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Historical source material on the internet 
 

To which extent, and in which ways and channels does 
volunteer work of semi-professional or amateur 
historians broaden the basis of historical sources on 
the web?  

Can libraries – or other heritage institutions – encourage 
and support this kind of work? And should they do so? 

Will cooperation entail mutual benefits for both sides? 
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Historical culture 

“The scope of  historical culture  is to advocate the 
examination of all the layers and processes of social 
historical consciousness, paying attention to the 
agents who create it, the media by means of which it 
is disseminated, the representations that it 
popularizes and the creative reception on the part of 
citizens.” 

 

 
Fernando Sánchez Marcos: Historical Culture, URL: http://www.culturahistorica.es/historical_culture.html#1 
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Historical culture : dimensions 

 institutional: the framework of historical practice 
(schools, institutions of higher education, academies, 
archives, museums, libraries, etc.) 

 professional: the persons and professions involved in 
historical work and teaching 

 media, the ways of communication 

 recipients, the public 
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Historical culture :  
  source collection + edition 

 Heritage institutions: archives, libraries, museums 

- archives:  
finding aids, medieval document collections 

- libraries: 
literary bequests, portraits and other graphics, 
maps and atlases 

 Professional historians at 

- universities 

- academies 

- research institutes 

- learned societies 
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 mostly established in the 
19th century 

 Union of German Historical 
Societies: 220 members 

 typical products: regional 
bibliography, journals, family 
histories, guided tours and: 

 source editions 

 academic standards 

 

Volunteer work in history I:  
historical and genealogical societies 
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Volunteer work in history II: 
the ‚Heimatbund‘ movement 

 Heimatbund associations 
founded 1900 – 1920 

 small towns and countryside 

 conservative critique of 
modern civilisation, industrial 
work and urbanisation 

 1945ff.:  
network for landscape 
protection, collecting 
traditional folklore, work on 
village histories, etc. 
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Volunteer work in history II: 
the ‚Heimatbund‘ movement 

 Emsland project: 
collection + transliteration 
of > 100 school chronicles,  
ca. 1890 – 1960s 
= rich information source 
about everyday life, social 
conflicts, political influence, 
school reality, ... 

 digital, but not on the web 

 derived from a World War I 
source collection project 
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Volunteer work in history III:  
history workshops, private archives 

 ‚history from below‘, history of small entities 

 mid-size and larger cities, city quarters 

- Hamburg: 16 ‚Stadtteilarchive‘, ‚Geschichtswerkstätten‘ 

 1970/80s 

 Sven Lindqvist 1978: ‚Gräv där du står‘ 

 British ‚history workshop‘ movement (R. Samuel) 

 focus on the history of everyday life, working 
experiences, 20th century, the Nazi period in particular, 
the World Wars, after-war life and reconstruction 

 collections of photos, personal documents, oral history 
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Volunteer work in history III:  
history workshops, private archives 
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Hamburg: stadtteilgeschichten.net 

  cooperation of 16 history workshops and several private archives 

  4.000 digital objects (out of collections of about 150.000 items) 

  hosted by North German Common Library Network, export to Europeana 
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Volunteer work in history III:  
history workshops – Southern Lower Saxony 
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Volunteer work in history III:  
history workshops – Augsburg, Kiel 
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Volunteer work in history IV: 
history wikis 

 City wikis 
Karlsruhe:  298.000 inhab., 23.856 

articles, 27.483 pics 

Munich: 1.390.000 inhab., 8.605 articles 

Cuxhaven: 51.000 inhab., 2.611 articles, 
3.412 pics 
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Volunteer work in history IV: 
history wikis 

 user groups and organisation 
in most cases less formal 

 GenWiki: project of the Verein 
für Computergenealogie  
(> 3.000 members) 

 WikiSource:  small community 
(120 active users in the past 
30 days) 

 Biographical Wiki: by-product 
of the regional bibliography 
for Saxony, part of a regional 
portal (Dresden State and 
Technical University Library) 
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Volunteer work in history V: 
history blogs 

 source editing and 
historiography 

 individual publications 

- 1628blog 
(Wertheim/Main, private) 

 volunteers  + institutional 
backing 

- BergedorfBlog (Hamburg 
State and University 
Library) 

