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Foreword

Joe Jordan

In the words of Satya Mohanty, postmodernism

may be defined most basically as the idea that all those epistemological norms
which were so dear to the Enlightenment—rationality, objectivity, and truth—
are no more than social conventions, historically variable and hence without
claim to universality

and that “all knowledge is seen as tied to the necessary miscognition of
human subjects caught in a network of forces they cannot evade or
comprehend”." If it was not clear from earlier bodies of criticism—say, from
Marxist analyses, psychoanalytic theories, or post-structuralist techniques—
the lessons of postmodernism have taught us to consider ourselves as
inscribed by a network of signification, that our perceptions of “reality” are
mediated without exception, and that “objective” knowledge claims must be
viewed ultimately as bogus. But postmodernism—and even this umbrella
term is wrought with incongruities—has proven evasive on elements integral
to the condition(s) of being human: ethics, beauty, value, and judgment.
Inasmuch as postmodernism so often relies upon post-structuralist insights
about the inherent instability of language, postmodernist cues provide myriad
avenues to doubt the premises upon which any of these concepts might be
built.

Signifying practice inescapably defines the human world, but
postmodernism leaves its own uncertainty over aspects that lie—at least in
part—outside human signification. Of chief concern is the environment and
the natural world. Here we find a dangerous conundrum: while the natural
world around us has an existence independent of its human conceptions,
these conceptions hold grave consequences for human disposition toward the
natural world—perhaps its very existence as such. We could argue, as some
postmodernists do, that any part of nature that might be called “real” (the part
beyond our representations) is permanently inaccessible. For “nature”—in
our conception, anyway—inhabits that curious niche between our systems,
between use-value and exchange-value, where its value to humans is too
often its only value; and, like all other commaodities, can be traded and sold
based on market forecasts, and our means of measuring its intrinsic worth is


































































