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Abstract.

Since the 1960s, certain currents in subaltern cultural theory and various oppositional
social movements have appealed to what lies beyond ideological or discursive mediation,
to immediacy in other words, in their attempts to delineate the specificity of subaltern
identity, or in the hope of fostering counter- hegemonic historiography. One of the more
common terms conjured in such appeals has been experience. If this dissertation sets out
to critique such a tendency, this is not in order to merely debunk it on epistemological or
conceptual grounds—this has after all been emphatically and repeatedly done by various
schools of thought, from Gadamerian hermeneutics to postructuralism. Instead, this
dissertation makes two claims: the first, in the spirit of Koselleck, stresses the
importance of historicizing, instead of attacking on merely epistemological grounds, the
central categories of modernity—in our case experience. Such categories are indeed not
mere ideas unrelated to more general social concerns but on the contrary inform our self
understanding. But neither does this thesis propose a Koselleckian Begriffsgeschichte: its
second claim, in more diagnostic spirit, argues that the very insistence with which
appeals to experience have persisted since the 1960s, and this in spite of repeated and
scathing critiques, testifies to a problem that must be diagnostically addressed—the
problem of self-formation. To diagnostically address such an insistence has become all
the more urgent now that many current social movements, in their appeals to the
immediacy and specificity of a group’s experience, leave the door as widely open to
subaltern politicking as to neo-ethnic tribalism. By returning to how experience came to
historically assume an accentuated role in self-formation, it may be possible to diagnose
whether current appeals to experience testify to the persistence or the demise of how a

sense of self has been construed over the last two centuries.
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Résumé

Le concept d’expérience a beau avoir suscité 1'interét de plusieurs disciplines
académiques au cours des deux derniers siécles; ce n’est toutefois qu’a partir des années
soixante que 1’on peut parler des décennies d’ Erfarhungshunger, pour emprunter
I’expression de Michael Rutschky.! C’est en effet durant ces décennies que le concept
d’expérience, auparavant limité a des problemes philosophiques, esthétiques ou
méthodologiques, devint I’objet de vives polémiques non seulement au sein de disputes
académiques, mais aussi dans les manifestes programmatiques de divers mouvements
identitaires soucieux d’établir leur spécificité socio-culturelle. Autant par les historiens
de Alltagsgeschichte que par ce que Craig Calhoun nomme “les nouveaux mouvements
sociaux,” 1’expérience fut considérée comme ce qui, en tant qu’immédiatété préservée
~de toute pénétration idéologique, pouvait servir de base pour la construction et
consolidation d’identités subalternes. Il s’agissait, en somme, comme le dit Richard
Evans, d'un “quest to recapture the subjective experience of everyday life in the past at a

regional, local or even individual level.”?

D’autres échanges sur I’expérience ont bien entendu ponctué le paysage
intellectuel des décennies d’Erfahrungshunger: ne manquent pas, par exemple, de
maintes spéculations sur le potentiel perturbant de I’expérience, et celanon seulement
de la part d’'une poignée de Rezeptionsdthetiker ou d’herméneutes tels que Hans-Robert

Jauss ou Hans-Georg Gadamer, mais également de la part de théoriciens provenant de

' Erfahrungshunger: Ein Essay iiber die siebziger Jahre (Frankfurt: Fischer, 1982)

2 “Social Theory and the Public Sphere,” in The Blackwell Companion to Social
Theory, ed. Brian S. Turner (London: Blackwell, 1996), p.468, n.64.

3 “The New Nationalism and the Old History: Perspectives on the West German
Historikerstreit,” Journal of Modern History 59,4 (Décembre 1987): p. 763. Cité dans
Martin Jay, “Songs of Experience: Reflections on the Debate over Alltagsgeschichte,”
Salmagundi 81 (Hiver 1989): p. 31.



disciplines divergentes, tels que Victor Turner, Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe et méme
Foucault. Il n’en reste pas moins que le plus notoire des débats sur I’expérience reste
celui inauguré par la publication en 1978 du livre de E.P. Thompson, The Poverty of
Theory, dans lequel est attaquée la pertinence du structuralisme althusserien pour
I’histoire de la classe ouvriére anglaise." En effet, ce qui semblait n’étre qu’une
altercation entre Althusser et Thompson ne tarda pas & enfanter une prolifération de
débats académiques et non-académiques— débats dont le dénominateur commun est la
notion selon laquelle Iidentité des sans-voix et des exclus pouvait étre soutenue par la
spécificité de leurs expériences concrétes. Non seulement ces débats sur 1’expérience et la
spécificité subalterne continuent-ils & ce jour, mais le concept d’expeérience est
entretemps devenu le mot-clé de revendications identitaires, allant jusqu’a servir de cri
de ralliement de ces “ nouveaux mouvements sociaux” dont parle Craig Calhoun. Ce qui
intrigue dans tout ceci est qu’un concept qui jadis relevait de 1’ésoterisme philosophique
soit récemment devenu un slogan en vogue. En débordant ainsi le domaine académique
pour pénétrer la sphére publique, ’appel a I’expérience par les revendications culturelles
et identitaires semble relever d’un probléme autre que purement académique. De quoi

serait donc symptomatique une telle insistance sur I’expérience?

Cette étude tente justement d’explorer ce probléme. Le premier chapitre,
“Erfahrunghunger,” examine ces théories de ’expérience qui ont le plus pénétré la
sphére publique et qui, ce faisant, permettent mieux d’ identifier ce dont I’appel a
I’expérience peut bien étre un symptome. A cette fin seront examinés certains courants
des Cultural Studies, mais ¢’est ’oeuvre de Thompson qui occupera [’avant-scéne. De
nombreuses théories sur I’expérience provenant de certaines tendances culturelles et
historiographiques n’ont certes été que des variations sur un théme Thompsonien— un
théme dans lequel, comme nous le rappelle Joan W. Scott, “[Thompson’s] kind of use of

experience has the same foundational status if we substitute “‘women’s’ or ‘black’ or

*The Poverty of Theory (London: Merlin, 1978).
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‘lesbian’ or ‘homosexual’ for ‘working class’... .” Il ne s’agit toutefois pas ici de
simplement discréditer certaines tendances en theorie et historiographie culturelles, ni de
présenter une histoire d’opinions sur un probléme encore vivement débattu; il s’agit
plutét de montrer que certains courants académiques et mouvements identitaires se
tournent vers 1’expérience pour des raisons similaires. Puisque de tels appels a
I’expérience peuvent avoir-des conséquences politiques douteuses, comme le montrera ce
premier chapitre, et puisque 1’usage théorique de I’expérience a été si séverement
critiqué par de si nombreuses écoles de pensée, I’expérience semble faire preuve d'une
certaine résilience qu’il nous importe de diagnostiquer. Ce qui importe ici n’est donc pas
une critique de 1’insistance sur 1’expérience mais plut6t un diagnostic de I’insistance de

I’expérience.

- On ne peut simplement rejeter 1’expérience comme un concept moderniste désuet.
L’insistance méme avec laquelle I’ expérience est évoquée en dépit des attaques qu’elle
subit pourrait en derniére analyse receler ce qu’ Adorno appellerait un contenu de verite.
Le deuxiéme chapitre, “Experience Investigated ” propose ainsi un survol de I'histoire
étymologique et conceptuelle du concept d’expérience. Ce chapitre montre comment
1’appel Thompsonien a I’expérience ne s’éloigne guére de la facon dont I’expérience a
été généralement entendue non seulement par le discours philosophique mais aussi par la
praxis quotidienne. Dans la mesure ot sont impliquées des questions de formation de soi
plutét que des problémes épistémologiques ou méthodologiques, les différents usages de
|’expérience ont en effet comme dénominateur commun une préoccupation avec la fagon
dont I’aspect perturbant de 1’inattendu doit étre géré. Les appels Thompsoniens a
I’expérience ne sont autrement dit pas une anomalie mais au contraire la perpétuation

d’une notion commune.

5 “The Evidence of Experience,” Critical Inquiry 17 (Summer 1991): p.786.
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Une telle notion commune n’est toutefois pas divorcée de tout contexte socio-
historique. Le troisiéme chapitre, “Experience Historicized,” propose donc dans un
premier mouvement de montrer que I’expérience fait référence non seulement a des
problémes d’ordre philosphique ou esthétique, mais aussi a un probleme tres réel, a
savoir, la maniére dont sont coordonnés le passé, présent et futur suite a une
confrontation avec 1’inattendu. Dans un deuxiéme mouvement, ce chapitre propose une
historicisation du role de I’expérience dans la formation de ce que Anthony Giddens
appelle modern self-identity. En effet, le role de I’expérience dans I’économie du soi
n’est guére 4 1’abri des changements historiques. Ce n’est que lorsque le future se
distingue du passé que 1’inattendu peut déranger un horizon donné de sorte a ce que
I’expérience puisse y jouer un rdle central dans sa constitution. Mais une telle
temporalité, comme le maintient & raison Reinhart Koselleck, ne s’est dessinée qu’a la
fin du XVIIle siécle: contrairement a 1’eschatologie prémoderne, ou le futur est
engouffré en un présent éternel, et & I’opposé de la temporalité de I’ historia magistra
vitae, ou le futur demeure sous la tutelle du passé, une temporalité de divergence entre
passé, présent et futur—temporalité de laquelle dépend un role prononce de I’expérience
dans la formation du soi—est un phénomeéne récent qui ne date pas plus de deux siecles.
Bien que I’histoire étymologique et conceptuelle de I’expérience semble témoigner
transhistoriquement du probléme de I’inattendu et de la coordination temporelle, ce n’est
qu’ 4 la fin du XVIIle siécle qu’une telle dynamique devient un phénomene explicitement
thématisé, et que 1’expérience est envisagé comme étant centrale plutdt que périphérique

a la formation de soi.

Le quatriéme chapitre, “The Consequences of a Divergent Temporality,” aborde
I’enjeu du role de 1’expérience dans I’économie du soi moderne. Est démontré ici que le
plus urgent probléme que confronte le soi moderne est la prolifération du nouveau, de
Iinattendu-- de la complexité, en somme--contre laquelle le passé et la tradition de la
prémodernité n’offrent plus de sanctuaire. Suite a I’ouverture du futur dés la fin du

XVTIIe siécle, le soi moderne a dii concevoir des stratégies pour contrer et contenir la
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complexité temporelle, 2 moins que disparaisse son sens de la différence entre lui-méme
et son environnement-- & moins que s’ensuive, autrement dit, une dissolution du
sentiment de soi. C’est & cette conjoncture que I’expérience, qui intégre le nouveau dans

un passé révisable et un présent provisoire, entre en jeu. Et ¢’est aussi ici que se trouve

la clé pour comprendre I’insistance Thompsonienne sur I’expérience.

Afin de diagnostiquer I’insistance de I’expérience, le dernier chapitre se penche
sur I’état actuel d’une des conditions de possibilité du role de I’expérience dans le
maintien du soi moderne, & savoir, la temporalité. Mais au lieu d’évoquer quelque deus ex
machina, telle que la notion post-moderniste d’une quelconque rupture cataclysmique, ce
chapitre examine un probléme interne & la dynamique de la modernité en général, et de
I’expérience en particulier: la prolifération du nouveau ainsi que I’exacerbation de
I’inattendu encouragées par ’ouverture du futur du XVIIle siecle. Est démontré ici que
durant les décennies &’ Erfahrungshunger, “le présent orienté vers I’innovation accélérée
commence 4 dévorer le futur,” comme I’exprime Helga Nowotny, car “on dispose du
futur comme s’il était présent, et de cette maniére on produit le présent étendu.” Dans un
tel contexte temporel, oli le passé et le futur ne peuvent se différencier clairement d’un
présent omniprésent, et ou la médiation temporelle donne ainsi voie a ce que Michel
Freitag appelle une nouvelle “culture de I’immédiat,” le segment diagnostique de ce
chapitre montre comment ’appel Thompsonien & I’expérience immédiate s’avere étre
plutdt un symptdme de !’incapacité croissante, aujourd hui, d'étre autrement
qu’immédiat. Et I'insistance de I’expérience témoigne de ce que Andreas Huyssen
appelle “an expression of the basic human need to live in extended structures of time,

however they may be organised.”

SLe naufrage de ['université (Paris: La Découverte, 1995), p. 156

7 Twilight Memories: Marking Time in a Culture of Amnesia (London: Routledge,
1995), p. 9.
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INTRODUCTION.

Der Mann, dem die Erfahrung abhanden kommi, fiihlt sich aus dem Kalender
herausgesetzt.

--Walter Benjamin®

While it is true that the concept of experience has elicited the interest of various academic
disciplines for at least the last two centuries, it is the late 1960s through the 1980s that
can rightly be characterized, to borrow Michael Rutschky’s expression, as decades of
Erfahrungshunger.® Unlike earlier decades, where it had remained largely within the
confines of academia, the concept of experience by the 1970s frequently became the stuff
of programmatic manifestos and was enlisted as the ground from which it was (and often
still is) believed could be erected micro-strategies of resistance, subaltern counter-
histories and a politics of identity. Experience spilled over into the streets, so to speak.

Within Germany, historians of Alltagsgeschichte, many of whom were peripheral to

8 [lluminationen, ed., Siegfried Unseld (Frankfurt a. M. :Suhrkamp, 1961), p.231.

o Erfahrungshunger: Ein Essay iiber die siebziger Jahre (Frankfurt: Fischer, 1982).



academic settings (and for which reason were often derisively dubbed “barefoot
historians”) reacted against the dominant historiographical emphasis on the political
histqry of the nation state by embarking, Richard Evans explains, “on a quest to
recapture the subjective experience of everyday life in the past at a regional, local or even
individual level.”? And the budding interest in the genesis and prospects of
Gegendffentlichkeit, inaugurated by Oskar Negt and Alexander Kluge’s influential 1972
study, did much, “for better or for worse,” as Miriam Hansen notes, “to turn an esoteric
concept [Erfahrung] into a keyword for cultural practices, such as non-academic research
projects on everyday life in the History Workshops, the revival of the gay and lesbian
movement, or environmental and anti-nuclear campaigns (leading to the formation of the
Green Party).”!! In the Anglo-American world, the excessive zeal with which a handful
of Marxist strands dichotomized social structures into an infra- supra- structural
opposition, aldng with Soviet misbehaviour in Hungary and Czechoslovakia, helped
foster a Gramscian turn where economic determinism was overshadowed by issues of
hegemony, and counter-hegemony— precisely those concerns which, as Ioan Davies tells
us, were to encourage such questions as: “if culture was essentially that which was

experienced, then a central issue was who did the experiencing and how was the

10 “The New Nationalism and the Old History: Perspectives on the West German
Historikerstreit,” Journal of Modern History 59, 4 (December 1987): p. 763. Cited in
Martin Jay, “Songs of Experience: Reflections on the Debate over Alltagsgeschichte,”
Salmagundi 81 (Winter 1989): p. 31.

11 Foreword to Oskar Negt and Alexander Kluge, Public Sphere and Experience.
Toward an Analysis of the Bourgeois and Proletarian Public Sphere, trans. Peter Labanyi
et al. (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1993), p.xix.



experiencing in part masterminded by those who claimed a more lofty experience than

others.”!?

Such a line of questioning was eventually to culminate by the late 1970s and early
1980s into a series of debates on the perceived opposition of concrete experience to
abstract structure, on the possibility of local resistance to dominant ideological or cultural
formations. Of these debates, the most notorious one was initiated by the publication of
E.P. Thompson’s The Poverty of Theory, which questioned the relevance of Althusserian
structuralism for a history of the English working class. But what started as an
altercation between Thompson and Althusser was later to spawn a proliferation of
academic and para-academic “histories from below” and subaltern cultural inquiries
which, although they had little else in common, had as their common denominator the
notion that the identities and counter-histories of the voiceless and disenfranchised could
be buttressed by the specificity of a group’s concrete experiences. Whether these
disparate theories and new social movements justify such a move by invoking the need to
resist the cultural logic of late capitalism or the phallocratic structure of language, the
market place or cyberspace, a common thread nevertheless runs through what might

otherwise appear to be unrelated trends in historiography and cultural theory, namely, the

12 cultural Studies and Beyond: Fragments of an Empire (New York: Routledge,
1995), p. 121.



axiom according to which, as Martin Jay puts it, “lived experience is pitted against the

imposition of a theoretical scheme allegedly alien to it.”"