- Coburg Community 
Memory project (Coburg 
Community Archive) 
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Volunteer work in history V: 
history blogs - Bergedorf 
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Volunteer work in history V: 
history blogs - Coburg 
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Volunteer work in history VI: 
Europeana 1914 – 1918 
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Volunteer work in history VI: 
Europeana 1914 – 1918 

 Great War Archive (University of Oxford) 

 private memorabilia – documents, artefacts, stories 

 Europeana extended the initiative to Europe 

- Family History Roadshows 2011-2013: 9 cities in 
Germany; ca. 900 objects related to these cities 

- project website: „add a picture of the item or type 
in the story online!”  
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Historical culture : volunteer work 
summary I 

 historical and genealogical societies 

 Heimatbund movement 

 history workshops, private archives 

 history wikis 

 history blogs 

 Europeana 1914 – 1918 

= 

 source material meeting the profile of public / state libraries 

 highly motivated and active volunteers 

 wide variety of organisational and budget patterns 

 local communication networks (and some exceptions!) 

 technical infrastructure mostly individual, proprietary 
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Historical culture: role of the libraries? 

 Peter Murray (2008/2011): applying library expertise 
to a “third wave of material, after commercial-
physical and commercial-digital, now: local-digital. “ 
 

 Michael Stephens (2013): The “participatory library” 
needs “embedded local experts”, provides “creation 
spaces” for crowdsourcing and oral history projects, 
it “engages users to add to library services” and plan 
activities together with librarians. “Preserving a 
community’s digital heritage is the work of both 
libraries and museums, but involving the community 
in these efforts is imperative as we move forward.” 
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Historical culture: role of the libraries? 

Ed Summers (2012): From 
the OUTSIDE-IN library ... 

Instead of ... 

 bringing the world to its 
users, selecting, 
indexing, commenting 
content 

 helping users to find 
what is available globally 

 doing the same thing 
everywhere 

... to the INSIDE-OUT library: 
“libraries should try and stay 
relevant by shifting their 
paradigm 180 degrees”:  

 also focus on making local 
collections and production 
available to the world 

 focus on making unique 
information accessible 

 offer “authentic, local 
context for information 
about a community’s past, 
present and future.” 
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Historical culture:  
what libraries have to contribute  I 

 (physical and digital) collection building: 
methodological help and instruction, hosting facilities 

 providing technical infrastructure for digitisation and 
recording 

 indexing, systematisation: expertise in indexing 
procedures, making use of standard metadata 
formats and authority files in order to facilitate cross-
linking of different sources 

 engaging quality aspects: standards, control 
procedures, workflow modeling, stable IT-solutions 

 combining complementary sources from the library 
and its partners for certain projects 
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Historical culture:  
what libraries have to contribute  II 

 bundling of activities by supplying communication 
channels, exhibition opportunities, ways of distribution, 
publication infrastructure 

 contextualizing special material by integrating it into a 
library environment, generating lateral traffic  

 supporting community building – in the region, cross-
regional, with academic partners or other heritage 
institutions, etc. 

 Finally libraries can launch cross-institutional projects or 
projects of their own with crowdsourcing components 
(tagging, correcting, transliterating etc. projects) which 
activate foreseeable groups of volunteers. 
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Library–volunteer cooperation :  
mutual benefits? effects on historical culture?  

Libraries 

 marketing instrument 

 customer retention chances 

 profiling 

 chance to participate in the 
convergence process of the 
communication cultures of 
experts and semi-
professionals on the web 

Volunteers 

 visibility 

 connectivity to wider 
communities, academic 
public, technical 
standards 

 opportunities for joint 
projects with 
complementary sources 
and expertise 
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Thank you! 

http://hamburgwissen-digital.de  

http://landesbibliothek.sub.uni-hamburg.de/home.html 

 

Ulrich Hagenah M.A. 
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