History and Genealogy: Why Not Both?
An Introduction to the Panel Discussion
M. Teresa Baer

In the year 2000, the Indiana Historical Society set a new goal for its family history program. The society had traditionally served the genealogical community by publishing indexes of rare documents and teaching genealogical researchers how to find, gather, and document primary material; its new mission sought to marry ancestral data with historical information in order to set ancestors’ lives within the context of time and place. This new emphasis has proved quite popular, both with readers of the society’s journal, The Hoosier Genealogist, and with attendees of its genealogy programs.  Historians began joining the ranks of genealogists who wrote articles, gave lectures, and sat on committees dealing with family history, and their work has been well received.
The society’s family history program is part of a larger movement in which genealogists are embracing history, thus, the new catch-phrase heard time and again at genealogical conferences: “History puts meat on the bones” of our ancestors.  While this sounds progressive, at national conferences professional genealogists still speak about the decades-long animosity between genealogists and historians. At their conferences, historians rarely mention genealogy, and many still do not perceive genealogy as a serious scholarly endeavor.

The tide is turning, however, on the mutual misperceptions and distrust between historians and genealogists.  There are many useful things historians can learn from modern professional genealogists:  they are superb researchers who know where to find the most elusive sources, how to cajole court clerks and archivists, and how to dig out details of people’s lives that would intrigue any social historian. They insist on thorough documentation and organize information meticulously. The data that they routinely gather would help historians to write detailed, informed local histories and to interpret larger histories more precisely. 


Genealogists must also acknowledge the value of historians. Historians take bushels of raw data, analyze where and how it fits into the existing historical picture, and interpret how it adds to or changes that picture. Historians are good at piecing together and telling the stories of people, places, and events—what happened and why. Genealogists could gain a far greater understanding of their ancestors’ lives by infusing their ancestral charts with historical background.

The combination of genealogy and history seemed like a partnership waiting to happen, and, with that in mind, the Indiana Historical Society sponsored the panel discussion “History and Genealogy: Why Not Both?” at the society’s headquarters in August 2005 as part of the Midwestern Roots Family History Conference. For the session, four distinguished genealogists and historians were asked to consider what the traditional relationship between the fields has been; what the ideal relationship should be; how history and genealogy are practiced and taught; and what information each field brings to scholarship.

Long a leader in genealogical circles, Elizabeth Shown Mills has for years been making passionate presentations on the usefulness of genealogy to history. At the National Genealogical Society’s annual conference in 2003, she offered a retrospective of genealogy’s emergence from history, gave an admonition to genealogists to adhere to the most professional standards, and issued a call for the two fields to resolve their differences and work together. At the society, her remarks centered on how genealogical material could be useful to historians.
Curt Witcher also enjoys a national reputation in family history. The manager of the second-largest genealogical collection in the country at the Allen County [Indiana] Public Library, he is also a prolific lecturer and author.  Witcher talked about how the public has become the audience for both history and genealogy. He also urged members of both professions to provide input about what children should learn in social studies classes and to use their talents and knowledge to educate.
An author, professor, and associate dean of academic affairs in Indiana University (IU)’s School of Liberal Arts in Indianapolis, Marianne Wokeck is an expert on early German immigration. In her work, she has pieced together numerous individual lives in order to see how immigrants’ stories form patterns within the whole cloth of European immigration. As Wokeck explained, this is the way students in her native Germany are taught history, so that using the methods and data of both genealogy and history is second nature to her.

Like Wokeck, James Madison, a professor of history at IU Bloomington and an award-winning lecturer on American and Indiana history, has begun speaking at the society’s genealogical conferences, and serves as a member of its board of trustees and editorial advisory board. Far from seeing any quarrel between genealogy and history, Madison shared the ways that he has witnessed genealogy and history working together. He and the other panelists called for deepening this partnership.

This interesting and authoritative panel was graced by moderator Tony Burroughs, the best-selling author of Black Roots: A Beginner’s Guide to Tracing the African American Family Tree (2001). An internationally known speaker, Burroughs has given numerous talks for the society.
Those attending the panel included professionals from both fields, graduate public history students, and at least one hundred family historians. There were many thoughtful questions and comments from the audience during and after the session, and a refrain could be heard throughout the rest of the conference: “We must keep this discussion alive.” In response, the editors of the Indiana Magazine of History invited the panelists to publish the proceeds of the discussion in their journal.
This introduction and the essays that follow are a continuation of the discussion that began at the last Midwestern Roots Conference. You can become part of the discussion by sending your comments about the articles to: Editor, Indiana Magazine of History, Ballantine Hall 742, Indiana University, Bloomington, IN 47405; or to: Editor, The Hoosier Genealogist, Indiana Historical Society, 450 West Ohio Street, Indianapolis, IN 46202.  You may also send email comments to imaghist@indiana.edu or tbaer@indianahistory.org.
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