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CHAPTER III

HAYING AN EXPERIENCE

EXPERIENCE occurs continuously, because the interaction of

live creature and environing conditions is involved in the very

process of living. Under conditions of resistance and conflict,

aspects and elements of the self and the world that are impli

cated in this interaction qualify experience with emotions and

ideas so that conscious intent emerges. Oftentimes, however, the

experience had is inchoate. Things are experienced but not in

such a way that they are composed into an experience. There is

distraction and dispersion; what we observe and what we think,

what we desire and what we get, are at odds with each other. We

put our hands to the plow and turn back; we start and then

we stop, not because the experience has reached the end for the

sake of which it was initiated but because of extraneous inter

ruptions or of inner lethargy.

In contrast with such experience, we have an experience

when the material experienced runs its course to fulfillment. Then

and then only is it integrated within and demarcated in the gen

eral stream of experience from other experiences. A piece of work

is finished in a way that is satisfactory; a problem receives its

solution; a game is played through; a situation, whether that of

eating a meal, playing a game of chess, carrying on a conversa

tion, writing a book, or taking part in a political campaign, is so

rounded out that its close is a consummation and not a cessation.

Such an experience is a whole and carries with it its own indi

vidualizingquality and self-sufficiency. It is an experience.

Philosophers, evenempirical philosophers, have spoken for

the most part of experience at large. Idiomatic speech, however,
refers to experiences each of which is singular, having its own

beginning and end. For life is no uniform uninterrupted march
or flow. It is a thing of histories, each with its own plot, its own
inception and movement toward its close, each having its own
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particular rhythmic movement; each with its own unrepeated

quality pervading it throughout. A flight of stairs, mechanicalas

it is, proceeds by individualized steps, not by undifferentiated

progression, and an inclined plane is at least marked off from

other things by abrupt discreteness.

Experience in this vital sense is defined by those situations

and episodes that we spontaneously refer to as being "real ex

periences"; those things of which we say in recalling them, "that

was an experience." It may have been something of tremendous

importance—a quarrel with one who was once an intimate, a
catastrophe finally averted by a hair's breadth. Or it may have

been something that in comparison was slight—and which per
haps because of its very slightness illustrates all the better what

is to be an experience. There is that meal in a Paris restaurant

of which one says "that was an experience." It stands out as an

enduring memorial of what food may be. Then there is that storm

one went through in crossing the Atlantic—the storm that seemed

in its fury, as it was experienced, to sum up in itself all that a

storm can be, complete in itself, standing out becausemarked out

from what went before and what came after.

In such experiences, every successive part flows freely,
without seam and without unfilled blanks, into what ensues. At

the sametime thereis no sacrifice of the self-identity of the parts.
A river, as distinct from a pond, flows. But its flow gives a defi-

nitenessand interest to its successive portions greater than exist in

the homogenous portions of a pond. In an experience, flow is from
something to something. As one part leads into another and as

one part carries on what went before, each gains distinctness in

itself.The enduring whole is diversified by successive phases that
are emphases of its varied colors.

Because of continuous merging, there are no holes, me
chanical junctions, and dead centers when wehaveanexperience.
There are pauses, places of rest, but they punctuate and define
the quality of movement. They sum up what has been under

gone and prevent its dissipation and idle evaporation. Continued

acceleration is breathless and prevents parts from gaining dis
tinction. In a work of art, different acts, episodes, occurrences
melt and fuse into unity, and yet do not disappear and lose their

own character as they do so—just as in a genial conversation





ONE 

The question of experience can be approached nowadays only 
with an acknowledgement that it is no longer accessible to us. 
For just as modern man has been deprived of his biography, his 
experience has likewise been expropriated. Indeed, his inca-
pacity to have and communicate experiences is perhaps one of 
the few self-certainties to which he can lay claim. As long ago as 
1933 Benjamin had accurately diagnosed this 'poverty of experi-
ence' of the modern age; he located its origins in the catastrophe 
of the First World War, from whose battlefields: 

men returned ... grown silent- not richer, but poorer in communi-
cable experience ... What ten years later was poured out in the flood 
of war books was anything but experience that goes from mouth to 
mouth. And there was nothing remarkable about that. For never has 
experience been contradicted more thoroughly than strategic experi-
ence by tactical warfare, economic experience by inflation, bodily 
experience by mechanical warfare, moral experience by those in 
power. A generation that had gone to school on a horse-drawn 
streetcar now stood under the open sky in a countryside in which 
nothing remained unchanged but the clouds, and beneath these 
clouds, in a field of force of destructive torrents and explosions, was 
the tiny, fragile human body. 1 

Today, however, we know that the destruction of experience no 
longer necessitates a catastrophe, and that humdrum daily life in 
any city will suffice. For modern man's average day contains 
virtually nothing that can still be translated into experience. 
Neither reading the newspaper, with its abundance of news that 
is irretrievably remote from his life, nor sitting for minutes on 
end at the wheel of his car in a traffic jam. Neither the journey 
through the nether world of the subway, nor the demonstration 
that suddenly blocks the street. Neither the cloud of tear gas 
slowly dispersing between the buildings of the city centre, nor 
the rapid blasts of gunfire from who knows where; nor queuing 
up at a business counter, nor visiting the Land of Cockayne at 
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the supermarket, nor those eternal moments of dumb promiscu-
ity among strangers in lifts and buses. Modern man makes his 
way home in the evening wearied by a jumble of events, but 
however entertaining or tedious, unusual or commonplace, 
harrowing or pleasurable they are, none of them will have 
become experience. 

