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Peircian theory of abduction on the
one hand, and by the positive pres-
ence, i.e. the “positivity," of the text
itself? Are we really facing the
“hermeneutic circle” in such a dilem-
ma?

Tt seems to me that we can
answer these questions by considering
the idea that the distance created by
interpretation is required not as much
by the text as “object,” than by the
“object the text," something which is
encompassed in the text, but whose
meaning transcends the text, even
though it is the text that mediates it.
The most recent developments in
hermeneutic theory have stressed
either that it is precisely in elucidating
the conditions that make possible the
understanding of the remote object of
a text which constitutes the task of
interpretation, or that interpretation
takes place between the origin {arché)
and the goal (télos) of the text, under-
stood in their past and present con-
texts. The simple “invention” of an
hypothesis, following a Peircian
approach, and its “application” toa
specific case, in the more posifivistic
trade, do not agree with any of these
hermeneutic principles, or rather they
do not reveal that the process of inter-
pretation, according to hermeneutics,
ig deeply engaged in the mise i jour of
the context of the object, as well as in
the very relation of the interpreter to
it. It is within this (theoretical as well
as existential) process that interpreta-
tion takes shape for hermeneutics,
since it deals primarily with the his-
toricity of meaning, that is, the narrat-
ed distance taken between the object
of the text and its actual interpreter.

Hermeneutics is always
reflexively-oriented, and acknowl-
edges the contribution of its own very
act of understanding in the process of
interpretation. Such an understanding
of the process of interpretation stands
in clear opposition to Peirce’s theory
of semiotics and of his theory of
knowledge and abduction, since
Peirce, however fully acknowledging
the genetic process of meaning in
terms of the succession of signs' inter-
pretations through what he called
semiosis, never agreed with the syn-
thetical character of what we can call
the historicity implied in interpreta-
tion. For him, indeed, the synthetic
aspect of the semiosis process
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belonged to a future community of
interpretation, and was for this reason
essentially of a prospective nature; it
could not be achieved retrospectively
by a single and actual “interpreter.”
So much, then, for the possibility of
matching the “hermeneutic circle”
with a pragmaticist perspective -and
without doubt, with a positivistic
approach of any other kind.

Is Eco's hesitation, or even
duplicity, in the choice of interpretive
strategy, not responsible for the more
frustrating aspect of his work: namely,
its ambivalent treatment of narrative
either as history or as “story” (i.e., fic-
tion}. Bverything that Eco has devel-
oped in his very impressive intellectu-
al career, from his theoretical works in
the field of semiotics (A Theory of
Semiotics, Semiotics and the Philosophy of
Language) to his two novels(The Name
of the Rose,and Foucault's Pendulum),
without forgetting his “mid-range”
essays of cultural critique (Travels in

Hyperreality), can be retrieved in a sort |

of microcosm in this book. But can we
mix together in one book what makes
a theoretical work valuable and what
makes a novel so brilliant, without
falling into an awkward confusion of
genres?

For Eco to take a position
here he would have to acknowledge
that there really are some things which
have to be opposed, such as history
and stories, theory and fiction, com-
munication and hermeneutics, even if
we acknowledge the very active part
played by interpretation, according to
its various modalities, in these fields.
This positioning does not require one
to dismiss one or the other side of the

. oppositions. Rather, it is through such

oppositions, through their differences,
that mutual identities can be estab-
lished. In the meantime it still remains
an “open work” to define how the so-
called “limits of interpretation” define
the exact position into which Eco will
settle.

Jean-Francois Coté is a member of
CIADEST (Interuniversity Center for
Discourse Analysis and Text
Seciocriticism, Montréal)
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Deconstructing Nature

BY Richard Ashby

Alexander Wilson, The Culture of
Natare: North American Landscape
from Disney to the Exxon Valdez
Toronto: Between The Lines, 1991.

