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CAN YOU PROVE THAT? 
 

Brenda L. Smith 
WELLSPRING COMMUNICATIONS 
 
 
As historians, we all bring our personal viewpoints, our emotions, and our belief systems to the reporting of family 
history. But in order to treat our research subjects fairly, we must set aside our biases and approach unproven 
data with skepticism. No matter how romantic our family’s version of events may sound, no mater how steeped 
we may be in family tradition, our job is to research and rethink the evidence. 
 
Family historians start with memories and suppositions. Then we examine the record for evidence that will move 
the story from speculation to proof. And we report the results of our evaluation. We use critical analysis tools to 
examine qualities of evidence and to apply standards of proof. 
 
We compile and verify the data, creating accurate citation as we go. We determine the quality of our evidence, 
we calculate the levels of bias, (our own and those of record creators), we place the information in context, and 
we figure out what it all means. Finally, we summarize our findings and challenge our conclusions. 
 
HIERARCHY OF INFORMATION 

Source – where you find information, such as parish registers, census schedules, photographs, heirlooms. 
Information – details contained in the source, such as individuals named in tax rolls, inscriptions in books.  
Evidence – information relevant to the research problem, such as date marriage, place of burial. 

 
INFLUENCES ON  

• Personal viewpoints 

• Emotions 

• Be Cultural constraints 

• Belief systems 
 

VERIFY YOUR FINDINGS 

NEGATIVE PROOF is the evidence resulting from searching a record and finding. 

POSITIVE PROOF  
Speculation or Supposition – unsubstantiated information 
Secondary Proof – Indirect, secondary or derivative information is found in duplicates, transcripts, edited 

transcripts, abstracts, extracts, histories, genealogies, expository essays and family traditions. 
Primary Proof – original evidence is testimony created by a person with first-hand knowledge at or near to 

the time of the event. 

 
INTERPRET YOUR FINDINGS 

STANDARDS OF PROOF 

Weigh your data on a continuum of quality. 
Direct vs. Indirect 

Original vs. Derivative 
Primary vs. Secondary 

 
Direct, primary or original evidence is testimony created by a person with first-hand knowledge at or near to 
the time of the event. 
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Indirect, secondary or derivative information is found in duplicates, transcripts, edited transcripts, abstracts, 
extracts, histories, genealogies, expository essays and family traditions. 

Provenance: the custodial history of a record. Things which can be used to control the weight of provenance 
include citation, methods of reproduction, identification of all materials. 

BIAS 

When you judge others, you are revealing your own fears and prejudices. 

       ⎯ H. Jackson Brown Sr. 

Purpose of a record: the creator’s motive is a bias eg. influence on a legal claim or the backdating of a 
marriage. 
What do you think about a record that tells you that someone in your family is a criminal, or died of syphilis? 
How does that information affect your record of family history? 

CONTEXT 

The greatest ignorance is to reject something you know nothing about. 

       ⎯ H. Jackson Brown Sr. 

Context is historical perspective, the Big Picture, the environment in which the event occurred, in which the 
people lived. 
If you understand the context, you will have more background information with which to interpret the 
meaning of each item of information. You will be able to: 
➢ Understand the forces at work in shaping the lives of your research subjects 
➢ Clarify the meaning of records 
➢ Be better able to predict where to look for more information 
 

SUPPOSITION AND THE TRIANGLE OF PROOF 

In law, the term hearsay is strictly applied. In family history research, it may be all we will ever have. If we remove 
the pejorative tone from the word, we are free to use hearsay or supposition as a beacon for our courses through 
the past. 

To apply the standards of proof, and determine what information is a valid foundation for further research, we 
look for the magic triangle of proof for each datum. Using the triangulated evidence as a base, we reach back to 
the next layer of evidence, and start again. 
 

Item of Supposition 
reported by family member, 

researcher, artifact 
 

 
 
 
 
 

            Primary Proof                                                                  Secondary Proof 
            certificate, will,                                                                   newspaper article, 
           military record                                                                    interview transcript,  
                                                                                                                    local history 
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We collect speculation or supposition from the memories of our childhood, and from all other sources of 
secondary proofs. But, we rely on hearsay evidence at the risk of devoting resources of time, money and emotion 
to fruitless wandering. In reporting unsubstantiated evidence to our families and other researchers, we risk 
increasing it’s power to mislead, and we risk engaging in unethical research practice. 
 
CONCLUSION 

Often we launch our research with supposition and speculation. Treated as a springboard, family folklore can lead 
us to rich sources of more solid information. We risk misleading ourselves and our audience should we choose to 
ignore standards of proof. We set the stage for challenging and satisfying research adventures when we rigorously 
assess and interpret the audience. 
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