It is this non-translatability into experience that now makes 
everyday existence intolerable- as never before- rather than an 
alleged poor quality of life or its meaninglessness compared with 
the past (on the contrary, perhaps everyday existence has never 
been so replete with meaningful events). It is not until the 
nineteenth century that we find the first literary indications of 
this everyday oppressiveness, and certain well-known pages of 
Sein und Zeit on the 'banality' of the quotidian (in which 
European society between the wars was all too ready to 
recognize itself) would simply have made no sense even just a 
century earlier, but this is precisely because the everyday- not 
the unusual - made up the raw material of experience which 
each generation transmitted to the next. Hence the unreliability 
of travellers' tales and medieval bestiaries; in no sense 'fantas-
tical', they merely demonstrate that the unusual could not in any 
way be translated into experience. Each event, however com-
monplace and insignificant, thus became the speck of impurity 
around which experience accrued its authority, like a pearl. For 
experience has its necessary correlation not in knowledge but in 
authority- that is to say, the power of words and narration; and 
no one now seems to wield sufficient authority to guarantee the 
truth of an experience, and if they do, it does not in the least 
occur to them that their own authority has its roots in an 
experience. On the contrary, it is the character of the present 
time that all authority is founded on what cannot be experi-
enced, and nobody would be inclined to accept the validity of an 
authority whose sole claim to legitimation was experience. (The 
youth movements' denial of the merits of experience is eloquent 
proof of this.} 

Hence the disappearance of the maxim and the proverb, 
which were the guise in which experience stood as authority. The 
slogan, which has replaced them, is the proverb of humankind to 
whom experience is lost. This does not mean that today there are 
no more experiences, but they are enacted outside the individual. 
And it is interesting that the individual merely observes them, 
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continual opposition of diachronic and synchronic, historical 
and structural, in which it is possible to grasp as some kind of 
Ur-event, or Urfaktum, the unity-difference of invention and 
gift, human and non-human, speech and infancy. This is what 
Hamann does most categorically- albeit allegorically- when he 
defines human language as 'translation' from divine language, 
and thus identifies the origin of language and of knowledge in a 
communicatio idiomatum between human and divine. 

Such a concept of origins is not in the least abstract, nor purely 
hypothetical; on the contrary, the science of language can 
produce concrete examples of it. For what is the Indo-European 
root, reinstated through philological comparison of the histor-
ical languages, if not an origin? An origin not merely pushed 
backwards in time, but equally representing a present, operative 
instance in the historical languages? It is located in a convergence 
of diachronic and synchronic, where, as a historically unattested 
state of the language- as 'never spoken language', yet still real 
- it guarantees both the intelligibility of linguistic history and the 
synchronic coherence of the system. An origin such as this can 
never be completely resolved through 'events' supposed _histor-
ically to have occurred; it is something that has not yet ceased to 
occur. We can define this dimension as that of a transcendental 
history, which in a sense constitutes the a priori limit and 
structure of all historical knowledge. 

It is on this model that we must view the relationship between 
language and a pure, transcendental experience which, like 
human infancy, is free both of the subject and of any psycho-
logical substratum. It is not simply an event to be isolated 
chronologically, nor anything like a psychosomatic state which 
either child psychology (at the level of parole) or palaeo-
anthropology (at the level of langue) could ever construct as a 
human event independent of language. However, it is not even 
something that can be wholly resolved within language, except 
as a transcendental source or an Ur-limit in the sense already 
referred to. In terms of human experience is the simple 
difference between the human and the linguistic. The individual 
as not already speaking, as having been and still being an infant 
-this is experience. But that there is in this sense an infancy of 
the individual, that there is a difference between the human and 
linguistic, is not an event on a par with others in the realm of 
human history, or a simple characteristic among many that 
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identify the species Homo sapiens. Infancy has its effect first and 
foremost on language, constituting it and conditioning it in an 
essential way. f'or the very fact that infancy exists as such- that 
it is, in other words, experience as the transcendental limit of 
language- rules out language as being in itself totality and truth. 
If there was no experience, if there was no infancy, language 
would undoubtedly be a 'game' in Wittgenstein's sense, its truth 
coinciding with its correct usage according to logical rules. But 
from the point where there is experience, where there is infancy, 
whose expropriation is the subject of language, then language 
appears as the place where experience must become truth. In 
other words infancy as Ur-limit in language emerges through 
constituting it as the site of truth. What Wittgenstein posits, at 
the end of the Tractatus, as the 'mystical' limit of language is not 
a psychic reality located outside or beyond language in some 
nebulous so-called 'mystical experience', it is the very transcen-
dental origin of language, nothing other than infancy. The 
ineffable is, in reality, infancy. Experience is the mysterion which 
every individual intuits from the fact of having an infancy. This 
mystery is not an oath of silence or mystical ineffability; on the 
contrary, it is the vow that commits the individual to speech and 
to truth. Just as infancy destines language to truth, so language 
constitutes truth as the destiny of experience. Truth is not 
thereby something that can be defined within language, nor even 
outside it, as a given fact or as an 'equation' between this and 
language: infancy, truth and language are limited and constituted 
respectively in a primary, historico-transcendental relation in the 
sense already noted. 