These latter debates, which Thompson’s skirmish with Althusser played a great
part in fomenting, have not only been the most strident, but have continued unabated to
this day. Other exchanges on experience have of course punctuated the intellectual
landscape of the Erfahrunshunger decades: there has for example been considerable
speculation on the disruptive potential of experience, whether aesthetic or aestheticized,
and this not just by a handful of German Rezeptionsdsthetiker and hermeneuts such as
Hans- Robert Jauss and Hans-Georg Gadamer, but also by theorists from divergent
disciplines and stances such as Christoph Menke-Eggers, Martin Seel, Victor Turner,
Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe, GianniVattimo'* and even Foucault.’® But questions regarding
the status of aesthetic experience and whether it is to be reinserted into daily praxis or,

conversely, preserved from external contamination, and issues dealing with the

13 “Songs of Experience: Reflections on the Debate over Alltagsgeschichte,”
Salmagundi 81 (Winter 1989): p. 38.

14 Christoph Menke-Eggers, Die Souverdnitdt der Kunst: Ashthetische Erfahrung nach
Adorno und Derrida (Frankfurt: Athenaiim, 1988); Martin Seel, Die Kunst der
Entzweiung. Zum Begriff der dsthetischen Rationalitdit (Frankfurt-am-Main: Suhrkamp
Verlag, 1985); Victor Turner, “Dewey, Dilthey, and Drama: an Essay in the
Anthropology of experience,” The Anthropology of Experience (Urbana and Chicago:
University of Illinois Press, 1986) Lacoue-Labarthe, La poésie comme expérience
(Paris,1986); Vattimo, La societa trasparente (Garzanti Editore, 1989).

15 For more on the extent to which experience has been of central concern to Foucault,
see Martin Jay’s “The Limits of Limit Experience: Bataille and Foucault,” Constellations
2, 2 (1995).



subversive potential of experience as an “intensity” beyond assimilation by, say,
generalized instrumentality, an Oedipal libidinal economy or ontotheology, while they
have certainly helped bring to the fore arguably important issues and while they have
contributed their share of colloquia and studies, they have not exactly sparked vitriolic
debates— something that cannot be said of that series of heated exchanges initiated by
Thompson and the History Workshops. Not only have these debates on experience,
agency and resistance continued to rage, but experience has also become the core concept
or keyword of groupuscules and the rallying call of the “new social movements” for
which, as Craig Calhoun notes, “experience is made the pure ground of knowledge, the
basis of an essentialized standpoint of critical awareness.”'® What is peculiar, in other
words, about the Erfahrungshunger decades of which we are still part is the manner by
which a once arcane philosophical term has now become a generalized buzz word. By
thus spilling over from academia into the public sphere, the appeal to experience as a
ground for cultural and political action seems to testify to a problem that is more than

academic. Of what is such an insistence on experience symptomatic?

It is just such a problem that this study sets out to explore. The opening chapter,
“Erfarhungshunger,” turns to those experience-oriented theories which have penetrated
the public sphere and which, in so doing, best help identify that of which the appeal to

experience may well be a symptom. Suited for this purpose are certain strains of

16 “Social Theory and the Public Sphere,” in The Blackwell Companion to Social
Theory, ed. Brian S. Turner (London: Blackwell, 1996), p.468, n.64.



subaltern studies, gay studies, North American feminist epistemologies as well as that
branch of social history known as “histories of difference” and Alltagsgeschichte. The
manner by which these currents in theory appeal to experience as the “ground” or, as
Joan W. Scott puts it, the “evidence” from which agency and a politics of identity can be
constructed, mustered and deployed, has indeed been duplicated in various grass-roots
social movements.!” But rather than consider these various theoretical currents
individually, a common denominator will instead be distilled— their particular notion of
experience and the presuppositions subtending it— and in this regard, Thompson will
occupy the foreground. Much theorizing on experience by certain cultural and
historiographical trends, as many have already pointed out, has indeed been but a
variation on a Thompsonian theme— a theme in which, as Joan W. Scott reminds us,
Thompson’s “kind of use of experience has the same foundational status if we substitute

‘women’s’ or ‘black’ or ‘lesbian’ or ‘homosexual’ for ‘working class’... .”*® The point

17 Such a concern for experience in certain social movements can be seen in what
both Charles Taylor and Axel Honneth have diagnosed as the politics of recognition. It
has also arguably been implemented and institutionalized, albeit in diluted form, by
Canada’s official federal policy of multiculturalism. For more on the link between
recognition and issues of identity formation, see Taylor’s Multiculturalism and the
Politics of Recognition (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1992), and Honneth’s The
Struggle for Recognition: The Moral Grammar of Social Conflicts (Cambridge: MIT
Press, 1996).

18 “The Evidence of Experience,” Critical Inquiry 17 (Summer 1991): p.786. Jay also
reminds us that the opposition of concrete, lived experience to abstract structures and
theoretical schemes “has been no less evident in the running controversy between
American feminists, who often seek to recapture women'’s experience, and their French
counterparts, who theoretically question the putative subject of that experience. And it is
currently being rehearsed in the spirited debate over the relationship between black
literature, the experience of its authors and readers, and a literary theory that is imported



here, however, is not to debunk a trend in historiographical and cultural theory, nor to
present a survey or a history of opinions on an issue still highly charged; the point is
instead to show, first of all, that certain experience-oriented theories and grass roots
social movements, by naturalizing or ontologizing what they had initially hoped to
historicize, unwittingly harbor dangerous implications—implications which, while not
directly intended or thematized by such theories or social movements, have also found
their concrete embodiment in the recent resurgence and proliferation of xenophobic
fundamentalisms and tribalistic convulsions. The point here is also to suggest that
although motivations widely diverge, certain academic currents and social movements
both turn to experience for similar reasons. Because such appeals to experience can have
dubious political consequences, and because the use of experience in theory has
been—rightly or wrongly—so scathingly critiqued over the last few decades by a wide
spectrum of schools of thought, then the persistent appeal to experience testifies to a
certain insistence. As such, what is most needed here is not so much that the insistence

on experience be critiqued, than that the insistence of experience be diagnosed.

form the outside, which has set scholars like Joyce A. Joyce and Barbara Christian
against Henry Louis Gates, Jr. and Houston Baker.” ( “Songs of Experience...”, p.38).
Liitle has changed in the ten years since Jay wrote this essay, as can be seen in the recent
altercations between Louise Tilly and Joan W. Scoit (for a compte rendu, see Eleni
Varikas, “Gender, Experience and Subjectivity: The Tilly- Scott Disagreement,” New Lefi
Review 211 (May/June 1995): pp. 89-101), as well as between Barbara Smith and
Deborah G. Jay, (their heated exchanges appeared in New Literary History 24 (1993):

pp. 635-656).



A somewhat tortuous path must be followed, however, before such a diagnosis
can be attempted. It is indeed not sufficient to merely debunk the concept of experience
as relic of misguided modernist theorizing—the very insistence with which experience is
conjured in spite of sustained attacks from various quarters, may after all harbour what
Adorno would call a truth content. The second chapter, “Experience Investigated,” thus
proposes a preliminary examination of the term itself of experience. It shows how the
appeal to experience d la Thompson indeed does not stray far from how experience, as
can be gathered from its etymological and conceptual history, has been generally
understood not only by philosophy, but also by daily praxis. Insofar as issues of self-
formation, rather than epistemological or methodologiocal imperatives, are concerned,
various uses of experience, whether by Anglo-Saxon historiography and empiricism or
German dialectics from Hegel to Gadamer, whether by Luhmanian systems theory or by
popular expressions and maxims, and in spite of the distinction, made famous by Walter
Benjamin, between “experience” (Erfahrung) and “lived experience” (Erlebnis), all
have as a minimal common denominator a concern with how the disruptiveness of the
unexpected is to be managed, and how the new occasions a change in past and present
horizons or orientations. Thompsonian appeals to experience are in other words not an
isolated anomaly—they on the contrary merely perpetuate an understanding of experience
which has been around for quite some time: it is indeed on just such a disruptive aspect of
experience that such appeals hope to capitalize in order to disrupt prevailing ideology

and devise counter-histories for the formation of the subaltern self.



But because such a notion of experience no less informs academic squabbling
than it does certain social movements, experience cannot be considered a mere concept
confined to philosophical issues or academic debates. The third chapter, “Experience
Historicized,” argues that experience on the contrary has a very real referent: the manner
by which the past present and future, following confrontations with unexpectedness, are
to be coordinated within economies of self-formation. This raises a more important
question, however: just as “human memory may well be an anthropological given, ” as
Andreas Huyssen has shown, “ but closely tied as it is to the ways a culture constructs
and lives its temporality, the forms memory will take are invariably contingent and
subject to change,”' likewise is the role of experience in issues of self-formation not
exempt from the vicissitudes of historical change. Indeed, it is only when the future
opens by sufficiently diverging from the past rather than remain under its sway, that the
unexpected can so disrupt a given horizon so as to allow for experience to play a central
role in self-formation. Yet such a temporality, as Koselleck and others have shown, can
be traced back only to the last two centuries: unlike the premodern temporality of
eschatology, where the future was engulfed in an eternal present, and unlike the
temporality of Historia magistra vitae, where the future remained tethered by the past, a
divergent temporality, which many who agree on little else nevertheless agree to call
modern, emerged only by the late 18" century—in fact, it initially manifested itself only

within the budding bourgeoisie. Although the etymological and conceptual history of

1 Twilight Memories: Marking Time in a Culture of Amnesia (London: Routledge,
1995), p. 2.
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experience does indeed point to what seems to be a transhistorical problem of
unexpectedness and temporal coordination , it is nevertheless only by the late 18" century
that such a dynamic becomes an explicitly thematised phenomenon, and that experience

is considered central, rather than peripheral, to self-formation.

Chapter 3, however, only explains zow experience became possible for, not why
experience came to be perceived as central in, the economy of modern self-formation.
Chapter 4, “The Consequences of a Divergent Temporality,” addresses this latter issue.
This is the most theoretical of the chapters, and its argument can only be touched upon
here. Yet this chapter is also one of the most crucial: by addressing what is at stake in
the role of experience in self-formation, it lays the groundwork for the next chapter which
addresses the question as to why experience has been so insisted upon since the late
1960s. It shows how the most pressing problem faced by the modern self has been the
proliferation of the new, of unexpectedness—of complexity, in other words—against which
the weight of tradition or a divinely sanctioned order of things no longer offer a
protective buffer. Because the opening of the future by the late 18™ century fostered
unbridled unexpectedness, the modern self, no longer always already defined in terms of
caste or fate, had to devise strategies for countering and containing an overwhelming
increase in temporal complexity, lest it lose a sense of difference between itself and its
environment—lest in other words it altogether dissolve. This is where experience, which
involves the integration of the new within a revisable past and a provisional present,

comes into play. The key to understanding the insistence—Thompsonian or otherwise—on
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experience lies in how the modern self not only allowed for but also required experience
in order to maintain a temporally extended sense of its own continuity in the midst of

temporal discontinuity and increased temporalized complexity.

After the lengthy but necessary preliminary work of the preceding chapters,
Chapter 5, “Experience Diagnosed,” argues in a variation on a Benjamian theme that
before the role of experience in self-formation can be dismissed or confirmed, let alone
diagnosed, the status of its socio-historical conditions of possibility—of which
temporality is perhaps the most important one—must first be ascertained. The last few
decades have indeed witnessed considerable systemic socio-economic and cultural
transformations, and death certificates have been, rightly or wrongly, meted out to most
modernist leitmotifs, of which experience is but one. Yet at hand in much theorizing on
experience in the Erfahrungshunger decades to this day has precisely been the tendency
to posit as anthropologically innate, or as trans-historically given, that which is on the
contrary socio-culturally specific and historically contingent. The point here, however, is
not to settle such a historical issue by either celebrating or lamenting the persistence or
the erosion of experience as a constitutive element of modern self-formation; the point
here is instead to merely shift the burden of proof. Rather than presume the centrality of
experience in matters of self-formation, those who would appeal to experience must
instead first consider whether still subsist, today, the socio-historical conditions of
possibility for such a role for experience. It may be beyond the scope of this study to

determine whether experience still does, or indeed even should, continue to occupy a
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central role in issues of self-formation, or whether the future oriented temporality upon
which it is predicated has been as operative over the last two decades as it has been over
the last two centuries; such questions must nevertheless be raised and, in order to do so,
it is legitimate to have as working hypothesis that what may have held sway for the better

part of modernity may no longer be prevalent today.

Based on such a working hypothesis, this chapter proceeds by considering the
status of current temporality. But rather than conjure some deus ex machina, such as the
postmodern notion of some cataclysmic “rupture,” this chapter considers a problem
internal to the dynamic of modernity in general and experience in particular: the
proliferation of the new and the exacerbation of unexpectedness following the late 18M
century opening of the future. It is argued here that so unbridled have become innovation
and unexpectedness that “a present geared to accelerated innovation is beginning to
devour the future,” as Helga Nowotny puts it, for “the future is disposed of as if it were
present, and an extended present is thereby produced.”® Unexpectedness becomes what is
most expected, and the new is no longer new. In such a temporal context, where the past
and future fail to diverge from an ubiquitous present, and where temporal mediation thus
gives way to what Michel Freitag has called a new “culture of immediacy,”* the

diagnostic section of this chapter shows how the Thompsonian appeal to immediate

2 Time: The Modern and Postmodern Experience, trans. Neville Plaice (Cambridge:
Polity Press, 1994), pp. 11, 52-53. '

2Le naufrage de I’université (Paris: La Découverte, 1995), p. 156
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experience is not merely an attempt to bypass ideological mediation through recourse to
the perceived resiliency of the immediate; it is also a symptom of the growing
incapacity, today, to be otherwise than immediate. And the experience to be had in such
a state of affairs is not of the sort which the Thompsonian appeal had in mind—it instead
bears a resemblance to those brute punctual shocks bereft of lasting meaning which
Benjamin calls Erlebnis—except that such punctual experiences are not to be seen, as
Benjamin would have it, as coterminous with modernity as such; they are instead the
recent result of the last few decades—the Erfahrungshunger decades—in which modermnity,
much in the manner suggested by Fredric Jameson regarding the cultural logic of late

capitalism, has been exacerbated beyond the capacity for being coped with.

If there has been a hunger for experience, it is not because experience is a given—it
is because it has become a problem. The very accelerated tempo with which are
produced endless disparate images and units of information reduces the time at one’s
disposal for reacting to them and, in so doing, narrows the gap between past, present and
future required for processing the disparate into temporally extended meaningfulness—in
other words into experience. In the insistence of experience can be seen, in short, what
Huyssen calls in a different but related context “an expression of the basic human need to

live in extended structures of time, however they may be organised."*

22 Twilight Memories, p. 9.






CHAPTER L

Erfahrungshunger



1. The Irreducibility of Experience

If Thompson focused on experience and its relation to culture it was, as he himself made
clear, in order both to allow for the subject to re-enter history’'—agency was indeed being
considerably manhandled at the time by semiology and structuralism— and to
rehistoricize class rather than to write it off, as Marxist structuralism was wont to do, as
the mere hapless “effect of an ulterior structure.”” By the time Thompson set out to
write his history of the English working class, Althusser’s particular version of
_structuralism had indeed turned ideology into so tentacular an entity that the very
possibility of agency, resistance, let alone concerted political action, became wishful
thinking at best. It was no longer sufficient to clamour for counter-histories and local
cultures, readily penetrable as these appeared to be by ideology and which, as such,
were unable to guarantee the specificity of group identity without which such groups

would hardly be in a position to differentiate themselves from other groups (such as those

! The Poverty of Theory, (London: Merlin, 1978), p. 238.

2 Ibid., p.238. By the late 1960s, the New Left and what has retrospectively been
dubbed “cultural studies” had splintered into what Stuart Hall calls the two paradigms of
‘culturalism’ (initiated in Great Britain by Richard Hoggart, Raymond Williams and
Thompson) and of ‘structuralism’ (fostered by Lévi-Strauss and Althusser). The
resulting situation was one in which, as Jim McGuigan notes "Culturalism can be aligned
with Karl Marx's ‘men [sic] make their own history’, and structuralism with ‘not in
conditions of their own making.’ " Cultural Populism (London: Routledge, 1992), cited
in Toan Davies, Cultural Studies and Beyond (New York: Routledge, 1995), p. 119.
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of the ruling class), let alone articulate their own socio-economic interests. Counter-
histories, moreover, had yet to be written , and subaltern cultures , when present, were in
need of re-invigoration. Group or class specificity, in other words, needed to be
delineated beforehand so that counter-histories might then be retrospectively
constructed. This is what Thompson tried to do when, in order to avoid what he perceived
to be the structuralist reduction of class to the passive effect of an ulterior structure, while
at the same time conceding that the pervasiveness of hegemonic cultural and linguistic
domination was not to be sneezed at, he contended that class specificity (which is a
necessary prelude to the articulation of class interests) resides in the specificity of their
daily immediate experiences— experiences which are determined by the position of a class
within a mode of production, and which are mediated or “handled” (as he himself
repeatedly puts it in his preface to The Making of the English Working Class) within the
local or regionalized culture of a particular class. It is by means of such a localized
sharing and articulation of experience, so Thompson tells us, that a class can achieve self
consciousness, come to discern its socio-economic interests, and thus galvanize itself
into concerted political action. By this, Thompson hopes to allow for the possibility of
agency and class consciousness which is neither naively voluntarist nor sabotaged by
strong structural determinism. As he himself describes what his work attempted to

achieve: “We have explored, both in theory and in practice, those junction concepts
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(such as ‘need, ‘class’, and ‘determine’) by which , through the missing term

‘experience,” structure is transmuted into process, and the subject re-enters history.””

