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Historians and genealogists maintain a curious, 

dichotomous relationship. No doubt exits that 

excellent genealogical research includes a layer 

of rich historical context as we place our 

ancestor’s lives within the framework of their 

contemporary existence.  Another layer to that 

context is the local history genealogists explore 

in order to understand the operating minutia of 

our ancestor’s immediate sphere, which can 

yield unique documentary evidence, unveil 

hidden connections or lead to new family lines. 

The manner in which genealogists research 

historical context is very similar to the approach 

an historian will take:  begin by reviewing 

available literature; then, visit archives, libraries, 

local repositories, cemeteries and courthouses; 

next, comb through primary source material; 

and, finally, analyze and apply those sources to 

the research problem.
1
 Where genealogists and 

historians differ stems from their respective 

viewpoints of professionalism.  

 

First, historians and genealogists adhere to 

divergent methodological, proof and citation 

standards, which means that - although we both 

might be striving to make a similar point - we 

are going about doing so differently. Second, the 

two group’s primary purpose is gradiated. 

Historians are writing histories to record the 

human story over time and place while 
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genealogists are connecting families over the 

same time frame. Historians search for meaning, 

explanations and patterns in their research to 

help define the human condition of the past 

while genealogists seek to humanize distant 

relatives and revitalize their past in the present. 

Third, historians and genealogists bristle 

somewhat over territory and professional 

standards – and here is where the stereotypes run 

amuck until this day. Professional historians are 

degree-laden and reside in the walls of 

academia. Many view genealogists as non-

degreed amateurs whose research product should 

be treated with distrust as true scholarship can 

only be produced by those with sanctioned 

graduate school training and mentorship.
2
  

Alternatively, genealogists frequently find the 

historian’s research product inaccessible, 

cumbersome and even frustrating. For example, 

genealogists care less about the 200 page 

discourse dealing with the socio-economic 

impact of the boll weevil on 20
th
 century 

populist movements in rural America as they do 

the five pages discussing by the infestation may 

have moved. Additionally, once that tidbit of 

information is revealed in a typical historian’s 

text, the footnote may very well reference an 
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entire series of archival papers instead of 

particular document within that series.  

 

However, despite our differences, genealogists 

and historians share a commonality that should 

be fostered positively and progressively. Your 

society can be on the forefront of building a 

more stable bridge between the two professions. 

In fact, the more informed discussions that 

occur, the higher the likelihood of dispelling 

myths and nurturing a mutual respect. 

 

Projects & Volunteer Opportunities 

 

History departments nationwide and historians 

by trade do not suffer from overfunding or 

inflated salaries. By and large, the writing of 

history falls in the non-profit sector whether in a 

university, government institution or historical 

society. While cable television offerings such as 

The History Channel clearly illustrate modern 

society’s penchant for the past, it is an industry 

of luxuriating nostalgia that lacks the urgency 

and primacy of building roads or funding mass 

transit. Therefore, historians are asked to do 

much with very little – a scene all too familiar to 

the typical genealogical society. 

 

Major research projects captained by historians 

and academic or institutional history 

departments are often grant-funded and time-

limited. Volunteers are necessary for project 

completion and success. Volunteerism in this 

setting normally involves the wrangling of 

students whose commitment to the project goal 

can vary. Here is an opportunity for genealogists 

to offer their time and assistance. Be aware, 

however, that a project manager might initially 

be leery of non-student or non-professional help 

and might require some orientation, training or 

other form of vetting the volunteer pool. This 

vetting can serve as a productive exchange 

between the two skill sets, offering both fields a 

chance to learn and grow while supporting a 

worthy cause. 

 

Partners 
 

A way to forge a relationship with historical 

counterparts is through a major partnering effort. 

As stated above, historians in the academic or 

governmental sector frequently compete for 

large grants to develop significant historical 

projects. An example that should come 

immediately to the genealogist’s mind is Ellis 

Island. The Ellis Island Foundation, established 

in 1982, partnered with the National Park 

Service to raise funds to repair and restore the 

Statue of Liberty. The effort expanded to 

eventually include the Wall of Honor and the 

emergence of the American Family Immigration 

History Center, both of which are of keen 

interest to genealogists. Many genealogists will 

remember hours spent trying to access passenger 

records at http://www.EllisIsland.org when the 

site first went live. By 2011 use of that site 

passenger has become a research standards. 

 

Your society might consider a project with a 

much smaller scope, but that does not 

necessarily mean lowering the standards. 

