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KOLLOQUIEN ZUR VOR- 
UND FRÜHGESCHICHTE 27

Welche Spuren hinterlassen vergangene Kulturen, Gemeinscha� en und soziale Grup-
pen? Wer sind die historischen Akteure, die uns durch Texte, Bilder und Dinge über-
liefert werden? Wie stehen wir heute zu diesen in Beziehung? Die Suche nach Iden-
titäten spielte für die Altertumswissenscha� en von Beginn an eine große Rolle, auch 
wenn der Begri�  der Identität sich erst in der zweiten Häl� e des 20. Jahrhunderts 
langsam als mehr oder minder refl ektierter Terminus durchsetzte. Obwohl immer 
wieder der Nutzen des Identitätskonzeptes in Frage gestellt wird, bleiben Identitäten 
und ihre Erforschung dennoch ein zentrales und hochaktuelles Thema. Die Beiträge 
in diesem Band wollen klären, ob und wie dieses Konzept in den Altertumswissen-
scha� en für konkrete Untersuchungen zu ‚übersetzen‘ ist und welche Implikationen 
damit einhergehen. Dabei beleuchten sie auch, welche Rolle die Altertumswissen-
scha� en und ihre Praktiken bei modernen Identitätskonstituierungen einnehmen. 
Neben Theorien, Konzepten und Zugängen werden in diesem Band die Wechselspie-
le zwischen Identität und Wissen, Raum sowie Repräsentation inter- und transdiszi-
plinär untersucht. Archäologisch-historische Perspektiven auf Identität werden daher 
ergänzt durch Beiträge aus der Philosophie, Ethnologie und Humangeographie. So 
werden nicht nur verschiedene mit Identitätskonstituierungen und der Identitätsfor-
schung einhergehende Herausforderungen angesprochen, sondern auch mit 
Identitäts(re)konstruktionen verbundene Praktiken und Produkte untersucht. Das 
Spektrum reicht dabei von Ritualen und Narrativen über materielle Kultur sowie bild-
liche und textliche Darstellungen bis hin zu Raumbezügen, Verbreitungskarten und 
der Zirkulation von Wissen.

Kerstin P. Hofmann (Hrsg.)
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Vorwort der Herausgeberin

Das Thema Identität stand im Mittelpunkt einer inter-
nationalen Tagung zu „Ancient Identities and Modern 
Identification. Space, Knowledge and Representation“ 
des Exzellenzclusters „Topoi. The Formation and Trans-
formation of Space and Knowledge“ am 18. und 19. Juni 
2015 im Jacob-und-Wilhelm-Grimm-Zentrum der 
Humboldt-Universität zu Berlin in Berlin-Mitte. Ex-
pert*innen aus verschiedenen Disziplinen – u. a. der 
Archäologie, Geschichte, Philologie, Ethnologie und 
Geographie – sprachen anhand konkreter Beispiele über 
Identitätspraktiken der Antike und der Moderne mit 
Bezug auf die Altertumswissenschaften. Diskutiert wur-
de darüber, welche Spuren wir von vergangenen Kultu-
ren und Gemeinschaften finden und wie wir heute zu 
historischen Akteuren in Beziehung stehen. Die Ant-
worten auf solche Fragen, die meist Formulierungen wie 
„die Griechen“, „die Germanen“, „die Elite“, „Jäger“ oder 
„Sammlerinnen“ enthalten, interessieren nicht nur die 
Altertumswissenschaften. Bis heute werden solche Zu-
schreibungen zur Legitimation von Machtansprüchen 
und zu Ein- und Ausgrenzungen in Politik und Gesell-
schaft, aber auch im Privatleben verwendet. Doch lässt 
sich der moderne Begriff der Identität überhaupt auf das 
Altertum übertragen? Und wie gehen wir mit aktuellen 
Identitätspolitiken um, die sich auf die Vergangenheit 
beziehen? Nach Erörterungen zu „Theorien – Konzepte 
– Zugänge“ wurden die für das Exzellenzcluster zentra-
len Themen Wissen, Raum und Repräsentation in Bezug 
auf Identität thematisiert.

