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‘Identical twins are and have often been a proxy for other academic concerns - notably, with the heritability of intelligence - or a metaphor for other cultural preoccupations. In this book, Ncube critiques these twin traditions and sets them aside, in order to listen to the accounts given by identical twins themselves. This book provides a unique perspective, founded in the views on township of twins themselves.’

Professor Corinne Squire, Co-Director, Centre for Narrative Research, School of Social Sciences, University of East London, UK

‘In this illuminating book, Dr Ncube provides an account of twin identities that is a refreshing change from much of the related psychological studies on twins. He steps out with mainstream psychology by incorporating elements of social constructionism and poststructuralism to offer an account of twin identities that is less concerned with the internal psyche than with the external forces and representation influences on the production of the category of twins.’

Dr Ken McLaughlin, Senior Lecturer, Manchester Metropolitan University, UK

‘This is a very important contribution to the fields of cultural studies, identity and social psychology. The author’s engagement of cultural and first person accounts in an attempt to understand identities, their performance and the emerging social narratives as products of social construction makes it rich. Discourses on representation; its impact on the construction of, and creation of ‘narrativised’ performative sequences of identity in the structural representation of society are even more engaging. As a study on social psychology, the book also discusses a very important concept of the subject position by focusing on how twins find themselves assuming different roles and performative identities in society; most of which are products of social construction and continuously represented through structural mind maps of belonging and narratives. Further, as an important contribution to the field, the author challenges us to critically understand identity formation as a structured sequential narrative, which begins with the birth of an individual, who becomes the socially constructed ‘other’ and is offered a subject position to which boundaries of belonging also emerge.’

Dr Brilliant Sigabade Mhlanga, School of Humanities, University of Hertfordshire, UK






Identical Twins

In Identical Twins: The Social Construction and Performance of Identity in Culture and Society, Ncube conceptualises twin identity as a multi-layered dynamic that changes through performance, and explores twin identity through a social constructionist approach.

Until now, mainstream twin studies have mostly sought to explain social phenomena about twins from ‘inside’ the person, providing their explanations in terms of internal entities such as personality structures with an obvious underlying essentialist assumption. By examining the theories of Michel Foucault and Judith Butler, Ncube shows that the ‘identity’ of twins is managed in both an academic and cultural context, and in relation to specific audiences.

Relocating the explanations that we gather in social research, including in qualitative research in psychology, the book focuses its enquiry on the social practices and interactions that people engage in with each other, not delving ‘inside’ the person. Using real-world twin accounts, the book maps out the social construction of twin identity, and allows for the twins’ own voices to be examined in relation to twin experiences.

Also addressing aspects of being misunderstood, as well as the idea of misunderstanding oneself, this book is fascinating reading for students and researchers in critical and cultural psychology, and anyone interested in twin studies.

Dr Mvikeli Ncube is a Visiting Teaching Fellow at Manchester Metropolitan University, UK, in the Faculty of Health, Psychology and Social Care. He is also an associate researcher with Caribbean African Health Network based in the same University. Ncube has published articles on Cultural Psychology and Social Identity.
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Foreword

This book goes to the heart of psychology, taking up one of the key motifs in psychological research that has developed in Europe and then around the world in the last century and a half. Twins exemplify how the discipline of psychology treats its objects of research. Psychology treats the twins it studies as objects rather than subjects, and most ‘twin research’ turns out not really to be about the lives and experience of being a twin at all. Rather, the twins are used as little living laboratory specimens, convenient for the psychologist who is able to pretend that, because each twin in a pair supposedly lives the same life, so the ‘nurture’ bit of the equation can be bracketed off in order to leave behind the ‘nature’ of the psychological being that psychology invariably searches for. One half of a pair of twins thus functions as a ‘control’ group and the other half as an ‘experimental’ group. But, as this book makes very clear, the two halves of a pair of twins do not at all live the same lives. Their twin is both the ‘same’ as them in some respects and an ‘other’ to them in other respects.

In order to appreciate this complex nature of twin-hood, we need to step back and understand how and why psychology as a discipline has been obsessed with twins as part of its method rather than as the substance of its research reports. Twins pose an enigma to psychology that cannot easily be decoded within the standard experimental frame of the discipline, and this is why Mvikeli Ncube turns to qualitative research to locate twin experience in the context of history and culture. He explores the way in which representations of twins in literature and films frame our understanding of twins and the understanding that twins have of themselves, how discourse pertaining to twin-hood is liable at every twist and turn of the narrative to fall into the trap of ‘understanding’ twins within the frame of commonsense, a commonsense understanding that psychology repeats. No wonder twins often feel misunderstood.

