
Putting Your Family 

History into Context:

Writing Your Family History as 

Social History



Where Do I Start?

Review my class, "Putting Your Family History into Context: Social History and 
Genealogy - Jerroleen Sorensen (26 Jun 2022)"

Find it here:

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wKfOjZeMbog

Or here:

https://fh.lib.byu.edu/2022/06/28/putting-your-family-history-into-context-social-
history-and-genealogy-jerroleen-sorensen-26-jun-2022/

https://fh.lib.byu.edu/2022/06/28/putting-your-family-history-into-context-social-history-and-genealogy-jerroleen-sorensen-26-jun-2022/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wKfOjZeMbog
https://fh.lib.byu.edu/2022/06/28/putting-your-family-history-into-context-social-history-and-genealogy-jerroleen-sorensen-26-jun-2022/


What Is Social History?

• History is the study of  past events in human affairs.

• Social history delves underneath the big stuff  of  

human affairs and looks at the collective lives of  

human beings rather than scrutinizing the great, 

powerful or elite individuals whose influence affects 

those lives for good or ill.

• Social historians study common people and how they 

lived, so it is much more inclusive and can enlighten 

their descendants concerning their lives and how the 

grand events of  the day shaped them as well as the 

day-to-day living that everyone does.



Why write family history 

as social history?

• IT MAKES GENEALOGY FUN and INTERESTING!

• Readers (and writers) discover they are part of  something 
larger than their present-day stories.

• Younger readers can feel more connected by sharing or 
learning stories from the past.

• New perspectives and understandings are discovered and 
passed on about history in general and about an ancestor’s 
or ancestral family's life in particular.

• It's a great way to share your research and hard work! This Photo by Unknown author is licensed under CC BY-SA-NC.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/daryl_mitchell/226248285/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/


Narrative Styles of  

Importance for the 

Genealogist

• Journal and Diary Writing

• Memoirs

• Autobiography

• Historical Fiction

• Biography

• Social History Narratives and Narrative 
Essays



Constructing a Narrative within a Social 

History Context

• Use both genealogical and historical sources as the basis for the narrative.

• Research meticulously and utilize historical background and cultural information in 
the context of  your genealogical research.

• Don't make inferences that are not grounded in provable genealogical or 
historical truth.

• Hold yourself  to historical and genealogical standards, i. e., all factual statements are 
grounded in evidence and proofs.

• Extraneous description and details are based in historical fact.

• Make it interesting, entertaining and lively within the bounds of  truth.



Nitty Gritty

• Title

• Theme

• Choose an appropriate structure and organization

• Narrative written in 3rd person, past tense, as non-fiction

• Include a bibliography or references section



Title

• Reflects the theme, the plot or personal identity(ies) within the essay or narrative

• Creative and catchy but not sensational; draws the reader in

• Thinking of  titles for incidents or family history can inspire ideas for a narrative!

• Examples: Diapers and Bicycles; Why Grandpa Never Ate Turkey; The Train 

Whistle; Who Was Walter Cox?; Who Stole the Pony?: The Saga of  the Skis: The 

Great Coal Mine Explosion of  1856; Losing Papa (and Finding Him Again); A 

Heart's Desire Granted; The Back Forty; Claiming Wasatch County: The Earliest 

Settlers.



Theme

• Should be applicable to any reader's experience or ability to comprehend

• Should attempt to enhance the reader's understanding of  one or more of  the 

following: a process; a philosophical, intellectual or moral/ethical concept; a 

personal or historical event; the character or behavior of  an individual or 

group of  individuals

• Can be spelled out (as in an essay) or implied through the narrative itself

• All details should in one way or another further the theme



Structure and Organization

1

Choose Narrative or Narrative Essay 
structure. They are not mutually exclusive. 
Essay is more formal; narrative is more story 
form.

2

Jot down the who, what, where, when, why 
and how of what you want to write about. 
These will make up the meat of your 
writing. Examine the role of change over 
time.

3

Make an outline with your theme idea at the 
top. This can be a storyboard, a story arc, a 
list, or a numbered traditional outline. It 
needs to show your beginning, middle and 
end with some brief details for the body.



