under these conceptions?  Whitehead holds that both substance and quality are "elaborate logical constructions of a high degree of abstraction." (p. 68)

Thus they both fall under the umbrella of misplaced concreteness. Notice the use of the word construction and that this book was first published in 1926. Also if quality is a logical construction, then one can see how inherent value, as championed by Rolston and Deep Ecologists, comes under the knife of postmodernism..

Whitehead admits that this mechanistic scientific outlook on Nature ties everything together in a very efficient way, however he finds it "quite unbelievable"  because it is based in terms of abstractions. "We have mistaken our abstractions for concrete realities." (p. 71)  

The Postmodern critique which claims that we have only social constructions is actually based on the logical constructions as explained by Whitehead above. Whether logical abstractions or social abstractions, this nihilistic - or at best relativistic  - epistemological impasse calls for an alternate way of knowing, which is something I shall take up in the final section.

The Practical

Examples from William Cronon's anthology "Uncommon Ground" illustrate the way in which postmodern thinking has affected the environmental movement at a practical level. The book emerged as a result of a residential seminar hosted by the Humanities Research Institute, University of California campus in the Spring of 1994. Sessions points out that the postmodernist “reinventing nature” theme that was the subject of the UC Irvine conferences was actually inspired by Donna Haraway's Cyborg Manifesto wherein she advocates that we celebrate the merging of humans and machines. (Sessions 2001, p.3)   
The key insight from this seminar and resulting essays is "that 'Nature' is a human idea." (Cronon 1996, p. 20)  Rethinking the meaning of nature in the modern world was the task they undertook. (p. 24) Although Cronon and all the participants were academics, nowhere in the foreword, which explains the overall objective of the book,  are the words "postmodern" or "social construction" mentioned. However, Cronon makes it very clear in the foreword that the book is about how our natural environments become "cultural icons." (ibid)  Specifically, Cronon mentions two key insights accepted from the work of scholars and scientists in the last 25 years. 

The first is a rejection of Clementsian ideas that posited nature as a "stable, holistic, homeostatic community" (ibid) that would remain so if only humans would not disturb it. Tied to this rejection as a rider is the notion that humans have been manipulating Nature throughout recorded history. The underlying belief revealed in this subject is that we cannot use non human Nature, as a golden rule for how human uses of Nature should be judged. What survives, however is an extremely pragmatic, wholly anthropocentric outlook channelled into issues of human social justice.

Secondly, the group shares a belief that "Nature" is a profoundly human construction.  Cronon emphasises that the group is not denying the existence of the non-human world, but insists that "the way we describe and understand the world is so entangled with our own values and assumptions that the two can never be fully separated." (p. 25) 

One of the chief questions the group considered was: "Can our concern for the environment survive our realization that its authority flows as much from human values as from anything in nature that might ground these values?"  This question is a direct hit on the overall objective of this paper. However, I don't think the question is answered in the book.  Cronon makes it clear in the Introduction that he feels it very important that the postmodern critique
 can be used to strengthen the arguments used by those who wish to encourage people to live more responsibly Nonetheless, however laudable these efforts may be, what becomes evident from this anthology is the way in which various groups, such as those interested in social justice, resource management, etc, etc, "re-invent nature"
 the better to serve their own purposes. Even more disingenuously, they seem to do so via destructive questioning. I could find very few examples of constructive implementation. 

What especially caught my eye in Cronon's introduction is a phrase he uses while describing the insanity of building houses in the midst of dry chapparal with thick grass and steep hillsides.  He reveals his bias by referring to the area in question
 as a place where fires are deemed inevitable because of "accumulated fuel load."  I question the sympathies of a person whose term for  the natural accumulation of dead vegetation that provides such a scant offering of vital carbon to this arid, sandy soil, is "fuel load." 