Perhaps your society can work in concert with a 

local historical group or with the history 

department at the local college to plan a 

collection drive for an already existing larger 

project. For example, the National World War II 

Museum in New Orleans, Louisiana, actively 

collects oral histories of veterans. They provide 

information on how to conduct an oral history, 

what questions to ask and how to submit a tape 

to their collection. Genealogical societies often 

have members with military service that can 

extend the reach of such a collection drive 

easily. Also, this would provide your society a 

means of learning how professional historians 

conduct such research, making your members de 

facto interns! 

Education  

 

Historians are educators at heart and they do 

love to teach. The avenues available for 

genealogists to explore history are numerous and 

varied. One way is to take a history course at a 

local college. Another is to read the latest book 

by a notable historian on a topic of shared 

interest. However, the emergence of the Internet 

and recent changes in educational delivery are 

opening new doors to educational opportunities 

in the discipline of history. 

 

Once such opportunity is the Not Even Past web 

site constructed and maintained by the 
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University of Texas – Austin’s Department of 

History, one of the most prestigious history 

departments in our nation. Here you can find 

some of the best historical scholarship at the 

click of a mouse. Not Even Past includes 

podcasts, book reviews, audio files, digital 

images and even virtual courses that are free of 

charge. For Spring of 2011, these courses 

include: 

 

o The Essence of Leadership: Ben Franklin, 

Andrew Jackson and FDR 

o Where Stalin’s Russia Defeated Hitler’s 

Germany: World War II on the Eastern 

Front 

o So Close Yet So Far: Cuba and the US since 

1868 

 

Membership  
 

As your society is dependent on membership 

dues for its core solvency, so too are historical 

societies. Frequently, members of either group 

influence one another. It would be burdensome 

for each individual member of your group to 

consider also joining all the national-level 

historical associations that exits. However, it 

does make sense for your society to join as an 

“institutional” member. Historians go to these 

sites to find like-minded individuals, ideas and 

information. By linking your society to their 

world, it increases the chances of historians 

discovering your presence. Historical societies 

of note are: 

 

o American Association of State and Local 

History 

o American Historical Association 

o Organization for American Historians 

 

 

Financial Considerations 
 

Genealogical societies will benefit by aligning 

and associating themselves with the efforts of 

historians. Yet, as with all new endeavors, 

consider carefully budgetary issues that new 

projects might bring. Transportation costs to 

research sites can be problematic for retirees on 

fixed incomes – and this demographic is 

typically in the majority of genealogical society 

membership. Poll your membership to see if 

monies are available to offset these costs. If your 

society, then, reallocates its funding for other 

purposes, how will this alter its ability to pay for 

annual fundraisers? If your society holds an 

annual conference with a major speaker to solicit 

new membership and donations, expense will 

not refill coffers as readily.  

 

Moreover, many genealogical societies sell 

publications to raise money. Many of these 

publications are indexes to local records, 

tombstone listings or something similar. If your 

society partners with a historical society or an 

academic history department working on a 

major project, be vigilant of copyright interests 

for these original publications.  

 

Letters of Agreement 
 

Letters of agreement are necessary whenever 

your society partners with a historical society, a 

government agency, a college or university 

involved in a historical project. The agreement 

should clarify boundaries, solidify outcomes, 

and serve as a point of reference for all parties 

concerned. Who has responsibility for project 

outcomes? If there is a grant involved, who will 

serve as its administrator? Will volunteers be 

reimbursed for mileage to and from research 

site? Will transportation be provided on 

production days? Projects and partnerships, 

especially if grants are involved, contain 

significant logistics that should be discussed 

outright. Not doing so can lead to 

disappointment within your membership. For 

example, how will the project’s marketing 

campaign bill either party? 

Your society and its membership want to show 

the community that it supported and participated 

in a notable, valuable historical project – 

naturally, as this helps raise your society’s 

profile locally. Therefore, if your society is not a 

full joint-partner on a project, but has agreed to 

provide volunteers for a particular segment of 

research work, how will that be reflected in the 

credits when the project is complete? When the 

community unveiling arrives, will your society 

be mentioned prominently in the press release? 

Or simply be a footnote in a long list of credited 

partners? And how will either outcome affect 
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your membership’s willingness to participate in 

future ventures? 

 

Share Your Story 
 

Do you have a story or technique that has been a 

great success for your society that you would 

like to share with the FGS Community?  Please 

email your stories to fgsoutreach@fgs.org and 

we can print it in upcoming Reach Out editions!   
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