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ABSTRACT 

 

'Family' is a contested concept within the social sciences. Social investigations in this area are beset 

with methodological problems. However, the Mass-Observation Archive and a number of life history 

interviews are used to provide evidence of people's own ideas about kinship - its scope and 

composition. The use of autobiographical writing poses problems of its own. The material used in this 

chapter raises questions about the relationship between the researcher and the researched, about the 

multiple realities involved, and about the use of language. 

 

The chapter falls into several parts. In the first I consider the conceptual and methodological problems 

associated with the study of kinship. The second consists of conceptualisations of kinship in the 

responses to a Mass-Observation directive on the subject. There follows a discussion of models of 

kinship. One of them, particularly popular among writers and interviewees, is linked to a popular 

pastime: working on one's 'family tree'. The final part explores the motives of these amateur 

genealogists. The chapter ends with some conclusions about the nature of qualitative research and the 

value of Mass-Observation and life history material. 
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The Family in Time and Space:  

Personal Conceptions of Kinship 

 

 

Introduction 

'Family' has different associations for different people.  Attempts to theorise about family life by social 

scientists have involved searching for uniformities; the variations in personal experience have been 

minimised.  Every social actor has a notion of what 'family' is all about, and although it may not be 

articulated or even consciously held, it guides experience, provides a basis for decisions and choices 

and impinges on broad areas of social life.  The ambiguity of this construct, 'the family', is such that 

anthropologists are reluctant to use the term at all (La Fontaine, 1985). 

 

Some people's constructs enjoy more credence than others.  In academic discourse, the family 

constructs of social scientists are bound up with ideas about the nature of society and patterns of 

social change.  In political discourse 'family' carries assumptions about rights and obligations, and ideal 

ways of organising social life.   Notions of 'family' expressed by politicians and policy makers reflect 

particular sets of interests.  It has been argued that 'the family' as used in social policy and political 

discourse, is an ideological construct which has limited empirical validity (Stanley, 1992).  It is 

fashionable to challenge the dominant way of thinking about family life (see, for instance, Bernardes, 

1988).  The images which have been elaborated by social scientists, by politicians, and which are 

constantly being manufactured by the media, offer a view of social reality which often seems to bear 

little resemblance to personal experience.  Dominant ideas include a definition of family which 

privileges one type of arrangement, rendering others invisible and devalued; and a notion of social 

change which implies that one dimension of family experience - that of the wider kin group - is 

somehow a thing of the past and relatively insignificant in everyday life, compared with the concerns of 

parents and children.  A third idea hinges on the concept of family as a bounded unit with a clearly 

defined internal structure, differentiated by age and gender.  This notion of a family as a unit divided 

into generations involves descent from the founding couple or individual.  Society is made up of such 

units, building blocks which combine into a larger whole. 

 

Academic arguments about 'the Western family' focus on whether there is such a thing.  A position 

which enjoys wide credence is that 'The West' has always been characterised by a diversity of family 

forms, by diversity of family functions and by diversity in attitudes to family relationships not only over 

time but at any one point in time.  There is, except at the most trivial level, no Western Family type' 

(Anderson, 1980, p4).  The opposite argument has also been advanced.  The historian Peter Laslett 

has claimed that there is basically one form which has characterised English family life since pre-

modern times, namely that of the nuclear family; departures from that form have been localised and 

temporary (Laslett & Wall, 1972).  The admission of local variations might be thought to reduce the gap 

between the two positions.  At any rate, that the family is a contested concept would seem to be a 

reasonable conclusion (Barrett and McIntosh, 1982; Strathern 1992; Hoyt and Babchuck, 1983). 
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Strathern concludes from her own survey of the arguments concerning English kinship systems that 

kinship is characterised by two related features: individualism and diversity (Strathern, 1992).  Support 

comes from a range of studies including that by Firth, Hubert and Forge on middle class families in 

Highgate, North London, and Rosser and Harris in working class Swansea.  In the former, variability 

was noted as the single most significant factor.  The recognition of kin was modified by the exercise of 

individual choice, and as a result nearly every family had some circumstances which made it unique, 

and introduced some complication into the pattern of relationships (Firth, Hubert and Forge, 1969).  In 

the second study, similarly, it was the heterogeneity of social experience which provided a starting 

point for the analysis (Rosser and Harris, 1965).  There is a random element in whom one chooses as 

kin. 

 

There is something in the nature of English kinship which defies categorisation.  At times it has the 

character of a collectivity, like society itself, made up of a set of values or of individuals. At other times 

it has a transcendent quality which permits the constituent members to define it in a way which meets 

current needs; it allows for 'degrees of relatedness or solidarity or liberty and for relative strength in the 

'expression' of values' (Strathern, 1992).  Such a system gives individualism full rein.  An individualistic 

society consists of a plurality of individuals and interest groups speaking from the centre of their own 

network of relationships and of their own motivations.  The individual is free to make choices and 

manipulate the family system to her own advantage. 

 

Families are visible within the social milieu of relations, friends and neighbours as sometimes loose, 

sometimes tight groupings.  As social units they exist primarily in the consciousness of their members, 

though membership is symbolically affirmed in a number of ways.  Patterns of naming, ritual 

exchanges on special occasions, the upholding of family norms and traditions, and systems of 

inheritance point to the existence of such groupings.  The unit continues over time as new members 

arrive and others depart.  Changes in membership tend to be small-scale and spasmodic.  

Occasionally a whole branch of a family collectively departs by emigrating or being 'unhooked' (Troll 

and Smith, 1976) as unpopular or deviant units.  Occasionally a new branch arrives, as when two 

families merge through re-marriage.  With first marriages, or their equivalent, new units are established 

as part of an on-going family system.  The definition of 'the system itself' - the size and scope of the 

family, those included as kin - varies both between families and within the same set of kin. 