Another indication of Cronon's thinking is revealed in the introduction. Cronon describes his neatly manicured living quarters in the UCLA, Irvine (Orange County, LA) campus. "It was all peaceful, so edenic and natural."  I also question the use of the words edenic and natural.  Cronon first visited the campus for the 1st meeting in October and is alarmed by the fires in the not very distant mountains. I have been in that area and can assure the reader that the surrounding hillsides were a very khaki brown with trees and bushes displaying a very dull and darkish green.  Cronon describes the sprinkler system and Hispanic gardeners and surely cannot have been unaware of the stark difference between the campus greenery and the surrounds. His remarks express one of the results of  the postmodern critique of Nature,
 i.e. that the glorification of artefact landscaping and the pragmatic outlook toward the results is blurring the distinction between natural and artefact.

Nowhere is this issue more clearly illustrated than in discussions about the concept of "wilderness."

In this opening essay, Cronon argues that, far from being the pristine sanctuary untouched by humans where the last "remnant of untouched, endangered but still transcendent nature….can be encountered,"  (1996 p. 69) wilderness is a profoundly human creation. The crux of Cronon's argument is the dualism of nature with humans and Nature (wilderness in this case) without humans.  Cronon very strongly opposes the notion that there should be anywhere on the planet that humans must not be.  He fears that the prevailing view "leaves nowhere for human beings to make their living from the land." (p. 80) He excels at derogatory statements concerning the setting aside of areas where humans should not be. He claims that such places will be for elitists and "contemplative sojourners." (ibid)  Following this thread, Cronon claims that the very idea that humans should be in a place with a wilderness-like setting, away from the modern conditions of 20th century first world living, i.e.: suburbs, cities, factories, shopping centres, highways poses a serious threat to the successful and responsible environmentalism.  How is this? 

Cronon suggests that the very idea of wilderness where humans should not be, keeping in mind that there is and has never been in recorded history such a pure place as this,  leads to the conclusion that the only way to protect the environment is to eliminate humans entirely.  He says, "if nature dies because we enter it, then the only way to save nature is to kill ourselves." (p. 83) Cronon then criticises radical environmentalists, such as Earth first! founder Dave Foreman, whom Cronon accuses of suggesting that we turn back the clock and return to a hunter-gatherer way of life.  Cronon labels this as frontier primitivism.  I find Cronon's condemnation of frontier primitivism surprising in that it appears to be based on what he sees as a failure of Man's manifest destiny or a lack of appreciation for the advancement of civilisation; as if our present condition was inevitable and a sign of human progress.
  Even more radical is his contention that the attention given to wilderness poses a very grave danger, in that it may deflect interest in more local, social suffering due to environmental problems such as pollution. Essentially, the argument appears to me to be that human problems with environmental degradation are more important than preventing humans from turning the whole world into a human-constructed theme park by setting aside some of the scant, non-developed areas and calling them wilderness areas. This is one of the main points made by those who follow a biocentric outlook.

It certainly appears from these examples that the common practical concerns of postmodern environmental writings are pragmatic, totally anthropocentric and focussed on social welfare of society. 

This may be a reflection of the culture in general. In this same anthology, Davis 

suggests that corporate media contributes to how Americans view nature and the environment by featuring a "condensed, more perfect world." (1966, p. 208) and Slater speaks of the: "Romanticizations of a particular place and people, they dehumanize through idealization" (1996  p. 129)

Along with Cronon, White emphasises the connection between work and Nature. (1996, p. 171)  Merchant, however suggests that Christianity, aided by science and capitalism, are engaged in a recovery from the Jewish concept of the fall of man headed toward making the entire planet a vast cultivated garden (1996 p. 133) whereas Olwig holds out for Nature as commons. (1996, p. 380)

Lastly, Di Chiro gives an excellent example of the social justice issue. (1996 p. 299)

Reaching outside the Common Ground anthology, Rothenberg is as an example of the Postmodern middle ground.  He thinks wilderness must be saved, but as a home for indigenous people. (Rothenberg 2001, p.XVII) Overall, the practical, postmodern position on environmental action seems to be that it should be focussed on local, human concerns of  work, play and health.

"A dead nature can give no reasons. All ultimate reasons are in terms of aim at value. A dead nature aims at nothing. It is the essence of life that it exists for its own sake, as the intrinsic reaping of value."   - Alfred North Whitehead
What Kind of Nature?