Aufbauend auf den Vorarbeiten der Forschungsgrup-
pe „Historische Sinnbildung. Interdisziplinäre Untersu-
chungen zur Struktur, Logik und Funktion des Ge-
schichtsbewußtseins im interkulturellen Vergleich“ am 
Zentrum für interdisziplinäre Forschung der Universität 
Bielefeld, zweier DFG-Sonderforschungsbereiche – dem 
Leipziger SFB 417 „Regionale Identifikationsprozesse. 
Das Beispiel Sachsen“ (1999–2002) und dem Freiburger 
SFB 541 „Identitäten und Alteritäten. Die Funktion von 
Alterität für die Konstitution und Konstruktion von 
Identität“ (1997–2003) – und einem Schwerpunktpro-
gramm am Deutschen Archäologischen Institut Rom zu 
„Italische Kulturen des 7.–3. Jahrhunderts v. Chr. in Süd-
italien und Sizilien“ der Gerda Henkel-Stiftung ist die 
Veranstaltung hervorgegangen aus der intensiven Aus-
einandersetzung mit dem Thema im Rahmen des Exzel
lenzclusters Topoi. In Topoi I (2007–2012) fand diese fe-

derführend organisiert durch die Cross Sectional Group 
V „Space & Collective Identities” der research area E 
„The Processing of Space” am Deutschen Archäologi-
schen Institut Berlin unter Leitung von Hans-Joachim 
Gehrke statt, koordiniert von mir. In Topoi II (2012–
2019) wurde diese dann weitergeführt von der key topic 
group „identities: space and knowledge related identifica-
tion“, die bis September 2016 als Nachwuchsgruppe an 
der Freien Universität Berlin von mir und danach von 
Stefan Schreiber geleitet wurde. Diese war in Topoi II der 
Area B „Constructing Historical Space“ und der von Jörg 
Klinger und mir bzw. Stefan Schreiber geleiteten For-
schungsgruppe B-4 „space – identity – locality. The con-
struction of knowledge related identity spaces“ zugeord-
net (http://www.topoi.org/research-programm/). Die 
Arbeiten wurden überaus konstruktiv begleitet von ei-
nem think tank; dessen Mitglieder waren in Topoi I: Se-
bastian Brather (Frühgeschichtliche Arch., Freiburg), 
Ute Daniel (Neuere Geschichte, Braunschweig), Peter 
Haslinger (Osteuropäische Geschichte, Gießen/Mar-
burg), Susanne Hummel (Historische Anthropologie, 
Göttingen), Matthias Jung (Soziologie, Frankfurt), Wal-
traud Kokot (Ethnologie, Hamburg), Stefan Pfänder 
(Philologie, Freiburg), Ulrike Sommer (Prähistorische 
Archäologie, London), Jürgen Straub (Sozialpsychologie, 
Bochum), Peter Weichhart (Humangeographie, Wien); 
und in Topoi II: Doris Bachmann-Medick (Kulturwis-
senschaften, Gießen), Sebastian Brather (Frühgeschicht-
liche Arch., Freiburg), Hans-Joachim Gehrke (Alte 
Geschichte, Freiburg), Ivo Hajnal (Historische Sprach-
wissenschaften, Innsbruck), Peter Haslinger (Osteuro-
päische Geschichte, Gießen/Marburg), Matthias Jung 
(Soziologie, Frankfurt), André Lardinois (Classics, 
Nijmegen), Shalini Randeria (Ethnologie, Soziologie, 
Genf), Ulrike Sommer (Prähistorische Archäologie, 
London), Roland Steinacher (Geschichte, Wien), Jürgen 
Straub (Sozialpsychologie, Bochum), Isabel Toral-Niehoff 
(Islamwissenschaften, Mainz), Miguel John Versluys 
(Archäologie, Leiden), Peter Weichhart (Humangeogra-
phie, Wien). Der Tagung gingen zahlreiche Veranstal-
tungen – Forschungsseminare mit Fellows und über-
wiegend auch publiziert vorliegende Workshops und 
Tagungen – voraus. Sie wurden durch die Mitarbeit vieler 
(Nachwuchs-)Wissenschaftler*innen unterstützt, ge-
nannt seien hier exemplarisch Anca Dan, Helen Dawson, 
Stefanie Samida, Catalin Popa und Felix Wiedemann.
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Vorwort der Herausgeberin

