
As of 2023 there are roughly 4,000 English-language oral history interviews with 
biomedical scientists, doctors, nurses, patients, and hospital administrators available 
online. More or less the same number are only available offline, either because they 
contain sensitive material or simply haven’t been digitized yet. These interviews are 
hosted by some of the wealthiest institutions for biomedical research in the world, as 
well as by lesser-known medical schools, public libraries, and centers for the history of 
biomedicine across the US and the UK. This already substantial corpus continues to grow 
steadily as new collections are recorded and existing collections are digitized, providing 
unique insights into the history of medicine in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. 

Commoning Biomedicine: 
An Open Source Network for 
Oral Histories Online
by Alfred Freeborn, Michael Winter, Pascal Belouin, Kim Pham, 

Elizabeth Hughes, Hanna Worliczek, Steffen Hennicke, Lara Keuck 

DECEMBER 2023

Learn more about this project and its members 

on the Institute’s website: 

www.mpiwg-berlin.mpg.de/researchtopics

Max Planck Institute

for the History of Science 

Boltzmannstraße 22 · 14195 Berlin 

RESEARCH TOPICS

N°85

Cover image: (Left to right) Tilli Tansey, Lesley Rees, Howard Morris, and John Hughes at the Witness Seminar “Endogenous Opiates” held by the History of Twentieth Century Medicine Group, Nov. 7, 1995. 
Image eWS01c.02 in: History of Modern Biomedicine Witness Seminars (Fotosammlung), Queen Mary Research Online, Beauftragte C. Overy, E. M. Tansey, A. Wilkinson, A. Yabsley, A. Zarros (London: Queen 
Mary University of London: 2017). https://qmro.qmul.ac.uk/xmlui/handle/123456789/23156.

Digital Tools for the Future 

The platform we have developed is 

designed according to three core 

principles: ease of use, malleability, 

and reuse. The user is presented with a 

search engine that aims to be familiar 

and intuitive. It allows users to toggle 

through collections and quickly find the 

relevant parts of a transcript. By reuse, 

we mean the ability to use the data beyond the initial search interface that we have 

developed. The whole system is designed so that microsites using our data can easily be 

developed on top of our system. Along with others at the MPIWG, we have been quick 

to utilize the power of Large Language Models to automate and refine our metadata 

extraction process with some promising early results. 

After launching a Beta version of the platform in July 2023, we have been working hard 

to add more and more collections to the network and improve the quality of metadata. 

Ultimately, our methodologies can be generalized in order to make digital platforms for 

oral histories beyond the topic history of biomedicine more useful and accessible for 

researchers. The ComBio Project, however, will help researchers write better histories 

of biomedicine by making vital knowledge resources accessible. But on another and 

perhaps more fundamental level, it presents a form of scholarly cooperation in the 

digital humanities that can help transform how we produce and preserve knowledge 

for the common good.

“Commoning Biomedicine: An Open Source 

Network for Oral Histories Online” is a 

collaborative digital humanities project that 

aims at making oral histories of biomedicine a 

common knowledge resource. It is led by the 

Research Group “Practices of Validation in 

the Biomedical Sciences” and the Research 

IT team at the Max Planck Institute for the 

History of Science. 
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Oral histories such as these offer detailed personal accounts of the development of medical research 

and treatment, references to events, sources, and literature unavailable elsewhere, and perspectives of 

those who too often are left out of the history of medicine. These resources have the potential to shape 

how future historians of medicine understand the recent past. 

But researchers trying to utilize these sources currently face serious challenges. The biggest problem 

with this corpus is accessibility. For starters, it is impossible to search across all these collections. 

These interviews are to be found in various media across 

different institutions with heterogeneous metadata and 

privacy restrictions. To find out what oral histories are 

available, the researcher must trawl across different sites 

in an unsystematic and time-consuming manner, meaning 

that these valuable resources are often neglected by the 

scholarly community. There are also more fundamental 

restrictions that make access more difficult, such as legal 

restrictions on who can hold, view, and cite these highly personal documents. And finally, there is often 

a risk that these digital resources will become unavailable as project websites cease to be maintained. 

But the main problem facing researchers today is a practical one of simply not knowing what is out 

there. In order to help make this corpus a common resource for scholars across the broad field of the 

medical humanities, we are developing an open-source website infrastructure for the networking of 

oral history repositories. The Commoning Biomedicine project is a digital humanities collaboration 

between the Research Group “Practices of Validation in the Biomedical Sciences,” led by Lara Keuck, 

and the Research IT team at the Max Planck Institute for the History of Science that aims at making 

oral histories of biomedicine a common knowledge resource.

Commoning Knowledge Resources: Collaboration, Conversations, and Code

What is commoning? The term stems from the history of struggles over land enclosures in early 

modern England but has more recently been adopted to talk about sustainable ways of administering 

environmental and digital resources. We take it to define a commitment to using open-source digital 

tools to establish sustainable common knowledge resources. Within this framework commoning 

is divided into what we call the 3 Cs: collaboration, conversations, and code. In order to make 

oral history collections more accessible in a sustainable way, we cannot simply build search tools, 

but must foster greater Collaboration between oral historians and archivists. For example, we have 

established a working collaboration with the Science History Institute in Philadelphia, which hosts 

one of the largest online oral history collections related to science and medicine in the world. We host 

regular workshops called Conversations to build connections among researchers who use digital 

oral histories and strengthen the scholarly community. But the central focus of our work remains 

developing open-source Code for networking online collections of knowledge resources. 0033  Screenshot of the ComBio platform Beta version. Screenshot of the ComBio platform Beta version. 

Big Data Problems without the Big Data

Networking decentralized collections 

of oral histories poses many challenges 

often confronted in Big Data projects: 

database federation and integration, 

schema and ontology formalization, data 

sanitization and normalization, scaling, 

and security. In a less technical idiom, 

this means identifying information from 

various separate databases, integrating 

them together without centralizing the 

original data in a single database, and 

standardizing the data so that a user can 

search across these different databases. 

Early on we collated a comprehensive list of repositories containing oral histories that relate to 

biomedicine (both online and offline) as well as deploying, testing, and auditing a variety of web 

frameworks for oral histories currently in use. 

The survey revealed a problem common to many digital humanities projects: insufficient data. The 

current body of biomedical oral histories is actually rather small relative to the volume of information 

typical to Big Data projects. In addition, oral history collections often contain little to no metadata—

such as information about the date and location of the interview or the names of those involved. The 

aforementioned Big Data challenges are compounded by limited resources and poor-quality metadata. 

This shortcoming can be summarized as “Big Data problems without the Big Data.” It became clear that 

a unique suite of new and existing technologies needed to be implemented in order to create a robust, 

flexible, and scalable system. 
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