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SOCIAL IDENTITIES AND TRANSFORMATIVE
EXPERIENCE

Elizabeth Barnes

Abstract: In this paper, [ argue that whether, how, and to
what extent an experience is transformative is often highly
I then further argue that sometimes social
factor in whether a certain type of
transformative. Sometimes

contingent.
conditions are a major
experience is often or typically
social conditions make it easy for a type of experience to

be transformative, and sometimes they make it hard for a
type of experience to be transformative. This, I claim, can
sometimes be a matter of social justice: social conditions
can make transformativeness too easy or too hard, in a

way that harms people.

aid. in recent discussions, to the e istemic and
b . 3

ormative experiences. In this paper,
pect of transformative experiences:

Much attention has been
decision-theoretic implications of transf
I focus on a different and less explored as
their normative significance.

L. A. Paul (2014; 2015), helpfully distinguishes between two ways in

which an experience can be transformative. An experience is epistemically
transformative if it gives you new ‘what it’s like’ information that you
didn’t previously have access to (2014, 155). And experience 1s personally
transformative if it significantly alters your priorities, your preferences, and

your self-conception (2014, 156). 1 begin by making three very simple
observations about both types of transformative experience. The first
is that it is often contingent whether a particular type of experience is
transformative in either sense. The second is that the transformativeness,

in either sense, of a given experience is something that can come in degrees.
The third is that how or in what way a particular type of experience is
transformative can vary. I'm then going to use these three observations to
argue that whether, how, and to what extent an experience is transformative

can sometimes be a matter of social justice.

1 Transformativeness Is Contingent

and—who had never had a dog, didn’t want

dog after years of my pestering—fell
1. The experience,

When we got our dog, my husb
a dog, and only caved in to getting a
instantly, deeply in love with her, and with dogs in genera
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http://dx.doLorg/lO.T1612/765[)191‘[.2015.92‘2.3
© 2015 Elizabeth Barnes @ © 2015 Res Philosophica

‘—



172 Elizabeth Barnes

by his own i
recounting, was both personally and phenomenologicall
y trans-

formative. H
. He be
previously opaquzatr(r)l?ware o ey and surprising information that
ith 2 non e o 1ml——gub5nilzts like to share a deep emotional bWaj
) 1mai. An 1 St on
Bt 1S priorities and pref
S. : . preterences :
dog-friendi, }E—ie;earraqge_:d his entire work schedule to make itcrl;an'ged i
to travel inyilis tirfrjlganfgf;lvmg money to dog charities, he no lon eralea“y
hod & orofony e off because he hated leaving the dog. G ger wanted
N pd | ound, transformational effect on his life & fetting a dog
eedless to sa - ’
Bot peogl st Z,r:l(zwgver, getting a dog doesn’t always have this eff
dog and really like dnot 0g people. And some people, while they loxsfee hec’t.
Eyrmecd by e sxperd gs In genf;ral, nevertheless aren’t emotionall -
Only the select fe[z:fr}llce. Thglr dog is wonderful, but not life ch}; trans-
ided el tht ¢ genuine dog people of world—seem to bngmg.
a1 Gommprrionst the snll)gle greatest thing on earth, unrivaled in the 1con_
1p they bring. Wheth . 2 e love
depends in 5 cther getting a dog i
A is tran i
s perienge ]SDhOtNon Whether you are such a person. Angd as m 5£0rrglatw,e
s, 1t can be difficult to pred;j y ausband’s
person. predict whether you are such a
But whethe :
I an experience is transf :
vilia sore af e anstormative doesn’t depend
social envirorlzrn;(:i1 yocil are. It can also depend, at least iﬁ partm il
coming into wealth and circumstances. In the novel Great Ex , Otn il
- X e
both a personally and Q;Idele?r ning }ﬁ: has a substantial inherit[;ncc: mj)sn 3
temica 3 -
He learns new i L epis y transformativ i :
ew i e experie
ke oo ecoifé)r;rpatlon thaF was previously opaque t(f himljijuf;?r PIP :
corial s, Hlesly OIC ;.I;d social prospects, and to not be limited bat g.s
decides he’s going to bs ifts both his priorities and his self-conce tio ’ Hls
55 0 pabirtl hifn Ie afrespectab.le gentleman, and that his chiff o
Has thee potesi] ewly found social status. But Pip’s coming i gl
i . i
social clcs H:dt}? l;)e o) tlrallzsformatlve for him in part bgc;::em?}lfy
. : e been slightly | of his
barriers, coming i ghtly less poor or faced sli
omi . . slightl
radicall; Tra:;gitlircl)to_ the same inheritance might well hav% alt}érf;‘)v}f'r CllaSS
ransformatoe for l?jl}?itt(])e:; ljlpper-n;)iddle-class education and life;ir}lflee?:
. . In part beca d >
at the time, his . use, due to the social i
such 58 ORI Worklng class background had made hi -
! ahtransmon A .y made him believe that
0 here is the first gene ‘ :
. ral observation I
tive experiences : on I want to make about
o transformatj\;evivhethg a particular token of a general type Offzé;nsfqrma-
mative migh, havesfcglnzlmgent. An experience which is actuall gerle?ce
whether o particH]aal ek to be S0, and vice versa. And, more Syec%ns ﬁr-
Jepend 4o Teabunes efXEO er} expﬁrlence is transformative can s%mletFa ;
. ernal to the experi i T
experience is tr ; perience itself. Whether i
ansformative can depend, in part, both on co i'partlcilar
) ntingent fea-

