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Siblings, Stories and the Self: the sociological significance of young 

ƉĞŽƉůĞ͛Ɛ sibling relationships  

Dr Katherine Davies 

Abstract 

This article explores the significance of intra-generational ties with siblings to sociological 

understandings of the ĨŽƌŵĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ƐŽĐŝĂů ŝĚĞŶƚŝƚǇ ĂŶĚ ƐĞŶƐĞ ŽĨ ƐĞůĨ ŝŶ ǇŽƵŶŐ ƉĞŽƉůĞ͛Ɛ ůŝǀĞƐ. 

DƌĂǁŝŶŐ ŽŶ ĚĂƚĂ ĨƌŽŵ Ă ƋƵĂůŝƚĂƚŝǀĞ ƐƚƵĚǇ ĞǆƉůŽƌŝŶŐ ǇŽƵŶŐ ƉĞŽƉůĞ͛Ɛ ƐĞŶƐĞ ŽĨ ǁŚŽ ƚŚĞǇ ĂƌĞ ĂŶĚ 
who they have the potential to become in the future, it is demonstrated that ǇŽƵŶŐ ƉĞŽƉůĞ͛Ɛ 
identities are often constructed in relation to how they are similar to or different from their 

sibling(s). Literature expounding the role of stories in the construction of the self is used to 

suggest that the comparing that is at the heart of the relational construction of sibling 

identities can occur through the telling and re-telling of family stories within the politics and 

power dynamics of existing relationships. The article concludes by suggesting that sibling 

relationships be conceptualised as part of a web of relationships in which young people are 

embedded. 

Keywords 

Sibling relationships-self-identity-family stories-relationality-narrative 

Introduction 

Sibling relationships, be they with full, half or step siblings, can be amongst our most long 

lasting social relationships (Allan, 1979) with the potential to influence and shape us 

throughout the life course. Furthermore, being a sibling means being one in a series with 

individuality often constructed in relation to the sibship (sibling group) as a whole (Edwards 

et al, 2006) through the comparing of siblings. This article demonstrates that sibling 

relationships can be a fundamental part of how our identities and sense of self are formed in 

relation to others. Although social theory has tended to focus inter-generationally on the role 

of others, particularly parents, in shaping who we are and who we can become in the future, 

it is the lateral nature of sibling relationships that renders them so important for shaping the 

self. This article indicates how the comparability of siblings emphasises similarities and 

differences between individuals in a sibship so that the self is constructed in relation to 

siblings. It is argued thaƚ ƚŚĞ ŝŶĨůƵĞŶĐĞ ŽĨ ƐŝďůŝŶŐƐ ŽŶ ǇŽƵŶŐ ƉĞŽƉůĞ͛Ɛ ƐĞŶƐĞ ŽĨ ƐĞůĨͬŝĚĞŶƚity 

spans beyond the immediate sibship through the telling and re-telling of stories within the 

dynamics of wider familial relationships. The article concludes by suggesting that the 

significance of sibling relationships be incorporated into sociological understandings of 

self/identity through a conceptualisation of individuals as embedded in webs of relationships 

with others. 

The significance of being a brother or sister is reflected in cultural representations of 

siblingship where there is something of a fascination with the similarities and differences 

between siblings who are often depicted as opposites. Think for example of the fictional 

characters of Bart and Lisa in the popular cartoon sĞƌŝĞƐ ͚TŚĞ “ŝŵƉƐŽŶƐ͛i who are portrayed 
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as having oppositional personality traits, levels of intelligence and social skills. Focusing upon 

what is different about siblings encourages us to make comparisons between them and to 

conceptualise them in relation to one another. Furthermore, siblings are often heralded as a 

fitting test case for thinking through the formation of the self, with the identification of 

similarities and differences between siblings prompting debates ĂďŽƵƚ ͚ŶĂƚƵƌĞ ǀĞƌƐƵƐ 
ŶƵƌƚƵƌĞ͛͘ The potential emotional effects of such comparisons is also the subject of much 

media intrigue and sibling relationships are often understood as being particularly imbued 

with rivalry or jealousy. This was evident in media coverage of the 2010 UK Labour Party 

leadership campaigns ŽĨ ďƌŽƚŚĞƌƐ EĚ ĂŶĚ DĂǀŝĚ MŝůŝďĂŶĚ ǁŚŝĐŚ ŝŶĐůƵĚĞĚ ŚĞĂĚůŝŶĞƐ ƐƵĐŚ ĂƐ͕ ͚A 
tale of brotherly love: when siblings fall out and try to make up (Bennett, 2010) and the listing 

ŽĨ ŝŶĨĂŵŽƵƐ ĨƌĂƚĞƌŶĂů ƌŝǀĂůƐ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ŚĞĂĚůŝŶĞ͕ ͚‘ŽŵƵůƵƐ ĂŶĚ ‘Ğŵus, Prospero and Antonio, 

DĂǀŝĚ ĂŶĚ EĚ͛ ;HŝŐŐŝŶƐ͕ ϮϬϭϬͿ͘ 

Despite this public fascination, sociology as a discipline has tended to focus on the role of 

parents in shaping who we are through socialisation. This is not to suggest that siblings have 

been overlooked entirely and there is growing empirical interest in sibling relationships 

amongst some sociologists. However, there remains an emphasis upon the significance of 

intergenerational transmission in the formation of the self and resultantly the role of intra-

generational transmission remains largely unaccounted for in sociological theory. Think for 

ĞǆĂŵƉůĞ ŽĨ MĞĂĚ͛Ɛ ;ϭϵϯϰ) theory of the formation of the relĂƚŝŽŶĂů ƐĞůĨ ĂŶĚ BŽƵƌĚŝĞƵ͛Ɛ ;ϭϵϵϬ) 

thesis on the inculcation of habitus, both of which have influenced much sociological thinking 

today and imply that the traits, tendencies and characteristics that make up the self largely 

pass downwards in the family with parents seen as crucial in both accounts. Of course the 

significance of intergenerational relationships, particularly with parents, should not be 

understated and as Brannen et al ĂƌŐƵĞ͕ ͚CŚŝůĚƌĞŶ͛Ɛ ůŝǀĞƐ ĂƌĞ ůŝǀĞĚ ǁŝƚŚŝŶ ƚŚĞ ƐƚƌƵĐƚƵƌĂů 
context of power in which adults regulate childreŶ͛Ɛ ďŽĚŝĞƐ ĂŶĚ ŵŝŶĚƐ͛ (2000:178). However, 

it seems odd that siblings, who often share the same home and parents (and accordingly a 

very similar habitus or socialisation environment), have taken such Ă ͚ ďĂĐŬ ƐĞĂƚ͛ ŝŶ sociological 

theory.ii  Indeed, the study of sibling relationships has been largely dominated by psychology 

(Punch, 2008). 

UƐŝŶŐ ĞŵƉŝƌŝĐĂů ĚĂƚĂ ĨƌŽŵ Ă ƋƵĂůŝƚĂƚŝǀĞ ƉƌŽũĞĐƚ ĞǆƉůŽƌŝŶŐ ǇŽƵŶŐ ƉĞŽƉůĞ͛Ɛ ƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚŝŶŐƐ ŽĨ 
who they are and who they think they can become in the future, this article addresses this 

oversight by demonstrating how being and having brothers or sisters can have a profound 

impact upon ǇŽƵŶŐ ƉĞŽƉůĞ͛Ɛ sense of self and the formation of their social identities. The 

article addresses issues of both self (understood in terms of processes of self-identification ʹ 

our own sense of who we are, formed in relation to others) and identity (understood as a 

form of categorization ʹ how others see us) (Jenkins, 2008). Self-identification and 

categorization are fundamentally relational (May, 2013) and in order to theorise the role of 

siblings in these processes, the article draws upon recent advancements in thinking about 

kinship and relatedness which conceptualise individuals as embedded within webs of 

relationships spanning space and time. Bengtson et al suggest that familial relationships be 

ĐŽŶĐĞƉƚƵĂůŝƐĞĚ ŝŶ ƚĞƌŵƐ ŽĨ ͚ůŝŶŬĞĚ ůŝǀĞƐ͕͛ ĞŵƉŚĂƐŝƐŝŶŐ ͚ƚŚĞ ŝŶƚĞƌĐŽŶŶĞĐƚĞĚŶĞƐƐ ŽĨ ůŝǀĞƐ͕ 
particularly as linked across the generations by bonds oĨ ŬŝŶƐŚŝƉ͛͘ ;ϮϬϭϮ͗10) Building on this, 

Smart (2007) advocates the concept of embeddedness to help researchers conceptualise 

individual selves as formed through relationships with others - ƉĂƐƚ ĂŶĚ ƉƌĞƐĞŶƚ͕ ͚ƌĞĂů͛ ĂŶĚ 
imagined. CĂƌƐƚĞŶ͛Ɛ ;ϮϬϬϰͿ ĨŽĐƵƐ ŽŶ ͚ƌĞůĂƚĞĚŶĞƐƐ͛ ĂŶĚ MĂƐŽŶ͛Ɛ ;ϮϬϬϰͿ ĞŵƉŚĂƐŝƐ ŽŶ 
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͚ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶĂůŝƚǇ͛ similarly conceptualise individual lives as inherently relational. Although not 

explicitly discussing siblings, this body of work moves beyond the parent-child dichotomy to 

emphasise the role of a whole host of others in shaping self-identification, often pointing to 

the telling of family stories and the sharing of memories in these processes (Thompson, 1993; 

Misztal, 2003; Smart, 2007).  