 

Support for this view of English kinship as highly variable and reflecting an ego-centred view of the 

world comes from the Mass-Observation Archive at the University of Sussex, and a series of life 

history interviews conducted in Sussex in 1992.  The Mass-Observation Archive is a social research 

organisation which offers a unique data source.  It consists of a set of autobiographical writings 

contributed by people of varying ages and social backgrounds in Britain, but predominantly middle 

aged and middle class.  They write on a variety of topics set, since 1990 by Archivist, Dorothy 

Sheridan. No constraints are imposed on the form and content of their writing, though their attention is 

directed to various issues by the questionnaire, or directive.  In response to a directive issued in Winter 
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1984, 359 women and 113 men wrote about their experiences of family life.  Their brief was as 

follows:- 

 
'"The theme of this Directive is Relatives, Friends and Neighbours; who are they, 
where are they, what do we expect of them and they of us?  The categories are not 
always distinct in actual experience - neighbours may also be friends, relatives may 
be neighbours; where the dividing lines are blurred in your experience please do say 
so.  Please do remember that although I have often put the suggested topics in the 
form of questions, please do not take them as questions in the strict sense but rather 
as possible starting points for you to expand upon. 
1     Relatives - Most of us have active relationships of some sort with only some of 
the relatives we know exist.  This is a real question:  How many relatives altogether 
have you?  It doesn't matter whether you have forgotten their names and know 
nothing about them other than their existence.  Don't list them all, just give the 
number.  Now, among these with whom do you maintain contact of any sort, and 
what sort of contact is it - 'phone, post, visits, and are such contacts regular or 
irregular?  How strong are the bonds of kinship in your family in the wider sense of 
the word?  Is there some sense of obligation to attend weddings, funerals and major 
anniversaries, and if there is how widely is the obligation felt?  As far as your 
cousins?  In general are there certain things which you would expect of a relative 
which you would not ask of a friend?  Does your experience of the past contrast 
markedly with your present experience of the way relatives should or do behave to 
each other?........" 

 

The directive was drawn up by a social anthropologist, Professor David Pocock, then Director of the 

Archive.  It reflects the assumptions of British anthropological kinship theory and his personal kinship 

constructs as a member of the culture.  We might ask later to what extent these interests and 

preconceptions were imposed on the men and women who responded to the invitation to record their 

thoughts and experiences, and shaped their responses. 

 

Using the guidelines set by the directive - if they so desired - the writers were free to draw upon their 

experience in any way they wished.  They wrote at varying lengths and with varying amounts of detail.  

They decided on the significance of different types of information and made connections based on their 

personal experience.  Their responses were not constrained as they might have been by the structure 

and dynamics of the social research interview, although some of the writing was clearly directed at the 

author of the directive as an invisible interviewer.  In some cases an imagined dialogue seemed to 

underpin the text.  There are interesting methodological issues involved in the use of this kind of data - 

autobiographical writing solicited for the purpose of building up an archive.  That the writing was 

solicited, in the form of a series of questions, coming from an authoritative source, might be seen as a 

limitation on the value of the material.  There were, indeed, difficulties in the reading of some of the 

responses.  It was impossible to pursue the writers for clarification, to establish their intended 

meanings, and to check that my interpretation of their statements and of their sentiments was correct.  

The context of the writing - anonymous on the writer's side, but offered to a Director who was an object 

of fantasy - together with the topic - family relationships - raised particular problems.  The writing, 

intended to be a personal statement, sometimes contained additional messages, as in the case of the 

isolated and lonely young woman who earnestly offered herself to Professor Pocock for adoption.  

Methodological questions arising from use of this material have been discussed at length elsewhere 

(Jerrome, 1994a).  In general it might be said that investigations of subjective experience are beset 
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with problems.  How people make sense of their experience must come from the social actors 

themselves, but there is a problem of access to their particular reality.  A major difficulty lies in 

acquiring accounts of social life which are not distorted by the concerns of the enquirer.  The enquiry 

itself is inevitably couched in terms which reflect a way of thinking.  The delicate balance between 

asking questions and allowing the social actor to reveal his or her social world independently is one of 

the main challenges of qualitative research. 

 

However, it would be misleading to imply that the social actor inhabits 'a social world' out there, beyond 

the enquirer, waiting to be identified and decoded from the outside.  Anthropological research proceeds 

on the assumption that the social phenomena under study are experienced through interaction; that 

social meanings can be apprehended only 'from within', and that the researcher is part of the process 

of meaning-creation (Jerrome, 1992). 

 

In studying models of kinship in English society, the research relationships are particularly complex.  

Both parties are members of the culture.  In theory the Mass-Observation writers describe their 

experiences 'freely'; the conceptualisations of kinship they produce are their own and represent family 

life as it is experienced by them.  But this is an intellectually sophisticated society.  What 

anthropologists have called 'folk theories' and 'indigenous beliefs' when studying other cultures are 

here often influenced by the constructs of 'experts'.  Indeed, the direction of influence is not always 

clear, given the theorists' own membership of the group.  There is a tendency for different intellectual 

trends to become incorporated in people's thinking about and experiencing of social life.  There is thus 

a circularity in the creation of theory, the study of behaviour and the modification of theory.  The 

process can be seen clearly in ideas about lifespan development.  Generated by psychologists in the 

early decades of the 20th century, they were popularised and incorporated in prevailing models of the 

lifespan (manifest in such domains as mass communications and the manufacturing industries, in 

health, education and in the leisure industries).  This particular social construct, incorporating notions 

of linearity and co-ordinated stages of development, has over the course of the century become 

institutionalised.  For several decades it was the subject of study within the disciplines responsible for 

its emergence.  The process was interrupted by new intellectual concerns, notably the desire to 

challenge existing forms of knowledge and their social manifestations.  This, the deconstructionist 

position, lies behind the criticisms of family sociology and social policy in contemporary family theory, 

referred to above. 