tures of a person’ 3
s psychological mak
o S akeu '
their wider social situation. p and on contingent facts about

Social Identities and Transformative Experience 173

2 Transformativeness Comes in Degrees

s are those in which a person gains

hich they did not previously have
n which a

Epistemically transformative experience
new phenomenological information w
access to. Personally transformative experiences are those 1
person’s preferences, desires, and self-conception are altered. Both types
of transformation are, arguably, things that admit of greater and lesser

degrees.

In N. K. Jemisin’s novel The Hundred Thousand Kingdoms, the main

character Yeine becomes a god. This experience 1s, unsurprisingly, described
in the novel as extremely epistemically transformative. Suddenly Yeine
understands the connectedness of things, suddenly she can experience reality
both temporally and atemporally, suddenly she has a nearly omnipresent
sense of first-person perspective. Her sense of knowing what it’s like to be
a god is profoundly transformative, and was certainly something that was
epistemically opaque to her when she was a human.

The first time I tried Irn Bru, I also gained new phenomenological
information—I learned what it’s like to taste Irn Bru. And it’s fair to say
that this information was previously opaque to me. No amount of previous
soft drink tasting could have prepared me for the uniquely bizarre taste of
Irn Bru. But there’s a very wide phenomenological gulf between my first
taste of Irn Bru and Yeine’s becoming a god, even if we both gain some new
‘what it’s like” information.

Between these two cases lie many types of experiences we might think of
as epistemically transformative. Holding your newborn child for the first
time, experiences a type of synesthesia, having a migraine aura, falling in
love, taking peyote—these will all give you new access to specific types of
‘what it’s like’ information that you didn’t previously have access to. So
there’s a sense in which all these experiences might be considered epistemi-

cally transformative.
But plausibly these experiences might
of new information and differently significant new information. Holding

your newborn child might allow you to understand what it’s like to love
someone completely unconditionally, to feel fully responsible for another
life, etc. A type of synesthesia might allow you to understand what it’s
like to associate numbers with colors. Both experiences may well give you
new access to phenomenological information—it might be impossible to
know what it’s like to have either experience until you’ve actually had the
experience. But holding your newborn child may well give you both more
such information and more epistemically or personally significant such

information.