My interpretation of the academic response to the postmodern critique is organised around three issues  in which I see the difference between the postmodern and the biocentric outlooks on Nature as being most acute. Radical ecologists also fear that well intentioned criticism will be used as ammunition against wilderness preservation attempts.

The first  issue is encapsulated in the title Lease and Soule's anthology Reinventing Nature? In other words, this is the question of whether biotechnology will be allowed to replace Nature as source with Nature as cyborg - and what implications might follow from that. The second issue concerns how Nature is to be valued. Here, I  look at not only the traditional instrumental and inherent value concepts but also question the appropriateness and limitations involved with dealing with a planet as source.  

Lastly, there is the problem of  differing views on reality.  Is there an objective reality?  If so, can it be known?  Many thinkers subscribing to the biocentric worldview assert that yes, indeed Nature exists as an objective reality and can be known with the help of science. 

Lease claims that at the heart of our age's modernism is "the process by which we establish what 'counts' as reality."  (1995, p. 4) Two of the leading contenders are the social constructionists (whose agenda was explained in the preceding section) and the essentialists. These latter maintain that there is a Nature which transcends humans; a Nature which can not only be known but can be allowed to carry on without human management and control. Adherents to the latter point of view tend to agree that human interference in natural processes has been  - and continues to be  - harmful and perhaps even fatal,  for humans at least, if not for the whole planet.

Nature as Theme Park

The first issue (" Reinventing Nature?") is about who defines nature.
Radical ecologists fear that the postmodern reaction applauds the deletion of the dichotomy of natural/artificial.  Even scarier is the result the postmoderns seem to wish for, which is that without this distinction; there is a sliding scale of endless possibilities, all equally valuable. Radical ecologists take a "what isn't" view of the social construction claims and fear that making so much of this distinction just falls into the hands of the developers and the anthropocentric proponents of the "wise use" movement (Snyder 1996 p. 8)  As Willers puts it, "the wise use movement has been successful because it is fueled from the seemingly bottomless pockets of every extractive industry wanting unlimited access to the public lands." (Willers 1996, p.60)

They are especially dismayed when postmoderns do not care to make any distinctions in value, between, for instance, a mountain covered with snow where people ski and a skiorama replete with vertical surfaces filled with artificial snow! (Borgmann 1995, p. 36)  Or when they calmly contemplate the idea of replacing "real" trees with plastic ones that do not have to be watered. (Shepard 1995, p. 23)  I found another example of this change of perception recently in Resurgence magazine.  In reply to a question concerning changes in UK education, the respondent recommended taking children on a train to Snowdonia: "to reconnect with ourselves and the universe in its unadulterated, untimetabled form. And there in the wilderness to co-design a form of learning…."  (Robinson 2004, p. 41) When I  climbed Mt Snowdon a few years ago from the south side and reached the train station, I indeed found a train timetable and a woman emerging from the train in high heels. Although I thoroughly enjoyed the climb and the views on that beautifully clear day, it certainly was not a wilderness experience.

I share this dismay, which is beautifully expressed by Deep Ecologist George

Sessions, who concludes his essay in "The Trumpeter" with the following words:

"The great debate that now has to be confronted, that will decide the fate of the Earth in the near future, is between a Disneyland theme park megatechnological consumer future with transnational corporations in control, or one in which human societies have been scaled back, humans live sane biophiliac lives, and huge sections of wild Nature and biodiversity have been protected and restored." (Sessions 2001 p.15)



How can Nature be Valued? 

In the first four decades of the 20th century, the biology of vegetation in America was dominated by the ecological thinking of an American, Frederick Clements.  He was a champion of two ideas:  that a microclimate guides a buildup of a mature and stable climax state of vegetation in an ecosystem and that this result can be described as an organic entity.  (Worcester 1994, p. 213)  Clements used the American prairie climax as a model for the establishment of the concept of a climax community.  This was later merged with the animal community to form a biotic community later termed a dynamic ecology.

