
Excerpt from Encyclopedia of Local History, 3rd edition (published by Rowman and Littlefield, 2017) 

 

Relevance  

If something is relevant, it is related to or useful to what is happening or being talked about. To assess 

the relevance of something, a person must know why it matters and how it relates to present activity. 

People value things that are relevant to them. Value and relevance are intertwined. If something loses 

its relevance, its value usually decreases. [see values of history] The study of history and the lessons one 

can learn from the past are not automatically relevant to society. Many historic house tours, museum 

exhibitions and classroom lectures, for example, can be filled with interesting content but demonstrate 

no relevance to the audience. Interesting content is not the same as relevance.  

When society places less value on history education and practice, it is often because it fails to see them 

as relevant to current societal concerns, such as the economy, jobs, policy issues, family life, or 

challenges facing communities. While most people recognize that everything has a history, they don’t 

always understand why they should care about the past.  

History organizations that teach history to the public through exhibitions and programs want to be 

relevant to their communities. To accomplish this, they need to connect their content to their 

audiences. Whatever the content, good educators strive to make a personal connection to the audience. 

You can demonstrate why people should care about something when you show how it connects to and 

affects them: the choices they make in their daily life; the challenges and opportunities their 

neighborhood must deal with; the religious or political atmosphere in which they operate; the viability 

of public policies put forward by their leaders.   

As national conversations change, so should content discussed at history museums and sites. History 

practitioners should be aware of how their collections and content areas relate to local, state and 

national conversations and seize opportunities to participate in these conversations. For example, if a 

history-related topic such as Confederate monuments suddenly becomes popular in the national 

conversation, history organizations should be prepared to show connections between past and present. 

Or, if an issue with deep historical roots, such as immigration or drug policy are a main topic of 

conversation, history organizations have an opportunity to be part of the conversation and provide 

needed historical context. The facts of a community’s history may not change, but what a community 

considers important changes over time. 

The themes of history evolve as well, and museums desiring to stay relevant will adapt. Where past 

focus was on biography of political leaders and major anniversaries of battles and other events, in 

recent decades history has broadened to include social history about people from many backgrounds. 

The topic of slavery has been evolving from something that was too uncomfortable for sites to discuss, 

to a topic that is increasingly interpreted from many angles and is eagerly sought by visitors. For 

example, in response to some reactions that ask why it is important to study historical slavery today, 

President Lincoln’s Cottage, a site in Washington, D.C. associated with the National Trust for Historic 

Preservation, tackled this head-on. At the site where President Lincoln spent time writing the 

Emancipation Proclamation, the staff decided to mount an exhibition about human trafficking today. 

They developed a concurrent student program titled Students Opposed to Slavery which continued 



beyond the life of the exhibition and draws student participation from several nations. The National 

Museum of Civil War Medicine’s Letterman Institute uses examples of Civil War medicinal practices to 

demonstrate the relevance of historical perspectives to modern medical challenges.  

The International Coalition of Sites of Conscious attempts to connect past and present “in order to 
envision and shape a more just and humane future.” (ICSC mission statement) The United States 
Holocaust Memorial Museum in Washington, D.C. offers various programs reaching teen audiences, law 
enforcement, military leaders, and the legal fields to discuss past and present connections related to 
political freedoms and civil rights.   
 
Relevancy is not the same as advocacy. While most history organizations are cautious to advocate for 
issues, they can provide a platform for discussion of the issues without advocating for them. Helping the 
public to understand the history of issues, the decisions and attitudes that brought the past to the point 
of the present is a responsibility of any history organization.   
 
The History Relevance Campaign is a grassroots effort of leaders in the history field to encourage history 
organizations to consider their own relevance and to find ways to demonstrate this relevance to their 
various stakeholders, including funders, community members, local leaders, and others. The more 
society views history education and practice as relevant, the more their value increases. 
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