In the Book of Acts, we are told
religious experience. The experience is ¢
for Paul. It completely rearranges his priorities, his desi

give you both different amounts

the story of St. Paul’s sudden, profound

learly personally transformative
res, and even his
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Perhaps when Anna holds her newborn baby for the first time, she
undergoes an epistemically transformative experience—she learns what

it’s like to hold her newborn baby. And perhaps Bob also undergoes a
hen be holds his newborn baby. But there isn’t

transformative experience w
via

much reason to think that the information they now have access to,
their transformation, is the same—even if it shares some commonalities.
That is, there isn’t much reason to think that what it’s like for Anna to

hold Anna’s baby is the same thing as what it’s like for Bob to hold Bob’s
baby. Indeed, it would pretty implausible if the phenomenal content of
these experiences were the same, given all the different experiences that
will have led up to them, and all the differences in the two people who are
the subjects of the experience. Perhaps holding your new baby is a type of
experience that is generally epistemically transformative. That doesn’t mean
it’s always transformative in the same way. It might generally lead to new
phenomenological information—but to different new phenomenological
information for different people.
Similarly, suppose that near-death experiences are often personally trans-
formative. Even given this commonality, such experiences will likely be
transformative in strikingly different ways for different people. Suppose
that Ciara and Dani both survive sudden, near-fatal car accidents. Ciara
decides, in the wake of this experience, that you only live once, so you have
to live to fullest. She quits her city job to pursue her dream of becoming a
white water rafting guide. She starts working on her ‘bucket list’, learns to
parachute and bungee jump, and generally begins to pursue high-octane ad-
venture. Dani, in contrast, becomes strikingly more risk averse. She makes
a will and begins to carefully invest her savings. She starts to exercise, eat
healthily, get plenty of sleep, and

generally take better care of herself. She
spends more time with family and friends.

Both Ciara and Dani’s experiences are personally transformative, but the
way in which they were personally transformative is very different. They
cach re-evaluate their goals, priorities, and preferences——and perhaps even
their self-conception—but they do so in very different ways, and to very
different results. That an experience is personally transformative doesn’t
tell you how it is personally transformative. The same type of experience
can be equally transformative for two different people, but transform those

people in two very different ways.

4 Hard and Easy Transformative Experience

eness as an inherent aspect of experi-
But as discussed in section 1, this
transformative can depend on
xperience is transformative
bout the person having the
facts about the wider social context

It’s tempting to think of transformativ
ence. Some experiences are just special.
isn’t quite right—whether an experience is
factors external to that experience. Whether an e
can be partly determined by independent facts a
experience, and partly determined by
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2 This account of wi .

B deﬁnitiOns‘iVllltL“(,)ﬁlC(;E;s:;iacclthe _standard types of problems encountered by counter-
social conditions S don’t o,bmin P el,]glve the wrong fESUItS if the nearby worlds at which
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for a type of experience, E, to be transformative just in case: (i) in nearby

worlds in which S obtains, E-type experiences are not often transformative
or are atypically transformative; (i) in nearby worlds in which S does not
obtain, E-type experiences are more often or not atypically transformative.

Some experiences might be transformative regardless of the social cir-
cumstances in which they occur. Gaining a new sense modality, for example,
might be epistemically transformative no matter the social context. And
some experiences might depend primarily on personal, rather than social
circumstances. Whether a particular type of experience is transformative
might be primarily a function of whether the experiencer is a dog person,
d, or etc. And plausibly many experiences
depend on a combination of both
're a dog person in a pet-owning
on in a somewhat religious

or has a religious cast of min
we tend to think of as transformative
personal and social factors—whether you
society, whether you're a religiously-minded pers
society, and so on.