Die Tagung wurde begleitet von einer Lehrveranstal-
tung an der Freien Universität Berlin im Modul „Inter-
disziplinäre Perspektiven der Prähistorischen Archäolo-
gie“. Anhand der von den Studierenden selbst gewählten 
Themen sowie der Vorträge der Tagung und eines 
Abendvortrages von Johannes Nollé über „Die Thraker 
– Spurensuche nach einem verschollenen Volk“ wurde 
nicht nur über die Chancen und Herausforderungen des 
Identitätskonzeptes und über neue Ansätze der Identi-
tätsforschung intensiv diskutiert, sondern auch ganz 
praktisch Einblick in die Organisation einer Tagung 
gewährt. Gerade die Möglichkeit, von verschiedenen 
Personen das Thema aus unterschiedlichen Fachper-
spektiven beleuchtet zu hören, kam dabei besonders gut 
an. Es zeigt sich, dass Lehre durch Verbundforschung 
bereichert werden kann und Theorie und Empirie auch 
mit der Vermittlung von Praktiken der Wissenschaft 
sehr gut kombinierbar ist. Last but not least ist der 2009 
in Berlin etablierte Theorie-Lesezirkel zu erwähnen, in 
dem viele zentrale Referenztexte, die sich auch in diesem 
Band zitiert finden, gemeinsam diskutiert wurden. Er 
findet inzwischen im Rahmen des Berliner Antike-
Kollegs und des Verbunds Archäologie Rhein-Main 
(https://varm.hypotheses.org/category/ag/theorie) seine 
Fortführung und hat erfreulicherweise auch weitere 
Gründungen von Lesezirkel- und Diskussionskreisen 
angeregt (www.agtida.de/aktivitaeten-und-output/
lesezirkel-und-diskussionskreise/).

Wenn gut sieben Jahre vergehen, bis nach einer er-
folgreichen Tagung die zugehörige Publikation er-
scheint, dann gibt es dafür sicherlich viele gute oder 
weniger gute Gründe, umso mehr ist allen daran Betei-
ligten dafür zu danken, dass sie dem Projekt – auch trotz 
Publikationsortswechseln – treu geblieben sind. Dass 
ihre vielschichtige Betrachtung des Tagungsthemas ihre 
Aktualität wie Relevanz behielt, ist nicht zuletzt den – 
politischen, gesellschaftlichen wie wissenschaftlichen – 
Entwicklungen geschuldet; dies deutete sich zwar schon 
damals an, war letztlich aber in diesem Umfange sicher-
lich nicht einzuschätzen. Der Schwerpunkt des Bandes 
liegt auf einer archäologisch-historischen Perspektive 
auf Identität, ergänzt durch wichtige Beiträge aus der 
Philosophie, Ethnologie und Humangeographie. Im 
Rahmen der Tagung wurde diese von Jörg Klinger, Jan 
Stenger und Tudor Andrei Sala noch um eine philologi-
sche und religionswissenschaftliche Sichtweise ergänzt, 

die z. T. in der Einleitung kurz aufgegriffen werden. 
Neben der Publikation einer großen Zahl der Tagungs-
beiträge konnte ich erfreulicherweise Susanne Grun-
wald und Antonia Davidovic-Walther als zusätzliche 
Autorinnen für den Sammelband gewinnen. Mein Dank 
gilt allen zuvor genannten Mitstreiter*innen und den 
zahlreichen Diskussionsteilnehmer*innen, insbesonde-
re den Chairs der Themenblöcke: Erich Kistler, Werner 
Kogge und Philipp von Rummel.