Siblings in Sociology 

Despite the lack of attention to lateral kin in sociological theories of self/identity, sibling 

relationships have received a passing mention in classic sociological studies such as Young 

ĂŶĚ WŝůůŵŽƚƚ͛Ɛ ;ϭϵϱϳͿ ĞƚŚŶŽŐƌĂƉŚǇ ŽĨ ĨĂŵŝůǇ ĂŶĚ ŬŝŶƐŚŝƉ ĂŶĚ JĂĐŬƐŽŶ ĂŶĚ MĂƌƐĚĞŶ͛Ɛ ;ϭϵϲϮͿ 
ƐƚƵĚǇ ŽĨ ǁŽƌŬŝŶŐ ĐůĂƐƐ ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ͛Ɛ ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ ŽĨ ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ͘ FŝŶĐŚ ĂŶĚ MĂƐŽŶ͛Ɛ ;ϭϵϵϯͿ ƐƚƵĚǇ ŽĨ 
family negotiations also provides an insight into the complexities of sibling relationships. A 

number of researchers have more recently investigated everyday sibling interactions, 

applying a social constructionist approach. PƵŶĐŚ ĨŽƌ ĞǆĂŵƉůĞ ĚĞŵŽŶƐƚƌĂƚĞƐ ŚŽǁ ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ͛Ɛ 
ƐŝďůŝŶŐ ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉƐ ĂƌĞ ͚ƉůĂǇĞĚ ŽƵƚ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ďĂĐŬƐƚĂŐĞ ĐŽŶĚŝƚŝŽŶƐ ŽĨ ƐŚĂƌĞĚ ŬŶowledge, time 

ĂŶĚ ƐƉĂĐĞ͛ ;ϮϬϬϴ͗342) and argues that relationships with siblings are less defined by fixed, 

generational power differentials than those with parents (2005). In a further analysis of data 

from the same study, McIntosh and Punch also indicate how birth order and age hierarchies 

ĂƌĞ ͚ƐƵďǀĞƌƚĞĚ͕ ĐŽŶƚĞƐƚĞĚ͕ ƌĞƐŝƐƚĞĚ ĂŶĚ ŶĞŐŽƚŝĂƚĞĚ͛ ;ϮϬϬϵ͗ϲϯͿ ǁŝƚŚŝŶ ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ͛Ɛ ĞǀĞƌǇĚĂǇ 
sibling interactions. Brannen et al (2000) similarly point to the negotiated nature of sibling 

birth order and Mauthner (2005) highlights the dynamics of shifting subjectivities within sister 

relationships. EĚǁĂƌĚƐ Ğƚ Ăů͛Ɛ ;ϮϬϬϲͿ ƐƚƵĚǇ ŽĨ ƐŝďůŝŶŐ ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚips in middle childhood 

combines social constructionist and psychodynamic approaches, identifying the negotiated 

meanings and everyday ambivalences of being/having a sibling whilst also attending to social 

structures. This work was continued under the Timescapes programme of research (Edwards 

and Weller, 2011) where the evolution of gendered sibling relationships and the dynamics of 

sibling care and support were explored through time. In exploring exchanges of sibling 

support at school, work by Holland (2008), Hadfield et al (2006) and Gillies and Lucey (2006) 

also highlights the ambivalent nature of many sibling relationships, which can be highly 

conflictual whilst also characterised by emotional support. Here my focus is less on the 

everyday lived realities of interactions between siblings and more on how individual young 

people think about themselves in relation to their siblings. However, these detailed and 

insightful studies offer a powerful reminder that the narratives of self presented in this article 

ĂƌĞ ďŽƌŶĞ ŽƵƚ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌ ĞǀĞƌǇĚĂǇ ŬŶŽǁůĞĚŐĞ ŽĨ ŽŶĞ͛Ɛ ƐŝďůŝŶŐƐ ǁŚŝch comes from 

growing up in close proximity (McIntosh and Punch, 2009). 

Work exploring the significance of similarities and differences between siblings provides 

valuable clues as to how siblings might influence processes of self-identification and 

categorization for individual young people. Edwards et al (2006) for example, point to the 

centrality of sameness and difference in the language of siblingship and the effect of this upon 

the ways young people construct their sense of self: 

Sameness and difference, then, are two of the key intersubjective notions that children and young 

people use when describing and reflecting upon their own sense of self, notions that are closely tied up 

with feelings about individuality and being part of a group, belonging, connection and separation, 

dependence and independence. (2006: 38) 
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In her anthropological account of kinship in a Malay fishing community, Carsten (1997) 

similarly identifies the concepts of identity, similarity and difference as fundamental to sibling 

relationships as well as being representative of reproduction and, as such, kinship itself:  

Siblingship is both about resemblance and identity and about difference. Simultaneously individual and 

multiple, it is the process by which things start the same, multiple entities in one body, but become 

different and separate: bodies within bodies. (1997:106) 

Song (2010) also explores issues of sameness and difference, pointing to ways that ͚mixed 

race͛ siblings can be constructed as ethnically different within family scripts due to identifying 

features such as friends, cultural taste and appearance. The importance of physical 

appearance to some families in “ŽŶŐ͛Ɛ research introduces a sense of embodiment to 

understandings of sibling similarities and differences.  

This attention to the impact of sibling similarities and differences upon processes of self-

identification offers clues as to how being and having a sibling can influence the ways in which 

young people form ideas about who they are and who they might become as a person. It 

indicates how comparing is central to siblingship, with individuals conceptualised in relation 

to their sibling(s). In the remainder of this article I draw upon data from a qualitative study of 

ǇŽƵŶŐ ƉĞŽƉůĞ͛Ɛ ƐĞŶƐĞ ŽĨ ŚŽǁ ƚŚĞǇ ĂƌĞ ͚ƚƵƌŶŝŶŐ ŽƵƚ͛ ƚŽ ĚĞŵŽŶƐƚƌate how identities can be 

constructed in relation to siblings within families. I suggest that these relational identities can 

be inculcated through the telling and re-telling of family stories within the politics and power 

dynamics of family relationships. 

The study 

This article is based upon a study investigating how young people make sense of the sort of 

person they are and can become in the future (in terms of their characteristics, appearance, 

talents, intelligence, humour and so on). TŚĞ ƌŽůĞ ŽĨ ǇŽƵŶŐ ƉĞŽƉůĞ͛Ɛ ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉƐ ǁĞƌĞ ŬĞǇ 
and the study paid particular attention to how school peers, friends and siblings influenced 

their ideas about themselves. Parents are of course hugely important to these processes and, 

although they were not researched as a particular facet of the study, they were obliquely 

present throughout the research and their role in the creation of sibling identities are 

discussed at points throughout this article. 

The study comprised 26 qualitative interviews with 41 young people (17 boys, 24 girls) 

between the ages of 11 and 15 (including single interviews and interviews in pairs and groups 

of three) as well as 9 focus groups with 75 young people (31 girls, 41 boys) in the same age 

range. Participants were recruited in schools and youth clubs in the North West of England. 

All focus groups were conducted in secondary schools with interviews carried out in schools, 

youth clubs and homes between 2007 and 2008. The 26 qualitative interviews centred upon 

personal narratives and ǁĞƌĞ ƵƐĞĚ ƚŽ ĞǆƉůŽƌĞ ǇŽƵŶŐ ƉĞŽƉůĞ͛Ɛ subjectivities and experiences. 

The 9 fŽĐƵƐ ŐƌŽƵƉ ĚŝƐĐƵƐƐŝŽŶƐ ǁĞƌĞ ĚĞƐŝŐŶĞĚ ƚŽ ĞǆƉůŽƌĞ ǇŽƵŶŐ ƉĞŽƉůĞ͛Ɛ ŽƉŝŶŝŽŶƐ ĂŶd theories 

about how identity can be constructed in a more abstract way. 

Although there were some cases in the project when interviews were conducted with a young 

ƉĞƌƐŽŶ͛s sibling or friend, or when parents contributed to discussions; the primary focus was 

ŽŶ ǇŽƵŶŐ ƉĞŽƉůĞ͛Ɛ ŽǁŶ ƉĞƌƐƉĞĐƚŝǀĞƐ ŽĨ ŚŽǁ ƚŚĞŝƌ ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉƐ ŝŶĨůƵĞŶĐĞĚ how they were 

͚ƚƵƌŶŝŶŐ ŽƵƚ͛ rather than on attempting to map these influences through a more networked 
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approach. However, those occasions when others participated in the research provided 

valuable insights into everyday interactions and this article draws upon one such interview 

interaction (involving the interviewer, young person and their mother) in discussing the role 

of wider family dynamics in the construction of sibling identities. 