 

In the post-modern view of the family, most current thinking is open to criticism.  It has been suggested 

that sociological theorising about the American family in the 1950s and 1960s was built on the 

particular experiences of middle class American intellectuals, yet held sway over several generations 

of sociologists and policy makers.  A different kind of confusion has been noted in the discussions of 

English kinship by British social anthropologists, inclined to import models elaborated in very different 

cultural circumstances (Strathern, 1992).  Such models, where kinship is reckoned in terms of descent 

and marriage from a known ancestor (the ancestor-focused model), have entered popular discourse 
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about family life.  They crop up in Mass-Observation writings and in a popular pursuit which, for some 

people, becomes an obsession: work on one's 'family tree'. 

 

 

Categories of Kin 

'Relatives' are defined in at least four ways by Mass-Observation writers.  When asked to list their 

relatives they interpret the question in various ways, generally reflecting the drawing together of several 

discrete families on marriage.  A common response for married women (the majority of writers) is to 

organise relatives in terms of mother's family, father's family, the family created by mother and father, 

and the husband's family.  The following example provides an illustration of what has been called the 

bilaterality of English kinship (families have 'two sides', children are related to both their mother's and 

their father's kin) though it is noticeable that the writer identifies more closely with her mother's family.  

The writer, a woman in her late thirties, speaks in the first person when describing their shared family 

life; while talking of her father's family she is less involved.  The extract is a lengthy one which 

introduces several issues: 

 

 "How many relatives - what a question.  My mother has five brothers and sisters.  My 

grandfather was the eldest of 12.  I can't remember how many are dead or alive, 

but here goes.  By the way, the eldest is my great Aunt Bett who is in her 80s and 

the youngest is my Cousin's baby Jennifer who's about 6 months.  I've managed to 

count 80, but that includes in-laws as well as spouses of blood relatives who have 

died.  Once married into this family you stay.  One of the best loved members is my 

Aunt Amy whose husband Arthur was my grandfather's youngest brother who died 

3 years ago.  Contact is kept up very well with nearly all members of my family, but 

we only keep contact with one or two of my husband's.  When my grandmother 

died 7 years ago it was feared that the family would fall apart, but my Uncle Bert, 

the eldest of the Brothers and Sisters determined not to let this happen.....  I think 

possibly being in the middle of the age range of all my Cousins and an only child I 

am more in contact and can relate to all my Cousins - apart from one who is very 

strange - more than the older ones can to the younger.  My Mum and Dad live very 

close to two of my Aunties so theirs is very regular contact, but because of this, 

contact with everyone else is kept up, mostly by telephone and visits.......  These 

relatives all come from my mother's side of the family.  My father has one brother 

whom he sees regularly and he has two children with whom we keep contact.  He 

also has twin sisters who are in a mental home.  He and his brother visit them 

regularly but it worries me what will happen when anything happens to them as the 

two sisters would not know either myself or my two cousins.  I suppose we would 

be official next of kin. 

 

"My husband's family is a different story, however.  He is an only child of an only 

child.  His father and grandparents are all dead.  His mother was the youngest of 4 

children but there is 13 years between her and her next oldest sister, so she was 

brought up more or less as an only child.  She does not have very much contact 

with any of her brothers or sister.  Just maybe once in a couple of years.  This I 

don't think is entirely her own fault.  When Rod's father died she was only 44 so she 

remarried.  "Her present husband had no contact with any of his own family - 

including his own son - for 20 years and thinks relatives are a nuisance.  We don't 

like him very much, but tolerate him for her sake... My husband has adopted my 

family as his own and gets on well with them...  By the way two of my cousins are 

adopted, but they are still considered part of the family by everyone else". (M1112 f) 
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This writer both lists those whom she counts as relatives and describes the content of her relationships 

with them.  In terms of the latter she uses a range of criteria for describing family solidarity: amount of 

contact, flow of information, degree of affection ("one of the best-loved members...").  Contact is clearly 

felt to be a positive thing in principle, and the failure to keep it up is a moral issue (the issue of blame 

for her mother-in-law's failure with her own kin is raised).  The impact of remarriage and contact in 

step-families emerges; it seems that in her view, in-marrying adults are considered relatives though 

they might not reciprocate the feeling.  But "once married into this family you stay".  In-laws are not 

formally distinguished from relatives by birth, though the wording hints at a formal distinction ("I've 

managed to count 80, but that includes in-laws...").  In terms of other categories, the fact of adoption is 

considered worthy of note and potentially problematic ("but they are still considered part of the family"). 

 

This woman's family is an amorphous grouping of people related in a number of ways.  In genealogical 

terms some of the central figures are quite remote - a great aunt and a cousin's baby, the wife of the 

youngest great-uncle and the oldest uncle who act as the kin-keeper (a role usually undertaken by 

women - Jerrome, 1994b).  The degree of involvement with different sets of relatives illustrates what 

has been called the feminine tilt in family life.  In this case we can see that different reasons exist for 

the imbalance: the relative paucity of the woman's paternal relationships is partly a function of 

numbers, and the pattern of ties on the husband's side reflects the marriage and parenthood decisions 

(notably the timing of children) of an older generation. 

 

The husband's family ties are dominated by his mother's remarriage to a man whom the young people 

"tolerate for her sake".  Visits are uncomfortable and brief: "We've no sooner got there, than he's 

asking us what time we are going to leave.  When they visit us he won't stay any longer than 20 

minutes to half an hour, so although we get on well with my mother-in-law, he makes it very awkward.  