But infancy has another, more decisive consequence for 
language. It sets up in language that split between language and 
discourse which exclusively and fundamentally characterizes 
human language. For the fact that there is a difference between 
language (langue) and speech (parole), and that it is possible to 
pass from one to the other, and that each speaking individual is 
the site of this difference and this passage, is neither natural nor 
self-evident, but the central phenomenon of human language. 
Only now, thanks once more to Benveniste's studies, do we begin 
to discern this problematic, and its importance as the essential 
task with which any future science of language will be put to the 
test. It is not language in general that marks out the human from 
other living beings - according to the Western metaphysical 
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. b • with these tiny packages of experiential knowledge 
ways 1s char you cgin , I · • 

. thing "great' o r more comp ex, a sc1ent1fic theory of 
and char, next, some . f 

. . al • an perhaps be built out o these elementary building historic narranve, c . . . . . . 
blocks. And precisely chis is where rhmgs ordmanly go r'.g~t 1l1 the sciences 

d 011g in history and why the construct1v1sts are so skepti-but ten to go wr . . . 
I b h Ossibility of an exper1ennal knowledge of the past itself ca a out t e p . . • 
h h So much less likely to cherish such defeatist worries about w ereas t ey are . . , 
. • c. h ·1es J11 sum the consrrucnv1st s argument both presupposes sc1enr1nc t eor · • . . 

and enhances the assumption chat expenenual knowledge always comes to 
us in these tiny packages and that we co_uld never ~ave experiential knowl-
ed e of something that is complex, comprehensive, and overwhelming. 
T~s is, of course, a typically positivist dogma and the kind of intuition 
of which you may expect to find variants in the writings of any positivist 

philosopher. 
But as soon as rhe nature of the dogma is clearly written down, you 

will immediately become aware of its being, indeed, a mere dogma. Sup-
pose you encounter a person. Is a person not a most complex and compre-
hensive object? Or chink of what you are actually seeing when looking at 
rhe sky at a clear night or of what you are doing when reading a book. In 
all these cases you will have to do with complex objects. And apart from 
rhe scientific experiment, complexity seems to be the rule rather than the 
exception in our experience of the world. Perhaps the positivist will now ri-
poste that the object you see may well be complex but that our experience 
of it would or, rather, should be quite simple and elementary. So, accord-
ing to the positivist, we mistakenly tend to project the complexity of these 
objects of experience on our experience of them . Although not being a phe-
nomenologist a la Husserl, I must confess that I would not feel myself ca-
pable of making much of this objection. This distinction between "seeing 
complex things" on the one hand and the "complexity of seeing things" on 
the ocher seems to me to serve no other purpose than to save the skin of the 
posirivist's Weltanschauung-for this is what it is, in rhe end. 