The enigma of being a twin is enclosed in a series of discourses that include the phenomenon of coupledom. To treat a pair of twins as a couple seems to resolve the paradox that, on the one hand, twins are divided from each other – they are not the single self-same individual distributed into two separate bodies – and, on the other, they do often share to a significant extent their particular life history. Twins thus stand just at the edge of the ‘rational unitary subject’ so beloved of mainstream laboratory-experimental psychology. They are not completely separate from each other, two unitary subjects, and neither do they function together as one unitary subject. This book thus unravels what it really might mean to live as Identical Twins, and so this is a study of The Social Construction and Performance of Identity in Culture and Psychology that itself stands at the edge of psychological research, throwing light on that mainstream research from the standpoint of critical psychology. This is part of psychology and at the edge of it, ‘outwith’ psychology, as twins themselves are.

Ian Parker

University of Manchester
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 Introduction



On Monday 19 May 2014, a widely-read free newspaper in the UK, the Metro, carried a headline story about ‘yob twins’ who were ‘both jailed’ because police ‘failed to tell them apart’. In the newspaper, just below the headline and before the story, was a picture of Ryan Seymour, taken from his Facebook account. Below the picture was a caption that portrayed Ryan Seymour and his brother as ‘double trouble’. The story’s first line described how twin brothers who were caught on camera taking part in a mass brawl were given the ‘same jail sentence’ owing to police failure to tell them apart. This sentence and the details of this story offer an important insight into some of the experiences of identical twins and the social construction of their identity – which is the focus of this book. I cite this story to begin my book because it offers insight into almost everything I deal with within it, to varying degrees. It illustrates some interesting questions in terms of twin experiences and the social construction of their identity, which I discuss at length in different chapters. For example, the question of conventional stereotypes of ‘twin similarity’ is evidenced by repeated collective reference to them as ‘twins’ not as unique individuals and the similar treatment by the judge who gave them ‘similar jail terms’ despite the fact that one twin did more than the other in committing the crime.

The following points in the story illustrate important things about the social construction of twin identity. First, the issue of undermining individual uniqueness of twins, imposing of similarity on them and treating them as a unit, which results in the construction of a ‘couple’ rather than two unique individual identities. It is noteworthy that the journalist chose to construct a joint identity for the headline, referring to Ryan and Grant Seymour as ‘twins’ despite knowing their full names. That joint identity also introduces a metaphor for couple representation, which I address in detail in Chapter 5, treating the twins as a unit. The phrase ‘double trouble’ further emphasises the metaphor of a couple, while undermining the brothers as individual subjects, something I deal with extensively in Chapter 3. Throughout the story Ryan and Grant are referred to by their full names only once, while the term ‘twins’ appears at least three times.

Second, the article speaks to the issue of underlying assumptions about twin similarity. It is very interesting that, although the twin brothers have unique names that do not rhyme (Ryan and Grant), the journalist constructed and imposed the stereotype of ‘rhyme’ upon them by calling them ‘double trouble’. Not only does that term impose similarity on the siblings, it also potentially reinforces notions of pathology, prejudice and stigma in relation to identical twins.

Third, the story illustrates how twin identity can be performed. Ryan and Grant Seymour are described as wearing blue shorts and being stripped to the waist during the time of the attack – as a result of which the police could not prove ‘who did what’. From the context of the story it appears they deliberately adopted a confusing identity. I address the issue of ‘performance of twin identity’ in Chapter 4, including construction of identity around similarity, team work, complimentary halves and identity confusion.

I find the social construction of twin identity problematic in this story because the reporting repeats the limitations of mainstream psychological research, where conventional stereotypes of a supposed ‘twin similarity’ are reinforced thereby undermining personal uniqueness and authentic individual differences. In addition, notions of twin pathology, prejudice and stigma are also reinforced in the way the story describes twins.

This story makes a significant contribution in setting up this book, especially the arguments I make for using a social constructionist approach in the following chapters because in mainstream psychological studies the ‘voices’ of twins are missing.