Unfortunately, humans were left out of the equation.  The pioneers who flooded into the "wild west" destroyed, in little more than 30 years, what had taken probably 30,000 years to develop. First to go were the vast herds of buffalo. Then the soil itself was destroyed by ploughing and the forests chopped down.  It became all too clear that a climax community, a dynamic organism with circles within circles of symbiotic relationships could not survive these massive attacks by a species that refused to work with what it found but was hell bent on "re-inventing" Nature to fit human social and economic priorities. Neither forests, grasslands, buffaloes or even indigenous peoples long survived the pioneering spirit.  Looking back, what other outcome could emerge, given  a people whose God encouraged them to go forth, multiply, replenish and subdue the earth and have dominion over every living thing? (Genesis 1:28)  Further, a rabidly anthropocentric attitude toward "other" is difficult to oppose in a people created in the image of their God.  (1:27)

Following such environmental disasters as the dust bowl in the 1930's and the almost total destruction of wolves and other deer predators on the Kaibab Plateau in Northern Arizona, there evolved a growing discontent with the status quo.  A synthesis of environmental feeling emerged as a "land ethic," first articulated by Aldo Leopold.  According to such an ethic, land was to be honoured as a community of living things with an inherent right to strive for vibrant life and its own welfare. Leopold suggested that the human role within this land-community was to be "a plain member and citizen of it," and not its ruler. (1970, p. 240)  The land ethic reflects the two primary points shared by Deep Ecologists and radical ecologists: i.e. a non-anthropocentric outlook and a belief in the intrinsic value of Nature.

There is a  subtle problem with any attempt to assign value to nature.  If we maintain an Earth-centred outlook, then we cannot at the same time decide who or what has value. Either the Earth is somehow above or outside a human value structure or everything has equal value  - thereby nullifying the term.  The concept of intrinsic value has a certain attraction, especially if one believes, along with Rolston, that although there are no moral agents in nature, value is present in the very act of being a living organism.  As he points out "..value is not anthropogenic, it is biogenic." (Rolston 2001, p.133)  

Much as I would like to agree with Rolston, I have to  reject  his thesis, based on my reasoning above.  If I were to agree with him, it would be he and I who took the role of valuers in the very act of stating that value is biogenic.  This applies to any person who chooses to locate the source of value.  I therefore suggest that the word "value" is too problematic in the context of a planet, solar system, galaxy or universe.

Unfortunately, love, honour and respect for Nature cannot be gained solely by reading learned texts.  Life must be lived, not just thought about. In a fully-lived life, value as a concept, can be replaced by preferences gained from a connected relationship between ourselves as embodied beings and a holistic, vibrant world that exists around and within us. This other way of being in the world and knowing about the world will be discussed more fully in the final section.

Nature as Objective Reality

Postmodernists reject the modernist's idea of an external objective reality primarily on the grounds that it is unknowable, for reasons that we have examined on page 13.

Nonetheless, it may still be argued - as Rolston does - that there is indeed an objective, real world out there beyond the human mind, a world that we have a duty to preserve.  Rolston maintains that science can illuminate our understanding of physical Nature and offers the example of how photographs of the earth from the moon help us to realise our "home here on the planet."

He explains "Science can regularly check its constructs against causal sequences in Nature." (p. 58)  In respect to the photographs, humans may grasp "the commonwealth of living beings sustained and generated by earth." (ibid) 

There may be dangers, though, in ecologists' cosying up too closely with science, especially genetics. Smith, who points out the "terrible irony" in the idea that Deep Ecology may find itself looking to genetics for support, (2001 p.122)

warns Deep Ecologists against the danger of ignoring the real debates and differences of opinion within science. They seem to be unaware, he says, that scientific findings change; they are not permanent.  If given its head, genetics -already heedless of the traditional punishment for hubris - may well try to create a gene fix which would remove us from our connection with Nature altogether. It is surely the role of Deep Ecology to seek ways of healing  human alienation from Nature, rather than condoning techno-fixes for it. It is especially important to remember that in the world of today, scientific endeavours tend to be increasingly biased by society, given that our society is now ruled almost entirely by commercial interests.  As we all know, a highly significant proportion of research grants is sponsored by corporations  - a situation which must surely lead to biased results. 