He treats her quite well but does dominate her". 

 

There is no clear pattern of inclusion or exclusion of step-relations, even within the same family.  While 

some people include all of them, particularly the offspring of second marriages (step-nephews, step-

great nieces etc.), others either exclude or are themselves excluded by step-relatives.  The following 

example reveals quite striking differences between siblings in this respect. It also suggests the basis 

on which step-parents are deemed worthy of continuing effort.   

 

"I see my dad and step-mother at least once a week and then we go to a whist-

drive...  This is in total contrast to my husband's family.   We regularly used to go to 

their house every Wednesday for tea and often on a Saturday night but since his 

mother died and dad remarried we never see them - in fact his dad is not my 

favourite person so it suits me.  This Christmas he sent a card with a £5 note in it.  

No explanation as to who it's for....  As he's in work and very well paid I consider 

this mean and an insult to his grandchildren..." (B78 f) 

There are other steps in the family with whom she enjoys a better relationship, but her brother does not 

even acknowledge them:  
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"I seldom see any relatives from my dad's side of the family but a lot of my mother's 

relatives even though she has now died.  When my dad remarried quite a few of my 

mother's relatives came to the wedding reception at night - they were only too 

pleased to be asked by my dad and look on him as one of their family.  This despite 

the fact that my brother and his wife refused to go.  I call her Mum but my brother 

refuses to do so and insists that his daughter who was born after my mum died 

does not call her gran, even though mine who knew my mum does.  My mother's 

mother died when she was 14 and my granddad remarried.  I always called her 

grandma as did my brother - even though we knew she wasn't..." (B78 f) 

 

The use of terms is interesting.  Since a common one exists for different types of kin (e.g. 'Grandma' 

covers both parents' mothers and their mothers, those of first and second marriages) there is no way 

of knowing the status of people so addressed.  This clearly raised an issue for another member of the 

woman's family:  

 

"Once I said to my dad when he was talking of his youngest brother who his dad 

had lived to see 21 and was 81 - your mother must have been quite old when she 

had him.  He told me that it was his step-mother who had the last 2 children.  Some 

months ago when discussing step-children with my mother I mentioned the fact that 

these last two children were half brothers to my dad and she'd never known this 

despite the fact that they'd been married over 25 years.  It resulted in a family row - 

my dad always regarded them as brothers and their mother as his own." (B78 f) 

 

This incident illustrates the point about language, to which we will return.  It also raises questions about 

the significance of remarriage in the reckoning of kin.  The status of her husband's 'mother' and 

'brothers' clearly mattered very much to this woman, though we do not know why. 

 

These writers illustrate the principle of bilaterality but in a one-sided way, showing another principle of 

organisation - the feminine tilt in family life.  The importance of the mother's or female side of the 

English family, and of women's linking role over time, emerges frequently in discussions of family life.  

Even family heirlooms and old photos are more likely to come from the mother's side.  Family rituals 

associated with mealtimes, and holiday celebrations, tend to be more like those of the mother's kin 

than the father's (Troll, 1986).  From this group of cases we move to a different way of organising 

relatives.  The next writer, a woman in her 60s, is the youngest of 11 children born between 1903 and 

1922.  She has a large and complex kinship structure.  She classifies her kin clearly for the benefit of 

the reader: 

 

"Because I have so many close relations I am inclined to think of them in three 

categories: 

 1 My Family - daughter, son, son-in-law, grandson (4). 

 2 The Family - sisters, brother, brothers-in-law, sister-in-law, nieces and 

nephew (some with spouses), step-nephew, great nieces, great nephews and great 

step-nephews and one great step-niece (45).  (Three of my sisters remained single, 

the step-nephews are the result of second marriages.  I omit my niece's first 

husband as although he is still in contact with his first family as a whole we see 

nothing of him).  TOTAL: 49 CLOSE RELATIVES 

 3 Relatives - In England I have two cousins with spouses, two children and 

six respectively and now sundry grandchildren.  Some of my family keep in touch 

but as I am not of their age group I do not, but I hear about them." (P1262 f) 
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The writer goes on to describe her relationships with people in each category.  Degrees of kinship are 

reflected in a pattern of ritual exchanges.  Most noteworthy here is the analytical approach which 

contrasts with the earlier example.  The categories employed are also different, emphasising 

genealogical distance.  The relative position of My Family, The Family and Relatives can be expressed 

more clearly in the form of a diagram (see Appendix). 

 

This way of classifying relatives is not uncommon among writers, though few do it so systematically.  

For others, 'My Family' becomes 'close family', 'The Family' becomes 'close relations' and the rest are 

'relations'.  Both men and women make such distinctions. 

 

But writers are not always consistent in their usage and often the unqualified term 'family' appears in 

the text.  In conversation, confusion sometimes arises through this use of a single term for a variety of 

groupings, as we saw in the discussion of step-families.  The unit intended might be discernible from 

the context or known to the listener by virtue of shared membership of the kinship network.  Otherwise, 

as seasoned interviewers will know, confusion follows.  What stands out in the English kinship system 

is the tendency to specify persons individually.  In any formal context, relatives must be pinpointed as 

individuals (Firth, Hubert and Forge, 1969).  These examples suggest that language only partly reflects 

the reality of family relationships.  The simplicity of English kinship terms is well known.  Comparatively 

few distinctions are made between sets of relationships.  The term 'sister-in-law', for instance, applies 

to both brother's wife and husband's sister.  There is no term for mother-in-law or child's parent-in-law 

(Wolfram, 1987; Bouquet & Dehaan, 1987; Hoyt & Babchuck, 1983; Johnson, 1989).  There is a 

routine expectation that kin terms will shade into personal names ('Uncle Bert', 'Great Aunt Bett'). 