Young people were recruited from three schools (one in a deprived area of a North West city, 

one in an affluent locale but with a catchment area incorporating both affluent and deprived 

areas and one in a predominantly lower middle class suburban area) and three youth clubs 

(one based in an affluent rural area, one serving young people on a deprived housing estate 

and one in a city centre location attracting children from diverse social backgrounds). Thus 

the sample contains children from a range of class backgrounds. However, in many cases it 

has not been possible to make definitive comments about young people͛s social class 

ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ͕ ĂůƚŚŽƵŐŚ Ăůů ƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚƐ ǁĞƌĞ ĂƐŬĞĚ ƚŽ ƉƌŽǀŝĚĞ ĚĞƚĂŝůƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞŝƌ ƉĂƌĞŶƚƐ͛ ŽĐĐƵƉĂƚŝŽŶ͕ 
many were not in possession of this information. The sample is also ethnically mixed, with 

focus groups containing 27 non-white participants and the interviews 9. It is likely that the 

ĞĨĨĞĐƚ ŽĨ ƐŝďůŝŶŐƐ ƵƉŽŶ ǇŽƵŶŐ ƉĞŽƉůĞ͛Ɛ ŝĚĞŶƚŝƚŝĞƐ ĐĂŶ ǀĂƌǇ ĂĐĐŽƌĚŝŶŐ ƚŽ ĞƚŚŶŝĐ ĂŶĚ ĐƵůƚƵƌĂů 
background (see Mand, 2006 for a discussion of siblingship in South Asian families). However, 

due to the small number of participants in each ethnic group, it has not been possible to tease 

out such differences in this study. The sample includes young people with complex arrays of 

sibling relationships including full, step and half siblings, siblings who live in the same and 

ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚ ŚŽŵĞƐ͕ ƚŚŽƐĞ ǁŚŽ ĐĂŶ ďĞ ƐĂŝĚ ƚŽ ŚĂǀĞ ͚ŐƌŽǁŶ ƵƉ͛ ƚŽŐĞƚŚĞƌ ĂŶĚ ĂƉĂƌƚ ĂŶĚ ŽƚŚĞƌ 
relatives and friends who are understood to be ͚ůŝŬĞ͛ ƐŝďůŝŶŐƐ ŝŶ ǀĂƌŝŽƵƐ ǁĂǇƐ͘ AƚƚĞŶƚŝŽŶ ŝƐ 
drawn to these intricacies where relevant throughout the following discussion but young 

people have not been categorised according to their position in the structure of the sibship 

due to the complexity and fluidity of these categories. The sample contains very few young 

people who do not havĞ Ă ƐŝďůŝŶŐ ĂŶĚ Ă ĚŝƐĐƵƐƐŝŽŶ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ ŽĨ ďĞŝŶŐ ĂŶ ͚ŽŶůǇ ĐŚŝůĚ͛ 
are beyond the scope of this article.  

Talking to young people about their lives in this way generated data depicting aspects of 

self/identity which were significant to them. Rather than the lengthy reflections which can 

characterise qualitative data with adults, young people in the study often spoke in seemingly 

light-ŚĞĂƌƚĞĚ ǁĂǇƐ ĂďŽƵƚ ŐĞŶĞƌĂů ĂƐƉĞĐƚƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞŝƌ ͚ƉĞƌƐŽŶĂůŝƚǇ͛ ĂŶĚ ĂƉƉĞĂƌĂŶĐĞ. This article 

demonstrates how such discussions provide profound insights into what matters to young 

people when they are making sense of who they are. The data was analysed using both case 

study and thematic analysis. Case studies were used to understand processes and 

relationships and thematic analysis explored the spread of certain issues across the data set. 

The two sorts of analysis were used in conjunction, informing one another throughout the 

analytical process and this article draws upon both. Data identified through the thematic 

analysis of all interviews and focus groups is used to provide examples of the various ways in 

which young people spoke of their identities as constructed in relation to their sibling(s) 

before a case study is examined in depth to explore how these constructions were formed 

within a particular family. Although the narratives presented in this article are inherently 

gendered, the analysis identified no definitive differences in the ways boys and girls talked of 

the effect of their sibling relationships upon themselves beyond differences in the activities 

and forms of interactions in which brothers and sisters engage, which have been discussed 

elsewhere (Edwards et al, 2005). 
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The Relational Construction of Sibling Identity  

 

Analysis of the data demonstrated that participants͛ ideas about who they are and who they 

can become in the future are often formed in relation to their sibling(s). This can occur 

through young people making comparisons between themselves and their brothers/sisters as 

well as through comparisons made by others. These comparisons are embedded in 

relationships that span beyond the sibship, with other people appearing central to the 

identification of similarities and differences and participants often reproducing existing family 

narratives in making their own comparisons.  

 

Making comparisons: siblings and self-identification 

 

When asked to describe themselves and their siblings (in terms of traits, tendencies, talents, 

appearance and so on), most participants recited numerous ways in which they were similar 

or different to their siblings in terms of ͚personality͛, appearance and education. Many 

respondents compared themselves to their siblings without being prompted to do so but 

what is striking about those who were specifically asked to make comparisons is that most 

required little or no time to consider their response, suggesting an existing narrative 

surrounding sibling similarities and differences which participants were able to readily draw 

upon (Gubrium and Holstein, 2008). Take the following examples: 
  

OůŝǀŝĂ͗ WĞůů͕ ƚŚĞ ƚǁŽ ƚǁŝŶƐ͕ MĂƚƚŚĞǁ ĂŶĚ KĞǀŝŶ͕ MĂƚƚŚĞǁ͛Ɛ ůŝŬĞ ŵĞ͕ ďƵƚ KĞǀŝŶ ŝƐ ƌĞĂůůǇ ůŝŬĞ Jonathan. 

They, he goes off in strops, he had a really bad tantrum today. 

*** 

‘ŝĐŚĂƌĚ͗ I͛ŵ ƐŝŵŝůĂƌ ƚŽ ŵǇ ƐŝƐƚĞƌ ďƵƚ ŶŽƚ ƚŽ ŵǇ ďƌŽƚŚĞƌ͘ MǇ ďƌŽƚŚĞƌ͛Ɛ ŵŽƌĞ ůŝŬĞ ŚǇƉĞƌĂĐƚŝǀĞ͙ 

*** 

‘ĞĞĐĞ͗ I ƚŚŝŶŬ I͛ŵ ƚŚĞ ƐĂŵĞ͕ ǁĞůů ŵǇ ƐŝƐƚĞƌ ůŽǀĞƐ ƐƉŽƌƚ ĂƐ ǁĞůů ĂŶĚ I ůŝŬĞ ƐƉŽƌƚ ĂŶĚ ƐŚĞ͛Ɛ ͙like pretty 

ůŽƵĚ ĂŶĚ ĐŽŶĨŝĚĞŶƚ ĂŶĚ I͛m loud and confident. 

 

Personal characteristics such ĂƐ ͚ŵŽŽĚŝŶĞƐƐ͕͛ ͚ĂĐƚŝǀĞŶĞƐƐ͕͛ ͚ƐƉŽƌƚŝŶĞƐƐ͛ Žƌ ͚ůŽƵĚŶĞƐƐ͛ are 

significant aspects of how young people think about themselves and others and were key to 

how participants made sense of themselves in relation to their siblings. Differences were 

ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌůǇ ƐĂůŝĞŶƚ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ĐŽŶƐƚƌƵĐƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƐĞůĨ ǁŝƚŚŝŶ Ă ƐŝďƐŚŝƉ ĂŶĚ ƚƌĂŝƚƐ ƐƵĐŚ ĂƐ ͚ůŽƵĚŶĞƐƐ͛ 
Žƌ ͚ƐƉŽƌƚŝŶĞƐƐ͛ ǁĞƌĞ ŽĨƚĞŶ ĂƉƉůŝĞĚ ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ mutually exclusive, oppositional labels. For 

example, young people commonly referred to a naughty or ŐŽŽĚ ͚ŽŶĞ͛ ŝŶ ƚĞƌŵƐ of sibling 

behaviour (particularly at school). As Nick states of his oůĚĞƌ ƐŝƐƚĞƌƐ͕ ͚Eƌ “ĂƌĂ ŽƵƚƐŝĚĞ͙͕ she 

ǁĂƐ ůŝŬĞ ƚŚĞ ŐŽŽĚ ŽŶĞ͘ ‘ĞďĞĐĐĂ͕ ƐŚĞ͛Ɛ ƚŚĞ ƌĞĂůůǇ ŶĂƵŐŚƚǇ ŽŶĞ͘ Rebecca got excluded about, I 

ƚŚŝŶŬ ŝƚ͛Ɛ Ϯϳ ƚŝŵĞƐ͛͘ It is significant that there is rarely a good two or three when it comes to 

describing sibling identities in common parlance. Take the following quote from Sadia:  

 
“ĂĚŝĂ͗ ĚŝƐĐƵƐƐŝŶŐ ŚĞƌ ĞůĚĞƐƚ ƐŝƐƚĞƌ “ŚĞ͛Ɛ ƌĞĂůůǇ ĂƌŐƵŵĞŶƚĂƚŝǀĞ͘ “ŚĞ ǁŽƵůĚŶ͛ƚ ůŝŬĞ ŐŝǀĞ ŝŶ͘ Eƌŵ͕ ƐŚĞ 
likes going out and just being by herself most of the time. 

