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In 2001, Roy Rosenzweig observing the exponentially increasing number of digital materials 

circulating in the world, identified what he called the “problem of abundance.”  The growing 

popularity of commons culture plays a significant role in the circulation of these resources.  For 

example, in the last several years, digital humanists have witnessed a proliferations of virtual 

“commons” spaces—Creative Commons, Flickr Commons, Zotero Commons, Open Educational 

Resources Commons, Smithsonian Commons, and many others—all making cultural heritage 

materials and resources freely available to be taken, used, recombined, and distributed.  If commons 

culture is based, at least in part, on Stewart Brand’s assertion that “information wants to be free,”  

how does notion that change our practice as historians and as educators?  This paper will address 

the ways that historical scholarship and pedagogy are changing in light of common culture and the 

increasing embrace of open access, exchange, and remix of cultural heritage materials.   

As more and more historical material becomes available to the commons, scholars must 

grapple with how this will transform their work.  There are also significant implications for scholarly 

communication and for the teaching and learning of history.  What are the tools and innovations 

that digital historians are using to transform their practice, communication, and teaching?  What 

implications do these transformations have for the larger field of digital humanities?  To answer 

these questions, first, I examine the libraries, archives, and museums that support commons culture.  

Standardized metadata, application programming interfaces, and other modes of data exposure have 

transformed the ways that scholars can interact with cultural heritage materials.  Next, I address the 

current modes of historical practice, the state of scholarly communication for historians, and the 

place of digital history within the larger field of digital humanities. Virtual collaboration and alternate 

modes of publication are placing tremendous pressure on the traditional systems of recognizing and 

rewarding scholarly work.  Nonetheless, there are particular modes of questioning that are central to 

historical practice that will remain central to a re-imagined community of historians.  Finally, I will 

turn my attention to ways that digitally enhanced constructivist pedagogy can prepare a new 

generation of citizens to grapple with historical questions.  Digital technology provides the potential 

to help students develop the habits of mind that are common to historians, while at the same time 

training them to critically address the “problem of abundance” that accompanies common culture. 