 

A third type of classification by Mass-Observation writers is much simpler.  It involves two categories: 

relatives by blood and relatives by marriage.  Such a distinction is recognised to be unsatisfactory but 

the only answer to a number of ambiguities: 

 

"Your use of the term 'relatives' gives no guidelines.  Do you mean strictly blood 

relations, which would include my cousin, but not her husband of twenty years who 

is my daughter's Godfather?  Do you include relations gained upon marriage, not 

just 'in-laws' but, Uncles, Aunts, cousins etc.  I feel some distinction must be made, 

so offer the following categories. 
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 A My Blood Relations (parents, sister and offspring,  

  my children, aunts and uncles, their children.  33 

 

 B Immediate relations gained by the marriage of blood 

  relations (e.g. cousins' husbands but not their children 

  who fall into the blood relations group)   10 

      TOTAL 43 

 C Relations gained by marriage - these include 

  Category A and B relations of my husband and 

  include my husband himself, but not my children, 

  who I put in Category A.     48 

      GRAND TOTAL        91" (R1096 f) 

 

A distinction is made her between 'in-laws' and 'relations gained upon marriage', for whom no term 

exists.  In practice such people seem to be absorbed into the family on marriage and occupy the same 

slot as their spouses. 

 

Finally, there are writers who use no particular principle for inclusion and exclusion at all.  One man 

(lorry driver, born 1934) includes everyone he can think of as having some relationship to himself or 

someone else in his network: 

 

"In my lifetime I have been aware of 74 relatives, including spouses of uncles, 

aunts, cousins and their offspring.  23 of these are to my knowledge dead.  On my 

wife's side there are 42, 3 of whom are dead.  Plus of course my wife, son, 2 

daughters, son-in-law, his gran, mum and dad and brother and my brand new 

granddaughter.  A grand total of 126 with 100 extant....  Out of that lot I maintain 

contact with 2, my mum and my brother, by letter and visits."  (R470 m) 

 

By 'contact' he means direct contact; he relies on his mother for news of the rest and anticipates the 

loss of contact with them when she dies.  He goes on to say that he is much closer to his wife's kin 

than his own, though unlike most writers he does not list them as relations.  This is probably because 

he regards it as a woman's job to keep up with both sets of kin (Jerrome, 1996). 

 

The tendency to include the kin of a son or daughter-in-law is common.  It reflects real ties though has 

no basis in law.  In English law, a marriage establishes a relationship only between a woman and her 

husband's family and a man and his wife's family (Wolfram, 1987).  No relationship is created between 

the two families as a whole, unlike the situation in some other Western cultures (Jerrome, 1993). 

 

The evidence of the Mass-Observation Archive indicates the need for caution in setting limits around 

'the family'.  There appears to be considerable variation in the definition of relatives, based on a range 

of criteria.  Writers are loosely divided into those who adopt a genealogical approach which stresses 

formal kinship defined by birth and marriage, and those who stress emotional content.  An example of 

the latter is the middle-aged social worker who wrote that relatives are "people related by blood whom I 

know and like, they are not people I neither know, nor like".  Needless to say, her list is relatively short.  

Others, too, eschew the genealogical model in favour of emotional content as the basis for inclusion.  

A woman born in 1950 describes her family as consisting of herself and people who are remote in 
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terms of formal kinship: two young women her age, "sort of step-second cousins, I think" (in fact 

mother's mother's half-brother's daughter's daughters), their father and his second wife. There is also 

her husband's father's father's second wife (her step-grandmother-in-law) and her son by a previous 

marriage, and his children. 

 

The use of these two models - the genealogical and the affective - by Mass-Observation writers is 

interesting.  The former is more typical, which in one sense is surprising.  If, as was suggested at the 

outset, the English system is essentially based on ego-centred networks defined according to individual 

interest, one would expect more ego-focused groupings like the last two examples.  The predominance 

of the former is problematic and calls for explanation. 

 

Why do people think about their relatives in terms of formal kinship if their actual experience of family 

relationships is otherwise?  The simple answer is that they were told to.  The directive instructed them 

to list all the relatives they knew of, and they did so.  For many the task was an unfamiliar one and 

laborious.  People typically did not know the number and set about counting them. They then 

'discovered' a great many people: "I've made a rough count, and I am amazed to discover I have at 

least 132 living relatives, probably I have a good few more as some members of the family I have lost 

touch with have probably had children and grandchildren I haven't met".  Others have discovered 

several hundred, but contact is maintained with relatively few.  Presumably the rest have little 

significance for the writers and would be forgotten after the exercise was completed.  One wonders 

what was the object in directing the writers' attention in this way?  Counting up relatives seems rather 

pointless without an explicit statement of their significance, or of the underlying assumption about what 

constitutes a family. 