͙ 

Interviewer: What about your other sister? 

Sadia: Erm, she compromises us both. She does like, she mainly does all the work at home. She 

ŚĞůƉƐ ŵĞ ŽƵƚ ĂƐ ǁĞůů ǁŝƚŚ ŵǇ ĚĂĚ ĂŶĚ ĞǀĞƌǇƚŚŝŶŐ ĞůƐĞ͘ “ŚĞ͛Ɛ ůŝŬĞ ƚŚĞ ŐŽŽĚ ŽŶĞ͘ 
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͙ 

Interviewer͗ “Ž ŝĨ ƐŚĞ͛Ɛ ƚŚĞ ŐŽŽĚ ŽŶĞ͕ ǁŚĂƚ ŽŶĞ ĂƌĞ ǇŽƵ ǁŽƵůĚ ǇŽƵ ƐĂǇ͍ 

Sadia: Erm, I think I͛ŵ ƚŚĞ ŶĂƵŐŚƚǇ ŽŶĞ͙ 

(age 14) 

 

The way Sadia describes ŽŶĞ ƐŝƐƚĞƌ ĂƐ ͚ĐŽŵƉƌŽŵŝƐŝŶŐ͛ ƚŚĞ ŽƚŚĞƌ ůĞƐƐ ŚĞůƉĨƵů ĂŶĚ ǁĞůů ďĞŚĂǀĞĚ 
sisters is illuminating in that it suggests an understanding that, when taken together, the 

characteristics of the three sisters form a well balanced whole. “ĂĚŝĂ ŝƐ ƚŚĞ ͚ŶĂƵŐŚƚǇ ŽŶĞ͛ 
because her sisters are not and this identity is of course also constructed within the complex 

gendered dynamics of these relationships.  

 

Thus it seems that in narrating themselves and their sibling(s) in terms of being the naughty, 

quiet, good Žƌ ĐůĞǀĞƌ ͚ ŽŶĞ͕͛ ǇŽƵŶŐ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ĂƌĞ ĐŽŶƐƚƌƵĐƚŝŶŐ ƚŚĞŝƌ ŽǁŶ ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌŝƐƚŝĐƐ ŝŶ ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶ 
to the sibship as a whole. These ways that young people narrateĚ ƚŚĞŝƌ ŽǁŶ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞŝƌ ƐŝďůŝŶŐƐ͛ 
identities points to the centrality of sameness and difference in sibling relationships (as 

identified by Edwards et al, 2006) with individuality constructed in relation to the sibling 

group. As well as constructing these coŵƉĂƌŝƐŽŶƐ ĂƌŽƵŶĚ ĂƐƉĞĐƚƐ ŽĨ ͚ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌ͕͛ ŝƚ ǁĂƐ ĂůƐŽ 
common for participants to narrate themselves in terms of how they are similar or different 

in appearance to their siblings.iii TŚŝƐ ŝƐ ƌĞŵŝŶŝƐĐĞŶƚ ŽĨ “ŽŶŐ͛Ɛ ;ϮϬϭϬͿ ǁŽƌŬ͕ ǁŚĞƌĞ ƚŚĞ 
importance of similaritiĞƐ ĂŶĚ ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶĐĞƐ ŝŶ ĂƉƉĞĂƌĂŶĐĞ ĂŵŽŶŐƐƚ ͚ŵŝǆĞĚ ƌĂĐĞ͛ ƐŝďůŝŶŐƐ ǁĞƌĞ 
fundamental to the construction of sense of self and of ethnic identity. For example, 

ĚŝƐĐƵƐƐŝŶŐ ŚĞƌ ďƌŽƚŚĞƌ͕ LŽŝƐ ƐƚĂƚĞƐ ƚŚĂƚ ͚ĞǀĞƌǇŽŶĞ ƐĂǇƐ I ůŽŽŬ ůŝŬĞ Śŝŵ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ĨĂĐĞ͕ I͛ǀĞ ŐŽƚ ŚŝƐ 
nose͕ I͛ǀĞ ŐŽƚ ŚŝƐ ĞǇĞƐ͕ I͛ǀĞ ŐŽƚ ŚŝƐ ůŝƉƐ͛ and Poppy sums up the differences between her and 

her sister by relating their appearance to that of their parents: ͚I ůŽŽŬ ůŝŬĞ ŵǇ ĚĂĚ͕ ĂŶĚ ŵǇ 
ƐŝƐƚĞƌ ůŽŽŬƐ ůŝŬĞ ŵǇ ŵƵŵ ǁŚĞŶ ŵǇ ŵƵŵ ǁĂƐ ůŝƚƚůĞ͛͘ In the following example Georgia cites 

physical attractiveness and build as a way of differentiating herself from her half sister and of 

explaining their differing levels of social success at school:  

 
GĞŽƌŐŝĂ͗ Eƌŵ͕ ŵǇ ďƌŽƚŚĞƌ͛Ɛ͕ ůŝŬĞ͕ ƐŽƌƚ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ŐŽŽĚ ůŽŽking boy out of everybody else sort of thing, 

ĞǆĐĞƉƚ ŚĞ ůŽŽŬƐ ůŝŬĞ ŵǇ ĚĂĚ͙AĐƚƵĂůůǇ͕ ŚĞ ůŽŽŬƐ ůŝŬĞ ŵĞ͘ MǇ ƐŝƐƚĞƌ͙͕ ƐŚĞ͛Ɛ ƋƵŝƚĞ ƐŚŽƌƚ ĂŶĚ͕ Ğƌŵ͕ 
ƐŚĞ͛Ɛ ůŝŬĞ ƉƌĞƚƚǇ ďŝŐ͕ ƐŽ ƐŚĞ͛Ɛ Ă ďŝƚ ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚ ƚŽ ŵĞ ĐŽƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĂƚ ƐŽƌƚ ŽĨ ƚŚŝŶŐ͙ƐŽ ƐŚĞ͛Ɛ ŽďǀŝŽƵƐůǇ Ă ďŝƚ 
different to me at school. 

(age 11) 

 

Here Georgia is conceptualising the appearance of her siblings in relation to the sibship as a 

whole in a similar way ƚŽ “ĂĚŝĂ͛Ɛ ĚĞƐĐƌŝƉƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ďĞŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ͚ŶĂƵŐŚƚǇ ŽŶĞ͛ ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞĚ ĞĂƌůŝĞƌ. The 

complexities of family resemblances and theories of who takes after who and how and why 

things get passed on in families are ĐůĞĂƌůǇ ǁŽǀĞŶ ŝŶƚŽ GĞŽƌŐŝĂ͛Ɛ ŶĂƌƌĂƚŝǀĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶĂů 
ĐŽŶƐƚƌƵĐƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ŚĞƌ ƐŝďůŝŶŐƐ͛ ƐĞůǀĞƐ at school. She provides these categorisations with an 

explanatory history and indicates the entwining of physicality and character in the 

construction of sibling similarities and differences. 

 

It was also common for educational achievement to be understood relationally, with younger 

siblings in the sample often measuring their own success, or lack thereof, in terms of their 

perceived similarities to and differences from older siblings who had gone through the 

education system before. Take the following example from Francesca, whose struggles to 
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adapt to secondary school are compounded by the fact that her older sister, Anna, had 

͚ƐĞƚƚůĞĚ ŝŶ͛ ƋƵŝĐŬĞƌ͗ 
 

Francesca: my mum ͙ ĚŽĞƐŶ͛ƚ ƌĞĂůůǇ ǁĂŶƚ ŵĞ ƚŽ ŵŽǀĞ ƐĐŚŽŽůƐ ĂŶĚ ͙ ƐŚĞ ƐĂǇƐ ƚŚĂƚ͕ ͚TŚŝƐ ŝƐ ŚŽǁ ŝƚ 
ǁĂƐ ǁŝƚŚ AŶŶĂ ŝŶ YĞĂƌ ϳ͛ ĂŶĚ͕ ĂŶĚ͕ ůŝŬĞ͕ ĂŶĚ ͚ǁŚĞŶ ƐŚĞ ĨŝƌƐƚ ĐĂŵĞ ƚŽ Ă ŶĞǁ ƐĐŚŽŽů͕͛ ďƵƚ ƚŚĞ ƚŚŝŶŐ 
ŝƐ͕ AŶŶĂ͕ AŶŶĂ ƐĞƚƚůĞĚ ŝŶ Ăƚ͕ ůŝŬĞ͕ ƚŚĞ ĞŶĚ ŽĨ YĞĂƌ ϳ ĂŶĚ I͛ǀĞ Ɛƚŝůů ŶŽƚ͕ ŝƚ͛Ɛ ũƵƐƚ ůŝŬĞ͙ 

(age 12) 

 