Danken möchte ich ferner dem Berliner Exzellenz-
cluster „Topoi. The Formation and Transformation of 
Space and Knowledge“ und hier allen voran Friederike 
Fless und Michael Meyer, die die Arbeit der u. a. auch für 
die Vernetzung des Exzellenzclusters zuständigen For-
schungsgruppe stets mit großem Interesse verfolgt und 
gefördert haben. Mein persönlicher Dank geht ferner an 
Hans-Joachim Gehrke, der trotz seiner hohen Arbeits-
belastung stets Zeit gefunden hat für die zahlreichen 
Aktivitäten der Forschungsgruppe und sehr anregende 
Gespräche, mir zugleich aber auch viel Unterstützung 
und Freiraum für die Entwicklung und Verwirklichung 
eigener Ideen gab. Gedankt sei auch dem Topoi-Organi-
sationsteam, das den Ablauf der Tagung und seine 
Nachbereitung erst in der gewünschten Form ermög-
lichte, stellvertretend namentlich erwähnen möchte ich 
hier Felix Levenson und Sandra Feix – Koordination der 
Area B des Exzellenzcluster Topoi – Nina Diezemann 
und Birgit Nennstiel – Öffentlichkeitsarbeit der FU und 
Topoi – sowie Blandina Stöhr, Jana Eger, Torsten Renner 
und später Anna Loy – mehr als nur studentische Hilfs-
kräfte von Topoi. Besonders hervorgehoben sei jedoch 
Stefan Schreiber, der als studentische Hilfskraft die Ar-
beit begann, dann als Doktorand der Nachwuchsgruppe 
viele Veranstaltungen mitgestaltete und letztlich als 
PostDoc das key topic übernahm; auch heute ist er im-
mer noch einer meiner wichtigsten Diskussionspartner, 
wenn es um Konzepte und Theorien in der Archäologie 
geht. Dem Team der Redaktion der RGK und insbeson-
dere Alexander Gramsch und Hans-Ulrich Voß sowie 
Johannes Gier, Julia Hahn, Julienne Schrauder, Oliver 
Wagner und Tamara Ziemer wiederum danke ich ganz 
herzlich für die gute Zusammenarbeit und den Transfer 
des Manuskriptes in die neue Publikationsumgebung.

Frankfurt am Main, Dezember 2021
Kerstin P. Hofmann
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Tagung: Kurzbeschreibung und Programm 
von 2015
von Kerstin P. Hofmann

Die Suche nach Identitäten spielte in den Altertumswissen-
schaften seit deren Anfängen immer eine große Rolle; auch 
wenn der Begriff der Identität sich erst in der zweiten Hälf-
te des 20. Jahrhunderts als mehr oder minder reflektierter 
Terminus langsam durchgesetzt hat. Wurde andernorts – 
allerdings ohne großen Erfolg – schon das Ende der Debat-
ten über Identität verkündet, scheint Identität hier erst 
noch zu einem zentralen Schlüsselbegriff zu werden und 
dies obwohl über die Frage, ob Identität eine conditio hu-
mana ist, in den Sozial- und Kulturwissenschaften äußerst 
kontrovers diskutiert wird. Statt das in der Moderne ent-
wickelte Konzept einfach auf die Vergangenheit zu über-
tragen, soll im Rahmen der Clustertagung diskutiert wer-
den, wie und ob es in den Altertumswissenschaften für 
konkrete Untersuchungen zu ‚übersetzen‘ ist und welche 
Implikationen damit einhergehen. Ferner werden die Al-
tertumswissenschaften und ihre Praktiken in Bezug auf 

ihre Rolle bei modernen Identitätskonstituierungen the-
matisiert. In vier Themenblöcken – 1) Identität: Theorien 
– Konzepte – Zugänge, 2) Identität und Raum, 3) Identität 
und Wissen, 4) Identität und Repräsentation – sollen dabei 
u. a. folgende Fragen erörtert werden:

–– Welche Theorien und Konzepte der Identitätsfor-
schung gab und gibt es bzw. können für die Alter-
tumswissenschaften und ihre spezifischen Quellen 
(Texte, Bilder, Dinge) entwickelt werden?

–– Wie rekurriert(e) man bei Identitätskonstruktionen 
auf Raum?