 

Another explanation for the tendency to think in terms of formal kinship is that although people do not 

organise their family lives in this way they have adopted this way of thinking.  The directive was 

understood as requiring information about genealogical links.  It legitimated a way of thinking, providing 

a wonderful opportunity to share a passion: 

 

"Relatives: I've been working on my family tree for about 5 years now.  It's a little 

one-sided as my parents were divorced when I was a baby and I've had little or no 

contact with my father's family since... I used my mother's parents as a starting 

point and have so far discovered that I have over 300 living relatives, many of 

whom I've never seen or known about before my search....  Working it out I have 

79 relatives with whom contact is fairly regular - visits three or four times a year to 

55 of them." (F208 f) 

 

In similar vein, an older woman describes her 90 relatives (including in-laws and 3rd cousins), five 

generations in all.  For her, the concept of 'family' has a clarity and firmness, with traceable lines of 

descent and lateral ties.  She can name and visualise all of the people in this group - she has 

photographs going back five generations. 
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Several writers talk specifically of their interest in genealogy.  Like the last woman, the next attaches 

importance to family relics and memorabilia; old photographs are particularly important in symbolising 

family connections: 

 

"Whether or not I particularly like my relatives does not affect my interest in 

genealogy.   We have a very interesting family history on both sides.  My 

grandmother has lots of old photos which are kept in carrier bags in a cupboard all 

higgledy piggledy.  I have been having them copied so that when she dies they are 

not lost forever, as I have a nasty suspicion that my aunts will burn the lot in the 

hope of exorcising family feuds, of which there have been many...  My mother has 

an extensive collection of family photos from her side also but most of her relatives 

died young and each one has a story behind it.  Some were brave, some just plain 

stupid and some famous in their own way.  I hope some day to record these 

stories". (D1085 f) 

 

These examples suggest that there is, indeed, an interest in ancestors which exists independently of 

the Mass-Observation exercise.  It would seem that the way family relationships are experienced and 

they way they are conceptualised diverge.  Could it be that the writers have been influenced by the 

constructs of social anthropologists and sociologists in their thinking, if not in their family behaviour?  

What is the source of the powerful interest in family history?  The contemporary interest in genealogy is 

a striking phenomenon.  While not entirely new, the tracing of one's family tree has become 

increasingly popular, along with the expressions of interest in cultural and social history known as the 

heritage boom.  How far is the interest in deceased relatives displayed by writers for the Archive a 

product of this cultural movement? 

 

 

The Importance of Family History 

A variety of motives prompts the assiduous searching which goes on among amateur genealogists.  

The single common factor is the desire for an expanded kinship network, but the basis on which the 

kin are selected for attention varies.  Not all kin are pursued; particular lines of descent are perceived 

as more interesting or accessible, respectable or disreputable.  Like characters in Jane Austen's 

fiction, investigators search not just for links but for 'connections' (Strathern, 1992).  The contemporary 

tracing of ancestors, like the marriage strategies of middle class English people in the eighteenth 

century, is about personal advantage. 

 

Personal advantage takes different forms.  Using Mass-Observation data together with evidence from 

a number of life history interviews conducted with a similar group of people (mainly older women), it is 

possible to identify five reasons for embarking on 'the family tree'.  The first group consists of women 

whose family histories provide excitement and a diversion in their current lives.  They are fascinated by 

the romance of earlier liaisons and conflicts. Then there are those women who want to expand the pool 

of kin they can draw on for personal enhancement or gain.  There are those who want to understand 

themselves, believing that their genetic endowment makes them (and their children) the people they 

are.  This is a particular theme among adopted people who search for their 'roots'.  A fourth set of 

motives is shaped by the experience of parenthood.  The investigators are 'doing it for them': adding to 
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their children's cultural heritage.  The final reason for working on the family tree concerns power in 

personal relationships; the searchers seek evidence of immoral or irregular conduct which will restore 

the balance in their favour. 

 

People in the first group draw parallels between the exploits of their forebears and romantic fiction.  

Their accounts, offered in interviews, are supported by quantities of old documents and letters, 

photographs and newspaper cuttings and a diagram which shows the linkages: 

 

"My father was John William and his father was Henry Lawrence.  Then his father 

was John again, a travelling draper, and then on the other side we've got a 

master shoemaker.  It's quite fascinating, some of it...  Now Cyril I referred to as 

baseborn because that's the term that was used in some of the documents and 

we know what it means - born out of wedlock, illegitimate, the wrong side of the 

blanket, there's all sorts of expressions...  So he's into keeping Grandfather's 

name which is interesting because it sort of made him the patriarch now where 

really he shouldn't have been"(laughs). 

 

The quality of her ancestor's lives, their preoccupations and intrigues, is a major preoccupation of this 

woman.  House-bound and disabled in middle age, she sits pouring over printed and pictorial material 

or lost in thought for hours at a time.  Her husband and other relatives have been drawn in.  By 

painstaking detection they have uncovered a vast network of kin and it is difficult to stop: 

 

"Well, I didn't realise this but (cousin) Miriam's husband is also related distantly, a 

little bit further back, perhaps I have actually managed to see where the Fuller 

name sort of climbs in but I haven't been able to put that relationship right back 

down into the tree yet.  But I'm going to do that just out of curiosity, not because it 

matters for doing the tree, but this is where you get side-tracked when you're doing 

a family tree, the sort of things you've heard, and they're interesting and you want to 

tie them in although it doesn't really hold any part in the actual genealogy line, but 

it's just interesting because you know of it". 

 

This extract gives a good idea of the quality of her involvement.  It also reminds us of the point made 

earlier about the conceptualisation of kinship.  In practice, the English kinship system is shapeless; it 

can expand infinitely and shades away at the edges (Strathern, 1992).  The exercise of compiling a 

genealogy by definition focuses attention on lines of descent: people can only be traced through their 

names which are inherited.  Lineal ties are privileged over lateral ones which are then conceived as 

tangential ("they are interesting and you want to tie them in although they don't hold any part in the 

actual genealogy line"). 

 

This woman makes clear her fascination with the lives and personalities of her forebears.  Others are 

even more explicit about the interest of this kind of material.  In an interview involving a married couple 

in their 70s, discussion turns to the fate of the woman's great-great grandmother and her husband's 

role in her death.  The husband says, 
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"According to your granny he killed her... Yes, he killed her, by neglect or being 

profligate with money, he was obviously profligate with money because he married 

three women who'd got money and it's very interesting on various documents which 

had to give his profession, he rose from being an agricultural labourer to agent, to 

surveyor, to writer and so on and he finally finished up as just a gentleman.  But 

when he died, his step-son's description of him, what was it, commission agent or 

something.  He wasn't considered a gentleman by his step-son.  But he's 

interesting.  It's amazing what, if you've got the imagination.... this is where I envy 

the novelist, you could get all this and turn it into a lovely story". 