This emphasis on similarities and differences between siblings at school was often 

experienced as placing pressure on (mainly) younger siblings. AƐ EƚŚĂŶ ;ϭϮͿ ƐƚĂƚĞƐ͕ ͚ďŽƚŚ ŵǇ 
ďƌŽƚŚĞƌƐ ŚĂǀĞ ďĞĞŶ ŚĞĂĚ ďŽǇ͕ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞǇ͛ǀĞ ŐŽƚ ůŝŬĞ ƚŚĞ ďĞƐƚ ŵĂƌŬƐ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ǇĞĂƌ͘͘͘ƐŽ I͛ŵ ƉƌĞƚƚǇ͕ 
like, got loĂĚƐ ŽĨ ƉƌĞƐƐƵƌĞ ŽŶ ŵĞ͛͘ In the following focus group discussion, Tom describes the 

pressures and anxieties he experiences as a result of ŚĂǀŝŶŐ Ă ͚ĐůĞǀĞƌ͛ ŽůĚĞƌ ƐŝƐƚĞƌ: 

 
Tom: I think I͛ŵ ŶĞǀĞƌ ŐŽŶŶĂ ďĞ ĂƐ ĐůĞǀĞƌ ĂƐ ŵĞ ƐŝƐƚĞƌ ďƵƚ I ĚŽŶ͛ƚ ǁĂŶƚ ŵǇ ŵƵŵ ĂŶĚ ĚĂĚ to like, you 

ŬŶŽǁ͕ ƚŚŝŶŬ I ƐŚŽƵůĚ Ğƌŵ͘͘͘ǁŚĂƚ͛Ɛ ƚŚĞ ǁŽƌĚ͍ 

“ŽĨŝĂ͗ YŽƵ͛ƌĞ ŶŽƚ ŐŽŽĚ ĞŶŽƵŐŚ͍ 

Tom: YeĂŚ ƚŚŝŶŬ I͛ŵ ŶŽƚ ŐŽŽĚ ĞŶŽƵŐŚ ĂŶd ůŝŬĞ ƚƌǇ ĂŶĚ ŵĂŬĞ ŵĞ ĂƐ ŐŽŽĚ ĂƐ ŚĞƌ ǁŚĞŶ I ŬŶŽǁ I ĐĂŶ͛ƚ 
ƐŽ ŝƚ͛Ɛ ĂŶŶŽǇŝŶŐ ƌĞĂůůǇ͘ Iƚ ƐĐĂƌĞƐ ŵĞ ǁŚĞŶ I ƐĞĞ Ăůů ƚŚĞ ǁŽƌŬ ƐŚĞ͛Ɛ ĚŽŝŶŐ͕ I ƚŚŝŶŬ ͚I͛ǀĞ ŐŽƚ ƚŽ ĚŽ ƚŚĂƚ 
ŽŶĞ ĚĂǇ͛͘ Iƚ͛Ɛ ĂŶŶŽǇŝŶŐ͘ 
(age: 13-14) 

 
 

These anxieties and pressures are examples of how practices of comparing and the 

ĐŽŶƐƚƌƵĐƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƐĞůĨ ŝŶ ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶ ƚŽ ŽŶĞ͛Ɛ ƐŝďůŝŶŐ;ƐͿ can fuel the ambivalences and feelings 

of both closeness and distance that often characterise sibling relationships͘ YŽƵŶŐ ƉĞŽƉůĞ͛Ɛ 
progression through the life course is often tied to that of their sibling and the quotations 

above indicate how older siblings can act as benchmarks against which their younger brothers 

and sisters make sense of their own experiences and achievements. Despite McIntosh and 

PƵŶĐŚ͛Ɛ ;ϮϬϬϵͿ ĨŝŶĚŝŶŐ ƚŚĂƚ birth order is negotiated and contested within sibling interactions 

in the home, it appears that age hierarchies can be experienced as particularly static in terms 

of educational achievement where young people are categorised according to age and where 

the measurement of individual performance at particular ages invites comparison. 

Although young people are often compared to a wide range of others, particularly their 

friends and peers, the relational nature of the comparing that occurs between siblings renders 

it unique. Indeed, although a detailed discussion is beyond the scope of this article, the data 

indicates that participants often compared themselves to their friends. However, although 

significant, these comparisons were not perpetuated by others to the same degree as those 

with siblings which were deeply embedded in family politics. In the following section I 

examine the comparisons made by others in more detail. 

Being compared: siblings and categorization 

In addition to identifying similarities and differences themselves, participants also referred to 

the ways others commonly compared them to their siblings, categorizing them and 

constructing their identity in relation to their brothers/sisters. This was evident in the way 

FƌĂŶĐĞƐĐĂ͛Ɛ ŵƵŵ ĐŽŵƉĂƌĞĚ ŚĞƌ ƚŽ ŚĞƌ ƐŝƐƚĞƌ AŶŶĂ in the earlier quotation and in TŽŵ͛Ɛ ĨĞĂƌƐ 
that he would ͚Ŷever be as cleǀĞƌ ĂƐ ŵĞ ƐŝƐƚĞƌ͛͘ Participants were also compared to their 
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sibling(s) by teachers, a practice that was commonly perceived as irritating and, in some cases, 

unethical. Take the following examples: 

 
Tom͗ “ŽŵĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƚĞĂĐŚĞƌƐ ǁŚŽ͛ǀĞ ƚĞĂĐŚĞĚ [sic] my sister ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚŽƵƚ ƚŚĞ ǁŚŽůĞ ǇĞĂƌƐ ƐĂǇ ͚ ǁŚǇ ĐĂŶ͛ƚ 
ǇŽƵ ũƵƐƚ ďĞ ůŝŬĞ ǇŽƵƌ ƐŝƐƚĞƌ͍͛ CŽƐ ƐŚĞ ŶĞǀĞƌ ƚĂůŬƐ Žƌ ǁŚĂƚĞǀĞƌ ĂŶĚ I͛ŵ ĂůǁĂǇƐ ƚĂůŬŝŶŐ ĂŶĚ ǇŽƵ ũƵƐƚ ŐĞƚ 
annoyed and they try and make me the same as my sister. 

*** 

Kyle: MǇ ďƌŽƚŚĞƌ͛Ɛ ŶŽƚ ƚŚĂƚ ŐŽŽĚ Ăƚ ƐĐŚŽŽů ƐŽ ƚŚĞǇ ƚŚĞ ƚĞĂĐŚĞƌƐ ƚŚŽƵŐŚƚ ƚŚĂƚ I ǁŽƵůĚŶ͛ƚ ďĞ ƚŚĂƚ 
good either but I actually am. 

*** 

FĂƌŚĂŶĂ͗ I ƚŚŝŶŬ ƚŚĞǇ ƚŚĞ ƚĞĂĐŚĞƌƐ ƚĞŶĚĞĚ ůŝŬĞ͕ ͚OŚ ǇŽƵƌ ŽůĚĞƌ ƐŝƐƚĞƌ ǁĂƐ ůŝŬĞ Ă ůŽƚ ĐŚĂƚƚǇ ǇŽƵ ŬŶŽǁ 
you seem quite quiet.͛ 

 

It is the lateral nature of siblingship that invites such comparisons. McIntosh and Punch (2009) 

are critical of the use of the ǁŽƌĚ ͚ůĂƚĞƌĂů͛ ƚŽ ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞ ƐŝďůŝŶŐ ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉƐ ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ ŝƚ ŝŵƉůŝĞƐ 
an equality which ignores power differentials between siblings. However, sibling relationships 

can be seen as lateral in the sense that siblings are often of the same generation and 

experience more readily comparable education systems, job markets and cultural signifiers 

than, say, children and their parents, thus tempting people to look across a generation and 

make comparisons. This comparing is encouraged by the fact that siblings often reach 

developmental and educational milestones in close succession and, for parents in particular, 

their other children are likely to be their main points of reference when thinking about how 

Ă ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌ ĐŚŝůĚ ŝƐ ͚ƚƵƌŶŝŶŐ ŽƵƚ͛. Furthermore, as Carsten identifies, full siblings are unique in 

ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞǇ ͚ƐƚĂƌƚ ƚŚĞ ƐĂŵĞ͛ ďĞĨŽƌĞ ďĞĐŽŵŝŶŐ ͚ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚ ĂŶĚ ƐĞƉĂƌĂƚĞ͛ ;ϭϵϵϳ͗ϭϬϲͿ͘ TŚƵƐ͕ 
comparability is inherently part of siblingship since birth. This comparability was something 

that young people in the study were particularly reflexive about and all focus groups 

contained discussions of how this comparing can occur. Take the following discussion where 

participants debate the pattern of these comparing practices: 

 
Interviewer:  What are the advantages and disadvantages of being the youngest do you think? 

 Participant1:  (inaudible) pressure to be like your older brother or sister.  

