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Overview: The “best evidence” rule in law requires the presentation in court of an
original rather than a copy, and in many cases a copy won't even be allowed in
evidence if the original is available. In genealogy, our rules require us to do the
same: to discriminate, choose in favor of, prefer certain types of evidence to others,
certain bits of information to others, certain sources to others.

A Pop Quiz
>

The birth certificate identities the father as John. The death certificate
names the father as David. Which of the documents do you choose to
accept? Why?

The 1940 United States census of Chicago lists her first name as Marie. The
1920 census lists it as Margarethe. Which of the first names is more likely
accurate? Why?

Kentucky birth records in the 1850s, assembled from tax records, show the
four youngest children of Mary and Mathew Johnson as William, male, born
1853; Mary, male, born 1856; Mathew, male, born 1857; and Penelope,
female, born 1859. On the 1860 U.S. census of Pulaski County, Mathew
Johnson's household includes seven-year-old William, five-year-old Mary,
three-year-old Martha and one-year-old Nelly. What is the correct name
and gender of the third child? Why?

Two affidavits were submitted by the Revolutionary War soldier’s widow in
support of her pension application. One says she married the soldier in
1793, the other says the marriage was in 1795. Which one do you believe?
Why?
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In each of these cases, the researcher is being asked to begin the process of telling
good evidence from bad, to engage in what the best practices of genealogy require us to
do: evidence discrimination.

The Standards:

Evidence discrimination begins with reasonably exhaustive research: we cannot
analyze what we do not identify. [BCG, Genealogy Standards, Standards 12, 14, 17.]

“Tie each detalil to
a source.”

— “Research Techniques:

Evaluating Evidence,”
Family Chronicle, Jan-Feb 2001

In reviewing information in source materials, we appraise each source thoroughly:
its physical condition; legibility; evidence type (original, derivative authored); internal
consistency; external consistency; and history. [lbid., Standard 35.] We analyze the
information within each source: its legibility; the source of the information; that person’s
reliability and consistency as witness and as reporter; nature of the information (primary,
secondary, or undetermined); internal consistency; and external consistency. [lbid.,
Standard 36.]

In all cases we prefer “original records that reliable scribes carefully created soon
after the reported events” and that “competent authorities checked or vetted and that
institutions maintained with protections from alteration, damage, and tampering.” [Ibid.,
Standard 38.] And — where we can get it — we want “information provided by consistently
reliable participants, eyewitnesses, and reporters with no bias, potential for gain, or other
motivation to distort, invent, omit, or otherwise report incorrect information.” [Ibid.
Standard 39.]

And when we get all these pieces in place, we discriminate: “Genealogists
include in their reasoning all known sources and information items that seem relevant to
a research question. They exclude all sources and information items that seem irrelevant
to that question. To ensure that their reasoning identifies all known relevant evidence,
genealogists examine their justifications for including and excluding sources and
information items. They are prepared to defend those justifications.” [Ibid., Standard 42.]
In supporting our conclusions, we “do not trim, tailor, slight, or ignore potentially
relevant evidence to fit a bias or preconception, to harmonize with other evidence, or for
any other reason.” [Ibid., Standard 43.]
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Some Questions to Ask

The kinds of questions the Discriminating Genealogist will ask when evaluating each and
every bit of information include:

When and where was the record created?

Who created the record?

Why was the record created?

Who provided the information for the record?

How was the information recorded?

How was the record preserved?

What kind of information is missing or incomplete in the record?

Are there any other records that are usually associated with the record?
Which records came just before and after this record, and would they give
further information?

Is the record part of a series of records that may contain further information
about the family?

Where are other associated records located?

How reliable is the information contained in the record?

What other information is suggested by the record but missing?

[drawn from the Principles of Family History Research, “Step 5: Use the
Information—Evaluate the Evidence,” FamilySearch Wiki,
https://www.familysearch.org/wiki/en/Evaluate_the Evidence. ]
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The Discriminating Genealogist will also use the usual questions taught of every
journalism student in the world: who (created the source); what (information is
provided); when (was the source created); where (was the source found and where had
it been kept); why (was the source created); and how (does the information agree or
conflict with other information from other sources). [Betty Lou Malesky, “Six questions speak
to evidence analysis,” GreenValleyNews.com (https://g00.gl/dgJyPz), 6 Sep 2011.]

Analytical Tools

The Discriminating Genealogist will use analytical tools to help distinguish good evidence
from bad, including in any given case:

» Timelines, to plot out the events shown in the sources, to help determine if
a source is or is not reporting accurately, whether it creates a pattern with
other pieces or shows they cannot be fitted together.

Charts, ranging from pedigrees to research logs to census forms and
everything in between, or to present evidence logically.

Mind Maps, with or without software, to create and show hierarchical
relationships among individual bits of evidence.

Spreadsheets, to help create timelines and charts and more, particularly
when DNA evidence is incorporated into the mix.

Specialized software to identify sources, and record and cross-check
evidence analysis and identify holes in research.
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