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Why resemblances?

• Culturally familiar, interesting, funny, aesthetic, 
telling

• What is real/what is fiction

• How we know what is real. Evidential or manifest 
nature of some forms of knowledge, including 
visual. What/who makes it possible to claim or 
deny resemblances?

• They are part of everyday life/they matter
• Affinities and the fascination of kinship

Real Life Methods, part of the National Centre for Research Methods

The Living Resemblances Study

• Part of ‘Real Life Methods’.  Resemblances = a 
real life, ‘multi-dimensional’ concept.  
Interdisciplinary approach, a range of methods.

• How family resemblances operate, are understood, 
perceived, practiced and enacted in everyday 
lives, in interaction, in expert knowledge, in ‘public’
assumptions, in cultural expressions. Whether/why 
they are fascinating.

• Team:  Jennifer Mason, Katherine Davies, Carol 
Smart, Jon Prosser, Lynne Cameron, Josephine 
Green, Brendan Gough

Real Life Methods, part of the National Centre for Research Methods
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Explanations of why resemblances 
matter in everyday life

• Evolutionary psychology – paternity 
confidence, favoured features

Real Life Methods, part of the National Centre for Research Methods
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Explanations of why resemblances 
matter in everyday life

• Evolutionary psychology – paternity 
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Real Life Methods, part of the National Centre for Research Methods



7

Anna Anderson and the tsar’s mother, Empress Maria Feodorovna.

Explanations of why resemblances 
matter in everyday life

• Evolutionary psychology – paternity 
confidence, favoured features

• Privilege, stratification (esp class, gender 
and ‘race’)

• Genetic inheritance and health
• NRTs, genetics and the creativity of 

kinship
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‘the imagination that ordinary people put to work when they participate 
in new forms of kinship – whether it be donating eggs, searching for 
birth kin, or ascribing motherhood – involves a subtle and sophisticated 
articulation of the many factors that create kinship’. 

(Carsten, 2004: 183)
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Resemblances and kinship’s four 
dimensions of affinity

• Affinities that are fixed
• Affinities that are created
• Ethereal affinities
• Sensory affinities

Real Life Methods, part of the National Centre for Research Methods

A person ‘belongs’ to their kin group in a way which is not true of other 
social groups of which they might be a member.  Especially in relation to 
the family of origin, a kin group is the group into which a person is born, in 
which the membership is in no sense chosen, and where relationships still 
exist throughout life even if they are left dormant.  

(Finch and Mason, 1993: 169)
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‘Mrs Lawson was mother to seven children, divided into two families. Her 
two families were separated by the mothers (her husband’s first wife and 
herself) and united by their mother (herself).  She dwelt on characteristics 
her stepchildren shared with their father (her husband) and while 
acknowledging they had some characteristics of ‘the mother’ they were not, 
necessarily, she said, the good ones.  What Mrs Lawson sees in her 
children is selective and itself makes and breaks connections.  Certain 
characteristics are chosen as significant.  Plucked out from myriad 
possibilities, these characteristics provided visual (concrete) evidence of 
abstract connections.  She told me that her children from her first husband 
are mostly like her, and in so doing screened out similarities between them 
and their father.  However, there is one thing she thought he had passed 
on, fortunately to only one son, and that was a tendency towards crime’

(Edwards, Born and Bred, 2000: 214)
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“The photograph of the allocated child that is circulated is commented 
upon by relatives and friends who look for some common feature. ‘She 
has such a lovely smile, just like yours’, or ‘look, his curls are just as wild 
as yours’ and so on.  A Spanish woman who adopted in Haiti told about 
her mother’s reaction upon receiving a photo of hew new granddaughter: 
‘My old woman was phoning me up every ten minutes the whole 
afternoon.  I think she would look at the photo and phone me again.  And 
she told me ‘this girl looks exactly like you.  Yes, this is how you looked 
when you were a child’.  By searching for similarities and resemblances, 
adoptive parents – and their relatives and friends – naturalise the 
relationship”

(Howell and Marre, 2006: 306-7)

Resemblances and kinship’s four 
dimensions of affinity

• Affinities that are fixed
• Affinities that are created
• Ethereal affinities
• Sensory affinities
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As Meredith grows up I look at her and think, who does she remind me 
of?  A shaded gesture, a position struck, or something curious she 
might say will touch off a shock of recognition in me, but I can never 
think who it is she is like.

I flip through my relatives – like flashcards.  My mother.  No, no, no.  My 
sister Charleen? No. Charleen, for all her sensitivity, has a core of 
detachment.  Aunt Liddy?  Sometimes I am quite sure it is my old aunt. 
But no, Auntie’s fragility is neurotic, not natural like Meredith’s.  Who 
else?

…Last night at the table, just as she was cutting into a baked potato, 
she raised her eyes, exceptionally sober even for her, and answered 
some trivial question Martin had asked her.  The space between the 
movement of her hand and the upward angle of her eyes opened up,
and I almost had it.
Then it slipped away.

(Carol Shields, Duet , 2003: 23)

Jeanette: So what’s the blood line, then?
Pamela: I would see it as a line through which genetic characteristics are 
passed down – so a purely biological thing
Marilyn: You can feel for one another though.  You can feel, because – like 
my two lads they’re not twins, but it has happened – our Tony never ailed a 
thing in his life and then Edward had to go in to have his tonsils out.  Oh 
god, Tony were will, he could hardly talk.  He went to the doctor and he said 
‘I can’ understand this’, he says ‘you’ve all the symptoms of tonsillitis, but it 
looks all right.’ The minute Edward’s tonsils were ripped out, Tony were as 
right as a bobbin.  Edward goes in to have his gland removed…Tony were 
exactly the same.  Couldn’t talk.  Oh he were ill.  Goes to doctor and doctor 
says ‘it sounds like throat trouble but it look all right does your throat’.  
Minute Edward’s gland were out and back home, no problems again, you 
know?  I said, ‘it’s psychosomatic’,  ‘Is it hell’ [said Tony].  But, they’re alike, 
they seem bound together.

(Jeanette Edwards Born and Bred , 217).



14

Resemblances and kinship’s four 
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Resemblances and Visual Knowledge 
in the Living Resemblances Study

• Visual knowledge is important.
• What kind of knowledge? Tangible? 

Evidential? 
• Aesthetic, interpretive, a feeling.
• What’s missing? – other forms of 

knowledge

Real Life Methods, part of the National Centre for Research Methods
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THE END
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