The expectations tied to the anti-hegemonic potential of experience, then, were
sanguine—to say the least: echoing Thompson’s position, Peter Fuller tells us that
“_.courageous, empirical fidelity to experience can, under certain circumstances at least,
cut through ideology. Experience is not wholly determined by ideology: it is very often at
odds with it, causing constant ruptures and fissures within the ideological ice flows.”™
And Thompson’s wager on experience was hardly an isolated anomaly, reinforced as it
was by the culturalist current of British Marxism (with names such as Raymond
Williams and John Berger) and, later, by strands of feminism, of subaltern and gay
studies and of historians of difference. Just as for Thompson the immediacy of
experience, that “raw material” which consciousness elaborates in “class ways” within a
specific culture, need but be inserted within a counter history in order for class
consciousness to arise and agency to materialize, likewise have certain feminist and
subaltern endeavours called for a politics of experience, telling us for example as Messer-
Davidow does that “we come to recognize that agencies and perspectives are centred in

our selves...by grounding ourselves in our experiences, politicising them, and together

3 The Poverty of Theory, p. 170 (cited in Scott, “the Evidence of Experience,” p. 784.)

* Beyond the Crisis in Art (London: Writers and Readers, 1980), p233.



19

constructing a collective reality.” Much rides on experience, in other words, and because
it is perceived precisely as that one element which allows for a flaw or fissure in what
might otherwise be an unassailable and all-pervading hegemonic order, it is imperative
that it not be subjected to ideological mediation. Ioan Davies in fact goes so far as to
characterize Thompson’s life work as a “search for experience that has not been

mediated.”®

But if this search for unmediated experience was eventually to become frenetic, it
was because after Althusser, experience itself was increasingly considered as the last
vestige of an antiquated philosophy of consciousness, as so much claptrap, in other
words, which was hardly exempt from ideological determination. Since the linguistic
turn, the relation of experience to language has indeed been seen in a different light:
Parole was no longer that which carries to verbal expression the pre-discursive unsaid of
experience, and meaning was considered as appearing only with the signifier. Meaning
was in other words not so much the meaning of experience—it was not, to phrase it
differently, the meaning experience would have had before its expression— than it was

instead the meaning experience can receive in a discourse which articulates it within a

5 Cited in Elizabeth J. Bellamy and Artemis Leontis, “A Genealology of Experience:
From Epistemology to Politics,” The Yale Journal of Criticism 6, 1 (1993): p. 172.

¢ Cultural Studies and Beyond, p. 100.
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system of signifying oppositions.” No longer conflated with its expression, experience
alone was no longer in a posi:[ion to convey one’s status as exploiter or exploitee, as elite
or subaltern, by the mere fact of belonging to someone so positioned in the structural
whole of society. Because the very consciousness of one’s position is always already
mediated by ideology, discourse and language, mechanisms of domination and
repression are no longer to be deduced from one’s structural position as such: “By
bringing to light the heterogeneity of the signifier to lived experience [expérience
vécuel,” Vincent Descombes reminds us, “semiology involved a political lesson. It
showed how the hold of institutions over individuals amounted to the domination ofa
language.” ® And it is of course precisely on such a décalage between experience and
knowledge that rests Althusser’s notion of ideology—a notion according to which the
rapport of lived experience to the real conditions of existence is at best imaginary, and
certainly not an epistemological access to the real. If it is true, as it is according to
Althusser, that ideology is the “imaginary relationship of individuals to the real

conditions in which they live,” ? and that this ideology is “identical with the ‘lived’

7 A concise presentation of this issue, which deals specifically with the
problematization of experience following developments in semiology from the 1950s
through the 1970s, can be found in chapter 3 of Vincent Descombes, Le méme et
Uautre: Quarante-cing ans de philosophie frangaise (1933-1 978), (Paris: Minuit, 1979).

8 Le méme et I"autre, p.129. My emphasis and translation. Unless otherwise indicated,
all translations are my own.

91 ,ouis Althusser, “Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses,” Lenin and
Philosophy and Other Essays, trans. Ben Brewster (London: New Left Books, 1971),
p.165.
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experience of human existence itself,”!° then ideology is indeed not to be bypassed by
appeals to experience. All of this of course spelled considerable trouble for those who
had staked the condition of possibility of agency on a dialectic of class conflict which
presupposed consciousness, or at least the possibility of consciousness, of one’s class
position within a mode of production. In fact, things did not fare well for any approach
which hoped that the mere fact of being positioned in the larger social whole, say, as
woman, subaltern or differently abled, was a sufficient condition of possibility for a
certain form of consciousness. Unlike phenomenology (such as Merleau-Ponty’s), which
endowed subjectivity with a certain Spie/raum, or room for manoeuver, by allowing for
the cogito to be derived from the percipio, or at least by considering as equiprimordial
both understanding and affective situatedness (in the manner of pre—kehre Heidegger’s
Verstehen, Befindlichkeit and Stimmung, as well as post-Gadamerian renderings of
applicatio), structuralism on the contrary underscored the disjunction between experience
and knowledge and, as a result, it doomed to failure any theory advocating that
experiences specific to a group could lead to individual or collective consciousness and,
in so doing, allow for the articulation of one’s interests in terms of which political action

might be concerted.

Tt was precisely in response to this epistemological turn of events that the

culturalist strain in British Marxism, as well subsequent strands in feminism and

10 Cjted in “A Genealogy of Experience: From Epistemology to Politics,” p. 173.
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subaltern studies, came to see experience as that which, by virtue of its pre-discursive
material immediacy, radically demarcates itself from and therefore evades discursive or
ideological mediation and determination. Because, as Thompson saw it, the imposition of
state ideolo gy “cannot succeed unless there is congruence between the imposed rules and
view of life and the necessary business of living in a given mode of production,”!
something was indeed needed whiéh might sabotage such a congruence and, in so
doing, bypass mediation and strong structural determination. Of the possible candidates,
the perceived non-mediatedness, or immediacy, of experience proved to be particularly
seductive: because of its seemingly pristine, that is, its non-mediated or immediate and
therefore non-discursive or non-ideological contact with environing social being,
experience represented just that sort of ideolo gically untainted “raw material” (to use
Thompson’s expression) which, in order to precipitate (in the chemical sense of the term)
into class or group self-consciousness and agency, needed but be articulated by a
regionalized culture sufficiently specific to those sharing particular experiences.
Experience, in short, represented the stuff (in the sense of it’s Germanic cognate, Stoff,
that is, resistant material) which, impervious as it appeared to be to discursive or
ideological penetration, might furnish the material building blocks from which counter-
histories could be constructed and subaltern cultures reinforced. Such perceptions of the

counter-hegemonic potential of experience were of course encouraged by the

connotations the word had acquired in the Anglo-American world: from a term which

' The Poverty of Theory, p. 367
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from the 17™ to the early 18" century implied knowledge gained through both a reliance
on the past as well as through observation untainted, as Francis Bacon would say, by
church dogma, superstition and other obscurantist idols, the concept of experience
semantically shifted by the mid 18" century not only to that which opposed reason, but
also to that which is “full and active awareness” of both feeling and thought and which, as
such, assumed an aura of authenticity with which reasoning and ideas could not
dispense.'? As we shall see in the next chapter, the German equivalents of experience,
whether as Erfahrung or as the early 19" century neologism Erlebnis, are likewise
informed by a conceptual and etymological history which could but encourage the
association of experience with notions of counter-hegemonic resistance, as can be seen in
the recourse, by certain members of the Frankfurt School and by certain
phenomenologists, to Erfahrung as a means of countering given or dominant horizons
of understanding, and as can also be seen in the recourse by Lebensphilosophie to
Erlebnis as a means of opposing the mediacy of abstract reason with the immediacy of

the concretely lived.

2 Raymond Williams, Keywords: 4 Vocabulary of Culture and Society, rev. ed.
(New York, 1985), p. 126. If the semantic history of the concept of experience has been a
long one in the Anglo-American world, where empiricism itself has travelled a long
journey, it follows a more convoluted trajectory in Germany: not only does it fork into
Erlebnis and Erfahrung by the end of the 18th century, but it enjoys an intermittent vogue
(in either of these two guises) which fluctuates in tandem with larger social and political
(and not just philosophical) developments. This will be dealt with at length in subsequent
chapters .
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Thompson’s notion of experience, however, does not seek to rehabilitate the
“other” of reason in the manner that Erlebnis had in certain popularizations of late 19t
and early 20™ century Lebensphilosophie; it instead wagers on the “other” of what is
perceived as the immateriality of signification-- an immateriality which, bereft as it is of
non-malleable resistance to external meddling, readily and pliably lends itself to
ideological mediation, contamination and appropriation. Althusser in particular and
theorists in general were for Thompson but so many “idealists” (as he himself put it)
whose ethereal theorizing has always had a penchant for manhandling the concrete énd
the real, those “real men and real women” to whom Thompson frequently refers with
vituperative pathos. If experience plays a central role, then, in certain theories hoping to
vindicate agency, it is because of its assumed unmediated proximity with materiality—a
materiality which, by the fact that it lends itself to touch, somehow appears as less
mediated and thus less open to ideological tampering, much as for Locke the qualities of
material spatial extension, lending themselves as they do to palpable verification and thus
Jess prone as they are to perceptual distortion, are considered as qualities more primary
than the more fickle and secondary qualities of sight or sound which are more
susceptible to meddlesome and distorting external interference. It is true that , in order to
avoid both empirical positivism (and the naively voluntarist notion of agency it implies)
as well as Althusser’s strong structural determinism, Thompson proposed that
experience be understood less as binarily opposed to structure than as a mediating third
term inserted in the “dialogue between social being and social consciousness” (where

social being is the material reality of social structure) and in the interaction between
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“conditioning”and “agency” and at the “intersection between determination and self
activity;”® it nevertheless remains that his notion of experience, by virtue of its non-
mediated contact with the real (social being), is itself imbued with material properties:
“Thus change takes place in social being which then gives rise to change in experience,”
Thompson explains, “...and this experience exerts pressure on existent social
consciousness, raises questions, and furnishes the material for intellectual elaboration.”*
As “raw material” and in the manner of a Gegenstand, Thompson’s notion of experience
stands against, presses and impinges upon consciousness, and although dependent on its
retrospective mediation and articulation within a local culture, this experience
nevertheless has all the makings of the spatially extended solidity of matter—matter which
can presumably, by virtue of its material immediacy, circumvent ideological mediation
(and thus ideological determination) and which, in so doing, can serve as the ground from

which resistance can be mustered, sociability constructed and political action

coordinated.

This Thompsonian notion of experience, as Scott and others have already pointed
out, has found its way in numerous strains of feminist epistemologies, histories of
difference and subaltern studies, and rooted as it is in pre-discursive materiality, it is

hardly surprising that it should have lately migrated to what is considered by many to be

13 The Poverty of Theory, pp. 224, 225, 228.

Y Tbid., p.200. My emphasis
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the last enclave of resistance against ideological contamination— the perceived non-
discursive material immediacy of the body itself. As Elizabeth Bellamy and Artemis
Leontis have shown, some feminist strands indeed go so far as to “offer experience, qua
women’s experience of alienation from their own bodies, as the evidence of difference,”’®
while others, by contending that the very materiality of social practice somehow
institutes a disruptive fissure within the hegemony of dominant discursive practices, if
not within language itself (which not a few consider to be permeated by patriarchal
structures), have retreated, as Scott has noted, to “the biological or physical ‘experience’
of the body” itself.”'® Others still propose that resistance to dominant ideology or
“discursive regimes” is to be mustered by the bodily (and therefore immediate)
experiences of oppression --experiences which can be retrospectively articulated by

counter histories and then harnessed into political awareness, as if the experience of

oppression were itself somehow the source of resistance to it."” But Fredric Jameson

15 “A Genealogy of Experience,” p. 167.

16 “The Evidence of Experience”, pp. 787-788. Scott has noted that such a shift to
immediate bodily experience follows (for example) from Christine Stansell’s “insistence
that ‘social practices’, in all their ‘immediacy and entirety’ constitute a domain of
‘sensuous experience’ (a pre-discursive reality directly felt, seen and known) that cannot
be subsumed by language.”

7 Ibid., p. 27. As Rita Felski likewise observes, various attempts to establish a
feminist epistemology have argued that “women’s access to truth is less a result of
distinctive psycho-sexual characteristics than of their social experience of subordination.”
The problem with such an approach, Felski further notes, is in “assuming some kind of
necessary relationship between subordination and critical opposition to it"—after all,
“being oppressed is no guarantee of clarity of vision or possession of truth.” To this
Felski adds that attempts to ground a specifically feminine epistemology in the
specificity of women’s experience is condemned to failure, for in “assuming some
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soberly reminds us that “we must be very suspicious of the reference to the body as an
appeal to immediacy (the warning goes back to the very first chapter of Hegel’s
Phenomenology); even Foucault’s medical and penal work can be read as an account of
the construction of the body which rebukes premature immediacy.”'® Furthermore, the
recent obsession with the body, following the earlier infatuation with space '* and with
“power, although it might yield some occasional insights, is of course hardly in a position
to vindicate the historical materialism with which, as if to appease Bourdieu, it often
fancies itself allied: “Materialism,” Jameson points out, “is scarcely achieved by a litany
of the body...” and the materialism of the body “... should not be confused with a
historical materialism that turns on praxis and on the mode of production.”” But at stake
here in the recent obsession with the materiality of non-mediated bodily experience is not
just an attempt to redeem historical, let alone dialectical, materialism-something which
an exclusive reliance on immediate material experience, bodily or otherwise,is hardly in a

position to accomplish anyway; at stake is instead the condition of possibility of an active

common denominator of female experience as an authenticating foundation of feminist
politics, they fail to recognize that the relationship between female subordination and
feminist resistance is a contingent one, that there is no a priori antagonism of masculinity
and femininity through which women are constituted as appositional political subjects.”
“Feminism, Postmodernism and the Critique of Modernity,” Cultural Critique (Fall
1989): pp. 39-41.

18 «Op ‘Cultural Studies’ ” Social Text 34 (Winter 1993): p. 44. My emphasis.

19 Although the “rehabilitation”of space in response to too exclusive an emphasis on
time began of course with Henri Lefébvre’s 1974 study, La production de [’espace, it was
not until the mid- 1980s that space was appropriated by postmodernist theorists.

20 «Qp ‘Cultural Studies,” ” p. 44.
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subject and of a ground from which can be erected strategies of resistance (to use the
jargon of the 1980s) and a politics of identity (to use the slogan of the 1990s) that can
evade the hegemony of ideology or, to use one of the numerous expressions currently in
vogue, the dominant “discursive formations.” Indeed, the centrality of immediate and
materially grounded experience as a buttress to agency and identity continues to this day
in those currents in feminism and subaltern studies which presuppose a non-mediated
homology or correlation between one’s structural position? one’s socioeconomic
interests, one’s propensity for certain types of experiences and certain forms of

Cconsciousness or awareness.