Twins next door

Identical twins seem to be ‘natural’ subjects of curiosity in Western society. A friend of mine who is an identical twin, who lives in Leeds and who was my neighbour, told me one day how she and her twin sibling were always questioned whenever they went out in public together. She explained that I was not the only one who asked them personal questions about their lives and experiences; rather, they were accustomed to addressing inquiries from strangers regarding their twinship, in the street and other public spaces. My friend told me that the most frequently posed questions were the following: do twins have a special way of communicating with each other; what is it like to be a twin; do you envy others who are ‘normal people’; why does one of you wear bracelets and the other not; who is the good and who is the evil twin; what type of twins are you; do twins run in your family; why don’t your names rhyme; and is there a way of telling you apart? Our discussion that day of the various ways in which people react to identical twins made me curious about and interested in the subject. It made me think that there must probably be something unusual about identical twins. In fact, that entire conversation went a long way in influencing me to write this book. It left me with more questions than answers. The two key questions that I kept asking myself after that conversation were: does all this mean that identical twins are different from the rest of us who are not twins and what is the background to these questions and the curiosity surrounding identical twins?

By then I was studying for my BSc (honours) in psychology, and I took the opportunity to examine some of the questions we had discussed by conducting a narrative study on identical twins for my dissertation. However, I interviewed only one participant, my friend, and thus my findings did not satisfy either of us; I felt more could be done. I resolved to take the study to a higher level and to extend it to a larger scale, which eventually led to the writing of this book.

Why self-identified identical twins?

Although identical twins usually share similar physical characteristics, only a DNA test can accurately establish their authenticity; indeed, fraternal twins and even siblings can look very similar (Gale, 2006). I am aware that it could be argued that there is no biological evidence to prove that this study’s participants were really identical twins and that they should have been DNA tested to ensure such. However, my study was conducted with self-identified identical twins because my interest focused on the social construction of identical twin identity; hence, it was that self-identity as an identical twin that was of most importance in this book.

Significance of twin studies

Despite general, although varied, interest in identical twins throughout the world, and across historical periods, the notion of identical twinship appears to be of particular and specifically psychological interest to many people in Western society. Identical twins play a significant role in a number of academic debates; for example, twin studies have allowed psychologists to investigate the role and value of inherited and environmental factors in personality traits and behaviours. Numerous and substantial findings have been generated from identical twin studies and these have had an impact not only in the discipline of psychology but also medicine and genetics, for example. The study and understanding of traits such as intelligence, aggression, alcoholism, criminality and schizophrenia have all been transformed by ‘evidence’ gathered from identical twin studies (Gale, 2006).

Psychological twin studies, particularly studies of identical twins, offer a means to distinguish between the effects of tendencies inherent from birth and those resulting from life circumstances. Not only do twin studies facilitate the exploration of inherent and environmental factors, but they also help explore different variations of personality features (ibid.). Identical twin studies have further afforded psychologists a means of studying both underlying human behavioural and physical variations (Segal, 2010). Twin studies have also been used in psychology to compare and assess cognitive and psychological functioning. Further, researchers have taken advantage of the similarities in the genetic make-up of identical twins to examine aspects of health as well as behaviour, in order to assess the influence of genes and the environment. Much insight has been generated through twin studies in terms of health issues, including obesity and alcoholism. Psychologists interested in cognitive functions, such as memory, have also benefitted from twin studies, as memory is argued to be influenced by genetic factors (Gale, 2006).

Evolutionary psychologists also use evidence gathered from twin studies to establish genetic determination. Studying twin groups facilitates psychologists’ understanding of how the combination of genes and the environment interacts and affects character (ibid.). This further allows psychologists to explore the effects of the interaction between nurture and nature regarding other aspects of character such as values, strengths and vulnerabilities (Segal, 1990). Adopted twin studies are also valuable to psychologists, in making room for researchers to assess and determine the influence of natural and genetic factors on development. According to Gale (2006), the value and importance of studying identical twins have been acknowledged by researchers worldwide because results have wide implications for education, social care and health policy. Even though such twin studies have made a significant contribution to the body of knowledge, a closer critical look at their methods and working terms leaves the credibility of their findings weak and questionable. I expand on this point in Chapter 2.

Identical – monozygotic – twins are produced when one fertilised egg divides into two identical halves following conception. Such twins share a gender and common genetic information; most often they also share a similar physical appearance (Walters, 1989). The word ‘twin’ is thought to derive from the ancient German word ‘twine’, which means two together (ibid.). The scientific study of twins is called gemellology. Twins can either be fraternal, sharing half of their genetic information, or identical, sharing all their genetic information (ibid.).

