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Experience with experience

For the last 30 years an important and successful strategy of the women’s movement has been to bring the experience of women into the world and to measure the acts of persons, organisations, institutions as well as legislation and government against this standard. After some 30 years of bringing female experience into the world we have at our disposal a lot of practical knowledge of how the world reacts to our bringing women’s experience into the world. 

Knowledge about “experience with experience” is becoming ever more important, we are told. “Knowledge management” is the respective term recently coined by psychology and organization theory. 

In Germany, elderly employees are praised for being experienced, yet, a substantial percentage of those more than fifty years of age are unemployed. This situation also is the outcome of a culture that emphasizes (the will to) gaining own experience, a drive which is normally attributed to the young. Viewed against the background of our philosophical tradition, this includes the reassessment of the meaning of the age-groups for the community. In former times the older people had the task of providing orientation because of their lead in experience - as Plato describes in the Symposium. Today, the young ones are expected to take the lead because of their unbroken beliefs and wishes, their spontaneity, ingenouesness, or their (new way of) radicalism (attac). At the same time, the institutionalized character of politics rises in Europe.

Do experience and being experienced have room at all in such an arrangement?

In current discussions of old and young one often can discern the same logocentrism that is present in most concepts of the relationship between the sexes. One part  – today: the younger – serves as the standard of acting, while the older people are depicted as in need of qualification. But: How can the interaction of the young and the old, the experienced and the ingenuous, be envisioned beyond the logic of establishing one side as the measure of the other?

Considering the genealogically structured interdependence of “religion”, “authority” and “tradition” in the work of Hannah Arendt, we can find a dynamic of simultaneity.  

Yet: There are in fact good reasons for appreciating the values embodied by the young – the blank or less specified. Being experienced can suffocate vitality. It can imply a “know-it-all-attitude”. In addition,  a lot of women have this experience: The world always seems to be saturated and fed up with experience. 

Having experience with experience means being aware of such and other phenomena, and perhaps having found a creative way of dealing with them. It means being acquainted with the failure of the practice of experience. What kind of knowledge is this? – In Germany, we notice an increasing number of publications on failure and its personal significance. Reflecting personal failure has become an important issue. This seems to be a response to the failure of the political strategies of the 80ies, of the Green Party and of the social movements of peace, ecology and women’s liberation.

Which experience of defeat can for example be discerned in the repeated renaming of the feminist issue: from “women’s issue” to “gender studies” to “gender democracy” to “gender mainstreaming”?

What is our experience with the “practice of experience”? In which ways does the world need experience and experience with experience?

