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The ‘scene of experience’ is a tool for analysing situations in which experiences emerge at
specific moments of time, space and place. We have developed the concept, which has been
used in various academic disciplines with diverse meanings,[1] for use in the social history of
experiences. As the ‘scene’, combined with the temporal ‘layer of experience’, is a
component in our broader social and historical theorization of how social reality is
constructed through experiences, it contributes to both the methodology and the theory of the
social history of experiences.[2]

We developed our ideas for the ‘scene’ from Reinhart Koselleck’s temporal
conceptualizations of ‘space of experience’ and ‘horizon of experience’ in the framework of
Peter L. Berger and Thomas Luckmann’s social constructionism.[3] The circulation of
knowledge, theorized within the history of knowledge, is our third source of inspiration.[4]
We anchor these starting points — all of which emphasize the social and mediated character of
experiences as the meaning-making and construction of reality — to the structural history of

society.[5]

In this approach, the scene of experience is the situational moment in which experiences
emerge in social interaction (see Figure 1). Analytically, the scene of experience is the
concrete situational occasion that links the space of experience and the horizon of
expectation. While the Koselleckian terms conceptualize possible experiences and future
horizons available in the present, the scene concentrates historical focus on the concrete
situational occasions where the tension between experiences and expectation is lived and the
active ‘framing’ of social reality takes place.[6]
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Figure 1. Scene of experience.

In the scene, social structures meet the moment of experience. The scene crystallizes the
temporal layers of experience that — as circulated and legitimated everyday experiential
knowledge — have been institutionalized as the structures of society. It also brings out the
moments of time, space and place where new societal layers take shape as a result of the
tension between experiences and future expectations. Besides affording a means of analysing
everyday life, the scene enables a ‘from below’ view on social change by turning the focus to
the specific moment and space when social change is experienced.

The scene of experience combines the socio-material environment and the interrelated
sociocultural ‘preconditions’ — age, social class, education and gender, among others — that
structure and frame social interaction and agency by creating ‘conditions of different chances
for experience’.[7] The earlier layers of experiences have institutionalized in the socio-
material environment as practices, concepts and buildings, among other things. Besides the
shared frameworks for experiencing adopted in socialization, the sociocultural preconditions
shape different ‘contexts of possibilities’[8] for experience and for social agency in the scene.

Figure 2 presents one example of how the scene was operationalized in analysing the lived
welfare state as encounters between citizens and officials in various welfare-state
institutions.[9] The approach nuances macro interpretations of welfare-state development by
indicating the conflicting layers of individual-society relationship that were simultaneously
present in the institutional encounters and that survived in institutional practices despite new
legislation.
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Figure 2. A practical application of the scene of experience: an analysis of encounters in
welfare-state institutions.

The analysis of scenes can be extended from concrete places and encounters to situations that
reach beyond face-to-face interaction. For example, the situations where people participated
in the nationwide culture of letters to the press in nineteenth-century Finland could be
understood as a new scene of experience (see Figure 3). The interactive reading and writing
of the letters broadened the conception of ‘local’ and enabled the emergence of a new
‘translocal’ layer of experience of social and national belonging.[10]

Flgure 3. Readlng aloud local letters to the press as a scene of experlence (Vlgnette by Albert
Edelfelt. Kansan Lehti, 3 January, 1896, 1. Digital Materials, National Library of Finland).

For the social history of experiences, the combination of ‘scene’ and ‘layer’ opens a
situational from-below view that links the micro-level social processes of experience to the
macro structures of society. By focusing on the situational social interaction and on the
contextual frames that set limits for the possible experience, the scene anchors the analysis of
experiences to the history of society.
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