When I say that a particular set of social conditions make it easy for

a type of experience to be transformative, I don’t simply mean that those
social conditions facilitate the transformativeness of that type of experience
together with some quirk or personality or character. Our social norms
about pet ownership no doubt facilitate the transformativeness of dog
ownership for dog people. But dog people are a quixotic bunch, and they
certainly aren’t the majority. When I say that a particular set of social
conditions make it easy for a type of experience to be transformative, the
thought is that most people—regardless of quirks of personality—who
undergo such an experience given those conditions will find it transforma-
tive. It is typical or usual, in those conditions, for that experience to be

transformative.
That needn’t mean that the experience is itself common or typical. Per-

ming a sovereign ruler in the social context of
lly transformative. The experience itself is a
f contingent facts about their person-

haps the experience of beco
absolute monarchy is typica

rare one. But most people, regardless o
ality, would find such an experience transformative. The social conditions

of absolute monarchy can make it easy for becoming king or queen to be
transformative without that experience being commonplace.

Social conditions making it hard for a type of experience to be transfor-
mative is not simply the converse of their making it easy. Easy and hard
aren’t exhaustive options, though they are exclusive. Modern norms about
pet ownership might not make it easy for getting a dog to be transformative,
but neither do they make it hard. For particular social conditions to make
it hard for a type of experience to be transformative, it needs to be the case
both that the experience isn’t often transformative or is atypically transfor-
mative given those conditions, and that it would be transformative more
often, or not atypically, transformative in the absence of those conditions.
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e e O tile Sameculrrecrilt soqal conditions, if someone falls in love
I the B L hginf er, th1§ experience can be transformative
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5 When Transformation Is Too Easy

Sometimes, social conditions make it easy for a type of experience to
be transformative—or for a type of experience to be transformative in a
particular sort of way. And sometimes, it shouldn’t be easy for a type of
experience to be transformative, or shouldn’t be easy for an experience to be
cransformative in that particular way. One way in which social conditions
can be harmful is by making certain kind of transformations easy.
Consider, for example, transformations that are made easy because of
gender stereotypes and entrenched gender roles. In Middlemarch, Dorothea
Brooke’s marriage to Mr. Casaubon is described as a personally trans-
formative experience. Dorothea’s wishes, her values, and her priorities
are all reshaped—they are completely reordered—in order to comply with
Mr. Casaubon’s. Upon marrying, she believes that her primary purpose
(perhaps even her sole purpose) is to be of assistance to her husband. The
transition is not an easy one for Dorothea, by any means. But she undergoes
it willingly, believing it to be her calling as Mr. Casaubon’s wife:
Dorothea’s ideas and resolves
seemed like melting ice floating and lost in the warm flood
of which they had been but another form. She was hu-
miliated to find herself a mere victim of feeling, as if she
could know nothing except through that medium: all her
strength was scattered in fits of agitation, of struggle, of
despondency, and then again in visions of more complete
renunciation, transforming all hard conditions into duty.

(Eliot 2007 [1871], 208)

Eliot describes Mr. Casaubon as receiving,
sformation from Dorothea. She writes
It had occurred to him that he must not any longer defer
his attention of matrimony, and he had reflected that in
taking a wife, a man of good position should expect and
carefully choose a blooming young lady—the younger the
better, because more educable and submissive—of a rank
equal to his own, of religious principles, virtuous disposi-
tion, and good understanding. On such a young lady he
would make handsome settlements, and he would neglect
no arrangement for her happiness: in return, he should
receive family pleasures and leave behind him that copy of
himself which seemed so urgently required of a man. . . .
And when he had seen Dorothea he believed that he had
found even more than he demanded: she might really be
such a helpmate to him as would enable him to dispense
with a hired secretary. . . - Providence, in its kindness,

By a sad contradiction,

without question, this humbling

tran of Mr. Causabon that:
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had supplied him with the wife he needed. A wife

