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The specter of racial or ethnic bias has 
the potential to tarnish the reputation 
of genealogy as a profession. Should 
our field respond to ongoing calls for 
diversity? This article intends to open a 
conversation on the question. A compre-
hensive treatment of a perceived lack of 
diversity is, however, beyond its scope. 
The Genealogist’s Code as set out in 
Genealogy Standards (hereafter, BCG 
Code) embodies principles that argue in 
favor of an explicit response. Three of 
its provisions have particular relevance 
to the issue, namely, the admonitions to 
promote a truthful approach, act in the 
best interests of the profession, and strive 
for civility.1

Background
Contemporary blog posts and related 
commentary charge that the profession 
has failed to foster diversity. The “estab-
lishment” has been assailed for an undue 
focus on European frames of reference, 
as well as the underrepresentation of 
racial and ethnic minorities.2 Criticism 
has been leveled at the insistence on what 
are viewed as disadvantaging practices—
such as the focus on documentation in the 
face of antebellum laws that prevented 
most of the enslaved population from 
creating their own records.3 The lack of 
diversity in topics and attendees at na-
tional conferences has also been decried.4

The universe of interested parties is not 
limited to members of racial or ethnic 
populations. Concerns about a lack of 
inclusiveness in the profession have 
resonated in the wider genealogical com-
munity.5 Many genealogists of European 
ancestry research families with other 
antecedents.6 The growing popularity 
of genetic genealogy has sparked the 
interest of people who have discovered 
ancestors or collateral relatives of a dif-
ferent race.7

Guidance Provided by the BCG Code
BCG trustees developed genealogy’s first 

code of ethics in 1964.8 Since 1971 all as-
sociates have been required to subscribe to 
the BCG Code because “questionable or 
unethical conduct casts discredit not only 
on the individual, but also on the certify-
ing . . . organization, and upon all others 
who received similar recognition from the 
same source.”9 The reverse is also true; the 
perception of bias in the profession has a 
similar potential to harm the reputation 
of its members.

The BCG Code is fortunately broad 
enough to provide guidance relevant 
to the question whether the profession 
should engage in a discourse on diversity. 
Three of its principles offer a rationale for 
responding to criticism about the lack of 
diversity in a manner that is consistent 
with the overarching objective of striv-
ing “for the highest level of truth and 
accuracy in all phases of [our] work.”10 

Similar provisions are found in the Code 
of Ethics promulgated by the Association 
of Professional Genealogists (APG).

1. Promote a truthful approach: I will not
publish or publicize as fact anything
I know to be false, doubtful, or un-
proved; nor will I be a party, directly
or indirectly, to such action by others.
(Adherents of the APG Code agree to
“promote a coherent, truthful approach
to genealogy, family history and local
history.”11)

2. Act in the best interests of the profes-
sion: I will act, speak, and write in a
manner I believe to be in the best inter-
ests of the profession and scholarship
of genealogy. (The APG Code requires
adherents to “promote the welfare of
the genealogical community.”12)

3. Strive for civility: I will participate
in exposing genealogical fraud; but I
will not otherwise knowingly injure
or attempt to injure the reputation,
prospects, or practice of another
genealogist. (The APG Code admon-
ishes members to “refrain from public

behavior, oral remarks or written 
communications that defame the 
profession, individual genealogists, 
or the Association of Professional 
Genealogists.”13)

Our Profession’s Response
These three principles could inform the 
decision whether to respond to critics of 
the current state of affairs.

Promote a truthful approach. The quest 
for truth would presumably examine the 
historical backdrop against which mod-
ern genealogy standards were crafted. 
Some of the needed analysis has already 
been published; for example, a fairly 
recent history relates how the “Civil 
War profoundly altered the meaning 
and practice of [American genealogy] 
by turning it into “a way to exclude oth-
ers” and by elevating the “importance of 
race.”14 Notably missing is a systemic 
review of the implications of this his-
tory, in terms of the dearth of resources 
for racial and ethnic minorities.

The suggested approach does not pres-
age any particular resolution, but it 
does assume that a good faith effort to 
engage on the issues of diversity would 
acknowledge the past. This means, for 
example, that we cannot ignore the 
unsavory implications of a chapter 
entitled “Genealogy and Eugenics” in 
the otherwise well regarded and still 
recommended volume that was first 
published in 1930 by the “founder” of 
the “modern American school of criti-
cal genealogists.”15 On the other hand, 
it would also be important to survey 
and evaluate on-going efforts aimed at 
fostering inclusiveness, such as Spring-
Board’s series on diverse communities16 
and the spate of articles with African-
American subjects that have dominated 
the National Genealogical Society’s 
annual family history writing contest in 
recent years.17 Whether developments 
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such as these are adequately publicized 
or would be viewed as sufficient progress 
are questions that may not be answer-
able until stakeholders are engaged in 
a dialogue.

Promoting truth might also require root-
ing out any “implicit bias” that creates 
unidentified barriers.18 The importance 
of taking account of interactions between 
enslaved persons and slaveholders is 
well established,19 and “the genealogist, 
if conscientious, will not even consider 
falsifying the facts as the records disclose 
them.”20 Nevertheless, we saw a public 
example of the continuing impulse to shy 
away from revelations about slave-hold-
ing ancestors when an actor was accused 
of exerting improper influence over the 
PBS show, Finding Your Roots.21 This in-
cident highlights the continuing need for 
vigilance to guard against unconscious 
inclinations to present genealogies in a 
way that soothes modern sensibilities.

Act in the best interests of the profession. 
It seems clear that inclusivity is in the 
best interests of the future of the profes-
sion, in terms of adding and retaining 
new members. Questions would likely 
arise, however, regarding the advisability 
of specific actions. For example, there 
might be a question about the extent of 
any affirmative obligation to engage in 
outreach to diverse communities. As 
another example, a question might arise 
regarding whether it would be advisable 
for conference organizers to evaluate 
prospective instructors by reference to 
whether proposals would either
• contribute to diversity in the profes-

sion, or
• be of interest to diverse communities.

The “best interests of the profession” 
principle can be applied to these and any 
other situations, with the stipulation that 
diversity is an appropriate criterion.

Strive for civility. However passionate 

the discourse on diversity might become, 
one hopes that all involved would focus 
on the current state of the profession and 
where we go from here. Ad hominem 
arguments from any quarter would be 
counterproductive. It should be possible 
to engage in a dialogue on the subject of 
diversity in a manner that is respectful of 
divergent views while working toward 
reconciliation.

Conclusion
The BCG Code and similar ethical 
standards support the view that it is in 
the best interests of the profession to 
respond to charges of bias. Genealogy 
is not the only discipline grappling with 
issues arising from the marginalization 
of racial or ethnic communities.22 Les-
sons can be learned from other fields of 
study that have tackled these issues.23 
Our profession has what may be a unique 
opportunity to respond to calls for redress 
in a manner that fosters reconciliation. 
At the least, concerns about the lack of 
diversity in the profession warrant an 
examination of the historical treatment 
of diverse communities, as well as the 
dissemination of information about cur-
rent efforts to foster diversity.
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