Over the past thirty-five years,

" nature has come to occupy an

increasingly important place on public
agendas and in the popular imagination
throughout the world. Though its
current manifestation is peculiar to our
times, there is nothing particularly
unique about interest in nature as such.
As analytic concept and regulative
principle, nature - and especially the
nature-human nexus - has always been
an important, if ever-shifting,
fragmentary and often contested, site of
social and cultural articulation. Neither
fully a positive entity nor an unmediated
object of knowledge and experience,
“nature,” notwithstanding its noumenal

" substrate, is first and foremost a political

and epistemological category, a vector
for interpenetrating regimes of
power/knowledge: science, religion,
economics and industry, technology,
morality, gender, nation and so on. Itis,
moreover, neither simple nor single but a
multiplicity of objects, a multiplicity of
sites: body, earth, other-than-human life,
environment, or a Iess material (but no
less inaterially effective) natural order of
things. Generally speaking, the power to
name and define nature (and by
extension what is and what is not
natural} has always been more or less
coextensive with the power to define
how things ought to be. As construct or
plurality of constructs, however, bath
“nature” and nature are always the
products of particular cultural and social
formations, serving at once to legitimate
certain social relations over others, and to
normalize what could loosely be termed
an attendant environmental praxis.
Interestingly, the increasingly
widespread acceptance of the foregoing
remarks is itself due in good measure to
the specificity of current preoccupations
with nature. It is the result of an
encounter with two natures: the real one,
so to speak, and the culturally
constructed one. On the one hand, there

was an alarming realization that nature’s
continued capacity to sustain life as we
know it can no long be taken for granted,
that, in effect, we are in the throes of an
ecological crisis of no small proportions,
On the other, many began to recognize
that 1) “nature” is indeed a cultural
construct; and 2) the conceptual
vocabularies with which we apprehend
and inscribe nature are intimately bound
up with the way we treat it. Not
surprisingly, both nature and “nature”
quickly emerged as focal points for an
environmentally informed social and
cultural critique.

Crudely stated, and without
reference to their many differences,
advocates of this critique argue that
Western societies have placed themselves
outside of and above nature, thereby
rupturing the mutually nurturing
relations with nature characteristic of
agrarian and hunter-gatherer societies.
The vocabulary of nature is saturated
with the language of conquest,
domination and mastery. It has been
constructed as an inert object of
manipulation and an expendable trove of
resources existing for the satisfaction of
human wants and needs. This
conception legitimates and encourages
exploitive environmental practices, strips
nature of any intrinsic worth, and assigns
it value only for and in the service of
human beings, This critique’s project is to
speal tor nature, to recuperate and
reconceive it as a moral subject, to
reintegrate humans into nature, and to
promote an environmental praxis
predicated on ecologically harmonious
cohabitation.

It is against this hastily sketched
background that The Culture of Nature
should be read. It is a cultural history of
nature in twentieth-century North
America that is not only situated within
environmentalism, but aJso attempts to
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move beyond what Wilson views as the
tendency to reduce the nature-ctvilization
relation to a simple good versus evil
opposition. By strategically placed
references to aboriginal peoples and rural
agrarian societies, Wison's rhetoric
constantly seeks to evoke a pastoral sense
of nature which has all but disappeared
in North America. On the other hand,
Wilson is acutely aware that nature is not
a positive entity preceding
representation; it is and always will be a
cultural construct. As such, nature is
lived and fashioned as, say, parks, roads,
farms, backyards, indoor gardens, cities,
etc. In effect, nature is a collection of
landscapes. In the context of his
discussion, these are treated as historical
texts structured and inscribed by the
discursive economies of industrial
capitalism. His project is to deconstruct
nature-as-landscape, to put it at the
centre of cultural debate, and to urge an
aesthetics of nature which would allow
us to live on and with the land - that is, to
intervene in nature without dominating
it: Such a project can yield an
understanding of what our constructed
landscapes have to do with the ‘nature’ of
environmental crisis. It is only with this
kind of understanding that we can “be
mobilized to restore nature and to assure
it, and ourselves, a future” (291).

Though informed by
environmentalism’s recognition that our
various ideas about nature operate to
circumscribe and normatize particular
appropriative and /or exploitive
practices, Wilson's discussion largely
surpasses by now familiar ideographical
analyses of modern discourse on nature.
(They are one point of departure for an
lluminating account of industrial
technologies of representation and
knowledge of nature in contemporary
North America.). Moreover, he extends
his examination of representational