That Thompson would endorse some of the uses to which has been put his notion
of experience is of course unlikely, but that is beside the point. Regardless of
Thompson’s motivations, this turn to the material immediacy of bodily experiences is
but the logical unfolding of the tenor of his argument which, after all, attempts to
ground group specificity and sociability in the non-discursive. Since within Thompson’s
history of the English working class, as well as in certain strains of social histories of
difference, of feminist epistemologies and other subaltern endeavours, all forms of
mediation and discursivity are considered fair game for ideological penetration, the turn

{o the immediate and the non-discursive is to be expected, and the migration towards if

2L Sych a position can be proletarian, subaltern, physically challenged, gyno- or
andro-centric— the list is as endless as are the groups and micro-groups currently
competing amongst one another for recognition.
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not the fetishization of material immediacy is but an extrapolation of such a turn. Such
an argument, however, represents more than a mere theoretical blunder or faux pas. In
their bid to circumvent ideological or discursive mediation by predicating class or group
specificity, sociability and agency on the non-discursive immediacy of experience, such
experience-oriented theories advance an argument which is not so much specious as it is
dangerous: there is indeed nothing within the logic of such an argument that precludes the
hypostatization of other non-discursive bases for group membership and specificity—
bases which can as readily be those of immediate experiences as they can be those, say,
of the perceived non-discursive materiality of biological characteristics, or of the physical
markers of ethnicity and sexuality which, by virtue of just such a perceived non-
negotiable material immediacy, appear as less penetrable by ideology. If indeed the
criterion for the perceived disruptive anti-hegemonic potential, if not the authenticity, of -
experience is its non-mediatedness and if, as we saw earlier, such a criterion can readily
lead to a fetishization of the material if not of the body itself (which not a few perceive as
the last enclave of resistance where the non-mediated specificity of experience is
“registered” or “inscribed,” in the manner of Kafka’s penal colony, as so many tattoos

and body piercings testifying to the irreducibly singular and irrecuperable),? then what

22As Sylvain Houde noted in his review of a recent feminist colloquium held in
Montreal, “it is Chantal Maille, director of the Simone de Beauvoir Institute at
Concordia University, feminist de la premiere heure, who most unsettled public
certitudes by making the body into the locus of the next revolution. Invoking the ‘modern
primitive movement,” she affirmed that ‘our body is becoming a new locus of struggle,
which lays claim to its difference through actions such as body piercing.”” “Les booms et
1I’echo,” Voir 12, 7 (19-25 Feb, 1998): p. 6. My translation.
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starts out as an attempt to account for a non-mediated locus of “resistance” and agency
can end up as a surenchére of immediacy which but a nudge by a cluster of circumstances
can propel towards what Michael Piore has termed “biologism”®~ an increasingly
common trend whereby “a person’s entire identity resides in a single physical
characteristic, whether it be of blackness, of deafness or of homosexuality.”* Blut und
Boden can then be but a step away, and not a few tribalisms have taken just that step. But
the step from an appeal to the immediacy of experience, whether from certain theories
hoping to account for the possibility of agency, or from new social movements struggling
for the recognition of group specificity, to rabid tribalistic convulsions and neo-ethnic
fundamentalisms is of course only a possible step and not a necessary one; and the link
between these two trends is certainly not one of affinity, and still less one of causality.
What the parallelism between the two does suggest, however, is that in spite of their
divergent motivations and means, they both nevertheless attempt to ground group
specificity by appealing to immediacy—by appealing, in other words, to something
which is less a historical product or construct than it is a given and natural entity,
whether it be of the essence of a Volk, as in current tribalisms, or the essence of material
experiences specific to groups, as in certain strains of Alltagsgeschichte, of North

American feminist epistemologies and other experience-oriented theories and new social

2 Beyond Individualism (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1995).

4 Todd Gitlin, “La droite américaine manipule le sentiment national,” Le Monde
Diplomatique (November 1995): p.6.
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movements. %> But as shall become clearer in the next section, if a potential for
biologism and the spectre of neo-ethnic tribalism are close at hand in some current
cultural theorising and new social movements, it is because the reliance on immediate
experience opens the back door to what was booted out the front door, namely, the
naturalization and ontologisation precisely of that which one had initially set out to

historicize.

25 The tendency to naturalize what is historically contingent and culturally constructed
is of course not limited to the aforementioned trends, but on the contrary has found its
way in neo-liberal or monetarist economic policy (where the laws of the Market have
now assumed the trans-temporal stature of natural law), in politics (where the Market
represents a natural zelos or fate to which one can but submit, and against which defiance
is as silly as would be defiance against, say, the law of thermodynamics), and of course
in the increasing trend toward the naturalization and justification of social inequities
through a new form of social Darwinism thinly disguised as genetics, but as ideologically
charged as and only slightly less coarse than 19™ century phrenology which, by
naturalizing socio-pathology and social standing in terms of cranial protuberances, did
much to legitimize each individual’s economic lot, thereby buttressing that very liberal
economic policy which has resurfaced over the last two decades.
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2. The Ontologisation of Experience, the Naturalization of Difference and the Spectre
of Neo-ethnic Tribalism

Theories which hope to account for agency and group specificity by invoking the
immediacy of experience have of course incurred scathing critiques, and these have
come not only from Althusserians, who have always had a healthy distrust towards
premature or bad immediacy, but also from poststructuralists, for whom the term
“experience,” like so many other modernist categories, is but a “nostalgic yearning for
presence,”” as well as from postgadamerian hermeneutics, according to which the
anticipatory structure of understanding precludes any recourse to immediacy, let alone to
the immediacy of experience. But of import here is not the viability of certain
experience-oriented theories, which can be readily debunked on various epistemological
grounds, whether Kantian, phenomenological, Althusserian, Marxist or Luhmanian, and
which can likewise be easily rebuked for political irresponsibility; of import instead are
the repercussions entailed by the misuse of categories such as experience— repercussions
which beyond polite theoretical inquiry reverberate within the social and which, as such,
suggest that there is indeed a certain urgency to examining the category of experience.

To wager on the immediacy of experience (or of anything else, for that matter) in a bid to

26 As Derrida put it in Of Grammatology (Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press,
1976): “*experience’ has always designated the relationship with a presence, whether that
relationship had the form of consciousness or not.” Cited in “A Genealogy of
Experience,” p. 182.
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outsmart ideology (or commodification or “discursive regimes”), is indeed to give rise to
a series of problems, not least of which is the tendency noted by Scott towards
naturalising or ontologising those very attributes, whether of class, gender or ethnicity,

which if anything are more in need of historical analysis.

Although such a tendency within experience-oriented theories is of course rarely
thematized, and rarer still is it intended, it nevertheless logically follows from the
argument according to which group identity, specificity and concerted political action
have as their condition of possibility the non-mediated experiences which bind or are
shared by their members. While it is true that this argument admits that the “raw
material”of experience must be “handled” within a culture in order for it to materialize
into class (or subaltern, or woman’s) consciousness, it nevertheless maintains that the
specificity of class resides in experience understood as that non-mediated interstice
which, in Thompson’s words, is located “between social consciousness and social being”
or at “the intersection between determination and self-activity.” And as Scott has argued,it
is precisely by predicating identity and agency on shared non-mediated experiences, that
certain historians of difference and cultural theorists in fact “locate resistance outside its
discursive construction and reify agency as an inherent attribute of individuals...”-a
move which, when pushed to its logical conclusion, “naturalizes categories such as

woman, black, white, heterosexual and homosexual by treating them as given
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characteristics of individuals.”® From such a stance, which is usually more implicitly
present than explicitly embraced, it is hardly surprising that currents of gay-identity
politics (to take but one of the more recent examples) should treat homosexuality, as
Nancy Fraser has noted, “as a substantive, cultural, identificatory positivity, much like an
ethnicity.”®® It may seem unfair to impute to certain experience-oriented theories an
argument which, when carried to its logical conclusion, can as readily foster an

“emancipatory” politics of identity as it can neo-ethnic tribalism.*® The potential for

1 “The Evidence of Experience,” p. 777.

2 “From Redistribution to Recognition? Dilemmas of Justice in a ‘Post-Socialist’
Age,” New Left Review 212 (July-August 1995): p. 83.

PThe scare quotes around “emancipatory” are not intended as derisive, but rather as a
reminder that, demographically speaking, few have been liberated by a tinkering with
language and culture alone. Certain experience-oriented theories have indeed
increasingly divorced themselves from the social phenomena they presume to analyse,
and the disconcerting result has been that the very notions they concocted, in their
initially laudable attempt, in the 1960s and 1970s, to ‘give a voice’ to the oppressed, have
since the 1980s (and particularly glaringly in the 1990s) become little more than
academic and middle class chic: self-proclaimed subversive theoretical concepts such as
‘subaltern studies,” ‘post-colonialism’ and ‘multi-culturalism’ are indeed, as Masao
Miyoshi rightly tells us, but “a luxury largely irrelevant to those who live under the most
wretched conditions,” for “neither nativism, nor pluralism are in their thoughts, only
survival.” (“A Borderless World? From Colonialism to Transnationalism and the Decline
of the Nation-State” Critical Inquiry (Summer 1993): p.748.) If anything has been
emancipated by some recent trends in cultural theory, it has largely been the guilty
conscience of the educated middle-class, a handful of professors and their graduate
students who can materially afford, for the time being at least, to quibble over group
specificity and culture, of difference and “nomadic thought,” and this under the guise of
subversiveness, while those in whose name they presume to speak concern themselves
with such mundane issues as, say, minimal economic security. But it is true that as
current economic policies have been belatedly reverberating within the corridors of
academia itself and have turned the over-production of graduate students into so many
structurally unemployable subjects, claims of subversiveness and euphoric celebrations of
difference have been considerably tamed in the last few years.
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biologism is hardly representative of the intentions of experience-oriented theories which,
after all, focused on the immediacy of experience, rather than on the essence of a group,
in order both to avoid strong structural determination on the one hand, and the
essentializing or naturalizing of class (or of any other subaltern groups) on the other. But
if there cannot be a discursive differentiation of one experience from another— the
counter-hegemonic potential of experience is after all predicated upon its immediacy, and
narrative mediation is thus to be avoided and constructed instead after the fact (of
irreducible experience)— and if a non-discursive common ground uncontaminated by
external tampering is that which provides a guarantee of group authenticity, then the
logical criterion for group specificity can but be those elements which unite groups in
non-discursive ways— elements that can as readily be those of a group’s shared non-
mediated experience, say, of oppression, as they can be those of a group’s biological

characteristics, if not its perceived vélkisch manifest destiny.

But if there is a tendency towards naturalizing, or an “essentializing impulse” (to
use Bellamy’s and Leontis’ apt phrase) at work in experience-oriented theories, it is to be
found not in any intended attempt to establish the essence, as such , of any particular
group or groupuscule; it is instead the consequence of a displacement of this
essentializing impulse from groups to the experiences of those groups—a move which, by
merely displacing the problem it was supposed to address, not only reproduces this
problem elsewhere without solving it but which also, by the very fact of such a

displacement, renders naturalization less visible and therefore all the more insidiously
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seductive. Such a shift was due in large part, as we saw earlier, to the linguistic turn:
before this turn, agency could be and frequently was accounted for by reference to
experience precisely because experience could still be considered as conflated with or as
an extension of consciousness—such was the case, for instance (and there are many more
such instances) with existentialist Marxism, according to which the voluntarist agency
needed for concerted political action, as Vincent Descombes has pointed out, was
predicated to a considerable extent on experience.”® After the linguistic turn, however,
such manoeuvering lost its credibility, and the culturalist current of British Marxism
therefore sought to ground class specificity in those shared immediate experiences
situated berween consciousness and social being (instead of simply “in” consciousness);
as a result, class affiliation and group membership becomes less the product, as such, of
a structurally preordained position within a mode of production, than it instead becomes
a “happening”, as Thompson himself put it, which follows from the cultural handling of
those shared immediate experiences to which one is predisposed by virtue of one’s
structural position within a mode of production. Although retrospectively handled
according to a regionalized culture, these shared experiences are endowed with a certain
material immediacy which, by thus evading ideological mediation and strong structural
determination, help provide a modicum of class specificity and agency. When Thompson

tells us, then, that “class experiences are determined by the productive relations into

30 As Descombes puts it in reference to existentialist Marxism, “the truth of Marxist
theses about class struggle and the necessity of revolution rested on the experience of the
individual who was conscious of existing as either exploited or exploiting.” Le Méme et
[’Autre..., p.141.
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which men are born—or enter involuntarily,” and that “class consciousness is the way in
which these experiences are handled in cultural terms,”" he is not appealing to an
essence of the working class which alone allows for certain forms of experience, nor is he
proposing an essence of the working class lurking in some shadowy recess and in need of
but a nudge for it to blossom into self-awareness; he is instead claiming that a class is
so structurally positioned so as to be exposed to specific material and pre-discursive
experiences, and that as a result of the judicious retrospective mediation of these
experiences within a class culture, these experiences become explicitly shared. Class, in
other words, “happens”. The “essentializing impulse” at work in Thompson’s argument,
then, is at the service not of the nature of a given structural position, but rather of the
material experiences to which one is predisposed by being placed in such a structural
position. And what is naturalized is not so much the “experiencers” than it is the
experiences—experiences which instead of being culturally constructed and historically
contingent are considered unmediated and given. The very category of experience by
means of which Thompson hoped to re-historicize class and, in so doing, counter both
the ahistorical reduction of class to a synchronically and structurally determined variable
as well as what he perceived to be the orthodox Marxist essentializing of class, turns out
to be that category through which the ahistorical naturalisation he sought to avoid re-
enters through the back door. Although less visible than when couched in the more

traditional terms of a philosophy of consciousness, the de-historicized ontologisation and

3\ The Making of the English Working Class (London: Gollancz, 1963), p.10



naturalisation of class are shifted about only in order to resurface elsewhere, and what
started as a historicization of the English working class ends up instead as its
naturalisation, except that what is naturalised is not the inherent essence of a class, but
rather the material experiences on the basis of which class can happen. As Scott puts it
in her assessment of the Thompsonian appeal to experience: “Working-class experience

is now the ontological foundation of working-class identity, politics, and identity.”*

While Scott has rightly diagnosed the naturalizing tendency in theories and social
movements appealing to the immediacy of experience, she is amiss, however, both with
regard to Thompson and, more important, with regard to the implications of how
experience has subsequently been used by various theories of agency and identity, when
she attributes to Thompson’s cultural theory the will to hegemonically unify “diverse
people into that coherent (totalizing) whole which is distinctive of class.”® Aside from

2934

the fact that class as such is hardly a “totalizing whole,”* what has been overlooked is

32 “The Evidence of Experience,” p. 786.

33 «The Evidence of Experience,” pp. 184-185. Such a charge can of course likewise
apply to other experience-oriented theories. In the case for example of North American
feminism, Rita Felski notes that “Black women have criticized the tendency of white
middle-class females to deduce a generalized notion of female experience from their own
lives, and both they and Marxist feminists have challenged attempts to deduce a
distinctive common denominator which unites the experiences of all women across
historical, class, racial, and national boundaries.” Beyond Feminist Aesthetics. Feminist
Literature and Social Change (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1989), p. 26.

3 For arecent healthy corrective to hastily concocted notions of class, see Jameson’s
“Marx’s Purloined Letter, ” New Left Review 209 (Jan/Feb. 1995): pp. 75-109.
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that the cultural model proposed by Thompson and other subsequent experience-oriented
theories entails less that differences be dissolved, so as to insure their hegemonic
inclusion within a group, than that they be evacuated or cleansed so as to prevent the
contamination of group specificity. While it is true that Thompson advanced his notion of
immediate experience, as we saw earlier, because the imbrication of cultural mediation
within discursive processes was perceived as that which made culture vulnerable to
ideological penetration, and because in contrast experience, when endowed with an
element of immediacy in its contact with reality—even if only in the form of punctual
brute feeling or bodily sensation—seemed less prone to such ideological contamination,
his notion of experience nevertheless depended on a retrospective and regionalised
cultural “handling” in order for it to consolidate into group self-awareness and to channel
itself into concerted political action. Since it is upon a culture’s proximity to or affinity
with a group (as opposed to a culture either imposed from above or imported from
elsewhere) that is predicated the efficiency with which a local culture can both do justice
to a group’s non-mediated experiences (and in so doing demarcate the group’s
specificity) as well as articulate these experiences in terms of the group’s local mores
and interests (and in so doing circumvent the always already of ideology while harnessing
group experiences for counter-hegemonic political action), then a group’s “difference” is
sustainable only if it both bypasses its absorption into dominant ideology (lest
appropriation ensue) and avoids its dissipation into groups and cultures different from
itself (lest there follow entropy and therefore a weakening of resistance ). The very fact

of a group’s difference, after all, is predicated on its differentiation from and not its
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fusion with or dissolution into other adjoining groups, however subaltern and peripheral
these themselves might also be. Thompson indeed repeatedly emphasizes that the
materialisation of class consciousness hinges upon a culture specific to it where values
and norms are shared and consolidated rather than dispersed, and as he himself tells us,
«_..class happens when some men, as a result of common experiences (inherited or
shared) , feel and articulate the identity of their interests as between themselves, and as
against other men whose interests are different from (and usually opposed to) theirs.”®
That Thompson here should define a group’s identity and interests as necessarily different
from (and only as “usually,” not necessarily, opposed to) those of other groups is no mere
happenstance but on the contrary a consequence of the “local culture” argument: indeed,
although Thompson meant “as against other men” in the Hegelian sense that there
cannot be slaves without masters, or, as he put it, “nor deference without squires and
labourers,” ¢ there is nevertheless nothing within the logic of his argument that
guarantees that there cannot also be whites without blacks, ethnic Serbs without ethnic
Albanians, and the differentiation of which he speaks can as well apply horizontally to
neighbouring or adjacent groups as it can apply vertically to dominant ideology. The

logic inherent to such a position, then, leads less to a “dissolving” of difference than it

does to a surenchére or exacerbation of difference; and just as there is nothing in

35 The Making of the English Working Class, p. 9. My emphasis.

36 Ibid., p. 9. It is of course ironic that Thompson, who shuns anything remotely
smacking of idealism, should actually refer, if obliquely, to the Hegelian master-slave
dialectic in order to buttress his claim to cultural differentiation.
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Thompson’s theory of experience or its subsequent incarnations that precludes a
migration towards biologism, likewise is there nothing in the complementary “local
culture” argument that prevents a group from shifting to neo-ethnic entrenchment in the
name of it’s specificity instead of inciting to broad inter-group coalitions a la
Mouffe/Laclau. ¥ While the “local culture” argument of course does not intend nor
necessarily lead to neo-ethnic tribalistic entrenchment where differences are to be
evacuated, purged and cleansed as so many foreign bodies, neither is it necessarily (if
at all-- if current events in certain regions are any indicator) conducive to the peaceful
dialogical co-existence of tolerant micro-groups within some playfully pluralistic

carnival.