Most postmodern writers say that they do not doubt the reality of the physical world around them. Even so, in their efforts to oppose "modernism," they seem to have retained the total disconnection between the body and the knowing. As mentioned above, this paper will, in its final section, offer an alternative to the epistemic prison left behind by postmodernism.

".. a new language of nonanthropocentric perception may develop in us when we are "able to learn that language of ecological humility by responding to the insights of ecology and evolutionary theory, which means metaphorically learning the language of the winds, the frogs, the waterfalls, the earthworms." -Christopher Manes

Intuitive knowing

Trusting in an intuitive way of knowing has been a prominent part of my life's experience for many years now. Awareness of that aspect has often led me to trust a decision that has come from other than logical analysis or the thinking function. This trust invariably proved to be well-founded. Conversely, on those occasions when I have ignored a direction or decision emerging from what I call intuitive knowing, things have gone wrong. At such times, I regret having allowed my thinking function to contradict my intuitive knowing. Though at first glance, research on this phenomenon may appear to be thin, with little supporting evidence, closer examination reveals a whole body of knowledge on the topic.  However, the various academics  and others who have written about it are scattered across disciplines and use different words and techniques to make their points.  The challenge is thus to reveal how their different threads are woven into the same fabric of basic knowledge.  

Practicalities of a Different Way of Knowing

Tim Rogers, a psychologist teaching at the University of Calgary is researching how the psychological aspects of not only how we view Nature but also how we interact with nature based on how we think we "know" Nature. Rogers reveals the fascinating practical experience of Rupert Ross as he tells an intriguing story of becoming a fishing guide on a large lake in Northern Ontario.  Ross becomes a very successful guide because he has developed the uncanny ability to predict on a given day just where the fish will be biting.  Ross cannot explain this phenomenon through scientific evidence or deductive reasoning.  Rogers explains:

"He would begin by trying to get an intuitive sense of the day using observations of the wind, sun etc. before going out onto the lake. Over time these observations became more subtle and included nuances of the quality of light, humidity, sense of impending disturbance and so on. Ross indicates that he could not list these features, suggesting they never came to his conscious attention. All the same they were there, and part of his knowing about where to fish." (2000, pg. 1) 

In Ross's words: 

"The next step involved taking that general “feel” for the day and, if you will, superimposing it mentally on each of the twenty candidate spots. It was an attempt to imagine what each of them would feel like were I to actually go there. Gradually it became much more than just imagining them; they could almost be experienced well in advance of going there." (ibid)

The words imagination and "feeling into" the subject has strong echoes of Goethe and his method of science.

Goethe's Science

Although Goethe is best known for his drama and poetry, he was an accomplished scientist. The probable reason for his not being well-known in that capacity is that he disagreed with Newton and advocated a method of scientific enquiry that went counter to the prevailing, mechanistic, reductionist attitudes of the Age of Reason.  Goethe's greatest contribution to science was his critique of the very nature of scientific knowledge and his alternative way of "seeing"

(Bortoft, 1986, p. 7)  This way of seeing is based on the recognition that the unity of phenomena cannot be obtained from sensory experience.  Goethe saw the wholeness in phenomena through direct experience.  The achievement of this direct way of knowing was obtained not by noticing other than what could commonly be seen, but by placing himself in a holistic mode of consciousness rather than the usual analytic, conceptualising mode of seeing. (p. 30)  A holistic mode of consciousness recognises the "reality of movement and change as a mode of being." (p. 32) This can be explained as a "being with" instead of a "looking at."  It is an attitude of being a part of, and in relationship with events rather than a wholly separate, disengaged subject looking out on a disconnected object composed of a lifeless mass of "matter." 

Bortoft cites Arthur Deikman's experimental studies of the psychology of meditation, which revealed that during a meditative state, (alpha state of brain activity) we are in a holistic rather than an analytical mode of consciousness. Goethe suggests that whilst in this mode, we can learn about Nature and obtain a deeper understanding of it than we can by using the alternative, scientific method. To many, chopping a living thing up into pieces to learn about how it functions is nonsensical. Furthermore, during holistic perception, the mind functions intuitively rather than intellectually.  This allows the mind to experience the organisation or unity of the object looked upon with the rest of Nature. Bortoft attempts to explain a method composed of an active participation, a reaching out to the phenomenon, putting attention into seeing.  In an example of seeing colours, one plunges oneself into the seeing and begins to experience the quality of the colours. 