Bur even if this were to be granted to the positivist, I would like to 
ask about our experience of painting, of music, of art in general. Surely, 
such experiences are experiences in the most dramatic sense of the word, 
but we know that the experience of a work of art cannot be taken apart into 
a multitud_e ~f experiences of all its constituent components. When look-
mg at a pamtmg, you do not see, first, myriad tiny individual brushsrrokes 
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chat you, next, s?mehow put. together again; you see the painting as a 
whole, in its totality, and expenence it as such. There is an instructive anec-
dote about Clement Greenberg: When wishing to make up his mind about 
a pain ting, he walked up to the painting with his hands before his eyes. 
When standing right in front of the painting he dropped his hands and the 
immediate impact the painting then had on him would be decisive for him. 
Obviously, the procedure was intended to take in the painting as a whole 
and to avoid the temptation to somehow put it together out of its compo-
nent parts. In sum, let us look with the greatest suspicion at E.bilosophical 
accounts of experience rulmg out a priori that experience could be some-
thing complex."More specifically, as long as we allow ourselves to be se-
duced by the positivist's dogma of the nature of experience, we shall never 
be able to make any sense of historical experience. Theories of "sense data" 
are our worst guide if we wish to get a grasp of what goes on in history and 
in the humanities in general. fu we shall see, historical experience is, just 
as it is in the arts, always most complex. In fact, in history it is just the other 
way around than is suggested by the positivist's Weltanschauung. In h istory 
you move toward abstraction-and to doubtful intellectual construc-
tion-when moving away from complexity to what is allegedly basic and 
elementary. History comes to us in wholes, in totalities, and this is how we 
primarily experience both the past itself and what it has left us- as is the 
case in the arts and in aesthetic experience. T he explanation is that history 
does not rise up before our minds from data found in the archives in the 
way that a detective may infer from the relevant data who committed a 
murder: It is, instead, a "displacement" of the present as dictated by these 
data, and , as such, it is experienced as a totali ty no less than is the case with 
the present. This, then, is what we always must bear in mind when think-
ing of the notion of experience and especially when considering what has 
been said on the notion by Huizinga- to whom I shall now turn. 

3.3 HUIZINGA ON HISTORICAL EXPERIENCE 

Historical experience has rarely attracted the attention of historians 
and has only rarely been discussed by historical theorists. What is, in my 
view, still the best account of historical experience can be found in 
Huizinga's collected work, where the notion is discussed on two occasions, 
albeit tantalizingly briefly. Although the phenomenology of historical ex-
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b H uizinga is deplorably sketchy, I believe it to be 
. presented here y . . 11 1 . 1 penence . h sense of projecnng on it a t 1e rig 1t associa-

f d rally correct in t e . . 
un amen . d We might even conJecture it to h ave been a 
. . h the nght osage. . 

nons wu . . h H 'zinga never managed to wnre more th an these 
1 · disguise r at ui . . . 

b essing ,n h s on historical expenence. H e is quire explicit 
meager rwo to r ree page . d h b . f h ' . h notion is to him, an t e reviry o is exposi-
about how important r e . . l . . . 
. c have forced him to remam as c ose as possible to his 10_ 

non may rhererore h ' If H . . ' . 
. . d h he notion truly meant to im. u izmgas fascm a-rumons an tow at t . . 

. h · h d tempted him to wme som e lengthy trean se o n it non for r e nonon a . . . . . . ' 
f whar we now find 111 his wntmgs o n h1stoncal expe-rhe clear conrours o . . . . 

. • h ll h ve been lost. T he passage in which H uizmga most fully nence mig r we a . . . 
· h' · tui·ti·ons about historical experience runs as follows: summarizes 1s 111 

Th. b • he essence of the issue. There is in all historical awareness a most 1s rings us to t . . . . 
Onlponent that is most suitably characterized by the term h1sroncal momentous c , 

· s One could also speak of historical conracr. Historical imagination al-sensanon. 
ready says too much, and much the same is true of historical visio~, insofar as rhe 
cognate nocion of visual representation suggests a degree of derermmacy that is srill 
absent here. The German word "Ahnung" char had already been used by Wilhelm 
von Humboldt in this connection would almost express ir if only the term had not 
lost its precise meaning by its use in another context. T his contact with rhe past 
that cannot be reduced to anything outside itself is the entrance into a world of its 
own, it is one of the many variants of eksrasis, of an experience of truth that is 
given to the human being. Ir is not like the enjoyment of the work of art, nor a re-
ligious affect, nor a trembling before the confrontation with nature, nor the rec-
ognition of a metaphysical truth, but yet a member of this series. T he object of this 
sensation are nor individual human beings, nor human lives or human thoughts 
insofar as these possess discernible contours. It can hardly be called an image what 
the mind forms here or undergoes. Insofar as ir takes on any distinct form at all, 
this form remains composite and vague: an "Ahnung," just as much of streets, 
houses and fields, of sounds and colors as it is of human beings structuring rheir 
lives and being structured by ir. This contact with the past, that is accompanied 
by_the absolute conviction of complete aurhenticiry and truth, can be provoked by 
a line from a chronicle, by an engraving, a few sounds from an old song. It is not 
an element thar the author writing in rhe past deliberately put down in his work. 
It is "behind" d •· " h b an not in t e ook that the past has left us. T he contemporary 
reader takes it along\ ' th h" If · h' · f h · . . . "1 imsc 111 1s encounter with the author rom t e past, 
It 1s his response to his call If th. I · I · d d' . · 1s tru y 1s an e ement of h istoncal un erscan mg, 
wluch many have referred to with the term "Nacherleben ," then this term is com-
pletely mistaken "Na h I b " • · c er e en is too much suggestive of a psychological process. 
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H istorical sensation does not present itself to us as a re-living, but as an under-
standing that is closely akin to the understanding of music, or, rather of the world 
by music.9 ( my translation) 