est young lady, with the purely appreciative unarrlla)l’n'md_
abilities of her sex, is sure to think her hu’sband’ —
IIi/([).werful. Whether providence had taken equal zammd
Miss Brlooke in presenting her with Mr Casaubo e
idea which could hardly occur to him. (2007 [1871r]1 1;9211311)
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G here . : acteristic of the hierarchical gender
‘ transfomrq]a]z/i[‘z/?ilimeafch. they suggest that becoming a wifge ough;lt(:):gz
ol rior.}t). rleice. When someone becomes a wife, she should
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e e norrrlllsst fe%gl to attempt to view things as he does.
e transfOo .30s Eng!and make it easy for Dorothea’s
ke ey 0o ran rmative experience. And more specifically, they
e et Lmag:1 to be transformative in specific ways—ways
fich subsume her lsbles, her preferencesh, and her sense of self to that
part of the struc.turalglli?ldr?;sts (a:ft stl};cel}l] rrltcl)ii(ne ltthso e}? e T(bad et
pamt ott : ; rms that they make transformati
DO[;Othe;:’(;sti;l;estoi);othea s easy. The.kmd of self-abnegation involve(gl‘i/rf
e transor fealetll.ve elxperlence is harmful to her. It changes her in a
e et DorOthéngE(l)‘nely, unfulfilled, and frustrated. And it’s not
thinker than Casaubon. 1 she had been able o porees s e
B on. able to pursue her own proj
-y Blsl,t st}flz \:;erlllscfi Ohkely.have prqduced more valuable work thanphe]::f:;i
pouid. put the i Veryrl;l:)l(t)l:f) ez(rll)ieorlenﬁl she undergoes, upon her marriage,
tea;‘ll])es her to value Casauborllj’s opriln(i)on Zrbngenhzsz)ev:r? udgement and
rlOrmssrrtzillcetmg away from th§ paft1cglar case of Dorothea and 1830s gende
» the more general point Id like to make is this. Sometimes t}%e fac:

r

5 See especially Yalom 2002.
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that social conditions make it easy for a particular type of experience
to be transformative is harmful. It can be too easy for an experience
to be transformative, and it can likewise be too easy for an experience
to be transformative in specific ways. There can be cases in which an
experience’s being transformative—or being transformative in a particular
way—constitutes a harm, and insofar as social conditions make that kind

of transformation easy, they perpetuate that harm.

6 When Transformation Is Too Hard

But just as social conditions can facilitate transformative experience in
ways that are harmful, they can also prevent or impede transformative
experience in ways that are harmful.6 Consider the social conditions
and norms surrounding disability. There is perhaps a minimal and not
very interesting sense in which becoming disabled is always at least an
epistemically transformative. You learn what it is like to have a certain kind
of physical condition—knowledge you did not previously have access to.
But becoming or being disabled can also be personally transformative—and
whether, how, and to what extent it is so is a more complex issue.”

Simi Linton is a disabled scholar and activist whose experience of be-
coming disabled as an adult was personally transformative. It changed
the way she thought about herself, her priorities, and her relationship to
others. Moreover, she views this change as a positive one—her sense of
self has been importantly shaped by being disabled, and being a disabled
person is a valued part of her identity. In her book Claiming Disability:
Knowledge and Identity she describes the importance of disability as a type
of self-identity, and as a way of building a disability community. Disability

identity, she argues, is in part:

an account of the world negotiated from the vantage point

of the atypical. . . . The cultural stuff of the community is

the creative response to atypical experience, the adaptive

maneuvers through a world configured for nondisabled

people. The material that binds us is the art of finding one

another, of identifying and naming disability in a world

reluctant to discuss it. . . . My experience as a disabled

[person] and my alliance with the community are a source

of identity, motivation, and information. (Linton 1998, 5)
e only way in which disability can provide
transformative experience. Sometimes a transformative experience occurs,
not in virtue of a newly acquired disability, but in virtue of a newly acquired
way of viewing a disability. For example, disability activist Steven E. Brown,

But becoming disabled isn’t th

6 For further discussion of the intersection of identity, transformative experience, and oppres-
sion see McKinnon 2015.

7 For further discussion of transformative experience and disability see Howard 2015.
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in his essay ‘I was Born i i
in a Hospital Bed