Deng et al. (2014) suggested that individuals differ from one another in all sorts of ways, including siblings who share the same parents. The biological differences in question are called ‘variation’ and identical twins are not exceptions when it comes to these differences. According to Deng et al., due to variation, identical twins can have a different propensity for disease and can also be noticeably different from each other in terms of their physical appearance. Deng et al. argue that dynamic and random allelic expression – the way in which different forms of a gene produce variations in a genetically inherited trait – does at times lead to different blends of some traits, even when it comes to identical twins. The randomness of allelic expression is therefore very helpful in accounting for differences between identical twins in areas such as disease (ibid.).

According to Martin (2011), there are fewer male than female identical twins in the world because males are more susceptible to death in the uterus. These authors also claim that the birth of identical twins occurs at a rate of about three in every one thousand babies born worldwide. According to the statistics provided on the Twins UK website (www.twinsuk.co.uk), one-third of all twins in the world are identical. The website further notes that Nigeria has the highest rate of birth of identical twins in the world and China the lowest. America, Asia and Latin America all have low multiple birth rates and hence have fewer identical twins.

In 2012, according to government statistics cited on the Twins UK website, identical twins account for one in 250 births in the UK. It is also presently assumed that 33 per cent of twins in the UK are identical and approximately 66 per cent are fraternal. Preedy (2007), writing on the Twins UK website, suggested that, despite the large number of twins in the UK, most schools have no particular policy to address their education, be they identical or fraternal. In the next chapter, I focus on cultural representations of twins.







1

 Cultural representations of twins



This chapter looks at cultural representations of twins because these are connected to the social context within which the social construction of twin identity takes place. The chapter does not treat identities as always existing and producing culture, but culture and social context are treated as changing over time and creating identities. Also, as culture changes over time so too does the experience of being a twin. This point addresses not only the question of why I focus on cultural representations of twins, it also sheds light on why the book goes on to address twin representations through interviews with such people. These interviews are not simply about experience, but about experience as represented and constructed in language. For, as Scott (1991) suggests, in order to understand the repressive mechanisms that shape the experiences of particular social groups, we need to consider the historical and cultural processes that, through language and discourse, help to socially construct those experiences. In the chapter that follows, I start this process by examining the cultural matrix of twin representations within which twins live and build their own representations of themselves and their worlds.

This chapter looks at representations of identical twins in Western society and the way in which their identity is accounted for. In this chapter, I particularly focus on films and books, as they are a rich source of twin representations in Western culture. This chapter, among other things, offers a socio-cultural review of the Western context for those interested in conducting research on twin identity or accounts of twins’ lives. This chapter aims to highlight how identical twins are represented in Western popular culture and to critically discuss the implications and significance of such representations of identical twins and of Western society at large. I argue that the representation of twins in popular culture misrepresents them and I question why twins’ own voices are missing in those representations.

This chapter seeks to review themes that emerge from a broad range of cultural texts, such as one play and films and books. I draw on thematic analysis, as described by Braun and Clarke (2006), to identify and review the patterns of data. I want to provide a rich thematic review of twin representations so that the reader can gain a clear sense of predominant twin themes in Western popular culture. The review in this chapter does not go beyond what is written in the texts. It focuses solely on how identical twins are represented in the films, books and play. I then critically discuss the significance, implications and meanings of those representations of identical twins and Western society at large in light of other studies too.

Culture, according to Griffin (2000, p. 17), can be seen ‘as traditional and communicated meanings and practices [focusing] on how these meanings and practices are lived individually, how they affect identities and subjectivities’. This chapter briefly outlines the concept of representation and presents some theory of visual and written fictional and cultural representation. I briefly explore both cultural and social representations, as these overlap and affect each other, including through their social effects. I then focus on the representations of identical twins in three different kinds of text (Western films and books and one play), before drawing conclusions about the possible implications of these representations on our understanding of identical twins within Western society. I acknowledge, too, that the cultural representations I focus on are not limited to identical twins but can also be seen as relevant to other close sibling relationships, such as those between brothers and sisters and heterozygotic (non-identical) twins. However, I find that these cultural representations are more prominent and frequent in relation to identical twins. It is also important to note that cultural representations are not the only factors that affect how people understand or react to identical twins; other factors play a role too, such as economic and micro-social factors.

Before I move on to my review, I should make it clear that the Western narratives of twins draw from a common, specific culture. Amongst other examples, African cultural images of twins are very different to those in the West. Although my interviewees did include pairs of twins who were born in non-Western cultures, all interviews were conducted in the UK and all the twins drew from Western culture. This book is therefore predominantly rooted in Western understandings of twins, and concentrates in this chapter on Western popular cultural representations.

‘Representation’ was defined by Ussher et al.
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