W hen trying to understand what Huizinga has in mind he re, we' had best 
begin by looki ng at what he considers to be the "typ ical" object of histo ri-
cal experience o r sensation. As becom es clear from the q uote, t h is object is 
no thing very specifi c: We sho uld not relate ir to the doings or rhe thoughts 
of individual huma n beings. N either is it some d eep structure that one 
might discern in it. T he object of historical experience is given to us prior 
to conscio us reflectio n by the historian ; it is not to be related to any pro-
cess of thought, to how the historian may com bine the evidence the past 
has left us in o rder to devise the k ind of hypotheses about the past that t he 
constructivist we d iscussed a m om ent ago always had in mind . I t is to be 
related , rather, to what happens between the h istorian and the past, to what 
happens on the interface between the two of them, and not where we will 
find o urselves when moving away from the interface, either toward the 
dark and hidden recesses of the past itself o r toward the historian's cogn i-
tive m achinery. H uizinga speaks here o f ekstasis, hence of a m ovement by 
rhe historian w ith which he moves outside himself and reaches for t he past , 
so to say. This is w here Huizinga's historical experience com es close to 

Nietzsche's Rausch, a wo rd without its exact eq u ivalent in E nglish , perhaps 
best d escribed as a moment of enrapture and of being carried away by the 
intensity of experience. Its meaning and effects can best be elucidated by 
Nietzsche himself: "Die Raum- und Zeitbedi ngungen sind veranderr; 
ungeheure Fernen werden i.iberschaut und gleichsam erst wahrnehm bar; 
die Ausdehnung d es Blicks i.iber grossere M engen und W eiten" ("T he de-
terminations o f space and t ime have changed; immense distances are 
grasped within o ne single overview and becom e o nly now pe rceivable; it 
offers an expa nsion of view comprising many th ings bo th close and re-
mote" [m y tra nslatio n]). 10 All spatial and temporal demarcatio ns have mo-
mentarily been lifted; it is as if the temporal trajectory between past and 
present, instead of separating the two , has becom e the locus o f their en-
counter. Historical experience pulls the faces of past and present together 
in a shore but ecstatic kiss. Histo rical experience is, in this way, a "surface" 
phenome non : It takes place o n the surface o r interface w here the historian 
and che past m eet each ocher. Bur this cerrainly does not imply that we 
have now entered rhe domain o f mysticism and irrationality. 
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under control": 

That revolution will come precisely because of the infiltration of clear 
and articulate language into the marginal areas of human sexual 
exploration, such as this book from time to time describes, and of 
which it is only the most modest example. Now that a significant 
range of people have begun to get a clearer idea of what has been pos- 
sible among the varieties of human pleasure in the recent past, heter- 
osexuals and homosexuals, females and males will insist on exploring 
them even further. [M, p. 175] 

By writing about the bathhouse Delany seeks not, he says, "to roman- 
ticize that time into some cornucopia of sexual plenty," but rather to break 
an "absolutely sanctioned public silence" on questions of sexual practice, 
to reveal something that existed but that had been suppressed. 

Only the coyest and the most indirect articulations could occasionally 
indicate the boundaries of a phenomenon whose centers could not be 
spoken or written of, even figuratively: and that coyness was medical 
and legal as well as literary; and, as Foucault has told us, it was, in its 
coyness, a huge and pervasive discourse. But what that coyness means 
is that there is no way to gain from it a clear, accurate, and extensive 
picture of extant public sexual institutions. That discourse only 
touched on highly select margins when they transgressed the legal 
and/or medical standards of a populace that firmly wished to main- 
tain that no such institutions existed. [M, pp. 175-76] 

The point of Delany's description, indeed of his entire book, is to docu- 
ment the existence of those institutions in all their variety and multiplicity, 
to write about and thus to render historical what has hitherto been hidden 
from history. 

As I read it, a metaphor of visibility as literal transparency is crucial to 
his project. The blue lights illuminate a scene he has participated in before 
(in darkened trucks parked along the docks under the West Side Highway, 
in men's rooms in subway stations), but understood only in a fragmented 
way. "No one ever got to see its whole" (M, p. 174; emphasis added). He 
attributes the impact of the bathhouse scene to its visibility: "You could see 
what was going on throughout the dorm" (M, p. 173; emphasis added). 
Seeing enables him to comprehend the relationship between his personal 
activities and politics: "the first direct sense of political power comes from 
the apprehension of massed bodies." Recounting that moment also allows 
him to explain the aim of his book: to provide a "clear, accurate, and 
extensive picture of extant public sexual institutions" so that others may 
learn about and explore them (M, pp. 174, 176; emphasis added). Knowl- 
edge is gained through vision; vision is a direct apprehension of a world of 
transparent objects. In this conceptualization, the visible is privileged; 
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writing is then put at its service.3 Seeing is the origin of knowing. Writing 
is reproduction, transmission-the communication of knowledge gained 
through (visual, visceral) experience. 