 

In the second group, kin - dead or alive - are treated as a source of emotional or practical benefit.  

There is the woman who anticipates holidays in the attractive part of Ireland which, she has 

discovered, her forebears inhabited and in which some of their descendants remain.  There is the 

young woman who wishes to shine in the reflected glory of her father's family, well-known in the area 

as major landowners and benefactors.  She is proud of being "a Bridge from Sussex" and 

demonstrates her connection through a lavish volume of birth and marriage certificates, photographs 

of buildings associated with the family and other memorabilia.  A different kind of claim is being made 

in the following case: 

 

"I think I have a strong sense of kinship, even for cousins and half cousins I haven't 

seen for years.  They are 'mine'.  About 20 years ago when I realised my mother 

was ageing I wrote down all she could tell me of the family history and while she 

was still alive proceeded to follow it up via birth, death and marriage certificates, 

visits to libraries, Somerset House etc.  I found I felt a very strong bond with 

relations long since dead and when I discovered my Yorkshire great-grandmother 

was illegitimate and that her mother was dead a year after her birth this really upset 

me and still does as I write." (paternal side). 

"I already knew that on my maternal side my great-grandmother had been 

illegitimate so that did not upset me.  I found out there that the family myth that she 

was the baby of the Lord of the Manor (Lord Petrie of Dunkenhalgh) was highly 

unlikely as although not married, the father's name was given at the baptism and 

the census records when baby Rose was in her teens showed her living in the 

same house as her father.  I was pleased when I saw that." 

"All the information was in a cardboard box under my bed and I worried that when I 

died no-one would be interested... Dorothy's elder son Roger (in his 30s) disclosed 

an interest and took over where I had left off in his pursuit of our forefathers so I 

gave him my box of information which he and his wife cherish and his 3 daughters 

will know that it is something to be handed down, not thrown away...." (E174 f) 

 

There is a strong sense of identification with long-departed relatives.  This elderly woman is moved to 

tears by the sadness of her great-grandmother's early years.  She feels a sense of ownership towards 

even distant living kin.  All the people in this category imply a sense of common interest with kin which 

adds a new dimension to their own experience of life: sorrow over a relative's tragedy, pride over their 

achievements, an opportunity to broaden one's own horizons through travel in time and space. 

 

The third set of motives involves an expansion of the self, in a different way.  A notion of the individual 

which stresses genetic endowment lies behind most searches.  Enhanced self-knowledge is the goal 

of most people who compile their family trees.  "You hope to find what makes you tick, by finding out 

what made them tick".  Consequently, "it's not about dates... I often can't even remember my own date 

of birth..."  In several cases the urge to know builds up with the arrival of one's own children.  It seems 
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that parenthood creates a shift in time perspective: as the future takes on a predictable shape, the past 

also acquires more significance.  Parents watching their children develop acquire a new sense of 

themselves in time and in the multi-generational family.   

 

The mystery over one's genetic inheritance, which for most people adds zest to the pursuit of family 

history, acquires enormous proportions in the case of people who know nothing at all about their 

origins.  Some of the most poignant Mass-Observation and interview material concerns women who 

were adopted in early childhood.  Parenthood intensifies the sense of being without roots and therefore 

lacking important knowledge about the self and by extension one's children (Jerrome, 1994a).  There 

is a powerful need for a family history.  Without it there is the tedium of always having to give full 

biographical details, in the absence of relatives with medical histories to be quoted, when seeking 

insurance and medical help.  There is, more importantly, a gap in self-knowledge, a difficulty in making 

sense of small discrepancies, there are inexplicable fears and unexpressed dreams. 

 

Through assiduous searching, Jill discovered in her late 50s her true name and circumstances.  She 

acquired not just a family past and a cultural identity as a Welsh woman, but six living siblings and 

numerous nephews and nieces, and a few aunts and uncles.  Through a series of revelations, Jill felt 

'born again'.  For her, tracing her family was about "finding out who you really are, making sense of all 

the discrepancies". 

 

The experience of Jill and other adoptees helps to account for the fourth set of motives for undertaking 

this task.  It is done to benefit other people, notably one's children.  The family tree has unifying 

properties.  Information about a shared past can be handed to others like a gift.  This was so in the 

family where establishing links and connections became a source of hilarity: "We tied ourselves all up 

in knots and we were laughing and joking.  It was really a hilarious evening, trying to sort out who.... 

just working it out..."  This common project became a pretext for family gatherings and a way of 

keeping in touch. 

 

The people expected to benefit most from this knowledge are the children of the family.  That 'I am 

doing it for them' is felt to be obvious and not requiring further explanation.  In the most explicit 

example, the investigator has chosen to make her children the focus in a more direct sense.  Not only 

will their lives be included in the family history, but a particular visual model has been chosen to display 

family connections.  It departs from the traditional ancestor-focused pyramid, and consists of a serious 

of concentric circles radiating outwards from the present to the past.  In the centre are the youngest 

generation; the next circle contains their parents, and so on. 

 

The final set of motives involves setting the record straight.  It overlaps with the first set, in which the 

fascination of the family tree lies in personalities and lifestyles.  It became very clear in one interview 

that the genealogical study was producing important evidence of people's moral worth and reputation.  