It is true that by stripping the concept of class of all teleological , structural and
universalizing elements, Thompson helped steer critical thought and historiography
from the temptation of both economic and structural determinism and, in so doing, he
has bequeathed what has been rightly regarded as a brilliant study of the English working
class; but by predicating class specificity upon its perceived ideologically irreducible
experiences and local cultural "handling" of those experiences, Thompson unwittingly
ends up with an entity whose raison d’étre risks becoming the fact of its difference.
Thompson, malgré lui, makes class (as strands of subaltern studies, along with certain

new social movements, were later to do with their own respective constituencies) into

37 Their position on this matter can be found in their Hegemony and Socialist Strategy
(London: Verso, 1985).
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but one among many other claims to difference competing amongst one another both for
recognition and for the general population’s dwindling access to material resources.”® If
pushed to its limits while remaining within the terms of its own logic, Thompson’s use of
experience assists not so much in the making of the English working class, or of any other
class for that matter, than it does in the unmaking of that class into a proliferation of
microgroups bent not on dissolving but on exacerbating difference. ¥ And it is not
without a certain ironical twist of fate that the very concept of experience deployed by
Thompson to re-historicize class and to re-endow it with a modicum of agency should
come back to haunt him and turn against him: in the current wave of what Jameson calls
“the immense movement of demarxification,” where scare quotes have indeed become de
rigueur when economic issues, let alone class issues, are so much as mentioned, the
resurrection of class issues is certainly not de bon fon, and particularly so for those very
experience-oriented theories and social movements directly or indirectly spawned by the

work of the History Workshops of the 1970s — those very movements, in other words, to

38 That problems of recognition and re-distribution should be mentioned here in the
same breath is no timid attempt to appease, or syncretic attempt to reconcile, the
generally polarized opposition between, on the one hand, the social democratic concern
with minimally equitable economic distribution, and on the other, the purely cultural
concern with identity, specificity and recognition. Rather, in the spirit of Nancy Fraser,
these two opposing schemes are to be seen as interdependent. See her “I'rom
Redistribution to Recognition? Dilemmas of Justice in a ‘Post-socialist” Age.”

9 This is not , however, to imply that class is not a viable sociologico-cultural
category as such—in this regard, see Jameson’s “On Cultural Studies” and “Marx’s
Purloined Letter.” When it deals with the socio-historical constitution of subjectivity,
culture and interests, class is indeed far more useful a category than are the regressive
ones of neo-cthnicity.
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which are attributed or which frequently lay claim to a Marxist lineage yet for which, as
Jameson put it, "...the denunciation of the concept of class has become an obligatory
gesture today, as though we all know that race, gender and ethnicity were more

satisfactory concepts or more fundamental, prior, concrete, existential experiences."*

Since it is just such an entrenchment of groups within their difference that harbors
the spectre of neo-ethnic tribalism, there is a certain irony, then, to the frequent
invocation, to this day, of the "local culture" argument as an antidote to the very neo-
ethnic tribalism it implicitly fosters. This argument indeed tells us that the spectre of
neo-ethnic tribalism, while admittedly present, can nonetheless be contained insofar as
group experience is articulated and consolidated within the micro-récit of a local or
regionalized culture.” Because of its proximity to those sharing experiences specific or

"natural” to a particular subaltern group, such a local culture-so the argument runs- not

0 “Marx’s Purloined Letter”, p. 92.

41 Ope need but attend conferences on cultural issues or eavesdrop on the exchanges
in humanities graduate seminars to see this argument sporadically but persistently
surface. But if this argument has become so common, it is not because it has been
advocated by any particular theorist of repute (in fact, it has not—not even by Lyotard
himself whose frequently misappropriated position is not to be dismissed along such
lines, although it can certainly be dismissed as such), but rather because it has within
both the media and academia become something of an idée recue whose critical
potential, like words such difference, nomadic thought, specificity, power and a whole
litany of other concepts (which Jameson amusingly suggests ought to be collected in a
sequel to Flaubert’s dictionary of commonplaces), has maintained as much preciseness
and critical acumen (if it was ever there to begin with, as not a few would question) as
have the features of the effigies erased from those fessera outworn from over-circulation
of which spoke Nietzsche.
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only retrospectively helps articulate and consolidate subaltern experience in terms other
than those established in advance by the dominant hegemonic cultural order, but its
regional or local character also immunizes it against the sombre totalitarian machinations
of meta-narratives and other pretensions to universality and, as such, it is somehow less
prone towards the “repression of difference.” While it is true that theories appealing to the
evidence or immediacy of experience do indeed aim less at the universalization than at
the sharp demarcation and differentiation of a group’s experiences and that, in so doing,
they do in fact “cultivate difference” rather than smother it, such a move nevertheless
does not of itself necessarily entail a course of political action, or even a politics of
identity, any kinder and gentler than those mean metanarratives it hoped to supplant:
mechanisms of exclusion are indeed no less present just because they have been
regionalised. Furthermore, the very professed political goal of experience oriented
theories—to resist Capital (or phallocracy, or albinocracy)—is beset by serious problems
which are not just theoretical: as Bellamy and Leontis remind us, “a conventional
politics of experience relies on the premise that its celebration of pluralism leads to a
politics of alliance that can produce at least momentary stability as the essentializing
ground of political action”yet this very premise is hardly guaranteed by the immediacy
of untainted group experience, no matter how local the culture retrospectively mediating
and consolidating it, for not only is there *“ no ‘necessary’ (no logical) leap from
experience to politics,” and not only is it true that “the pursuit by experience of any
genuine moment of collective truth must inevitably have dubious political consequences

because the essence of the “people”can be so readily appropriated by either the left or the
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right,"# bﬁt also, to go further than Bellamy and Leontis, because the very notion of
immediate experience requires a complementary notion of localised culture which can as
readily foster inter-group alliances as it can exacerbate the division and competition
amongst micro-groups for ever scarcer cultural and material resources. 4 Tt is with good
reason that Hansen has pointed out how the "‘proliferation of subaltern counter-publics’
(Nancy Fraser) does not necessarily lead to a multiplication of forces" for "the
oppositional energy of individual groups and subcultures is more often neutralized in the
marketplace of multicultural pluralism or polarized in a reductive competition of
victimizations." * In other words—to doctor the slogan of what parades itself as the New

Left-to "think locally" does not necessarily entail that one will "act globally."

While an appeal to the specificity of a particular group’s experience, then, may
give a sense of irreducible immediacy untainted by ideology, such an appeal to the non-
discursive and immediate fosters the ontologisation and naturalization of what is on the

contrary constructed, mediated and historically contingent. Although such a project, as

42 “A Genealogy of Experience,” p 179-180.

4 Although this issue cannot be dealt with here, it is important to add--if only not to
perpetuate the current anti-deficit ideology which legitimizes the disengagement of the
state from social policy—that material (and thus cultural) resources are of course not 50
much scarcer today than they are concentrated within fewer (and trans-national) hands
than was the case under the redistributive ethos of the trente glorieuses of Keynesianism
or welfare capitalism.

4 Foreword to Oskar Negt and Alexander Kluge, Public Sphere and Experience,
p.xxxvii. My emphasis.
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Scott and others have rightly shown, may aim at devising counter-histories of difference,
it in fact but "reproduces rather than contests given ideological systems-those that
assume that the facts of history speak for themselves and those that rest on notions of a
natural or established opposition between, say, sexual practices and social conventions, or
between homosexuality and heterosexuality."* At best, "the evidence of experience then
becomes the evidence for the fact of difference, rather than a way of exploring how
differences are established;"#¢ at its worst, the wager on the immediacy of experience
fosters tribalistic reflexes which need but a little prodding before turning into those rabid
neo-ethnic "micro fascisms" against which Félix Guattari warned in his last essay before
his death. “ True, some have tried to counter this charge by appealing to the heuristic
or "strategic" use of essentialism in the manner advocated by Gayatri Chakravorty
Spivak, who tells us:

I think we have to choose again strategically, not universal discourse, but

essentialist discourse.... Since the moment of essentializing,

universalizing, saying yes to the ontophenomenological question, is
irreducible, let us at least situate it at the moment, let us become vigilant

45 “The Evidence of Experience,” p. 778. It is precisely because of such abuses to
which essentialism, strategic or otherwise, has led and because, as she put it, it has served
more often than not as a “certain alibi to essentialism,” that Spivak herself was later to
revise her position (if not recant altogether) regarding the benefits to be reaped from
strategic essentialism. See the discussion on this issue in Deborah G. Chay, “Re-reading
Barbara Smith: Black Feminist Criticism and the Category of Experience,” New Literary
History (1993): p. 642.

46 «“The Evidence of Experience,” p. 796.

47 “Poyr une refondation des pratiques sociales,” Le Monde Diplomatique (October
1992).



47

about our own practice and use it as much as we can rather than make the
totally counter-productive gesture of repudiating it.*

Because, as Scott put it, Spivak’s statements "raise the question of whether historians can
do other than construct subjects by describing their experience in terms of an
essentialised identity,"* it is felt that the mere fact of self-consciously or "vigilantly"
resorting to naturalization or "essentialist discourse" is a sufficient immunization against
its abuse, and that a naturalized subaltern consciousness and "subject position" can in
fact prove to be provisionally emancipatory if, so Spivak argues, "knowing that such an
emphasis is theoretically non-viable, the historian then breaks this theory in a
scrupulously delineated political interest." 5% But not only does this position imply that
such potentially dangerous "strategic" tools be kept away from the uncouth hands of the
academically untrained, but it also forgets that if the back door is left as widely open to
an "emancipatory" politics of identity as it is to any demagogic premier venu, then the

very political justification for, let alone the usefulness of, the alibi of strategic

8 “In a Word. Interview,” Differences 1,2 (Summer 1989): 127-128, cited in Deborah
G. Chay, “Re-reading Barbara Smith: Black Feminist Criticism and the Category of
Experience,” p.650. What Spivak essentially advocated in her defence of “essentialist
discourse” was that such discourse can hardly be rejected in fofo, and this for the simple
reason that it is in the nature of signification itself; the best one could do would not be
merely to deconstruct ad infinitum but rather to use the “always already” essentializing
tendency inherent to signification and discourse for straiegic purposes, while at the same
time remaining aware both of one’s manoeuvering as well as of the necessary provisional
nature of one’s strategy.

“*The Evidence of Experience,” p.791.

50 «Syubaltern Studies: Deconstructing Historiography,” in In Other Worlds (New
York: Routledge, 1988), p. 207.
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essentialism becomes questionable, to say the least. With good reason Jameson tells us
that "the ideology of groups and difference does not really strike a blow, either

philosophically or politically, against tyranny."*!

3. The Insistence of Experience

All of this is not to suggest that determinism is to have the last word, that agency is
unlikely and ought not to be theorized, that passive resignation is our preassigned lot or,
in a gloomier Adornian mood, that hibernation is the best and only policy. The question
is not whether agency is or is not to be had, or that attempts to endow the subject with a
modicum of agency are misguided;* nor does the above critique of certain experience
oriented theories aim at panoramically reviewing paradigms of experience throughout

the ages, only then to unceremoniously dismiss them and to conjure, not without some

51 postmodernism, or the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism (Durham: Duke University
Press, 1991), p. 340.

52 Yet it ought to be added here that such attempts are better carried out less by
appealing to some naturalized material immediacy untainted by dominant discourse than
by considering, say, the performative aspects of language and daily praxis in the manner
of Voloshinov’s critique of Saussure. In this regard, see his Marxism and the Philosophy
of Language, trans. L. Matejka and L.R. Titunik (Cambridge, Mass. and London : Harvard
University Press, 1982) which, frequently attributed to Bakhtin, has been unjustly
overshadowed by those studies of Bakhtin which stress “dialogism” and “heteroglossia”
and other terms which have lent themselves to appropriation by poststructuralist thought.
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sleight of hand, a rabbit out of a hat, or a a deus ex machina, as either a mascot or a
saviour to whose fold it would behoove us to return after years of aimless wandering
amongst spurious substitutes to the Real Thing. What is suggested in this admittedly
vituperative argument, however, is that because the most common academic and para-
academic recourse to experience, along with its corollary, the local cultural articulation of
subaltern experience, as readily lend themselves to the dangerous dérapages exposed
above as they do to what some deem to be an emancipatory politics, then a more sober
consideration of experience warrants our attention with a certain urgency, and this all the
more so that too precipitous an appeal to experience not only leads certain theories astray,
if it does not lure them to an impasse, but also, or rather, because there are very real

social consequences, as we have seen, to such an appeal.

While it is true that appeals to immediate experience leave strains of subaltern
and cultural theory open to easy attack, the Thompsonian appeal to experience is not
alone in incurring the charge of being politically dangerous or philosophically suspect.
Such ambiguity no less besets the other uses to which experience has been put:
Experience as Erlebnis, or expérience vecue (lived experience ), imbued as it has
frequently been with a sense of immediacy and prediscursive irrationalism, has for
example been rightly decried by the Frankfurt School and others as a regressive aesthetic

category, if not as a forerunner of the late 19" century vitalist neoromantic
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anticapitalism that was to inspire National Socialist and fascist ideology.> Yet the very
notion of experience proposed as a corrective to such a vitalist and irrationalist
Erlebnis-the mediated, temporally extended and critically worked -through Erfahrung
advanced by various Rezeptionscisthetiker , phenomenologists and critical theorists-has
itself come under poststructuralist scrutiny and been critiqued as but a perpetuation of a
"metaphysics of presence" which disqualifies Erfahrung from its presumed role as the
negator of instrumental reason or the subverter of given horizons of understanding. If
punctual and immediate experience has been decried as naively empiricist or irrationally
vitalist, temporally extended and mediated experience has been charged with

participating in ontotheology. The semantic and political ambiguity surrounding the

53 This latter position is of course best exemplified by the later Lukécs, who saw
romanticism as the soil from which would germinate the infamous German Sonderweg
that would culminate in National Socialism. A concise outline of this issue can be found
in Peter Uwe Hohendah!’s “Neoromantic Anticapitalism: Georg Lukacs’s Search for an
Authentic Culture,” in Reappraisals: Shifiing Alignments in Postwar Theory (Ithaca,
NY: Cornell University Press, 1991). For a counterargument which contends that the
Friihromantiker on the contrary harbored progressive socio-political ramifications that
would only later yield to irrationalist vitalism, see Jochen Schulte-Sasse’s “The
Concept of Literary Criticism in German Romanticism, 1795-1810,” in 4 History of
German Literary Criticism, 1730-1980, ed. Peter Uwe Hohendahl (Lincoln: University
of Nebraska Press, 1988). It ought to be noted here, however, that just as certain strains
in cultural and subaltern studies can as much foster progressive agendas as they can lead
to neoethnic tribalism, likewise can the late 19" century German cultural criticism which
appropriated romanticism, as Hohendahl points out, be considered “politically
ambivalent. Its critique of society can settle on either the right or the left side of the
political spectrum. It can articulate itself in nationalistic or egalitarian terms”
(“Neoromantic Anticapitalism,” p. 30).
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concept of experience is, to say the least, notorious. As Gadamer sums it up, "the

concept of experience seems to me one of the most obscure we have.">

What is most striking, then, about the category of experience is that notoriously
beset as it is by ambivalent political ramifications and semantic ambiguity, by an
oscillation between rejection and embrace, it should continue to be used in the first
place. Yet used it persistently continues to be, and this not only by currents in Anglo-
American cultural, feminist and subaltern studies, but also by sociocultural analyses
from Rosalind Krauss on the cultural logic of the late capitalist museum® to Fredric
Jameson on the cultural logic of late capitalism tout court, and by the revived interest
both in the Benjaminian distinction between Erlebnis and Erfahrung * and in the
belatedly translated work of Oskar Negt and Alexander Kluge on the interaction between

Erfarhung and Offentlichkeit.”’ Jay has furthermore uncovered the subterranean

54 Cited in Martin Jay, "Experience without a Subject: Walter Benjamin and the
Novel," New Formations 20 (Summer 1993): p.145.