This kind of communication has long been the mission of historians 
documenting the lives of those omitted or overlooked in accounts of the 
past. It has produced a wealth of new evidence previously ignored about 
these others and has drawn attention to dimensions of human life and 
activity usually deemed unworthy of mention in conventional histories. It 
has also occasioned a crisis for orthodox history by multiplying not only 
stories but subjects, and by insisting that histories are written from funda- 
mentally different-indeed irreconcilable-perspectives or standpoints, 
none of which is complete or completely "true." Like Delany's memoir, 
these histories have provided evidence for a world of alternative values 
and practices whose existence gives the lie to hegemonic constructions of 
social worlds, whether these constructions vaunt the political superiority 
of white men, the coherence and unity of selves, the naturalness of hetero- 
sexual monogamy, or the inevitability of scientific progress and economic 
development. The challenge to normative history has been described, in 
terms of conventional historical understandings of evidence, as an en- 
largement of the picture, a correction to oversights resulting from inac- 
curate or incomplete vision, and it has rested its claim to legitimacy on the 
authority of experience, the direct experience of others, as well as of the 
historian who learns to see and illuminate the lives of those others in his or 
her texts. 

Documenting the experience of others in this way has been at once a 
highly successful and limiting strategy for historians of difference. It has 
been successful because it remains so comfortably within the disciplinary 
framework of history, working according to rules that permit calling old 
narratives into question when new evidence is discovered. The status of 
evidence is, of course, ambiguous for historians. On the one hand, they 
acknowledge that "evidence only counts as evidence and is only recog- 
nized as such in relation to a potential narrative, so that the narrative can 
be said to determine the evidence as much as the evidence determines the 
narrative."4 On the other hand, historians' rhetorical treatment of evi- 
dence and their use of it to falsify prevailing interpretations, depends on a 
referential notion of evidence which denies that it is anything but a re- 
flection of the real.5 Michel de Certeau's description is apt. Historical 

3. On the distinction between seeing and writing in formulations of identity, see Homi 
K. Bhabha, "Interrogating Identity," in Identity: The Real Me, ed. Lisa Appignanesi (Lon- 
don, 1987), pp. 5-11. 

4. Lionel Gossman, Towards a Rational Historiography, Transactions of the American 
Philosophical Society, n.s. 79, pt. 3 (Philadelphia, 1989), p. 26. 

5. On the "documentary" or "objectivist" model used by historians, see Dominick 
LaCapra, "Rhetoric and History," History and Criticism (Ithaca, N.Y., 1985), pp. 15-44. 
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discourse, he writes, 

gives itself credibility in the name of the reality which it is supposed to 
represent, but this authorized appearance of the "real" serves pre- 
cisely to camouflage the practice which in fact determines it. Repre- 
sentation thus disguises the praxis that organizes it.6 

When the evidence offered is the evidence of "experience," the claim 
for referentiality is further buttressed-what could be truer, after all, 
than a subject's own account of what he or she has lived through? It is pre- 
cisely this kind of appeal to experience as uncontestable evidence and as 
an originary point of explanation-as a foundation on which analysis is 
based-that weakens the critical thrust of histories of difference. By 
remaining within the epistemological frame of orthodox history, these 
studies lose the possibility of examining those assumptions and practices 
that excluded considerations of difference in the first place. They take as 
self-evident the identities of those whose experience is being documented 
and thus naturalize their difference. They locate resistance outside its dis- 
cursive construction and reify agency as an inherent attribute of individu- 
als, thus decontextualizing it. When experience is taken as the origin of 
knowledge, the vision of the individual subject (the person who had the 
experience or the historian who recounts it) becomes the bedrock of evi- 
dence on which explanation is built. Questions about the constructed 
nature of experience, about how subjects are constituted as different in 
the first place, about how one's vision is structured-about language (or 
discourse) and history-are left aside. The evidence of experience then 
becomes evidence for the fact of difference, rather than a way of explor- 
ing how difference is established, how it operates, how and in what ways it 
constitutes subjects who see and act in the world.7 

6. Michel de Certeau, "History: Science and Fiction," in Heterologies: Discourse on the 
Other, trans. Brian Massumi (Minneapolis, 1986), p. 203; hereafter abbreviated "H." 