2003 . X p € (When I
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something changed. He writes: 0 combat his discriminaGy
. bl
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- s Porn in a hospital bed when I was thirty-one years

unﬁusriiizyc(())rr:tthatl be?d [ benefitted from the luxury of
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ed me into this predicament. I i
vt i was tired of
abé&ustldll)sga; tthls mental meandering I could only think
o Blltpths tvyenty-ﬁve years in a cloud of unbridled
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Sports_anZuL those heroes‘ of my youth—stars of Vario‘us
" Ct1 e scores of times commentators bemoaned
the ach thaari ni);lglsdatilllezles lli(ved and played through. I
ancli l()wer again and re}éojndt;i :\r/]e?')rfl t?gelete,s huse over
] hadegg:ntzo\g:zvmr:é/ EV?S}ZI kc)i_ifferently‘ For a long time
N consul itterness and anger.
Zrl::i: glr?lsi};;tal mskplred rendering of this litanygof breaks
and bruise s awakened me to another truth. My body had
- a st((;rm of abuse'—some of which was inherent
ot ag and some Qf Whlch I had heaped upon it in m
rebel sawiaﬁnst Lts limitations. Laying in that hospital bec}:il
e atft e thgnder and lightning had alternated
Fath per tOst:) sgnshme and calm. I decided right then
i ded; mcIe to my.body. In essence I made a life-
L 103._ re.cogmz_ed myself for who I was, with
oy e y and its limitations—and with my disa,bility
and o af rgla(tilons. A funny thing happened when I chose
i y body.. I 2.1150 began to like myself a lot m
o embrace life itself. (Brown 2003, 61-63) o

]; own's CX[)e]]el ce was [)e] S()Ilally tr a]lsi()llllatlve_so “luC]l S()’ e\/en, that
lle deSCIIbes 1t as tlle day lle was l)OrIl. Ir()IIl thlS p()lllt ()Il, he beCaIIle a

y S y g (0] y
d Sal)ll activist a]l(l immer Se(l ]l I (31 1 l]lf ([lsa])llll 1 ]HS community.

But the transform
changing the way

cransformational experience that occurre
related perspective, rather than
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ation wasn’t due to acquiring a disability, it was due to
in which he viewed his disability.

¢ Tammy S. Thompson describes a
d in virtue of a shift in disability-

disability status:

I’ve spent many years on a mission to cancel out my dis-
ability by frantically stacking up achievements, hoping that
someday I would find that final, magic accomplishment
which would absolve me of the sin of being disabled. . . .
No matter what I did, 1 collided with that hard fact. 1
couldn’t seem to accept it and carry on without shame.
Then one day, riding the bus, I met a fellow with a disabil-
ity who was proud. He was comfortable with himself and
his disability. Disability pride—wasn’t that an oxymoron?
I had to find out, so I got involved in the independent living
movement he told me about.

Participating in the Center for Disability Leadership
program brought me up to speed and launched me into
the disability rights movement. My life and my thinking
were liberated. I got connected with powerful, wonderful

disabled. These disability warriors
to live that frees me from my past.

Similarly, disability rights activis

people who were also
taught me a new way
(Thompson 1997)

Like Brown, Thompson’s transf
perspective about her own disa
the key aspect of this transformationa
identity as a disabled person—arises due t

rights community.
For each of Linton, Brown, and Thompson, it seems that whether, how,

and to what extent their experiences of disability were transformative is
highly contingent. They each attribute their formation of a strong, positive
disability identity to their interactions with the disability community an

the disability rights movement. Nor do they appear to be alone in this.

Research suggests that a strong, positive sense of self-identity as a disabled

person is common within the disability rights community.® But, of course,

whether one has access to the affirming, encouraging, often life-altering
(as it was for Linton, Brown, and Thompson) support of the disability
community is a highly contingent thing—many, perhaps most, disabled
people in contemporary society do not.