–– Wie wirken sich verschiedene Arten des Transfers 
und der Verortung von Wissen auf die Konstituierung 
von Identitäten aus?

–– In welchem konkreten Zusammenhang stehen Re-
präsentation und Identität?
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Identity and the material – Aspects of a fragile 
relationship
by Hans Peter Hahn
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“When one wishes to study men, one has to look 
close by; but in order to study man, one has to learn 
to cast one’s eyes far off; first one has to observe the 
differences in order to discover the properties.”1

(Jean-Jacques Rosseau)

Introduction

More than 40 years ago, the French anthropologist 
Claude Lévi-Strauss mentioned that it is hardly possible 
to deal with ‘identity’ without a critical consideration of 
the related concepts. Lévi-Strauss intended to find a 
broader definition of ‘identity’, one that should not be 
confined to the description of identitary features of ‘the 
other’, but rather to the relation between the anthropol-
ogist and the group, he is dealing with. Lévi-Strauss re-
ferred to the above quote of Rousseau and challenged 
thereby the aspect of implicit ‘othering’ when describing 
the ‘identity’ of whatever group2. Similar to what he did 
with his path-breaking remarks on totemism3, he in-
tended to undo with any generalising category like 
‘identity’. Instead, he aimed at establishing a structural 
category of ‘separation’ or ‘distinction’ that is applicable 
to a different degree in all societies. Obviously, Lévi-
Strauss’ idea is highly appealing. But, after all, he was 

unable to stop the career of the term ‘identity’ and – to 
my knowledge – his intention to replace identity by a 
more general term has never found a greater resonance.

Thus, we still have to ask: What is identity? And: 
Why is this term’s career so absolutely unstoppable? 
One reason for its wide appreciation probably has to do 
with its transdisciplinary character. ‘Identity’ – much 
alike ‘culture’ and ‘agency’ – is a typical ‘travelling 
concept’4. It cannot be contained in the realm of one 
single discipline. Instead, it has equal rights but differ-
ent understandings in psychology as well as in anthro-
pology, history and sociology. It seems as if the shift 
from one discipline to another regularly strengthens 
the impact of the term. The multiplicity of meanings 
and the huge range of different usages render the term 
so powerful that it overcomes the inherent weakness 
regarding the definition.

1 Rousseau 1998, 305.
2 Benoist et al. 1977, 16.

3 Lévi-Strauss 1962.
4 Bal 2002; Neumann / Nünning 2012.
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However, my contribution shall not dwell in pure crit-
icism against the concept of ‘identity’. Instead I shall start 
with the reference to a few basic but important meanings 
of the early usage of identity. This is not intended to sub-
stitute a definition in the sense of the term, but it contrib-
utes to highlight some core features of ‘identity’. After 
that, the following parts of this contribution are dedicat-
ed to some metaphors of identity, as they have recently 
been used in anthropology and cultural studies.

By juxtaposing these metaphors, which had been 
presented originally in order to operationalise identity, I 
show some trends in current usages of the concept. It is 
possible to perceive these metaphors as ‘manuals’ that 
instruct the theoretically less inclined users on how to 
use ‘identity’ when dealing with material culture. After 
shortly presenting these metaphors, I shall ask in the last 
section: Do these images contribute to a different and 
more complex understanding of material culture? In 
conclusion, I argue that this comparison generates a new 
perspective on material culture and enables the re-
searcher to develop a more differentiated view on ‘iden-
titary objects’, especially on its multiple meanings.

Before I engage in a more detailed discussion of the 
meanings of ‘identity’, I would like to add a personal 
note. For sure, I have encountered the term ‘identity’ 
many times since I work in academia. As a matter of fact, 
the term is quite popular amongst the students of an-
thropology, although it is used very often in a naïve and 
essentialising manner. On a regular basis, I did reject 
such simplifying uses of identity and highlighted the 
term’s limitations by comparing it with the notion of 
‘ethnicity’. By referring to Frederic Barth, the differ
ences seem to be obvious: Whereas ‘identity’ is some-
thing negotiable and contextual, ‘ethnicity’ is signifi-
cantly closer to history and long term processes5.