55 “The Cultural Logic of the Late Capitalist Museum,” October 54 (1991): pp.8-17.

5 The literature on Walter Benjamin’s notion of experience is vast and growing. For
a sample of the debates, see some of the texts in Walter Benjamin’s Philosophy:
Destruction and Experience, ed. Andrew Benjamin and Peter Osborne (London:
Routledge, 1994); The Problems of Modernity, ed. Andrew Benjamin (London:
Routledge, 1989); For a general synopsis of the Benjaminian distinction between
Erlebnis and Erfahrung, see Rainer Rochlitz, Le désenchantement de lart: La
philosophie de Walter Benjamin (Paris: Gallimard, 1992), pp. 211-254, and Torsten
Meiffert, Die enteignete Erfahrung: Zu Walter Benjamins Konzept einer ‘Dialektik im
Stillstand’ (Bielefeld, 1986).

SPublic Sphere and Experience. Toward an Analysis of the Bourgeois and Proletarian
Public Sphere, trans. Peter Labanyi et al. (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press,
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persistence of the problem of experience in some of the emblematic figures of those
very schools of thought which consider as but a perpetuation of logocentrism the notion
of experience, whether as immediate, in the empiricist vein, or as mediated, %8 say, in the
Gadamerian (and thus implicitly Hegelian) vein. * Even when the notion of experience
is subjected to sustained critical inquiry, as it was for example in the attempt since the
mid 1980s to marshall that concept for a new anthropology,® Clifford Geertz, himself
known for advocating a return to experience within an essentially Diltheyian

framework,”" acknowledges in his afterword to an anthology specifically dedicated to this

1993).

The next chapter will deal with the opposition between the immediacy and
mediateness of experience which of course informs the Benjaminian distinction between
Erlebnis and Erfahrung, if not the opposition between Locke’s Anglo-Saxon empiricist
paradigm of experience and the Hegelian -inspired dialectical notion of experience.

% That collection of French and Anglo-American thinkers whom one can tentatively
group, as has Jay, for example, under the umbrella term of "poststructuralism," (if not
under the term neo-structuralism-in this latter regard, see Manfred Frank’s study, What
is Neostructuralism (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1989)), indeed faults
the notion of experience not only when used (as it is by subaltern historiography) as a
form of immediacy, as is to be expected, but also when experience is used in a more
dialectical manner (as it is by Gadamer in particular, and hermeneutics and
phenomenology in general). As Jay sums it up, poststucturalism rejects experience in this
latter sense because of its "its reliance on a strong notion of subjectivity, a subject present
to itself after a process of apparent alienation, and its pivotal role in mediating
consciousness and science." "The Limits of Limit Experience : Bataille and Foucault,”
Constellations 2, 2 (1995): p.170, n. 10.

50 A representative collection of such attempts can be found in The Anthropology of
Experience, ed. Victor W. urner and Edward M. Bruner (Urbana: University of Illinois
Press, 1986).

61 See for example his “Deep Play: Notes on the Balinese Cockfight,” in The
Interpretation of Cultures (N.Y.: Basic Books, 1972), pp. 412-453.
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matter that the “elusive master concept of experience” is “one that none of the authors

seems entirely happy with, and none feels able to do without.” b

This ambivalence is nowhere more flagrant than in the work of those very critics
who run roughshod over the Thompsonian concept of experience. Most striking in this
regard is that such staunch critics—the historian Scott and the neoalthusserian Bellamy
and Leontis can stand here as exemplars—should falter in their otherwise relentless
critiques precisely at that point when is raised the matter of whether the very notion of
experience ought to be retained or jettisoned. In an unexpected volte-face whose
inconclusiveness stands in stark contrast with the resolve of her rigorously constructed
case against experience, Scott indeed adds as an afterthought that:

Experience is a word that we cannot do without, although, given its usage

to essentialize identity and reify the subject, it is tempting to abandon it

altogether. But experience is so much a part of our everyday language , so

imbricated in our narratives that it seems futile to argue for its expulsion.®
True, these are epistemologically timid times, and Scott’s reservations (which not a few
have reiterated—Bellamy and Leontis actually do so verbatim®) may be but precautionary

measures, or perhaps a concession either to some logophobic distaste for “closure” or to

some other methodological imperative. But at hand here is not so much a lapse in

62“\Making Experiences, Authoring Selves,” in The Anthropology of Experience, p.
374.

6 “The Evidence of Experience,” p. 797.

64 “A Genealogy of Experience,” p.84, note 48.
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fortitude than it is a Freudian slip—a slip which, uttered only in passing by Scott and
relegated to an inconspicuous footnote by Bellamy and Leontis, is symptomatic, as is
also the very virulence with which the notion of experience persists in other schools of
thought, of a problem which goes beyond some obsessive concern with semantic or
conceptual rectitude: indeed, that Scott’s reservations about dismissing experience should
have been formulated on the shoddiest of grounds (the retention of a concept can hardly
be justified by the mere fact of its ubiquity within “everyday language”), that this
afterthought should be the only vague element marring an otherwise rigorous and
influential study,% that this argument in other words should waver precisely when by its
own logic it renders imminent the rejection of experience— all this indicates the extent to
which experience testifies to a certain insistence that is more than merely semantic or
conceptual, that experience is in other words more than a mere concept or, to use
Bellamy and Leontis phrase, “a series of interpretations that have accrued erratically and
even contradictorily.”® If experience were indeed merely a “word” (as Scott puts it), a
concept or even the organizing principle of some Zeitgeist, it could hardly be worthy of
retention on the basis of its ubiquity alone: the terminological repertoire, say , of
geocentric theories of the solar system was indeed no less ubiquitous in the “everyday
language” of their time, yet their retention as valid categories was hardly defensible on

this basis alone—lest of course in the face of growing counter-evidence one be willing, as

¢ Her study has indeed been profusely cited and continues to arouse debates.

% Tbid., p.164
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many indeed were after Copernicus, to resort to a system of Ptolomian cycles and
epicycles so arcane and complex so as to make geoceniric cosmology appear comical
even to its contemporaries. Furthermore, if experience were merely a concept or
theoretical construct whose deconstruction might dispel false problems, then the problem
of the very stridency of academic and para-academic debates on experience remains
itself unaddressed, as do also the questions raised (yet tellingly left unanswered) by
Bellamy and Leontis: “Why the temptation to retain experience as a valid referent
lingers in this postmodern era” and why the “privileging of experience thrives in a

climate otherwise hostile to such essentializing impulses”?’

That heated debates on experience, on a term in other words whose political and
epistemological ineffectiveness is now no mystery, should persist to this day in certain
academic and para-academic inquiries into agency and identity, that this term should
even still be deployed, as it indeed continues to be, by various strands in aesthetics and
socio-cultural critique, and that the very critics who most castigated hasty appeals to this
ambiguous term should falter and recoil, as we have seen, at the very prospect of
altogether dispensing with it— all this indeed suggests that the insistence of experience
cannot be entirely due to the ubiquity of a mere concept among others within a history of
ideas. The question that needs most to be addressed, then, is not whether the concept of

experience, under its various guises, is or is not an antiquated trinket to be

5 Tbid., p.163-164.



56

unceremoniously escorted to the proverbial trash can of history, nor whether it has been
blessed with a somewhat resilient Wirkungsgeschichte which ought to be
dispassionately reviewed, nor even whether it has somehow been implicated in a
reprehensible history of metaphysics and ought to be accordingly deconstructed in order
to "expose the status of ‘ experience’" , as Bellamy and Leontis have suggested, "as a
vastly over-determined concept within politics;" ®  of import, rather, is that of which
appeals to experience, Thompsonian or otherwise, are themselves a symptom, and that to
which the Erfahrungshunger decades themselves are a response. And to this end is
required not only that the insistence on experience be critiqued, but also that the
insistence of experience itself be diagnosed-an insistence which is not limited to the
experience oriented theories and new social movements discussed above but which is on
the contrary echoed, albeit with different emphases and results, in a multitude of currents
in theory and artistic movements of the Erfahrungshunger decades and which, as such,
suggests that the concern with experience is less the idiosyncratic obsession of an
isolated trend than it is the expression of a generalised malaise. Such a malaise can
best be diagnosed if experience is reconsidered not so much in terms of a history of its
theorization than in terms of a socio-historical recontextualisation. And if itis the
Thompsonian notion of experience that has so far been privileged, it is because as the
focal point of the most strident of debates on the issue of experience, it seems to have

struck a sensitive chord which reverberates to this day and, as such, it best provides a

6 « A Geneaology of Experience,” p. 168
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point of departure for attempting to diagnose that to which symptomatically points both

the insistence on and the insistence of experience .






CHAPTER II

Experience Investigated



1. The Disruptiveness of the Unexpecied.
In their bid to preserve agency or at least a means of resistance against strong structural
determination, strands in cultural and subaltern theory, then, have turned to the perceived
counter-hegemonic immediacy of experience. As to why immediate experience should
appear so seductive in such a venture, poststructuralist critiques of presence in general
and of immediate experience in particular tell us little that has not already been told by
Adorno if not by Hegel:
In schools of philosophy that make emphatic use of the concept of -
experience, in the tradition of Hume, the character of immediacy—
immediacy in relation to the subject— is itself the criterion of that concept.
Experience is supposed to be something immediately present, immediately
given, free, as it were, of any admixture of thought and therefore
indubitable. Hegel’s philosophy, however, challenges this concept of
immediacy, and with it the customary concept of experience. ‘What is
unmediated is often held to be superior, the mediated being thought of as
dependent.’!
The insistence on immediate experience examined earlier, with its retreat to the non-
mediateness of the material, seems to paint itself into an empiricist and positivist corner
and, in so doing, it leaves itself open to easy attack; but such a retreat to material

immediacy, as we have seen, is less a premise than it is a consequence of the

Thompsonian notion of experience— in fact, as we shall later see, it is a symptom of a

! Theodor Adorno, Hegel: Three Studies, trans. Shierry Weber-Nicholson (Cambridge:
MIT Press, 1993), p. 57.
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more encompassing problem to which certain cultural and subaltern theories try to
respond. The immediacy at hand in the Thompsonian notion of experience is not that of
the Lockean variety whereby stimuli impinging upon a tabula rasa, after exhibiting
minimal regularity, might in Humean fashion lead to a constellation of habits from
which might be extrapolated the specificity of the worker, the subaltern, the feminine, or
the physically challenged. After all, as Thompson himself repeatedly made clear in The
Poverty of Theory, he had no intention of trading in the determinism of structuralism for
the yet more pernicious determinism of empiricism or positivism, and he hardly needed
to be reminded of the pitfalls besetting those who would inductively construct
consciousness, let alone class consciousness, from the immediate brute data of sense-
perception. The problem of horizon, of how consciousness is always already imbricated
within structures of signification, on the contrary looms large in cultural and subaltern
inquiry— hegemonic méta-récits are indeed to be combatted with counter hegemonic
micro-récits, not with neuro-physiological stimuli. Moreover, since the whole point of
experience-oriented theories of the Thompsonian vein is to provide the hapless subject
with a modicum of agency, it is unlikely that they should turn to Locke or Hume, who
after all propose a “concept of experience of empiricism, of receptivity, of the
recognition of the given, of ‘merely contemplgtive materialism,” ” as Oskar Negt and
Alexander Kluge put it, which “attempts to dispose of the subject as a distorting

intermediary.”?

2 Public Sphere and Experience, p. 5. My emphasis.
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With their insistence on countering the abstract with the concrete and the mediate
with the immediate, experience oriented theories of the Erfahrungshunger decades from
ethnically based literary theory to Alltagsgeschichte might appear as but a crude version
of Bergsonism or of Lebensphilosophie, and it is not without good reason that Jay has
noted that they generally share the notion that “the lived is pitted against the imposition
of a theoretical scheme allegedly alien to it.”* The counter-hegemonic or “subversive”
component of experience wagered upon by such theories, however, does not actually lie
in some vitalist opposition of lived, immediate experience to the machinations of
conceptuality or to the schemes of discursive mediation as such:  if anything, the second
part of the Thompsonian equation, the local culture argument examined earlier, actually
reinforces the need for conceptualisation and mediation, emphasizing as it does the
importance of retrospectively articulating the subaltern experience within a local
culture—a crucial second move without which experience, subaltern or otherwise, could
hardly be expected to consolidate into anything beyond a rhapsody of disparate
perceptions, let alone into class consciousness or subaltern specificity. So while the
Thompsonian notion of experience undeniably tends towards the idea that mediation is
always already ideologically laden and can best be circumvented by recourse to
immediate, or rather, to not yet mediated, experience, at hand in such an argument is not
a quest for a true reality untainted by ideological penetration or beyond the reach of

distorting mediation, and still less is it a quest for the “other” of conceptuality as such;

3 “Songs of Experience,” p. 38.
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instead, it is a hope that the prediscursive of experience, by disrupting the dominant
ideological or discursive construction of reality, or as Peter Fuller put it, by “causing
constant ruptures and fissures within the ideological ice flows,”™ might incite to the
reinforcing if not to the outright forging of oppositional ideology and history.
Thompsonian experience, then, cannot be entirely subsumed within prior discursive or
mediating schemes, but neither is it the “other” of mediation. At hand in the insistence
on immediate experience is instead a dialectic of disruption (of dominant discursive
formations) and reintegration (via local cultural articulation). And it is just such a
dialectic which Thompson tries to evoke when, as we saw earlier, he vaguely refers to
experience as less binarily opposed to structure than as a third term inserted between
“agency” and “conditioning,” although it is true that this is a dialectic which he and
those of his ilk in fact tend to gloss over in favour of an insistence on immediacy—their
targeted enemy, strong structural determination, was after all considered so ubiquitous a
mechanism so as to warrant a retreat to the perceived unassailable and impregnable

ramparts of the prediscursive.

More is involved in the appeal to immediate experience, then, than a mere
attempt to wrest from corrupt or distorting mediation the irreducible certainty of either
empiricist or vitalist immediacy: it is the idea of disruption and reintegration, and not

some predilection for prediscursive reality as such, which actually informs the insistence

4 Beyond the Crisis in Art, p. 235.
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on immediate experience. Thompsonian-inspired notions of experience, wager as they
may on the prediscursive materiality of experience, are indeed predicated upon the
disjunction between 1) the expectations informed and fostered by dominant discursive
practices or ideology, and 2) that to which is exposed the subaltern by virtue of his (or
hers, or its) structural position in the social whole® —a disjunction to which Thompson
obliquely alludes (but quickly displaces with his appeals to immediate experience) when
he tells us that dominant ideology “cannot succeed unless there is congruence between
the imposed rules and view of life and the necessary business of living in a given mode of
production.”® The appeal to immediate experience actually capitalizes less on the
assumed proximity of experience with prediscursive materiality than it capitalizes
instead on the disruption of a congruence, on the incongruence in other words, between
the expectations fostered by dominant ideology and the subaltern’s “necessary business
of living.” As Axel Honneth reminds us in his recent work on the politics of recognition,
expectations indeed play a crucial role in T hompson’s influential work on the English
working class:

Thompson took his lead from the idea that social rebellion can never be
merely a direct expression of experiences of economic hardship and

5 The neutral pronoun here is intended as a reminder that if, in the name of fairness,
abstract nouns are to be qualified by references to their equal applicability to both the
masculine and feminine (the “he or she” routine), then it is no less unfair to exclude or
under-represent the smothered voices, say, of the eunuch or of the hermaphrodite. But
for the sake of brevity, possessive pronouns of abstract nouns, although henceforth
restricted to the masculine case, must be understood as referring no less emphatically to
the feminine and to the neutral.

