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Experience, dissent, understanding

In the empiricist tradition of philosophy the meaning of words and sentences is conceived to be empirically grounded. That means that experience plays an essential role not only for language learning but also for the interpretation of linguistic activities. Moreover, since the assault on the analytic/synthetic distinction it has become possible to ascribe empirical content (at least in a minimal sense) to all sentences or judgments. There no longer is deemed existing a separate realm of analytic judgments or value judgments where experience would play no role at all in assessing the validity of claims. This dismissal of the so called first dogma of empiricism through

Willard van Orman Quine has, together with the dismissal of the second, the reductionist dogma, as well as further developments in postpositivist philosophy of science, paved the way for feminist philosophers to integrate feminist values into philosophy and philosophy of science. The social experience of women which, among other things, expresses itself in those values can thus not only legitimately be represented in theory but the feminist informed theories are also able to challenge androcentrically biased theories. According to this model, the opponents, in case of competing judgments about certain matters of fact, go back to experience and present evidence

which speaks for their respective claim or theory. In the light of the presented evidence an adjudication will be possible and made.

This is the point where the problem I am interested in only begins to emerge. Because, if the competing claims are simple empirical claims about simple observable matters of fact then a settlement of the dispute will probably not present any further difficulties. Given, of course, the opponents speak the same language. But this, precisely, can not be presumed without further argument. Moreover, the really interesting points at issue will probably not be the kind of simple empirical claims or observation sentences but rather value judgments not directly related to observable matters of fact or complex judgments about, say, discriminating social practices or gendered identities or other.

In particular, I am interested in the situation of dissent or disagreement. Presupposing the thesis that dissent also represents differences in experience I will first explore the concept of dissent and its possible forms. Dissent has to be conceived as a strong notion excluding that the phenomenon in question only represents a misunderstanding, a lack of understanding or an insufficient hermeneutical effort. Dissent does not denote the failure of understanding but builds on successful understanding. In the language of jurisprudence: dissent requires intent.

The next question is whether dissent has to be conceived as principally surmountable or whether there exist forms of dissent which require a, so to say, higher order consensus implying that the first order dissent cannot or should not be settled. There are currently different orientations, in different debates however. Some consider consensus to be the normative ideal of an enlightened communication community. Some insist, on the contrary, on respecting the distance and on the renouncement of the idea of a complete assimilation of the other (speaker).

Some claim that at least concerning basic values there cannot be unsurmountable dissent. I will concentrate mainly on the last position and critically discuss it, asking in what sense it presupposes a common and intersubjectively principally transparent realm of experience and if or how different (gendered) experiences may be located n this model.