It appeared to me that identity is somehow a prod-
uct of a shrinking process, making out of a strong con-
cept (‘ethnicity’) a weaker one, something that does not 
require any more to consider the broader image. Still in 
the same logic, I considered ‘identity’ as a profiteer 
from the increasing methodological complexity. This 
challenge consists in the paradigm of doing holistic in-
vestigations on society, one that would draw in clear 
lines the collective aspects of what had been called “we-
group”, long time ago by Max Weber6. In short, I eval-
uated the rise of identity as a by-product of the decline 
of ‘ethnicity’ in the recent history of anthropology. In 
the sense of Thomas Kuhn7 the move from ethnicity 
and towards identity may be considered as a classical 
paradigm shift.

Still in the same vein, the loss of confidence in the 
scholarly concept (‘ethnicity’) appeared to me as the mo-
tivating factor for most anthropologists to turn towards 
identity. Today I have to acknowledge that this view 
might have been unjust. Approaching to the study of 
culture as a ref lexive project obliges us to re-evaluate the 
role of identity. The increasing usage of identity is not 
simply the ‘f lip side’ of the destruction of another con-
cept, but in the first place an articulation of a current 
trend in society. Using identity in order to explain dif-
ferences and specificity is not a thoughtless or naïve 
practice, but rather an outcome of the evolution of how 
society is perceived nowadays. Jean-Claude Kaufmann 
has formulated this very nicely and polemically by urg-
ing cultural scientists to leave the “empty halls of aca-
demic engagement with cultural complexes” and allow 
themselves to go where many people are speaking in 
their own state of mind8. This is namely, where people 
use the thorny, blurred concept of identity, which has so 
far not received any clear definition.

Preliminary remarks: Freudian perceptions preceding the 
career of identity

Doubtlessly, it is a reasonable starting point to refer 
shortly to a definition which might be placed at the ori-
gin of modern thinking about identity. At least the au-
thor, Sigmund Freud, should be considered as an author-
ity in the field. Although Freud did not deal extensively 

with ‘identity’, we can take his notes on the notion of 
‘Ego’ as a point of departure for the modern concept of 
the term. If we hypothetically equate the different as-
pects of the psychoanalytical ‘Ego’ with the capacity to 
articulate an identity, then we can draw some indica-

5 Barth 1969.
6 Weber 1972.

7 Kuhn 1962.
8 Kaufmann 2004.



63

Identity and the material – Aspects of a fragile relationship

tions from Freud’s writings. Freud is of particular rele-
vance on this behalf, because he stresses the instability 
of the ‘Ego’9.

During the timespan of his publications, Freud sub-
sequently developed several different concepts of the 
‘Ego’10. Whereas he did equate the ‘Ego’ with the ‘me’ in 
his early writings, he proposed a further differentiation 
after 1920. From that moment on, Freud called the ‘Ego’ 
an “Organisation of imaginations”. With that, Freud re-
ferred to a kind of physiological facilitation effect. Well 
established associations receive sufficient endogenous 
energy for stabilising themselves. The neuronal struc-
ture corresponds with the perception of a stabilised ego. 
For Freud, there were a number of limiting or enabling 
vectors of ‘Ego’ like: 1. unconscious, preconscious, con-
scious; 2. Id, Ego, Super-Ego.

Some of these terms are clearly separated from the 
‘Ego’. Obviously, the ‘Super-Ego’ cannot be the ‘Ego’! 
Other terminological distinctions are less clear. Freud 

suggests that the ‘Ego’ has an important role for the the-
ory of the neurosis: In this context, the ‘Ego’ constitutes 
a blocking of one’s desires. The ‘Ego’ can be overshad-
owed by an ‘Ideal-Ego’, whereas the ‘Ideal-Ego’ is not 
identical with the ‘Super-Ego’.