These were revelations which helped to redress the balance of power in contemporary relationships.  
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Discovering a morally dubious past in someone who had been critical of the investigator for similar 

behaviour, amounted to a moral victory and personal vindication. 

 

Sexual morality and illegitimacy are invariably points of interest.  The most interesting thing about 

family history appears to be marital status and what can be inferred from it about romantic strategies 

and life trajectories.  Mary scented a mystery and a scandal in the circumstances of her grandmother's 

marriage.  She appeared to have married, not from home like respectable girls and like her siblings, 

but from her future husband's house.  The evidence came from the identity of the witnesses who 

signed the marriage register.  It transpired that her grandmother's mother had not approved of the 

match. 

 

The search led Mary, astonishingly, to discrepancies in her own mother's case.  Her mother, an upright 

and virtuous women, had been bitterly critical of Mary for cohabiting with her husband before marrying 

him.  The extent of her mother's hypocrisy emerged through close examination of some birth 

certificates.  Her first husband had been called Swindon, yet her son by this union, long since dead, did 

not bear the name on his birth certificate.  It gave notice to a change of name by deed poll from 

Watson (her mother's family name) to Morely - Mary's father's name.  This was proof that she had not 

been married to either of her two 'husbands'!   Mary experienced this loss of virtue as a liberation from 

the 'strict and straight-laced' mother who had judged her all her life. 

 

Huge excitement was generated by this discovery.  It cast new light on some very personal 

correspondence between Mary's parents.  They were love letters, so passionate that Mary was 

embarrassed to read them.  Yet her mother had urged her to take them.  Mary and her husband 

concluded that this was her mother's way of trying to compensate for Mary's illegitimacy: the message 

was that Mary was 'a love child'. 

 

This lengthy account of one woman's experience shows the kind of personal significance the pursuit of 

family history can have.  In a similar case it was the absence of all trace of a grandmother's marriage 

certificate, together with her adamant refusal to draw a retirement pension which would have required 

evidence of her marital status, which confirmed to her descendants that she had never married.  This 

conclusion led to a reappraisal of the old woman's relationship with her children.  Her children used to 

urge her to draw her pension, but she had insisted it was their duty to look after her, and they had done 

so with some bitterness until her death in the 1960s.  Their sacrifices could now be seen in terms of 

her need to preserve her identity as 'A Respectable Woman' by the standards of her time. 

 

 

CONCLUSION 

In the course of the discussion I have drawn attention to popular conceptions of kinship.  These have 

been presented in the context of disputes in the social science literature about the nature of English 

kinship.  Several problems have arisen in the interpretation of these personal accounts. One concerns 
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their ontological status.  Produced in response to a directive from the Archive or questions put in the 

course of an interview, how far are they true representations of family experience?  There are two 

issues here for consideration.  One concerns the representiveness of the sample of writers and 

interviewees: to what extent does their work represent 'popular' conceptions of kinship, as suggested 

above? The other question concerns the relationship between researcher and researched, the 

language used by one in response to the other, and the source of the family constructs which appear 

on both sides. 

 

Representiveness is often seen as an issue in qualitative research, which involves the intensive study 

of a limited area of social life. It belongs to the phenomenological, rather than the positivistic paradigm 

and takes a critical view of the nature of social reality. In this view, reality is constructed by people in 

interaction with each other. The meanings attached to events and relationships can be understood only 

through involvement by the researcher in the social worlds of the researched.  There is no objective 

reality which can be apprehended from the outside. This is in contrast to the positivistic approach 

which is concerned with hypothesis-testing and quantification. It is concerned with the measurement of 

social phenomena, usually through statistical techniques on large-scale samples. In qualitative 

research, which purports to say a lot about a little, rather than a little about a lot (Peacock, 1986), 

analysis is more a matter of interpretation than of measurement. The aim is not to generalise from the 

experiences of a small group to the population as a whole. As Strathern (1992) puts it, none of us 

leads generalised lives, only specific ones. In intensive, small-scale, research we work through 

concrete instances and encounter general ideas, values and norms. Individual experience is valued for 

itself. It provides knowledge about the unique ways in which people respond to particular 

circumstances. The subjective evidence provided by the writers and interviewees quoted here is 

analysed as a series of cases. The case-study method makes use of telling examples which may or 

may not be typical - typicality is not an issue. These cases show us how specific people create 

meaning in their lives (Jerrome, 1992, 1994a). 

 

However, the issue of meaning raises other questions. It has been suggested that the experience of 

kinship as it is described by 'ordinary people' (popular conceptions) is the product of a complex 

relationship between different forms of knowledge. The status in reality of the accounts offered is 

difficult to establish. The writers have responded to the concerns of the anthropologist who framed the 

questions in the directive. Their accounts, couched in anthropological terms - 'genealogy', lines of 

descent - might simply reflect these concerns. The possibility was raised that such tasks as 'the 

counting of relatives' might be culturally alien and an act of obedience, rather than an indication of how 

people conceptualise their kin. Such questions of multiple realities are at the heart of contemporary 

social and cultural theory. 

 

Some focus on these issues is achieved through an analysis of the contemporary passion for 'family 

trees'. Such passion is fostered by new technologies; nostalgia, as several commentators have pointed 

out, has become an enterprise of industrial proportions (Strathern, 1992; Lowenthal, 1985).  The 
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accounts of people working on their genealogies suggests that knowledge of one's ancestors is 

pursued for a variety of reasons. The conceptualisation of kin seems to exist independently of the 

practice of family relationships. But the work and its products can be used to cement relationships by 

providing a focus for family activity. It comes to symbolise family solidarity and continuity over time. 
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APPENDIX: Diagram (1) 

Based on P1262 f 
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Appendix: Diagram (2) 

Based on account of S496 f 