The type of personally transformative experiences reported by Linton,
Brown, and Thompson are those in which disability positively reshapes
their identity and self-conception. They come to think of themselves as

ahn and Belt’s study further suggests that positive disability
des toward ‘cures’ for disability.

ormative experience arises via a shift in her
bility. And like both Brown and Linton,
| experience—a sense of positive self-
o interaction with the disability

8 Gee Hahn and Belt 2004. H

self-identity is strongly correlated with negative attitu

e
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not the norm or the expectation—and seem very often to be mediated by
interaction with the disability rights community, an interaction which is
itself not the norm or the expectation. We expect disabled people to try
to ‘overcome’ their disabilities and to hope for ‘a cure.’ Neither of these
expectations cohere well with a positive sense of disability as an important,
valuable part of disabled peoples’ self-identity.

And so, I contend, current norms and stereotypes about disability make
the kind of personally transformative experiences described by Linton,
Brown, and Thompson hard. These experiences are atypical, but I suggest
that they are atypical—at least in part—because of the dominant norms
and stereotypes about disability. Furthermore, I suggest that it is harmful to
disabled people if our current norms and stereotypes about disability make
these transformative experiences hard. These experiences are a valuable

aspect of being disabled, and they have the potential to have significant

positive impact on the wellbeing of disabled people. If they are hard to

come by, that’s harmful.

7 Transformative Experience and Social Identities

at social conditions can make it hard for certain kinds of
or to be transformative in certain ways
or to certain extents), and that social conditions can likewise make it easy
for certain kinds of experiences to be transformative. And I've further
argued that sometimes whether it is hard or easy for a certain kind of
experience to be transformative can be a matter of social justice. Sometimes
the fact that social conditions make it hard (or easy) for an experience to
be transformative constitutes can constitute a harm (or a benefit).

I want to summarize by making a claim about the relationship between
personally transformative experience and identity. Experiences are person-
ally transformative when they re-shape your self-conception or sense of
self-identity. But self-conception and sense of self-identity aren’t developed
in cultural isolation. Social norms and structures make certain ways of
interpreting or thinking about ourselves readily available. Faithful husband,
loving mother, brilliant genius, tragic overcommer, self-sacrificing caregiver,
breadwinner, muse—these are all ways we can think about ourselves and
our own experiences. Which ways of thinking about ourselves are most
salient or readily available will be, at least in part, a function of the social

d structures in which we find ourselves.

If a personally transformative experience is one that re-shapes our sense
of self, then personally transformative experiences can be radically affected
by which ways of re-shaping our sense of self are salient to us. ‘Submissive
and dutiful wife’ was, in 1830s England, an easy way for Dorothea Brooke
to understand herself and her own experience. ‘Free-thinking scholar’ was
not. ‘Brave inspiration’ is an easy way for disabled people to understand

I have argued th
experiences to be transformative (

norms an
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their own experiences now. “Thriving person in an unconventional body’ is
not.

What ways of understanding yourself and your own sense of identity
your social situation makes salient needn’t always be a normatively weighty
matter. Plausibly, sometimes a type of identity might be readily available—
and a corresponding transformational experience might be made easy—for
reasons of (not very interesting) cultural accident. Perhaps, for example,
being a Mod or a Rocker in 1960s England really was an important part
of some peoples’ sense of identity, and perhaps some people really did
undergo personally transformative experiences when they found their scene.
Nevertheless, whether one can easily identify as a Mod or a Rocker doesn’t
seem to be a particularly pressing matter of social justice. Indeed, it seems
large a matter of accident—to be a Mod or a Rocker you just have to be in
the right place at the right time.

In other cases though, the availability of specific identities is more plau-
sibly something that matters. The fact that it was so easy for women to
re-shape their self conception to cohere with the image of a dutiful, submis-
sive wife was something that was bad for women. Part of achieving justice
for women is making identities like this less readily available, and making
other identities more readily available.

The relevance of transformative experiences to epistemology and decision
theory is something that’s received a lot of attention recently. But if I'm right,
transformative experiences aren’t of interest only for their epistemological
or decision-theoretic import. Whether, how, and to what extent a type
of experience is transformative is something that can sometimes matter
morally as well.

Elizabeth Barnes
E-mail : e.j.barnes@virginia.edu
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