Interviewer͗  ‘ŝŐŚƚ͘ “Ž ƚŚŝƐ ƉƌĞƐƐƵƌĞ ͙ ŝƐ ƚŚĂƚ ǁŽƌƐĞ ŝĨ ǇŽƵ͛ǀĞ ŐŽƚ ĂŶ ŽůĚĞƌ ďƌŽƚŚĞƌ Žƌ ƐŝƐƚĞƌ͍ 

Participant1͗  PƌŽďĂďůǇ ĐŽƐ ŝƚ͛Ɛ ůŝŬĞ ǇŽƵ ƐŚŽƵůĚ ďĞ ŵŽƌĞ ůŝŬĞ ƚŚĞŵ͘  
Participant2:  Yeah but not always cos the oldest is always compared to the parents.  

Interviewer:  Do you think? 

Participant2:  Yeah, because there͛Ɛ ŶŽ-one else.  

͙ 

Participant1͗  YĞĂŚ͕ ďƵƚ ƚŚĞ ǇŽƵŶŐĞƌ ĐŚŝůĚ ĐĂŶ ďĞ ĐŽŵƉĂƌĞĚ ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚĞ ŽůĚĞƌ ŽŶĞ͘ “Ž ŝƚ͛Ɛ Ă ůŽƚ ůŝŬĞ 
closer.  

͙ 

Participant3:  Sometimes the younger children are compared to the adults though aren't they? 

Participant4:  To the parents.  

(age 14-15) 

 

This quote conveys the idea that there are patterns (even rules) concerning who is compared 

to whom in families which relate to family structures (birth order and generational 

positionings), even if there is little agreement about what these patterns are. Indeed, most of 

the examples cited thus far have indicated the role of others in the construction of sibling 

relational identities, from the ways participants appeared to be reproducing well rehearsed 



10 

 

narratives when reciting the similarities and differences between themselves and their 

siblings to the specific references to teachers͛ ĂŶĚ ƉĂƌĞŶƚƐ͛ ŚĂďŝƚƐ ŽĨ ĐŽŵƉĂƌŝŶŐ ƐŝďůŝŶŐƐ. The 

comparisons of others were generally readily adopted by young people and often seemed to 

form a taken for granted aspect of their kinship knowledge. TŚŝƐ ŝƐ ĞƉŝƚŽŵŝƐĞĚ ŝŶ LŽŝƐ͛Ɛ ƵƐĞ ŽĨ 
ƚŚĞ ƉŚƌĂƐĞ ͚ĞǀĞƌǇŽŶĞ ƐĂǇƐ͛ when discussing her physical likeness to her brother in the 

aforementioned quotation. 

 

This section of the article has demonstrated some of the ways in which young people 

construct their own sense of self and are categorized by others in relation to their siblings, as 

part of a larger whole. Furthermore, it appears that even those comparisons that are made 

by young people themselves are done so from within wider familial relationships, with the 

reproduction of rehearsed narratives common in the data. TŚƵƐ ǇŽƵŶŐ ƉĞŽƉůĞ͛Ɛ ƐŝďůŝŶŐ 
relationships are firmly embedded within a wider network of relationships (Smart, 2007). But 

how are these narratives of similarity and difference perpetuated and how do they relate to 

wider familial power dynamics? In the following section I turn to work exploring the social 

significance of stories in order to start to theorise how these relational sibling identities can 

be constructed. 

 

The Role of Stories in the Construction of Sibling Identities 
 

We are, it seems, homo narrans: humankind the narrators and story tellers. Society itself may be 

seen as a textured but seamless web of stories emerging everywhere through interaction: holding 

people together, pulling people apart, making societies work. (Plummer, 1995: 5, original 

emphasis)  

 

According to Plummer, the telling of stories is central to social life and forms the basis of the 

social world around us. Indeed, a number of scholars have identified the key role that stories 

play in the construction of identity. Lawler (2008) and Gubrium and Holstein (2000) for 

example, point to the effect of stories on individuals, with both arguing that identity is created 

through narrative. TŚĞ ƐĞůĨ͕ ĂĐĐŽƌĚŝŶŐ ƚŽ GƵďƌŝƵŵ ĂŶĚ HŽůƐƚĞŝŶ ͚ŝƐ ŶŽƚ ŽŶůǇ ƐŽŵĞƚŚŝŶŐ ǁĞ ĂƌĞ͕ 
but an object we actively conƐƚƌƵĐƚ ĂŶĚ ůŝǀĞ ďǇ͛ ;ϮϬϬϬ͗10, original emphasis) through everyday 

͚ŶĂƌƌĂƚŝǀĞ ƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞ͛ ;ϮϬϬϬ͗104). 

 

Important to understandings of stories are the ways they are produced collectively, and as 

such are subject to the politics and power dynamics of the interpersonal relationships within 

which they are created. Misztal for example, discusses how memory is constructed 

communally through the telling of stories in ͚ŵŶĞŵŽŶŝĐ ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝƚŝĞƐ͛ -͚ŐƌŽƵƉƐ ƚŚĂƚ ƐŽĐŝĂůŝǌĞ 
us to what should be remembered and what should ďĞ ĨŽƌŐŽƚƚĞŶ͛ ;ϮϬϬϯ͗15) ʹand, as 

discussed, Song (2010) highlights the role of family scripts in the construction of ͚mixed race͛ 
ƐŝďůŝŶŐƐ͛ ĞƚŚŶŝĐ ŝĚĞŶƚŝƚŝĞƐ͘ Thompson (1993) also emphasises how individuals are actually 

ƚĞůůŝŶŐ ͚ĨĂŵŝůǇ͛ Ɛƚories in the narratives they (re)produce in qualitative interviews. These 

stories are passed on in families as a form of social transmission and are part of the context 

through which individuals make decisions about their future:  

 
Family myths, models, and denials, transmitted within a family system provide for most people 

part of the context in which their crucial life choices must be made, propelling them into their own 

individual life paths. (Thompson, 1993:36) 
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Therefore, stories can be understood as part of how relationality (Mason, 2004) comes to 

affect individuals and the ways they act upon themselves.  

 

I suggest that the construction, telling and re-telling of stories within families can be seen as 

Ă ŵĞĐŚĂŶŝƐŵ ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ ǁŚŝĐŚ ƐŝďůŝŶŐƐ͛ ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶĂů ŝĚĞŶƚŝƚŝĞƐ ĐĂŶ be produced and reproduced. 

A sense of this was gained in the ways participants reproduced rehearsed narratives when 

narrating their similarities to and differences from their sibling(s). 

Young people have considerable agency in this process and do not simply reproduce the 

stories of others. IŶĚĞĞĚ͕ ƚŚĞ ĚĂƚĂ ĐŽŶƚĂŝŶƐ ĞǆĂŵƉůĞƐ ŽĨ ǇŽƵŶŐ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ƌĞũĞĐƚŝŶŐ ŽƚŚĞƌƐ͛ 
narratives of similarity and difference or constructing narratives based on their own opinions 

ĂďŽƵƚ ƚŚĞŝƌ ƐŝďůŝŶŐƐ͛ ŝĚĞŶƚŝƚŝĞƐ͘ However, these stories occurred less commonly than those 

where participants seemed to be reproducing narratives provided by others (usually parents). 

Take the following example where Britney is discussing her cousin Joseph (who she describes 

ĂƐ ďĞŝŶŐ ͚ůŝŬĞ͛ Ă ďƌŽƚŚĞƌ). Although Britney is critical of her mum and uncle for comparing her 

to Joseph and attempts to reclaim the narrative by pointing to her own unique talents, she 

ultimately accepts their depiction of Joseph as more intelligent: 

 
BƌŝƚŶĞǇ͗ LŝŬĞ I ŐĞƚ ŝƚ Ă ůŽƚ ĐŽƐ ŚĞ͛Ɛ ƌĞĂůůǇ ƐŵĂƌƚ ĂŶĚ I͛ŵ ŶŽƚ͘ I͛ŵ ůŝŬĞ ŵŽƌĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĐŚĂƚƚǇ ƉĞƌƐŽŶ͘ HĞ͛Ɛ 
the one that concentrates and gets down, buckles down. And like my mum and uncle Nigel and 

ĞǀĞƌǇŽŶĞ͛Ɛ ůŝŬĞ͕ ͚WŚǇ ĐĂŶ͛ƚ ǇŽƵ ďĞ ŵŽƌĞ ůŝŬĞ JŽƐĞƉŚ͍͛ ĂŶĚ ŝƚ ĚƌŝǀĞƐ ŵĞ ŝŶƐĂŶĞ͘ TŚĂƚ ƌĞĂůůǇ ĚŽĞƐ ŐĞƚ 
ŽŶ ŵǇ ŶĞƌǀĞƐ ĐŽƐ I͛ǀĞ ŚĂĚ ŝƚ ƐĂŝĚ ƚŽ ŵĞ ƐŽ ŵƵĐŚ I͛ŵ ůŝŬĞ͕ ͚WĞůů I͛ŵ ƚƌǇŝŶŐ͗ DŽŶ͛ƚ ǇŽƵ͕ ĚŽŶ͛ƚ ǇŽƵ ůŝƐƚĞŶ 
ƚŽ ǁŚĂƚ I͛ŵ ƐĂǇŝŶŐ͍͛ I͛ŵ ŐŽŽĚ Ăƚ Ăƌƚ͘ HĞ͛Ɛ ŶŽƚ͘ WĞ͛ƌĞ Ěŝfferent. (age 12) 

 

Furthermore, in those interviews where a parent was present for the conversation it 

appeared that young people had less power to control the story that was told and were often 

interrupted or corrected by their parent when they strayed from existing family scripts. 

