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People tend to share their experiences and to relate them to other people’s experiences. In 

these social processes, people recognize similarities between their experiences and this, in 

turn, creates feelings of sameness and peerness based on the assumption of having 

experienced something together or having experienced a ‘same’ thing. Starting with this 

simple observation, we claim that there emerge overlapping, complex and historically 

determined communities of identification, that is, communities of experience. 

It is usually relatively straightforward to demonstrate how a person’s experiences are shaped 

by certain historical events and the surrounding social and cultural circumstances. It is more 

challenging to demonstrate how experiences act back upon the communities, structures and 

cultural meanings. How do we get from studying subjective experiences to explaining 

society? Historians constantly employ experiences to make their points, but this happens 

mostly without much thought to how experiences transform into action, identities, intentions 

and new thoughts. How to conceptualize the evidence of experience in this respect, in a way 

that would point to empirically approachable research questions?[1] 

Developing ‘communities of experience’ as a theoretical concept is one promising way to 

answer these questions. As a working definition, we use the concept to refer to people who 

recognize similarities in their experiences, who share and negotiate these experiences and 

their meanings with each other, and who start to identify themselves as a group, bound 

together with a sense of shared experience.[2] 

The intellectual pedigree for this approach points to the German history of experiences 

(Erfahrungsgeschichte), which is largely unknown in Anglophone research. In this tradition, 

it has been crucial to understand experiences as a happening between people in social and 

cultural relations. Utilizing the German distinction between Erlebnisse as a kind of visceral 

experiences and a process of individual ‘experiencing’, and Erfahrungen as socially shaped 

‘experiences proper’, the latter are seen as mediated, linguistic processes between individuals 

and social groups. Furthermore, shared experiences may sediment into semantic systems, 

knowledge regimes, social structures and societal institutions.[3] 

It is possible to recognize affinity here with the concept of emotional communities pioneered 

by Barbara H. Rosenwein. We agree with Rosenwein that, like emotional communities, the 

communities of experience must always be understood in the plural, also when looking at a 

single person or a single social group.[4] However, there is an important difference too. 

Rosenwein’s concept is usually an end product of analysis: Having studied the emotional 
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norms and practices of a given group of people, a historian recognizes it as an emotional 

community. In contrast to this, the concept of communities of experience assumes that the 

historical persons in question have themselves perceived the supposed sameness of their 

experiences and, even more, discussed, processed or debated the meaning of these 

experiences with each other. Thus, a community of experience has a conscious existence for 

the historical actors – although they have not, of course, called it by this name. It is also 

possible that this conscious existence is based on implicit or imaginary assumptions. 

As a concept, communities of experience directs our attention to those situations and 

processes where people share their experiences. This is a process of recognizing the 

experiences of others and what unites or separates our experiences. Such a recognition can 

happen in different ways: through shared identities, through already existing communities (of 

experience) or through the force of events, which creates a new identity for those who have 

experienced it. In other words: a community of experience can be formed around a specific, 

transformative event, but it may also evolve more gradually when individual experiences are 

processed, interpreted and mediated within the shared social spaces, that is, a common social 

world.[5] A community of experience begins to take shape at the moment when people 

recognize similarities in their experiences, start to negotiate the meaning of this supposed 

sameness, and, in the process, construct social ties and identify with each other, in different 

degrees and intensities. The base for the recognition of the ‘sameness’ may be either real or 

imagined, and likewise, the shared space can as well be a virtual one. Any person would, 

naturally, belong simultaneously to many communities of experience. 

It is, thus, an empirical question for historians to show that such a recognition took place and 

that this led to new experience-based social bonds and networks. At the same time, it is 

important to note that on the basis of different identities, earlier life experiences, other 

predispositions and situational factors, people may experience the same event or phenomenon 

in completely different and opposite ways – and that people constantly deny and reject the 

supposed sameness of their experiences. The emergence of communities of experiences is 

often a matter of conflicts and disagreements over the meaning of what people have 

experienced. Communities of experience may remain as closed, hidden enclaves, comparable 

to the emotional refuge conceptualized by William M. Reddy.[6] And, furthermore, one 

should pay attention to how the already existing communities of experience may block, 

silence and marginalize competing interpretations when new communities of experience 

attempt to take shape.[7] This means ongoing processes of negotiation between the different 

communities of experience, leading to discursive struggles, competition and finally to 

ideological and societal changes. 

When communities of experience have been formed, they often start functioning as memory 

communities, the members of which, connected by a shared sense of meaning and relevance 

of certain experiences, reflect on their past to make sense of their present lives. This social 

remembering is often accompanied by the feeling that memories can be shared only with the 

members of the community of experience.[8] On the other hand, some individuals, especially 

if facing sudden, overwhelming or catastrophic situations, may encounter difficulties 

expressing their experiences in a culturally appropriate manner. Over time, individuals may 

seek and find groups in which they have an opportunity to develop new understanding and 

interpretations of their earlier experiences. New members are introduced into these 

communities and familiarized with the collective past of the community through memory 

work, gatherings, rituals and stories, ensuring that they attain the required social identity.[9] 
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One could actually claim that in order to continue as cohesive and relevant entities, 

communities of experience need to transform into memory communities. 

There is indeed dialectic dynamism between the experiences and the community. While the 

shared sense of experiences would be a necessary requirement for a community of experience 

to form, the community, in turn, shapes and directs the interpretation of experiences, the ways 

in which they are shared – and how they finally become visible for the historian.[10] Any 

narration of one’s childhood memories, for example, draws on a shared idea of a certain 

socially and culturally determined ‘repertoire of agency’ a child would have possessed and in 

the frames of which the experiences are to be interpreted, shared and reacted to; that is, these 

narrations depend on the particular community of experiences invoked. 

Studying these dynamics and tensions means studying the ways experiences influence 

history. Communities of experience are thus one route to investigate how subjective 

experiences turn into action, social relations and organizations, new identities, norms and 

attitudes, into political programmes and agendas. We may indeed ask if there can exist a 

community without allegedly shared experiences, even if every historical context has its own 

particular questions in relation to how experiences form into communities. What we see 

evolving around the concept of communities of experience, in short, is a new field for 

historical investigation with a rich set of empirical and theoretical questions. 
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