7. Vision, as Donna Haraway points out, is not passive reflection. "All eyes, including 
our own organic ones, are active perceptual systems, building in translations and specific 
ways of seeing-that is, ways of life" (Donna Haraway, "Situated Knowledges: The Science 
Question in Feminism and the Privilege of Partial Perspective," Feminist Studies 14 [Fall 
1988]: 583). In another essay she pushes the optical metaphor further: "The rays from my 
optical device diffract rather than reflect. These diffracting rays compose interference pat- 
terns, not reflecting images.... A diffraction pattern does not map where differences 
appear, but rather where the effects of differences appear" (Haraway, "The Promises of 
Monsters: Reproductive Politics for Inappropriate/d Others," typescript). In this connec- 
tion, see also Minnie Bruce Pratt's discussion of her eye that "has only let in what I have 
been taught to see," in her "Identity: Skin Blood Heart," in Elly Bulkin, Pratt, and 
Barbara Smith, Yours in Struggle: Three Feminist Perspectives on Anti-Semitism and Racism 
(Brooklyn, N.Y., 1984), and the analysis of Pratt's autobiographical essay by Biddy Martin 
and Chandra Talpade Mohanty, "Feminist Politics: What's Home Got to Do with It?" in 
Feminist Studies/Critical Studies, ed. Teresa de Lauretis (Bloomington, Ind., 1986), 
pp. 191-212. 
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uses of existential, with the implicit reference to a form of existentialism. 
But phrases like existential awareness, and the use of existential with a wide 
variety of nouns of feeling and of action, have become extended beyond any 
deliberate position. In their sense of process, actuality, or immediacy they can 
be seen as connected with earlier pre-existentialist senses, and indeed with 
the main history of the word. It is primarily in relation to senses of choice, 
anxiety and unpredictability that the philosophical tendency, however loosely 
in many cases, has given the contemporary word a special meaning. But this is 
not always distinguishable (and in some cases the lack of distinction is confus-
ing) from simple descriptive uses for living or actuality. Thus ‘the existential 
character of life in the modern city’ may mean (i) the immediately observed 
day-to-day life of the inhabitants of a modern city, with no prior assumption of 
its necessary (essential) characteristics; or (ii) the strange, meaningless, alien-
ated life of the inhabitants of the city, full of immediate occasions for unfore-
seen choices and full also of threat and anxiety; or (iii) the absurd condition 
of the modern city as a social form, with its inherent (? essential) conditions 
of strangeness and lack of purpose and connections. It is probably as well, 
whenever this now powerful word is used, to look for some early existential 
specification.

See  DETER MINE, IDEALISM, INDIVIDUAL

Experience

The old association between experience and experiment can seem, in some of the 
most important modern uses, merely obsolete. (The relations between the two 
words, until 1C18, are described under empirical.) The problem now is to con-
sider the relations between two main senses which have been important since 
1C18. These can be summarized as (i) knowledge gathered from past events, 
whether by conscious observation or by consideration and reflection; and (ii) a 
particular kind of consciousness, which can in some contexts be distinguished 
from ‘reason’ or ‘knowledge’. We can give a famous and influential example of 
each sense.

Burke, in the Reflections on the Revolution in France (1790), wrote:

If I might venture to appeal to what is so much out of fashion in Paris, 
I mean to experience . . .

Jeff Dolven
Raymond Williams. Keywords. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015.
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This is a conservative argument against ‘rash’ political innovation, stressing 
the need for ‘slow but well-sustained progress’, taking each step as it comes and 
watching its effect. We can see how this developed from the sense of experiment 
and observation, but what is new is the confident generalization of the ‘lessons 
of experience’: particular conclusions as well as particular methods. Someone in 
Paris might have replied that the Revolution itself was an ‘experience’, in the sense 
of putting a new kind of politics to trial and observation, but for all those older 
implications of the word it seems certain that this would have been overborne, at 
least in English, by the riper and more gathered sense, then and now, of ‘lessons’ 
as against ‘innovations’ or ‘experiments’.

That is experience past. We can see experience present in T. S. Eliot (Meta-
physical Poets, 1921):

a thought to Donne was an experience, it modified his sensibility.

What is implicit here is a distinction between kinds of consciousness; to some 
people, it seems, a thought would not be an experience, but a (lesser) act of reason-
ing or opinion. Experience, in this major tendency, is then the fullest, most open, 
most active kind of consciousness, and it includes feeling as well as thought. This 
sense has been very active in aesthetic discussion, following an earlier religious 
sense, and it can come to be contrasted, over a wide area, with the kinds of con-
sciousness involved in reasoning and conscious experiment.

It is evident that the grounds for reliance on experience past (‘lessons’) and 
experience present (full and active ‘awareness’) are radically different, yet there is 
nevertheless a link between them, in some of the kinds of action and conscious-
ness which they both oppose. This does not have to be the case, but the two dis-
tinct senses, from 1C18, have in practice moved together, within a common his-
torical situation.