AŝĚĞŶ͛Ɛ ĂƚƚĞŵƉƚƐ ƚŽ ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞ ŚŝƐ Ɛŝďůings are a good example of this. Not only do we see him 

ŝŶĐŽƌƉŽƌĂƚŝŶŐ ŚŝƐ ŵŽƚŚĞƌ͛Ɛ ĚĞƐĐƌŝƉƚŝŽŶƐ ŝŶƚŽ ŚŝƐ ŶĂƌƌĂƚŝǀĞ ďƵƚ ǁĞ ƐĞĞ ŚĞƌ ĚŝĐƚĂƚŝŶŐ the sorts of 

characteristics discussed: 

 
Aiden:  Er, Claire͕ ƐŚĞ͛Ɛ͕ ůŝŬĞ͕ ƌĞĂůůǇ ŝŶƚŽ ĚƌĂǁŝŶŐ͘ David͕ ŚĞ͛Ɛ͘   
MŽƚŚĞƌ͗  NŽ͕ ǁŚĂƚ͛Ɛ ŚĞƌ ƉĞƌƐŽŶĂůŝƚǇ͕ ůŝŬĞ ƚŚŽƵŐŚ͍   
Aiden:  Like, happy, as well as me.  

MŽƚŚĞƌ͗  “ŚĞ͛Ɛ ǀĞƌǇ ƐĞŶƐŝƚŝǀĞ͕ ŝƐŶ͛ƚ ƐŚĞ͍   
Aiden:  Like, sensitive as well.  David is, like grumpy... Chelsea, erm, ƐŚĞ͛Ɛ ŵŽƌĞ ůŝŬĞ͕ getting into 

boyfriends, and stuff like that.  And Amy.   

MŽƚŚĞƌ͗  YŽƵ ĚŽŶ͛ƚ ƌĞĂůůǇ ŬŶŽǁ͕ ĚŽ ǇŽƵ͍  “ŚĞ ŚĂƐŶ͛ƚ ůŝǀĞĚ Ăƚ ŚŽŵĞ ĨŽƌ Ă ǁŚŝůĞ͕ ŚĂƐ ƐŚĞ͍   
AŝĚĞŶ͗  I ĚŽŶ͛ƚ ƌĞĂůůǇ ŬŶŽǁ͘   
(age 12) 

 

Having a parent present during interviews created what Gubrium and Holstein (2008) would 

ƚĞƌŵ Ă ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚ ͚ ŶĂƌƌĂƚŝǀĞ ĞŶǀŝƌŽŶŵĞŶƚ͛ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ ƐƚŽƌŝĞƐ ŐĞŶĞƌĂƚĞĚ by these interviews reflect 

this difference. The ways in which stories are constructed within the dynamics and politics of 

existing relationships came across clearly in those interviews conducted with a parent 

present. I now examine a particular interview where parent-child interactions occurred 

throughout ƚŽ ĞǆƉůŽƌĞ ƚŚĞ ĚǇŶĂŵŝĐƐ ŽĨ ƉŽǁĞƌ ŝŶ ƚŚĞƐĞ ͚ŶĂƌƌĂƚŝǀĞ ĞŶǀŝƌŽŶŵĞŶƚƐ͛ ŝŶ ŵŽƌĞ 
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detail. By analysing one interview as a whole it is possible to illuminate how stories of sibling 

relational identity can be constructed within complex webs of relationships. 

 

Politics and power in the communal construction of family stories: The case of Mason and 

his half-brother 

 

The politics and power dynamics Ăƚ ƚŚĞ ŚĞĂƌƚ ŽĨ ƐƚŽƌŝĞƐ ĂďŽƵƚ ƐŝďůŝŶŐƐ͛ ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶĂů ŝĚĞŶƚŝƚŝĞƐ 

were particularly observable in an interview with Mason (age 13) where his mother, who sat 

in on most of the interview, interjected during a discussion about similarities and differences 

ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ MĂƐŽŶ ĂŶĚ ŚŝƐ ŚĂůĨ ďƌŽƚŚĞƌ͘ MĂƐŽŶ͛Ɛ mother and father are divorced (Mason lives 

with his mother but sees his father regularly) and he has a half brother, Zack, whom his father 

had in another relationship. Zack is 1 year older than Mason and attends the same school 

although they have never lived together. The discussion between Mason, his mother and the 

interviewer offers insights into how and why a narrative about the differences between 

Mason and his half-brother might have been collectively constructed: 

 
Mother͗ AŶĚ ƚŚĞǇ͛ƌĞ [Mason and Zack] completely opposite. You both went to the same school 

ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ ƚĞĂĐŚĞƌƐ ĐĂŶ͛ƚ ďĞůŝĞǀĞ ǇŽƵ͛ƌĞ ďƌŽƚŚĞƌƐ͘ 
͙ 

MĂƐŽŶ͗ WĞ͛ƌĞ] really, like, different and they [school teachers] expect me to be like my brother. 

Like, good at art and not that good at maths and English͘ BƵƚ ŝƚ͛Ɛ ƚŚĞ ŽƉƉŽƐŝƚĞ ĨŽƌ ŵĞ͖ I͛ŵ ŶŽƚ ƚŚĂƚ 
ŐŽŽĚ Ăƚ Ăƌƚ͕ ďƵƚ I͛ŵ ŐŽŽĚ Ăƚ ŵaths and English. 

͙ 

Mother: He is [good at art]͘ BƵƚ ŚĞ ƚŚŝŶŬƐ ŚĞ͛Ɛ ŶŽƚ ďĞƚƚĞƌ ƚŚĂŶ )ĂĐŬ͘ 
MĂƐŽŶ͗ I͛ŵ ŶŽƚ͕ I͛ŵ ŶŽƚ ƚŚĂƚ ŐŽŽĚ ƚŚŽƵŐŚ͘ 
Mother͗ NŽ͕ ďƵƚ ǇŽƵ͛ǀĞ ĚŽŶĞ ǀĞƌǇ ŐŽŽĚ͘ 
͙ 

Mother͗ TŚĂƚ͛Ɛ͕ ƐŽƌƌǇ͕ ƚŚĂƚ͛Ɛ ƚŚĞ ŽŶůǇ ĨĞĞĚďĂĐŬ I ŐŽƚ ǁŚĞŶ I ǁĞŶƚ ƚŽ ŚŝƐ ƉĂƌĞŶƚ͛Ɛ ĞǀĞŶŝŶŐ ŝŶ MĂƌĐŚ͕ 
no one ĐŽƵůĚ ďĞůŝĞǀĞ ƚŚĂƚ ŚĞ͙ƚŚĞǇ ĐĂŶ͛ƚ ďĞůŝĞǀĞ ƚŚĂƚ )ĂĐŬ ŝƐ ŚŝƐ ďƌŽƚŚĞƌ͘ TŚĂƚ͛Ɛ Ăůů ǁĞ ŐŽƚ͘ 
Interviewer: (To Mason): What do you think of that? 

Mother͗ AŶĚ ƚŚĞ ŵĂŶŶĞƌŝƐŵƐ͘ AŶĚ I ĚŝĚŶ͛ƚ ƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚ Ăƚ ĨŝƌƐƚ͕ ĂŶĚ I ƐĂŝĚ͕ ĐŽƐ ŚĞ͛Ɛ Zack] lovely 

ǁŝƚŚ ŵĞ͕ ďƵƚ I͛ŵ ǀĞƌǇ ƐƚƌŝĐƚ͕ ǁĞůů ŶŽƚ ƐƚƌŝĐƚ͕ ďƵƚ I ĚŽŶ͛ƚ ŚĂǀĞ ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ƚĂůŬŝŶŐ ďĂĐŬ͘ “Ž ŚĞ͕ ǁŚĞŶ ŚĞ 
ĐŽŵĞƐ͕ ǁŚĞŶ ŚĞ͛Ɛ ďĞĞŶ ŚĞƌĞ ŚĞ͛Ɛ ůŽǀĞůǇ ǁŝƚŚ ŵĞ͕ ďƵƚ ŽƵƚƐŝĚĞ ƚŚĂƚ ĚŽŽƌ͕ ŚĞ͛Ɛ ĐŽŵƉůĞƚĞůǇ͙ 

 

In this example a multitude of voices (Mason͛Ɛ, his mother͛Ɛ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ ďŽǇƐ͛ ƚĞĂĐŚĞƌƐͿ are 

contributing to the narrative of Mason and Zack as very different. Mason and his mother are 

in agreement that the brothers are different but, whereas Mason concentrates on academic 

differences, his mother focuses on differences in character, mannerisms and, ultimately, 

upbringing. It is also clear that it is the ŵŽƚŚĞƌ͛Ɛ ǀŽŝĐĞ ǁŚŝĐŚ ĚŽŵŝŶĂƚĞƐ and ƚŚĞ ŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁĞƌ͛Ɛ 

attempts to provide Mason with the opportunity to contribute his own take on his differences 

with Zack largely fail, with his mother jumping in to respond to questions on his behalf. The 

relative powerlessness of the young people in the story is notable and the dominant role of 

MĂƐŽŶ͛Ɛ mother in the interview interaction provides Ă ͚ůŝǀĞ͛ ĞǆĂmple of her power in shaping 

the story that is told. 