Bortoft explains how Goethe recommended a method of which involves repeating the observation in the imagination, practising the seeing as opposed to intellectualising about it. During this practice, one tries to leave out thoughts about the phenomenon and concentrate on what was actually observed, concentrating on how the impression feels rather than what one thinks about it. (p.14)

Stepping back a pace or two to reflect, notice that Goethe's scientific method presupposes a unity of subject and object and a complete rejection of the Cartesian duality which restricts our knowing and learning capability to conceptualisation.  According to Goethe, we can know the world directly and experience the wholeness of the phenomenon, the relationships and interconnectedness; a "seeing into" (p. 35) rather than a mere observation about it. "Goethe dwells within it consciously instead of replacing it with mental constructs."  (p. 38)  

The point here is that acceptance of Cartesian duality as the only way of knowing locks us into a world composed of mental constructs and, as the postmodernists point out, we are then doomed to relativity at best and nihilism at worst.  Bortoft claims that when Descarte's philosophy is "looked into," it rapidly becomes incoherent. (p. 67) If consciousness is separate from the world of extension and consciousness is non-spatial, "how can the world be 'outside' it?" (ibid)  Ryle put it: "What is the External World external to?"
 
One must then wonder, why was Goethe's scientific method largely ignored?  Was it in fact because he challenged Newton's theory of colours? Bortoft claims that it was simply against the scientific orthodoxy of the times (p. 7)  

"Success of the mechanical philosophy was due as much to external political and religious reasons as to it having been shown to be true by any internal scientific method." (ibid)

As Bortoft's examples demonstrate, Goethe's ideas came out of a long tradition of non-analytical thinking.  Bortoft cites Aristotle, Aquinas, and claims, that all classical and mediaeval thought held knowledge as "an element of being itself and not primarily as an attitude of the subject.
 He goes on to explain that the emergence of what he aptly calls "the onlooker consciousness" became dominant in western culture and the idea of the knower as participant of the knowledge became a minor variant.  The adoption of a Goethean style of science would mean that instead of mastery over Nature, "the scientist's knowledge would become the synergy of man and Nature." (p.72)  

A Third Way of Knowing

Attempts at probing the depths of our attitudes toward Nature reveal a wider issue -  the question of how we see ourselves "in the world." 

John Shotter, who is now an Emeritus Professor of Communication in the Department of Communication, University of New Hampshire, says:

 "In recent times I have begun to look beyond current versions of Social Constructionism, toward the surrounding circumstances making such a movement possible. Indeed, many versions of Social Constructionism still seem to me to be deeply 'infected' with the Cartesianism that in fact they aim to overcome. They have not yet moved on from a world of dead, mechanically structured activities to a world of living, embodied beings, spontaneously responsive to each other."  (Shotter  Home Page)

The questions Shotter  poses force us to consider some of those basic beliefs which underpin the way we see ourselves in the world.  These questions are not only thought-provoking, but reflect a slant toward postmodern thinking in an especially practical way.  How did it come about that we see the world and our language in the way that we do, and how might we come to a different view?  "Why, for instance, do we currently simply take it for granted that we each have minds within our heads, and that they work in terms of inner mental representations which resemble in some way the structure of the external world?"   Why do we act as if there were social rules of conduct that we must follow?  Why do we follow the "theoretical formulations" of experts rather than our own experiential knowing? (Shotter 1993, pg. 19) Generally, why do we construct, or accept as valid, concepts that postmodern thinkers might call socially constructed relations, and talk as if they had an independent existence and validity, while completely oblivious to the effect they have on our way of being?