§ The Poverty of Theory, p. 367. My emphasis.
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deprivation. Rather, what counts as an unbearable level of economic

provision is to be measured in terms of the moral expectations that people

consensually bring to the organization of the community. Hence, practical

protest and resistance typically arise when a change in the economic

situation is experienced as a violation of this tacit but effective consensus.’
Tt is as a result of an encounter with the incongruent or unexpected, and not with some
prediscursive material reality, that the subaltern, who is not left unchanged or unaffected,
is prodded into constructing and consolidating alternate (and presumably subversive)
modes of cultural mediation in terms of which the incongruent can be re- integrated, and
by means of which the unexpected might be articulated into experience. So although it is
true that the insistence on immediate experience, in an excessive reaction fo
structuralism and, later, to neo-structuralist pantextualism, has tended to impute the
disruptive aspect of experience to its perceived affinity with non-discursive materiality (a
manoeuvre, as we have seen, which is fraught with dangerous implications), and
although these theories adopt an explicit stance against the evils of bourgeois (or
albinocratic, or phallocratic) dominated discursive mediation, the disruptive potential of
experience upon which they hope to capitalise nevertheless stems from a different
source, namely, the manner by which subaltern experience results from the unexpected,

from a violation of expectations where something turns out to be different than had

originally been supposed, and as a result of which one is not left unchanged. In the

7 Axel Honneth, The Struggle for Recognition: The Moral Grammar of Social
Conflicts, trans. Joel Anderson (Cambridge, Massachusetts: MIT press, 1996), pp. 166-
167. Within his own theory of recognition, Honneth goes so far as to trace all “motives
for social resistance and rebellion” to “the violation of deeply rooted expectations
regarding recognition.” (p. 163).
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appeal to immediate experience is in other words involved the unexpected— that which,
precisely because it cannot be accommodated by or accounted for by prevalent or
dominant discursive or mediating schemes, disruptively and egregiously stands out like a
sore thumb (or, as Victor Turner put it, "like a rock in a Zen sand garden"®), draws
attention to itself, thereby underscoring the need for its thematization and its working-
through (as opposed to its absorption within ready made schemes and routinised
perceptions), and thereby potentially giving rise to alternate modes of mediation (such as
those of "local cultural articulation" and counter histories). And the result of this process

is that one’s orientation and perspective are not left unchanged.

This implied reliance on experience as the unexpected or incongruent which
induces a change of orientation or perspective, however, is not specific to those who
would appeal to immediate experience in the name of agency or “subversive resistance”
it is also a common denominator of those theories, whether partial to immediate or
mediated experience, whether anthropological or aesthetic, whether hailing from
Popperian critical rationalism, systems theory, hermeneutics or a general critique of
metaphysics, which consider experience in terms other than those, more narrow or

specialised, of empiricist methodology’. If strains of anthropological theory in the 1980s

8 Victor Turner, “Dewey, Dilthey, and Drama: An Essay in the Anthropology of
Experience,” in The Anthropology of Experience, ed. Victor W. Turner and Edward M.
Bruner (Urbana and Chicago; University of Illinois Press, 1986), p. 35.

9 Regarding empiricist methodology, it could actually be argued, (as it has been by
Habermas for example) that it too relies on unexpectedness in its notion of experience.
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sought to make experience a central category, it was not at the behest of the mid-
twentieth century conflation of anthropological theory and ethnographic fieldwork, or of
what James Clifford describes as the fusion of “general theory and empirical research”
whereby is sanctioned “an authority both scientifically validated and based on an unique
personal experience.”’® For Victor Turner and others, experience is instead a
transformative process dialogically imbricated within cultural mediation: experiences
“erupt from or disrupt routinized, repetitive behaviour,” induce an “anxious need to find
meaning in what has disconcerted us” and, in so doing, “urge toward expression.”"!
Within the aesthetic inquiry, say, of the Rezeptiondsthetiker of the 1970s and 1980s,
aesthetic experience is not a revisitation of late 19" century Erlebnisdsthetik but instead

13

represents that which, as a result of a violation of a literary horizon of expectations, “can
liberate one from adaptations, prejudices and predicaments of a lived praxis in that it

compels one to a new perception of things.”"> Karl Popper himself, although (unfairly)

As David Held puts it in his paraphrase of Habermas’ critique of Pierce in Knowledge
and Human Interests, trans. Jeremy Shapiro (London: Heimemann, 1971): “Empirical-
analytical science is the necessary outcome of disturbances or disruptions in routinized
discourse with nature; it aims to eliminate problematic situations which emerge from
disappointed expectations.” Introduction to Critical Theory: Horkheimer to Habermas,
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1980), p. 305.

10 “On Ethnographic Authority,” in The Predicament of Culture: Twentieth Century
Ethnography, Literature and Art (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1988),
p- 26.

1 “Dewey, Dilthey, and Drama,” pp. 35, 37.

12 Hans Robert Jauss, Toward an Aesthetic of Reception, trans. Timothy Bahti
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1982), p.41
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labelled a positivist following his infamous dispute with Adorno in the 1960s," discusses
the “prescientific experience of daily praxis” in terms of a “disappointment‘of
expectations”, comparing it to “the experience of a blind person, who runs into an
obstacle and thereby experiences its existence,” adding that “through the falsification of
our assumptions we actually make contact with ‘reality.’”'* In a similar vein, but from the
standpoint of systems theory, Niklas Luhmann tells us that “experience [Erfahrung] is an
ongoing reconstruction of meaningfully constituted reality brought about by dealing with
unfulfilled expectations, by the normalizing processing of information.”*® And from an
entirely different philosophical stance, Gadamer likewise considers experience
(Erfahrung) as that which, by conflicting with, or rather, by disappointing or violating
expectations, “does not leave unchanged he who undergoes it ” '*~a view earlier

expounded (although with a different purpose in mind) by Heidegger, who tells us that

13 The debates themselves can be found in Adorno et al., The Positivist Dispute in
Germany, trans. by B. Adey and D. Frisby. (New York: Harper and Row, 1976). A
recent concise survey of these issues is offered by Robert Holub, Jiirgen Habermas:
Critic in the Public Sphere (London and New York: Routledge, 1991), pp. 20-48.

4 Theorie und Realitdit, ed. H. Albert (Tiibingen, 1964), p.102, cited in Jauss, Toward
an Aesthetic of Reception, p. 41.

15 «“Meaning as Sociology’s Basic Concept,” in Essays on Self-Reference (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1990), p. 31.

16 Hans-Georg Gadamer, Gesammelte Werke, Bd 1. Hermeneutik: Wahrheit und
Methode. Grundziige einer philosophischen Hermeneutik (Tiibingen: J.B.C. Mohr (Paul
Siebeck), 1986), p. 106.
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“to undergo an experience with something-be it a thing, a person, or a god—means that

this something befalls us, strikes us, comes over us, overwhelms us and transforms us.”’

The Thompsonian insistence on experience as a recalcitrant process which
perturbs the given and incites to changed orientations rather than to accommodation is
not, then, an aberrant anomaly but on the contrary a persistent theme which runs through
an array of theoretical positions with little else in common. It is indeed precisely upon
the transformative, restructuring potential of experience that various cultural,
historiographical, aesthetic and literary theories have tried to capitalise in order to
account for and cultivate the possibility of agency, of subaltern specificity, or of
expanding literary or cultural horizons. Where strains of subaltern and cultural inquiry do
demarcate themselves from other experience- oriented theories, however, is in their hasty
conflation of the recalcitrance of experience with its supposed immediacy, in their
transposition of a problem of counter-hegemony into an issue of pre-discursivity (which
they ambiguously try to temper, as we saw carlier, with the potentially dangerous “local
culture” argument), and in their naturalisation, paradoxically enough, of precisely that
subaltern specificity or difference which they had originally set out to historicize.
Nevertheless, their insistence on immediate experience is informed by a disruptive
aspect imputed to experience upon which they are not alone in trying to capitalise and, as

such, more is at stake here, contrary to what Scott, Bellamy and others would have us

Y On the Way to Language, trans. Peter D. Hertz (New York: Harper and Row,
1974, p- 57.
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believe, than a mere opposition of “immediacy versus mediation,” of “lived versus the
abstract,” of “nostalgic yearning for presence versus Nietzschean Yea-saying to the
Heraclitean.” That which informs the Thompsonian insistence on immediate experience
indeed subtends not only the various theoretical endeavours of the Erfahrungshunger
decades, whether these regard experience as an aesthetic process or as an anthropological
constant, as immediate or as always already mediated; as can be gathered (as we shall
see shortly) from the etymological and conceptual history of the term experience, it also
does not stray far from the semantic sedimentations of the term experience, of its
German equivalent, Erfahrung, and of the early 19™ century neologism Erlebnis. But
more important still, this notion of experience as the unexpected which does not leave us
unchanged concords with what, as Heidegger put it, “experience [Erfahrung] means
generally, prior to its terminological use in philosophy.”'® As but a particular
embodiment of what “experience means generally,”” Thompsonian experience-oriented
theories may well turn out to be more than a case of sloppy theorising or wishful
thinking—they may in fact harbor, as Adorno would put it, a truth content, for at hand in
certain strains in subaltern and cultural inquiry may not so much be the insistence on

experience than it is the insistence of experience. So before verdicts can be reached or

18 Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit, trans. Parvis Emad and Kenneth Maly
(Bloomington: University of Indiana Press, 1988), p. 19. My emphasis.

1 Note that by “general use,” Heidegger means that which is prior to or prevalent in
spite of specific philosophical appropriations. It is in this sense that “general use” or
“general understanding” is henceforth used.
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diagnoses pronounced with regard to that of which the insistence on experience may be a

symptom, a more sustained consideration of experience is in order.

2. Two General Meanings of Experience

Heidegger has shown how in spite of the “nuances, gradations, and interrelations of
meaning in the term experience [Erfahrung],”® the various ways by which experience is
understood, both in philosophy and in general, fall into two groups. In the first group,
“experience means the immediate demonstration of an opinion or a knowledge by way of
returning to things in the broadest sense of the term, i.e., by seeking recourse in the
intuition of some thing as the means of its confirmation.” 21 Tt is to this group, where

experience involves “experimenting in the sense of demonstrating and proving an opinion

2 Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit, p. 19.

2 Ibid., p. 19. Although such an intuition or apprehension of things is most
recognizable, as Heidegger is of course aware, and as Martin Seel has further noted, in
the “classical paradigm of the meaning of the term experience” which is “that of the
perception of objects and events in external nature,” such an apprehending need not be
merely sensory or empirical; it can also extend to interpretative activity in a more general
sense. See Martin Seel, Die Kunst der Entzweiung. Zum Begriff der dsthetischen
Rationalitit (Frankfurt A.-M.: Suhrkamp, 1985), pp. 76-77.
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about something with recourse to sense -perception of that thing itself,”** that Heidegger
consigns the Naturwissenschaftliche notion of experience, as well as Husserl’s
particular version of phenomenological experience.?> On the other hand, the second group
of meanings of experience, Heidegger points out, “does not focus exclusively on the
element of seeing for oneself or on taking a view of one’s own in order to confirm an
opinion and be guided by it;” instead, experience here denotes, “both negatively and
positively, undergoing experience with something in such a way that this something is
verified, experiencing it as not being what it first seemed to be, but being truly
otherwise™ Tt is to this second group that belong “expressions such as ‘to undergo

experiences with something,” ... “to have become richer by certain

2 hid., p. 20.

2 Eyen though Husserl’s notion of horizon, retention and protention may seem to
have paved the way for Gadamerian and post-Gadamerian hermeneutics, where
experience is dialectical rather than empiricist, and even though, as Gadamer has shown,
Husserl had hoped for a “genealogy of experience which, as an experience of the life
world (Lebenswelt), remains anterior to the idealisation operated by the sciences, ”
Husser] nevertheless projects the empiricist and scientific notion of experience onto the
very originary experience of the world he tried to elaborate, for he “makes perception, as-
the exterior perception oriented towards corporeality alone, the basis of all experience”
(Wahrheit und Methode, p. 353). To cite the Husserl cited by Gadamer: “Even if, on the
basis of sensible presence, it [Erfahrung] immediately captures our practical or spiritual
interest, even if it immediately gives itself as that which can serve us, attract us or repulse
us —all of this is founded on the fact that it is a substrate whose qualities can simply be
grasped by the senses and towards which the path of a possible interpretation always
leads.” (Wahrheit und Methode, p. 353). It is with good reason that Heidegger likewise
points out that such a notion of experience is in keeping with Husserl’s conviction that
“phenomenology represents empiricism and positivism, properly understood.” (Hegel’s
Phenomenology of Spirit, p. 20).

% Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit, pp. 19-20. My emphasis.
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experiences,’ ”—expressions which, Heidegger adds, “always convey two senses: First,
they indicate a certain sense of having been disappointed and surprised because things
turned out otherwise than expected. Second, they suggest an additional learning of
something new that is increasingly verified.”? And Heidegger is not alone in dividing the
various uses of experience into these two general groups: along similar lines, Negtand
Kluge maintain that experience [Erfahrung] can be divided into two camps, each of
which has received its respective paradigmatic formulation by Hume and Hegel.?
Likewise, Jay distinguishes between, on the one hand, experience understood as in
opposition to all mediating or discursive operations and, on the other hand, experience
understood as a dialectical process whereby the unexpected leads to a rectification of
earlier perspectives.”” Martin Seel, who has written perhaps the most comprehensive
study since Dewey on experience and its relation to aesthetic practices, also resorts to
such a distinction: “As opposed to a concept of experience centred on the direct
ascertaining of facts, I defend ... an alternative notion, which to me seems more
productive, according to which to undergo an experience refers to the realisation, always
singular, of a changed orientation in given domains of comportment

[Verhaltensbereichen].” *

% Tbid., pp. 19-20. My emphasis.
26 pyblic Sphere and Experience, p. 5.
27 “Songs of Experience,” pp. 38-39.

28 Martin Seel, Die Kunst der Entzweiung. Zum Begriff der dsthetischen Rationalitdt
(Frankfurt A.-M.: Suhrkamp, 1985), pp. 77-78.
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Such a division of experience into two general groups of meanings is of course
not without some occasional overlapping. Insofar as Dilthey’s concept of Erlebnis (for
example) involves a connection of disparate events into a unit of meaning which
unexpectedly stands out from (rather than dissolve itself into) the otherwise
undifferentiated flux of life, and insofar as it is not passively received but instead actively
transforms he who undergoes it by spurring him to objectifying it through creative
expression, it is to the second group outlined by Heidegger that this concept belongs.
But Dilthey’s concept of Erlebnis also has an apparent affinity with the first group
insofar as it becomes for the Geisteswissenschaften, as Gadamer rightly suggests, what
the sense-datum is for the Naturwissenschaften, namely, the indubitably given from
which knowledge can be inductively erected. A similar ambiguity can be seen in Victor
Turner, who invokes Dilthey and Dewey in order to champion experience as the

unexpected which transformatively re-orients, yet who in passing describes experience in

2 Wahrheit und Methode, pp. 68-71. While it is true that Dilthey invokes experience
(Erlebnis) in order to justify the objective validity of the Geisteswissenschaften by
emulating the Naturwissenschaften, he nevertheless demarcates the former’s
specificity—a specificity based on the manner by which it’s notion of Erlebnis, as a non-
decomposable minimal unit of intelligibility and signification, puts a halt to any
positivist retreat to the brute sense-datum. Will not be dealt with here, however, such
questions as to whether Dilthey oscillates between a pantheistic and positivist tendency
(Gadamer’s contention), whether Dilthey is a precursor to Heideggerian and Gadamerian
hermeneutics (Richard Palmer’s position; See his Hermeneutics (Evanston:
Northwestern University, 1969 ) pp.121-123) or whether Dilthey is but a crypto- hegelian
who differs from Hegel only because for “Dilthey the spirit (Geist) is embraced by life,
whereas for Hegel life is a deficient mode of spirit” (Herbert Schnidelbach’s position.
See his Philosophy in Germany, 1831-1933, trans. Eric Mathews (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1984), p56).
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behaviorist metaphors, referring to the “shocks of pain or pleasure” by which experience
conjures past associations and conditions future behaviour, much in the manner of a
salivating Pavlovian dog.*® And we earlier saw a similar situation in various strains of
cultural and subaltern studies where, on the one hand, the thrust of the argument is
predicated upon a disjunction or incongruence between prevalent ideology and that to
which the subaltern is exposed, yet where on the other hand the logic of their argument
occasions a quasi-empiricist retreat, as Thompson put it, to the “raw material” of
immediate experience. In each of these cases however (and there are others), experience
in the first general sense outlined by Heidegger, as a recourse to the intuition of the
objectively given, whether as Dilthey’s datum of minimal intelligibility, or as
Thompson’s “raw material,” neither constitutes nor is that upon which are predicated
their arguments, but is instead either the byproduct of a response to an external concern
(such as Dilthey’s defensive justification of the objective validity of the
Geisteswissenschaften, or the Thompsonian rejection of Althusserian strong structural
determination), or a careless non sequitur to the main argument (as is the case with the
isolated incident of Turner’s odd behaviorist metaphor). And this is in strong contrast, as
we saw earlier (for example) in subaltern theories of the Thompsonian vein, with the
manner by which the second general sense of experience, that is, experience as the

unexpected which entails a re-orientation, is presupposed by their central arguments—and

30 “Dewey, Dilthey and Drama,” pp.35-36.
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this regardless of whether this presupposition is explicitly thematized or implicitly

endorsed.