It is very difficult, in the complexity of the emergence of these senses from 
the always latent significances in much earlier uses, to mark definite phases. The 
general usefulness of experience past is so widely recognized that it is difficult to 
know who would want to challenge it while it remains a neutral sense, permitting 
radically different conclusions to be drawn from diversely gathered and inter-
preted observations. But it is of course just this which the rhetorical use against 
experiment or innovation prevents. It is interesting that Blake, at almost the same 
time as Burke, used experience in a much more problematic way: less bland, 
less confident; indeed a troubled contrast with innocence. So far from being an 
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available and positive set of recommendations, it was ‘bought with the price of all 
that a man hath’ (Four Zoas, II, c. 1800). No specific interpretation of experience 
can in practice be assumed to be directive; it is quite possible from experience to 
see a need for experiment or innovation.

This might be easier to agree than the problem of experience present. It is clear 
that this involves an appeal to the whole consciousness, the whole being, as against 
reliance on more specialized or more limited states or faculties. As such it is part of 
that general movement which underlies the development of culture (q.v.) and its 
directly associated terms. The strength of this appeal to wholeness, against forms 
of thought which would exclude certain kinds of consciousness as merely ‘person-
al’, ‘subjective’ or ‘emotional’, is evident. Yet within the form of appeal (as again 
in culture and art) the stress on wholeness can become a form of exclusion of 
other nominated partialities. The recent history of this shift is in aesthetics (under-
standably so, when we recall the development of aesthetics itself), but the decisive 
phase was probably in a certain form of religion, and especially Methodism.

The sense develops from experience as ‘being consciously the subject of a state 
or condition’ (OED, 4) and especially from the application of this to an ‘inner’, ‘per-
sonal’, religious experience. While this was available within many religious forms, 
it became especially important within Protestantism, and was increasingly relied 
on in later and more radical Protestant movements. Thus in Methodism there were 
experience-meetings, classes ‘held for the recital of religious experiences’. A descrip-
tion of 1857 records that ‘there was praying, and exhorting, and telling experiences, 
and singing . . . sentimental hymns’. This is then a notion of subjective (q.v.) wit-
ness, offered to be shared. What is important about it, for a later more general sense, 
is that such experiences are offered not only as truths, but as the most authentic 
kind of truths. Within theology, this claim has been the matter of an immense argu-
ment. The caution of Jonathan Edwards – ‘those experiences which are agreeable to 
the word of God are right’ (1758) – is among the more moderate reactions. It is clear 
that in C20 both the claim and the doubts and objections have moved into a much 
wider field. At one extreme experience (present) is offered as the necessary (im-
mediate and authentic) ground for all (subsequent) reasoning and analysis. At the 
other extreme, experience (once the present participle not of ‘feeling’ but of ‘trying’ 
or ‘testing’ something) is seen as the product of social conditions or of systems of 
belief or of fundamental systems of perception, and thus not as material for truths 
but as evidence of conditions or systems which by definition it cannot itself explain.

This remains a fundamental controversy, and it is not, fortunately, limited to its 
extreme positions. But much of the controversy is confused, from the beginning, 
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by the complex and often alternative senses of experience itself. Experience past 
already includes, at its most serious, those processes of consideration, reflection and 
analysis which the most extreme use of experience present – an unquestionable 
authenticity and immediacy – excludes. Similarly, the reduction of experience to 
material always produced from elsewhere depends on an exclusion of kinds of con-
sideration, reflection and analysis which are not of a consciously separated system-
atic type. It is then not that such kinds should not be tested, but that in the deepest 
sense of experience all kinds of evidence and its consideration should be tried.

See  EMPIR ICAL , R ATIONAL , SENSIBILITY, SUBJECTIVE

Expert

Expert is from fw expert, oF, rw expertus, L, past participle of experiri – to try. It 
appeared in English, as an adjective, in 1C14, at the same time as the closely related 
experience. It is characteristic that it began to be used as a noun – an expert – from 
eC19, in an industrial society which put increasing emphasis on specialization and 
qualification. It has continued to be used over a wide range of activities, at times 
with a certain vagueness (cf. qualified and the more deliberate formal qualifica-
tions). It is interesting that inexpert, as a noun in the opposite sense, was occasion-
ally used from 1C19, but the main word in this sense is, of course, layman, general-
ized from the old contrast between laymen and clerics. Lay is from fw laicus, L – not 
of the clergy, from rw laikos, Gk – of the people. There is a comparable movement 
in profession, C13, from rw profiteri, L – to declare aloud, which was originally an 
avowal of religious belief, becoming the basis of two nouns; professor – a ranked 
teacher, C14, an avower, C15; and professional, C18, in a widening range of voca-
tions and occupations. Amateur, fw amatore, It, rw amator, L – lover, and thence 
one who loves something, developed in an opposed pairing with professional (first 
as a matter of relative skill, later as a class and then monetary distinction) from C18.

See  INTELLECTUAL

Exploitation

Exploitation came into English in eC19, in what is almost certainly a direct bor-
rowing from French. The rw is explico, L, in its range of senses from unfold and 
spread out to arrange and explain (this last leading to explication, as the earlier 
senses had led to explicit). In oF the form was explectation, and there was a feudal 