 

It is likely ƚŚĂƚ MĂƐŽŶ͛Ɛ mother has strong motivations for wanting to construct the two 

brothers as different. First, she seems ĞĂŐĞƌ ƚŽ ďŽŽƐƚ MĂƐŽŶ͛Ɛ ĐŽŶĨŝĚĞŶĐĞ ĂŶĚ Ğnsure he sees 

himself as equal, if not superior, in intelligence and academic success to Zack (she rejects the 
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narrative of the brothers having different skills and insists that Mason is also good at art). 

Second͕ ƐŚĞ ŝƐ ĚŝǀŽƌĐĞĚ ĨƌŽŵ MĂƐŽŶ͛Ɛ ĨĂƚŚĞƌ ĂŶĚ ďǇ ĐŽŶƐƚƌƵĐƚŝŶŐ ŚŝƐ ƐŽŶ, Zack, as badly 

behaved and Mason as so different, she is able to draw attention to differences she perceives 

between her own and her ex-ƉĂƌƚŶĞƌ͛Ɛ ƉĂƌĞŶƚŝŶŐ ƐŬŝůůƐ͘ As such, a narrative is produced 

constructing the brothers as opposites and creating relational memories about what the boys 

were like at school and growing up more generally͘ Iƚ ŝƐ ŝŶƚĞƌĞƐƚŝŶŐ ŚŽǁ MĂƐŽŶ͛Ɛ mother adds 

ĨƵƌƚŚĞƌ ǁĞŝŐŚƚ ƚŽ ŚĞƌ ĐůĂŝŵƐ ďǇ ĚƌĂǁŝŶŐ ƵƉŽŶ ǁŚĂƚ ƚĞĂĐŚĞƌƐ ŚĂǀĞ ƚŽůĚ ŚĞƌ ĂƐ Ă ŬŝŶĚ ŽĨ ͚ ĞǆƉĞƌƚ͛ 
corroboration of the points she makes; narrative devices which strengthen her version of the 

story.  

 

Although parents were only present in 3 interviews in the study, this example indicates how 

stories about sibling identities can come to be formed within families and the role of power 

and generation within this, illustrating how stories are embedded within existing relationships 

and relational histories͘ MĂƐŽŶ ĂŶĚ )ĂĐŬ͛Ɛ ŝĚĞŶƚŝƚŝĞƐ ĂƌĞ ƐĞĚŝŵĞŶƚĞĚ ŝŶƚŽ ƚŚĞ ŚŝƐƚŽƌǇ ŽĨ 
MĂƐŽŶ͛Ɛ ƉĂƌĞŶƚƐ͛ ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉ ǁŝƚŚ ŽŶĞ ĂŶŽƚŚĞƌ͘ TŚƵƐ͕ ƐŝďůŝŶŐ ŝĚĞŶƚŝƚŝĞƐ ĐĂŶ ďĞ constructed 

not only in relation to other siblings in the family but also in relation to complex webs of 

relationships with and between others formed over time͘ IŶ ŽƚŚĞƌ ǁŽƌĚƐ͕ ǇŽƵŶŐ ƉĞŽƉůĞ͛Ɛ ůŝǀĞƐ 
are fundamentally relational (Carsten, 2004), embedded (Smart, 2007) and linked (Bengtson 

et al, 2012).  

 

Conclusion 

 

This article has identified how the comparative nature of sibling relationships can render them 

ĨƵŶĚĂŵĞŶƚĂů ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ĨŽƌŵĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ǇŽƵŶŐ ƉĞŽƉůĞ͛Ɛ ƐĞŶƐĞ ŽĨ ƐĞůĨͬŝĚĞŶƚŝƚǇ͘ Iƚ ŚĂƐ ďĞĞŶ 
demonstrated that young people can make sense of who they are in relation to how they are 

similar or different to their siblings and that others often understand them in this way too. 

These comparisons are perpetuated through the telling and re-telling of stories within 

families. The nature of the comparisons presented here are bound to differ according to 

ethnicity, gender, age-gap, class, family form and so on. However, analysing the effects of 

various groups or configurations was not the primary aim of the project and further research 

is necessary to explore these complexities. 

 

In emphasising the significance of lateral kin to sociological understandings of the self I do not 

wish to suggest that vertical relationships are without importance. Indeed, this article has 

demonstrated that parents in particular can play a key role in the construction of the family 

stories and memories that can create relational identities. It is also notable that parents seem 

to possess more power than children here (although this is not to deny that children are 

agentic social actors in these processes). However, the particular comparability of siblings 

means they influence identification and self-classification in ways that the existing sociological 

pre-occupation with intergenerational influence overlooks. I suggest that, in thinking through 

how processes of socialisation occur, sociologists must widen their gaze to look beyond the 

prominence of parents in accounts such as those proposed by Mead (1934) and Bourdieu 

(1990) and ensure that lateral relationships are accounted for. 

 

Furthermore, the analysis of a particular case has indicated how stories about similarities and 

differences are produced within the dynamics of existing relationships which can span beyond 
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those of the young people in question in both time and space. This means that to fully 

appreciate the role of lateral kin in the formation of the self is not a question of simply looking 

horizontally as well as vertically; although tŚŝƐ ŝƐ ŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶƚ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ ƐŽĐŝŽůŽŐŝĐĂů ͚ďůŝŶĚ ƐƉŽƚ͛ ƚŽ 
ƚŚŝƐ ĚŝƌĞĐƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ƚƌĂŶƐŵŝƐƐŝŽŶ ŵĞĂŶƐ ǁĞ ŵŝŐŚƚ ŚĂǀĞ ƚŽ ŵĂŬĞ Ă ĐŽŶƐĐŝŽƵƐ ĞĨĨŽƌƚ ƚŽ ͚ůŽŽŬ both 

ǁĂǇƐ͛ ŝŶ ŽƵƌ ƚŚŝŶŬŝŶŐ͘ ‘ather, it is about conceptualising the self as formed through webs of 

connection over time. FŽƌ ĞǆĂŵƉůĞ͕ ƚŚĞ ǁĂǇƐ ŝŶ ǁŚŝĐŚ MĂƐŽŶ͛Ɛ ŝĚĞŶƚŝƚǇ ŚĂƐ ĐŽŵĞ ƚŽ ďĞ 
ĐŽŶƐƚƌƵĐƚĞĚ ŝŶ ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶ ƚŽ ƚŚĂƚ ŽĨ ŚŝƐ ŚĂůĨ ďƌŽƚŚĞƌ ŝƐ ĞŵďĞĚĚĞĚ ǁŝƚŚŝŶ ŚŝƐ ƉĂƌĞŶƚƐ͛ ŽǁŶ 
relational history. 

 

This is in line with recent advancements in the sociology and anthropology of personal 

ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉƐ ǁŚŝĐŚ ŚĂǀĞ ƐĞĞŶ ŝŶƚĞƌĞƐƚ ĞǆƚĞŶĚ ďĞǇŽŶĚ Ă ŶĂƌƌŽǁ ĨŽĐƵƐ ŽŶ ͚ƚŚĞ ĨĂŵŝůǇ͛ ;ŝŶ 
sociology) and kinship structures (in anthropology) to develop new concepts for exploring the 

connections between people more profoundly. Concepts of embeddedness (Smart, 2007), 

relatedness (Carsten, 2004) and relationality (Mason, 2004) help us to understand the role of 

siblings as part of a web of relationships across time and space, relationships which are 

integral to the formation of self, identity and to personhood. By conceptualising individuals 

in this way it is possible to understand the relational formation of the self in a way which looks 

in all directions for sources of influence, so that hitherto overlooked relationships, such as 

those with siblings, can become part of mainstream sociological thinking about the social 

formation of self and identity.  
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i The Simpsons is a long running US cartoon series created by Matt Groening for Fox and aired in over 60 

countries. It features a fictional American family including a mother (Marge), father (Homer) and children 

(Bart, Lisa and Maggie). 
ii An exception is CŽůĞŵĂŶ͛Ɛ ;ϭϵϵϴͿ ǁŽƌŬ ŽŶ ƐŽĐŝĂů ĐĂƉŝƚĂů ǁŚĞƌĞ ƚŚĞ ƉƌĞƐĞŶĐĞ ŽĨ ƐŝďůŝŶŐƐ ĂƌĞ ĞǆƉůŝĐŝƚůǇ 
acknowledged. However, Coleman remains so fixated on the role of parents in the transmission of capital that, 

rather than conceptualised as active agents capable of effecting social influence, siblings are said to dilute 

parentally-provided capital. For critiques see Holland, 2008; Hadfield et al, 2006; Gillies and Lucey, 2006. 
iiiAlthough not limited to full siblings in this study, these constructions were less common amongst step siblings 

with no shared genetic heritage. 

                                                           


