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‘Experience’[1] as a word has and has had various meanings in both analytical and everyday
usage. The word originates from classical Latin where ‘experientia’ meant a trial or proof;
knowledge acquired through repeated trials. Similarly, the earliest medieval meaning of
‘experience’ referred to an event, the action of putting something to the test. English makes
no conceptual distinction between mediated, socially shared experience and ‘lived’
experience (simple, immediate encounters with the world), in contrast to some other
languages (for example German ‘Ehrfahrung’ and ‘Erlebnis”).[2] Analytically, experience
can be defined in many ways, but definitions often include aspects of three dimensions or
levels of analysis. Experience encompasses: 1) ways of encountering the world; 2) the
simultaneous relational, intersubjective making sense of those encounters, gathering them to
form knowledge, and testing one’s understanding of them against one’s own and other
people’s existing explanations and 3) the influence of this sense-making or knowledge on the
‘real’ world and what people think there is to be encountered. Hence, experience becomes a
social structure, determining how people deal with their world, including its cultural
structures, like the transcendent, and its material surroundings, like climate.
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‘Lived experience’ is a recurring expression in the scholarly literature.[3] Lived histories
often emphasize the differences between ‘how things should have been’ and ‘how they really
were’ in a specific historical society. ‘Lived’ emphasizes the discrepancy between norms and
ideals on the one hand, and the mundane realities of everyday life on the other. In its
everyday meaning, experience usually concentrates on the individual subject(s) who
supposedly do(es) the experiencing. These ‘daily encounters’ can be understood as the first
level of experience in analytical usage, even if the ‘authenticity’ and ‘immediacy’ of these
experiences have been questioned by other scholars, like Joan Scott.[4] Feminist, postcolonial
and ‘new social history” historiography[5] argued that individual subjective experiences
were, ultimately, little more than coincidental, chance stories, and their value as evidence
suffered if they were not properly scrutinized in terms of their representativity as well as the
nature, context, convention and origin of the production of these stories in the source
materials.

‘Experience’ is invariably situationally bound; it is not a self-defining collection of anecdotal
‘evidence’, nor anything universal or ahistorical. Past experiences are mediated to us via
historical sources, and as historians we also need to position ourselves within the field of
historical studies using these sources.[6] Furthermore, experience is not only an immediate
encounter with or observation of the world; most often, a more or less deliberate effort is
made to gather these observations or encounters, and to explain them in ways that fit not only
the worldviews of those doing the encountering, but also those of the people around them,
their communities, societies and cultures.[7] Therefore, experience can also be seen as a
social process. This ‘second level of experience’ highlights that the ways experience was
produced, mediated, shared and approved or disapproved of in communities with the help of
verbal or other kinds of language or modes of communication. Attention shifts from the
experiencing subject to the social relationships and interdependencies in which experience is
produced.

A third level of investigation is also implied in the dictionary meanings of experience, but it
is even more clearly a methodological tool or category of the researcher’s making as the
processes of experience are repeated often enough by a significant number of people and
communities, they come to form social structures that people learn to expect, count on and
despair of. The ‘structure’, however, can also be something less concrete, potentially ranging
from institutions to social and cultural categories, like the transcendent. Experiences as social
structures have a temporal aspect: they are formed on the basis of shared memories of past
experiences, and they shape both present interpretations of the world and the future
expectations of individuals and entire societies.[8]

The premise, in studying experiences as shared social processes or as structures, is that
experience is born within inter-subjectivity, not in unique subjective authenticity or
immediacy and then ‘contaminated’ by tradition and conventions. To focus on
intersubjectivity means a heightened focus on scripts, conventions, cultural models and
modes within the analysis. Focusing on the processes of the negotiation and mediation of
experience also implies a focus on exactly these questions in the production and nature of the
source material itself. This means the experience is not (only) about what is immediate to an
individual; the focus on the shared and mediated, negotiated, or coerced in the experience
itself renders the resulting observations more representative of a certain culture. The social
relationships, constraints and structures shape experience; they are shaped in the history of
experience.
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Approaching experience on these three levels of occurrence/event, process and structurization
enables the connection of micro and macro levels in historical observation, investigation and
explanation, and bridges the gap between empirics or source material and theory or
explanation and generalization. Since experience is both action and an analytical category, it
can be used to study the forms of action and interaction that eventually create both the
individual self and the community. However, as a contextual and situational phenomenon and
approach, experience must always be a genuinely open question throughout time and space.
For a societal history perspective, experience is a major connecting mechanism, and a process
of meaning-making by the individual and the community, between past and future. This
procedure of giving meaning transforms ‘everyday experiences’ into socially shared
processes and sanctioned societal structures.
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