It could also be argued that experience in this second sense in fact turns out to be
experience’s more fundamental way of being, that it is in other words ontologically prior
to, or rather, the condition of possibility of, the other notion of experience which has
recourse to the intuition of the objective. To put it in the Heideggerian terms of Sein und
Zeit, experience as the intuition of things may be to experience as the unexpected what
Vorhandenheit is to Zuhandenheit: the derivative of a more fundamental way of how
things present themselves to us. A thing or event must indeed first stand out from or
unexpectedly disrupt the otherwise seamlessly integrated totality of one’s horizon of
possible signification before it can become the actual object of further inquiry,
empiricist, positivist or otherwise. It is in this vein that Popper argues, as we have seen
and as Jauss reminds us, when he discusses the manner by which science itself is
anchored in the “pre-scientific experience of lived praxis™

Each hypothesis, like each observation, presupposes expectations,

‘namely those that constitute the horizon of expectations which first make

those observations significant and thereby grants them the status of

observations.” For progress in science as for that in the experience of life,

the most important moment is the ‘disappointment of expectations.’ 3

Luhmann likewise argues that “experience (Erfahrung) is never the pure unmodified

arrival of what was expected,” and that even when thematized as a scientific or

3 Hans Robert Jauss, Toward an Aesthetic of Reception, p. 40 (citing Karl Popper,
Theorie und Realitit, ed. H. Albert (Tiibingen, 1964), p.91).
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methodological confirmation of hypotheses through an intuition of the things or
situations themselves, experience is nevertheless “made scientific by increasing its
information value, in particular by making its relevance more abstract and by multiplying
the number of possibilities it chooses from—and not by the confirmation of existing
expectations or opinions.”® It is also in this vein that Gadamer argues when he reminds
us that Bacon’s notion of experience, which various histories of ideas tend to consider as
a forerunner of empiricist and inductive methodology and thus as an early philosophical
articulation of experience in the first sense outlined by Heidegger, must be re-considered
in the more general manner by which experience presents itself to us:

Experience in this sense on the contrary necessarily presupposes the

manifold disappointment of expectations (Enttduschung von

Erwartungen), for it is only in this way that experience is acquired... . As

Bacon well knew, it is only through negative instances that experience is

to be had.*
In a further genealogical backtracking to the origins of our notions of experience, that is,
to experience before it began to play, as Gadamer put it, so “determining a role in the
logic of induction for the natural sciences that it has been subdued by the theory of
knowledge to a schematisation which, to me, seems to mutilate the original content

(urspriinglichen Gehalt) [of experience],”** Gadamer furthermore adds in his reading of

Aristotle’s Analytica posteriora that although experience for Aristotle is of interest only

32 “Meaning as Sociology’s Basic Concept,” pp. 31-32. My emphasis.
33 Wahrheit und Methode, p. 362.

% Tbid., p.352.
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insofar as it inductively leads from singular observations to the universality of the
concept, the metaphors used in this text nevertheless stress experience as the disruption
of a prior stable state and, in so doing, “illustrates the decisive moment in the essence of
experience”—a decisive moment that is often overlooked, according to Gadamer, because
experience is usually considered in terms of its results and as a fait accompli , rather than
in terms of how it is acquired to begin with.*® So while it is true, as Scott notes, that
“experience can both confirm what is already known (we see what we have learned to
see) and upset what has been taken for granted (when different meanings are in conflict
we readjust our vision to take account of the conflict or to resolve it),”* the difference
here is not between two tendencies within experience itself, but instead between
experience as a process whereby the unexpected leads to a re-orientation, and
experience as an acquired product of this process whereby the unexpected is contained

within the bounds of verifiability and corroboration.

Such questions, however, as to which of the two senses of experience outlined
by Heidegger is the condition of possibility of the other, or as to whether they are instead
altogether unrelated, shall not detain us here; what shall instead be retained is that
although there is indeed a difference between having experience and having (or

undergoing) an experience, it is the latter sense that tends to prevail when experience is

% Ibid., pp. 359-359.

36 “The Evidence of Experience,” p. 793
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linked to issues gravitating less around methodological imperatives than around
problems of self- identity (whether cultural, individual, collective or otherwise), of the
constitution of subjectivity (whether as a psychic subsystem in relation to its
environment, as Luhmann would have it, or as a temporally ek-static extendendess
within a Welt, in the manner of Heidegger’s Dasein), or of the trans gressive status of
aesthetics within daily praxis (whether because experience is seen as always already
aesthetic, or because it is seen as in need of aestheticization). Uses of experience within
such lines of inquiry indeed stress precisely that which is not seamlessly integrated
within or assimilated by prevalent discursive schemes, routinized practices or
expectations, that which in other words disruptively stands out from and thus perturbs
the current processes of signification, the structure of subjectivity, daily practices, or the
dominant modes of organizing reality, and this in such a way so as to induce a change
of orientation or perspective. As such, experience here refers less to the result of having
undergone experience, at which point the issue would revolve around confirming the
given through acquired experience, than it refers to a process one undergoes, at which
point the problem becomes one of disrupting the given through experience as a process.
As Martin Seel explains,

Unlike that which happens when one sas experience (Erfahrung), one
undergoes experience when the presupposed hierarchies of relevance upon
which one has heretofore relied lose their orienting value. To "undergo an
experience" means to discover an anticipatory attitude in the face of

problematic circumstances due to a transformation of the original attitude
which these circumstances put into question--circumstances whose
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disturbing character alone is capable of imposing a situation as a situation
of experience.”

It is on such a dialectic of disruptive unexpectedness and its re-integration within a
changed perspective that various theories try to capitalise in order to vindicate, say, class
consciousness, subaltern agency, the active role of the aesthetic upon environing social
practices, or the active role of understanding within a Wirkungsgeschichte. Unlike the
first sense of experience, which essentially amounts to a passive submission to external
sense- perception, or to a resigned endurance of the given within narrow and
predetermined parameters, the experience that one undergoes in contrast stresses the
active engagement of those whom it befalls. If indeed experience in this latter sense
disrupts prior meaning, this negativity, as Gadamer has shown, also harbors a
“particularly productive meaning:”3® for the negation of the given is not just left at that
but on the contrary incites to the active production of new meaning, of new orientations
or perspectives which, by thus trying to account for the unexpected, entail a
restructuration of one’s earlier disposition. Experience in this sense, Seel adds, is both
destructive and productive of meaning, for what distinguishes experience from the
inconsequential is that those “engaged by it [experience] position themselves towards the
state of affairs that has astonished them, and this in such a way that their earlier

established comportment and expectations are replaced by a different projection which

3 Die Kunst der Entzweiung, pp. 88-89.

% Wahrheit und Methode, p. 359.
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takes into account new realities.”® And it is this latter sense of experience, then, which
shall henceforth be used, for of interest here is not the dispassionate recourse to
experience for procedural or methodological purposes, but rather that of which the
insistence on experience, since the 1970s, may be a symptom-—an insistence at work
precisely in those theories which, insofar as they reckon with issues of agency, identity
and self-constitution, presuppose the second sense of experience as outlined by

Heidegger.

Beyond various sectarian definitions, then, experience can be (and for our
purposes shall henceforth be) generalized not so much as an accumulation of cognitively
processed information, as the consolidation of dispositions, practices or attitudes, or even
as normatively thematized problems—these are instead some of the potential products or
results of experience—than as that which, by not lending itself to seamless integration
within prior expectations or horizons of signification, perturbs or problematizes
routinized perceptions, actions and attitudes and which, in so doing, induces a change in
one’s the orientation. But although it is true, as Seel puts it, that we “undergo experience
when the expected confirmation is lacking, when what was once self-evident becomes
problematic, and when the familiar becomes strange,”® a sensation of strangeness

following a confrontation with the unexpected is in itself only a necessary, and not a

3 Die Kunst der Entzweiung, pp. 73-74, 83.

© Thid., p. 80.
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sufficient, condition of possibility of experience. I may very well be seized by a sense of
strangeness when confronted, say, by the unexpected bankruptcy sign plastered on the
boarded windows of my favorite café which I had last visited just the day before; but
should this unexpected event merely be shrugged off and forgotten (I could merely
choose without further ado to frequent a different café), then no experience has actually
materialised. But should this event represent more than a quickly forgotten
inconvenience, should this event instead leave a lasting imprint upon my routine activities
by arousing, say, a new and prolonged awareness of the macro-economic factors behind
the demise of this café, then this unexpected event has incited me into a reaction which
has not left me unchanged and, as such, an experience can be said to have taken place.
As Seel explains, “to undergo or have an experience does not mean to merely accept
something that we hadn’t acknowledged earlier, but to integrate it in the framework
which until then defined for us the real and the possible,” for involved in experience is “a
transformation of the vision of things, or of certain things, on which had been founded the
comportment of he who undergoes experience.”* Furthermore, this reorientation or
“transformation of the vision of things, or of certain things” entails more than a mere
cumulative addition of new perspectives to prior opinions or projects, or a mere switching
among attitudes or dispositions within a repertoire that is ready at hand-to switch (for
example) from a conciliating to an authoritarian tone because one’s interlocutor proves

to be more refractory than expected does not as such constitute an experience.

“ bid., p.83,79.
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Experience instead entails that the unexpected transform or revise prior opinions,
dispositions or attitudes rather than propose dispositions that are merely to be added to
those already at one’s disposal. As Wolfgang Iser explains, “experiences do not come
about merely through the recognition of the familiar,” but on the contrary they “arise
only when the familiar is transcended or undermined; they grow out of the alteration or
falsification of that which is already ours,” for “...the acquisition of experience isnot a
matter of adding on— it is a restructuring of what we already possess”*—or,as Luhmann
puts it, “experience (Erfahrung) is surprising information that is structurally relevant and
leads to a restructuring of the meaningful premises of experience processing within both
concrete and abstract (depending on the circumstances) functional contexts.”* But
although experience, by transforming or restructuring that which informs, motivates and
orients a particular comportment, would seem to confirm, say, Victor Turners’
suggestion that experience be equated with personal as well as collective rites of passage
(such as “going to school, first job, joining the army, entering the marital status”),* such
transformations need not be so fundamental or revolutionary; they can also be—and
usually tend to be—but a weakening or strengthening of a particular position or
disposition, or an accentuating mise en relief of what otherwise might remain automated

or routinised. In short, the essential matter at hand in experience is that, as a result of it,

22 The Act of Reading (Baltimore: John Hopkins, 1978), pp. 131-132. My emphasis.
43 “Meaning as Sociology’s Basic Concept,” p.31. My emphasis.

# «“Dewey, Dilthey and Drama,” p. 35.
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one is not left unchanged, much in the manner of the Lyotardian notion of event as
concisely defined by Bill Readings—provided that this definition be amended from “the
fact or case that something happens after which nothing will ever be the same again™® to
the more tame “the fact or case that something happens after which one is not left

unchanged.”

3. Experience : A dialectic of Continuity and Discontinuity.

Whereas routinized perceptions and practices remain seamlessly imbricated within the
continuity of a horizon and thus remain on the threshold of experience, experience itself
on the contrary unexpectedly institutes a disruptive discontinuity within and, in so doing,
incites to the restructuration of one’s orientation and horizon. It would seem, then, that at
hand in experience is a predisposition for the innovative as opposed to the habitual, for
discontinuity at the expense of continuity, for the contingency of an uncertain open future
as opposed to the stability of a hermetically self-contained past. Experience in short
appears imbued, as Seel put it, with “a specific temporality, that is, the existence ofa
discontinuous process” which perturbs “perceptual events and continuous perceptual

schemas (with their reflexive results) which take place and are carried out within a non-

4 Bill Readings, Introducing Lyotard: Art and Politics (London: Routledge, 1991),
p.xxxi. My emphasis. '
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problematic order and continuity.” But although it is true, as we shall later see, that
experience is decisively imbricated within an open future which allows for the new, the
surprising and the unexpected to occasion a discontinuous remue ménage within the
continuity past practices and perspectives, more is involved in experience than the
rejection, in toto, of an earlier horizon of possible si gnification. Indeed, if experience is
not the inconsequentiality of the routine, neither is it the inconsequentiality of
unadulterated discontinuity: unless they are reworked within the continuity of the horizon
they perturb, the brute traumatisms of the discontinuous remain just that—mere shocks
which, by failing to enter the purview of a horizon, are hardly in a position to disturb its
economy beyond a fleeting unsettling, let alone lead to consequential changes in one’s

orientation.

We have indeed already seen how experience involves a reintegration of the
unexpected within those very practices and horizons it perturbed—in fact it is precisely as
a result of such a reintegration that can take place a restructuration of one’s horizon as a
result of which one is not left unchanged, and as a result of which subaltern counter-
histories can be constructed, Rezeptionsdsthetiker literary horizons rearranged,
Luhmanian social and psychic systems sustained, or Gadamerian Wirkungsgeschichte
assured. If Thompsonian experience-oriented theories appeal to the disruptive potential

of experience, they appeal no less to the coordination of these experiences within a

46 Die Kunst der Entzweiung, pp. 82, 79.
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counter history or a subaltern culture— the whole point of appealing to experience is after
all not in order to jettison the past, but rather in order to return to it in order to reconstruct
it differently, in order to salvage the subaltern, woman or worker, as Thompson phrased
it, “from the condescension of posterity.” Since, as John Berger put it, “a péople ora
class which is cut off fvem its own past is far less free to choose and act as a people or
class than one that has been able to situate itself in history,” “’ agency is to be salvaged by
consolidating experiences into a counter-history, not by dispersing them into a
multiplicity of fickle and ephemeral micro-narratives from which one constantly shifts
following each unexpected event. And subaltern historiography is not alone in stressing
that be reconnected the continuity of a horizon following its disruption by the
unexpected-this manoeuvre is indeed no less present in those theories examined earlier
which have little else in common save a notion of experience as the unexpected, as can
be seen, say, in Jauss’s transposition of the dynamic of experience into a theory and
history of literary canon formations and transformations:

The new work of art—even when, as in the modern era, it provocatively

negates all previous art—still presupposes the horizon of tradition as the

instance of understanding that has been negated and, far from simply

doing away with the past, realigns the art of the past within the newly

opened horizon, reclassifying it in contemporary terms, and often even
finding in it previously unrecognised significance.”®

47 Ways of Seeing (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1972), p. 33.

® Question and Answer: Forms of Dialogic Understanding, trans. Michael Hays
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1989), p. 204.
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It is not just the disruption of the unexpected as such, then, which constitutes experience,
but rather that this disruption be addressed, taken into account by, and reworked within
the horizon it disrupts, for the unexpected leads to experience only insofar as it provokes
a further reaction whereby it is neither dismissed, nor entirely assimilated by the familiar,
but is instead reintegrated in such a way that one’s earlier horizon itself changes in the
process of accommodating it. This is what Seel means when he says that experience
itself comes about “only after an event-full [ereignisreich®] constraint forces one to enter
into a reinterpretative process of one’s experience and perceptual schemas.” As a
process which involves both the disruption of continuity and the re-establishment of
continuity, experience is hardly an ontologisation of the discontinuous, but instead what
Seel calls a dialectic or “oppositional play between confrontation and assimilation,”" a
dialectic of disruption and reintegration— a dialectic which, if are bracketed the specific
variables involved in different formulationé (such as experience as a dialectic of
innovation versus the habitual, of hegemony versus counter-history, of mediacy versus

immediacy), can be generalized as a dialectic of continuity and discontinuity.

49 "Eyentful” (ereignisreich) should be understood here in the Lyotardian sense of
Svénementiel, that is to say, as Readings put it, that which “disrupts any pre-existing
referential frame within which it might be represented or understood” . Introducing
Lyotard: Art and Politics, p.XXx1.

% Die Kunst der Entzweiung, p. 82.

5 bid., p. 83.
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Such a dialectic of continuity and discontinuity can of course hardly take place if
the unexpected, without further ado, merely galvanizes one into a reckless headlong rush
towards the perpetually renewed advent of the unexpected and the new, or if it merely
consecrates generalised discontinuity for its own sake. Required instead is a reflexive
turning back upon, and not the outright displacement or complete overhaul of, precisely
those horizons and orientations which the unexpected disrupts— it is after all within such
horizons that the unexpected is worked upon, and not in their vacated seat that the
unexpected is articulated anew and ex nihilo. Such a reflexive “returning to,” which
Heidegger and Gadamer call an Umkehrung,” and which Kristeva similarly calls a
retournement,” is in fact presupposed by theories wagering on the counter-hegemonic or
transgressive aspect of experience, for the disruptiveness of the unexpected resides not in
the punctual intensity as such of the incommensurable (or of the sublime, or of non-
identity, or of the immediate), as if discursive mediation were somehow inherently evil;
it resides instead, as we earlier saw, in the juxtaposition of the unexpected with the
familiar, in the salience of their incongruence, in the tension, in other words, between
the disruptiveness of the unexpected and the assimilating or normalising function of the
familiar and recognisable. As Michael Inwood points out in his discussion of Hegel, who

gave the first and most systematic formulation of the dynamics involved in the second

52 See Heidegger's “Hegels Begriff der Erfahrung,”in Holzwege (Frankfurt/Main:
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