Although our "human sciences" were founded as professions in the nineteenth century, they have their roots in the 17th century Enlightenment.  The structure, mindset, set of basic beliefs, language and requirements of validity all stem from that period.  Broadly speaking, a certain powerful group of secular thinkers opposed the stultifying stranglehold which the Church of those times had upon acceptable thought.  Essentially, these thinkers proposed that truth came from reason, not through the authority of priests. Previous ways of knowing are invalid.  Traditional and practical knowledge is denigrated as untrustworthy.  (p. 20)

Shotter takes exception to the idea that language is a shared code linking words to things and says that it is taken for granted that the nature of language is a "referential-representational system or code of meaningful signs." He challenges the view in which language is looked upon as only a systematic object of thought, "structured as if according to rules, or as a system of differences."  He explains that this view arose out of an already determined result of an analysis of already spoken words after all possibility of further analysis of the in-the-moment source of these words was long past.  Shotter presents a study in the formative, shaping process of the spoken language which reveals a communication process of a "myriad of spontaneous, responsive, practical, unselfconscious, but contested interactions" that shape or "construct" our own identity in our own "social worlds." His aim is not diametrically to oppose the accepted explanation of social interaction, but to reveal more than the institutionalised ways of  making ourselves understood.  Central to this effort is an "important special third kind of knowledge." (p. 19)

On the question concerning our minds, Shotter states:

 "We find the idea that our thought goes on in our heads, and that it consists in inner representations of outer states of affairs, so basic to our way of being in the world, that we (almost) do not know how to doubt it.  It is basically what we 'are' to ourselves, and what our world 'is' for us.  Yet doubt it we must, if we want to grasp the nature of our third, sensuous, involved kind of knowing." (p. 57)

I want to argue that present in the conversational background of our lives are many other forms of talk, with their own peculiar properties, currently without a 'voice' in the contests within this sphere.  "If they were to gain a voice, it could change our lives." (p. 19) This kind of knowledge is "to do with how to be a person of this or that particular kind. "  It doesn't have to be finalised or formalised.  "It is not theoretical knowledge (a 'knowing-that' in Ryles (1949) terminology," nor is it (a 'knowing-how) a craft or skill.  It is a third kind of knowledge that "cannot be reduced to the other two."  Shotter calls it a 'knowing-from'.  It is knowledge coming from within "a situation, a group, social institution or society."  "Bernstein (1983) has called it 'practical-moral' knowledge."  (p.19) 

I suggest that this knowledge is a pre-conceptual type of knowing, carried within the body, that affects not only our spoken communication but all aspects of our being in the world.  It is a rich subtext of knowing that just does not fit into the available categories allowed by our institutions.

Much of the work of Goethe and Shotter has links with that of the late Maurice Merleau-Ponty, well known for the depth of his phenomenological research.  Merleau-Ponty appears to be speaking about a knowing based not on how we "think about life," but on how we are bodily experiencing life.  In his writings on perception, he has found a pre-personal awareness of a natural world engaged through the body in a pre-reflective interaction. (Merleau-Ponty 2003, p. 101)  He chooses to use a phenomenological description "of our relationship with things, others, ideas, and ourselves, so as to arrive at a cogito compatible with our lived experience." (p. 116)    For example, on the subject of "other minds" he says that we perceive "other minds" directly because the other" and ourselves are internally related.  (p. 99)  I suggest that this statement also applies to how we come to know about "others."  Further, Merleau-Ponty explains how it is a "bodily intentionality which 'speaks to' other phenomenal bodies and is comprehended by them prior to any reflection on either side. (p. 100) Surely it is not extending Merleau-Ponty's line of thought too far to say that this pre-reflective interaction, this bodily intentionality,  or communication,  leads not only to a way of knowing other than through the thinking, analytical function of the mind, but is more than likely a manifestation of Shotter's "third way of knowing."

Merleau-Ponty gives the following example.  In an encounter with a tree, he states that he cannot know that the tree is actually there "for ex hypothesi, I can know nothing of this factual existence." (p. 430) The tree can only be recognised because he has actual contact with the thing…. "which awakens within me a primordial knowledge of all things, and to my finite and determinate perceptions being partial manifestations of a power of knowing which is coextensive with the world and unfolds it in its full extent and depth."  (ibid)  In quoting the above statement, I do not imply that I understand what Merleau-Ponty means by a full extent and depth of this power of knowing, but it undoubtedly appears similar to the intuitive knowing that I referred to earlier.