Language and Format

• Use third-person historical tense (past tense) in narratives.

• Use description as needed and desirable to make the historical context and background 
clear. Do describe known family artifacts or sites. However, don't make things up or state as 
fact anything you do not or cannot know. This is NON-fiction. That means no dialogue or 
attributions of  mental states (unless you have them stated by the person in a source). 
Details that are personal must be factual; facts must be sourced; conclusions must be 
evidence based. Indicate uncertainty about facts when appropriate (can be footnoted).

• Footnotes and/or endnotes are not only appropriate, but necessary. Add pictures and 
illustrations. Make sure that you attribute quotes or illustrations from copyrighted material 
and get permissions for the use of  others' images, photos of  living persons, and drawings.

• Don't be a bore. Use source quotes sparingly; don't get mired in unimportant details; let the 
story tell itself, that is, avoid commentary; don't just summarize your research or give a 
recitation of  a person's vitals and life events (we have familysearch.org and ancestry.com for 
that).



Bibliography and Attribution

• Depending on how formal you want to be, use footnotes or endnotes in your essay 

or narrative to cite the sources of  your information. Either way, it is very important 

the you attribute the sources of  information that you include in your writing.

• Bibliographies include books, websites and other documents that contain 

the citations you cite in your footnotes/endnotes.

• See style manuals for information: The Chicago Manual of  Style is the standard for 

many publishers. See the article, "Top 8 Free Online Style Guides in English 

(thoughtco.com)." This article has good suggestions for free online manuals.



Publishing Your Work

Here are some online articles about publishing works:

How to Publish a Book in 2022: 10 Steps to Success (reedsy.com)

How to publish your book - Microsoft 365

How to Publish a Book in 2022: A Step-by-Step Guide (self-publishingschool.com)

How to Publish an Article in a Newspaper or Online | Step-by-Step (inquirer.net)

25 Best Places to Get Published Online - Writer's Digest (writersdigest.com)

Bottom line: Find a place that would be interested in your subject and submit it!

https://blog.reedsy.com/how-to-publish-a-book/
https://www.microsoft.com/en-us/microsoft-365-life-hacks/writing/how-to-publish-your-book
https://self-publishingschool.com/how-to-publish-a-book/
https://usa.inquirer.net/66994/how-to-publish-an-article-in-a-newspaper-or-online
https://www.writersdigest.com/improve-my-writing/25-best-places-to-get-published-online


Sharing Your Work

• Most family tree sites have ways to upload "stories" into your tree. FamilySearch has one of  the best 
memories platforms and because it is a shared tree, your work will be available for anyone who is interested 
to read it! 

• You can submit longer efforts up to book-length to FamilySearch for inclusion in their digital library. 
See https://www.familysearch.org/library/books/

• You can start a blog or website and share your work online. See https://blog.hubspot.com/marketing/best-
blogging-platform for a list of  platforms.

• You can read your work on video and upload it to youtube.com or other similar platforms. Make sure the 
title reflects the subject so it can be easily searched.

• You can self-publish with a company like familyheritagepublishers.com and then sell or distribute your work 
to friends and family. There are lots to choose from, so find one that fits your needs.

https://www.familysearch.org/library/books/ for
https://blog.hubspot.com/marketing/best-blogging-platform
http://familyheritagepublishers.com


An example of  

competent amateur 

social history writing

From The Book of  

Moses: The Saga of  

Our 

Forefather Moses Mc

Donald by 

Mary Ann Wilke 

McDonald, 2017.









End Notes. These are not 

necessarily to standard, but 

are accessible enough, since the 

book was not commercially 

published.

A bibliography could easily be 

made from these endnotes, but 

remember that the bibliography 

does not HAVE to include only 

works that are cited in the body 

of  the paper.



If  you are a 

genealogist/family 

historian, you can 

write social 

history. 

So try it! 

It's fun. 

It's worth the time and 
trouble. 

It's a tribute to those 
who made you who 
you are!

For more information about social history and writing it, see 

Bringing Your Family History to Life by Katherine Scott 

Sturdevant.