David Abram writes passionately about the effects of the "life-world" found in Husserl's final writings and the lived, experiential, interaction of the body with the world mentioned above by Merleau-Ponty. Thus:

"So the recuperation of the incarnate, sensorial dimension of experience brings with it a recuperation of the living landscape in which we are corporeally embedded.  As we return to our senses, we gradually discover our sensory perceptions to be simply our part of a vast, interpenetrating webwork of perceptions and sensations borne by countless other bodies-supported, that is, not just by ourselves, but by icy streams tumbling down granite slopes, by owl wings and lichens, and by the unseen, imperturbable wind."  (Abram 1996, p. 65)

Abram equates "life-world" with the biosphere in which we are embedded.  He makes a strong point that this "life-world" is not the "abstract and objectifying scientific assemblage of planetary mechanisms." (ibid) but a lived-from-within biosphere inhabited by the human animal in connection and interaction with all other constitutive parts.

Conclusion

Before attempting an answer to the question as to whether Nature can survive postmodernism, we must completely separate the physical from the conceptual. 

The physical Nature which has existed in all it's splendour long before the emergence of humans has survived worse disasters than humans can most likely create. However, the physical Nature mostly untrodden by humans, such as what we now refer to as wilderness, has a very slim chance of survival due to human greed, overpopulation, and the effects of postmodern thought that favours people first rather than Earth first. A couple of recent examples:  Poaching has almost completely eliminated Africa's only population of white rhinoceros surviving in the wild. (The Ecologist 2004, p.10)  The Antarctic food web may be on the verge of collapse due to an 80% depletion of the krill population over the last 25 years. (p.12)

An obvious counter is environmental ethics. The modern environmental ethic that opposes postmodern thought, even though it favours ecocenetricity over anthropocentricity and intrinsic value over instrumental value, has evolved out of a philosophical climate of reasoned argument.  However, advocating that people "should" respect Nature because Nature has value in itself makes use of an argument and a justification that plays in a postmodern ballfield. A Nature without transcendent qualities cannot survive the postmodern critique if conducted on their home court.  Using reasoned argument for transcendent qualities is unconvincing and stuck in the mire of relativity.  Moreover, an appeal to the inherent value of Nature has failed to convince the general Western public.  Is it any wonder when Western scientific education depicts physical reality as a purposeless, swirling mass of matter and energy whereby life just happened to spring forth from a chemical soup and assumes that whatever can be done should be done in the name of progress and human enlightenment. To many influential scientists, Nature is just one gigantic box of tinker toys. Granted many people appreciate natural beauty, however when faced with jobs and the questionable benefits of a dam across a scenic waterway, aesthetic value too often comes in second.

Are we asking for too much? The intrinsic value argument used as a foundation for an "ought" to thus curtail human exploitation of Nature assumes that human beings "could in principle subordinate their own interests to those of the 'rest of nature.'" (Soper 1995, p. 256)   "Can we expect humans to do what we would not expect any other species to do?  And if we observed them doing so, would we not tend to find that somewhat 'unnatural?'" (Ibid)  Using logical analysis to go from the known to the unknown cannot be used successfully in preserving wild places and other species.

Thankfully, we are not locked in a prison of rationality.  We are not doomed to a lived reality of abject relativity at best and total solopsism or even nihilism at worst. After all, postmodernism is a paradox and self contradiction in that it contains relativistic and subjectivist denials that knowledge even exists, yet nevertheless maintains that this circumstance is a fact that can be known and demonstrated with some certainty.

We are beings enveloped within a veil of living beauty and creativity interlocked with common DNA and interconnected through a common source, the Earth.  There is a guidance and a deeper knowing available to those who will open to it. It is my hope that such a third way of knowing will lead us out of the morass in which we currently find ourselves.
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� Term taken from Steve Vogel


� Term taken from Donna Haraway


�  Most likely Malibu Canyon


�  A result of great concern by Deep Ecologists, as we shall see in the next section.


� See concerns about progress, especially progress brought on by science in the next section.


� See Note 94 within the text


� See note 99 in text
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