Jean Laplanche, who has given a comprehensive 
synthesis of the different aspects of the Freudian ‘Ego’ 
himself, presents a metaphor in order to summarise his 
understanding of how Freud defined the ‘Ego’: Follow-
ing Laplanche, the ‘Ego’ is a living vesicle, protected by 
a thick bark to the outside11. The metaphorical bark 
equates the organs of perception, which limit the influ-
ence of the environment. The ‘Ego’ is never simply an 
image of experienced stimuli. Rather, it selects, can in-
dependently determine its reactions, increase or de-
crease sensitivity. The basis of this metaphor points to 
the fact that Freud himself in his description oscillated 
between heteronomy and relative autonomy of the 
‘Ego’.

Some more metaphors for identity

It is striking how frequently the term ‘identity’ is adopt-
ed by referring to metaphors. Using metaphors seems to 
be a safe way to grasp the concept without determining 
what is precisely meant. Therefore, I have chosen to 
present in the following a small collection of metaphors 
and thereby engaging in a comparison of the strengths 
and weaknesses of the various metaphors. I do not sug-
gest a critical evaluation simply by pointing to the range 
of different metaphors. I intend to make explicit the 
sometimes-implicit connotations of the images used for 
describing ‘identity’. According Lakoff and Johnson 
metaphors should be evaluated as creative tools; they 
have the capacity of extending the range of meanings of 
the term in question12. More in particular, I am interest-
ed in such metaphors that highlight processes of ‘estab-
lishing an identitary object’ or, in contrast, to avoid the 
establishment of an objectification of identity (Fig. 1)13.

It is not exaggerated to say that current metaphors 
have not added much to the already mentioned one. Af-
ter dealing extensively with Freuds definitions of ‘Ego’, 
Laplanche, who is an outstanding expert for Freud’s oeu-
vre, concedes that the opacity of the term might be a sig-
nificant advantage, contributing to its current populari-

ty. As a matter of fact, nobody exactly knows what 
identity is14.

However, there is one aspect shared by most scholars 
using the term nowadays: They assume that identity 
should be conceptualised in the plural form as a rule. 
Every individual has several identities, at least in the 
postmodern era, but most probably since ever. Which 
partial identity achieves specific relevance at which time 
depends on the circumstances like the social environ-
ment, but also the priorities of the individuals them-
selves. Similar to the vesicle with the bark, every person 
may react in some contexts visibly whereas he or she re-
mains tacit in others. To have several identities means to 
have the freedom to switch between different identities, 
but also the obligation to adopt the right identity at the 
right moment. This is the basis of all metaphors. The 
difference between them is related to when and to which 
degree such changes between identities are possible. 
Each metaphor suggests different requirements for iden-
tity shifts.

A quite provoking but thoughtful metaphor has been 
used by Klaus Müller in his book entitled “The Magical 
Universe of Identity”15. At a first glance, lumping two 

9 Laplanche / Pontalis 1967, 189.
10 Corbey 1991.
11 Laplanche / Pontalis 1967, 191.
12 Lakoff / Johnson 1998.

13 Theweleit 2015.
14 Leve 2011.
15 Müller 1987.
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words with highly diffuse meanings together might not 
appear as an appropriate tactic in order to define ‘iden-
tity’. However, Müller’s “Magical Universe” can be con-
ceived as a quite strong metaphor, including the aspect 
of imagination (magic) and the ubiquitous (the uni-
verse). Identity, like magic, is something to learn and to 
gain control over. Everyone thinks that he/she has an 
identity and most of us consider themselves as managers 
of their own identity. This is the magic-side of identity. 
To put it in different words, one might even consider 
identity as an illusion, however an illusion that you have 
to have, because you are expected to do so16.

With regard to the members of any given society, we 
can assume that ‘having an identity’ is a feature available 
to all of them. The profile of the identity of individuals 
might be sharp or obfuscated, similar to the clear or 
blurred observation of planets and other elements of the 

universe. The universe is a representation of an ordered 
space, including quite different elements, like solar cen-
tres, planets and secondary satellites, like the moon. Ap-
plying this to identity highlights the regularity of iden-
tity as a phenomenon. Everyone has it, although its 
visibility is quite different. There is no society with equal 
identities for every member, like the solar system con-
sisting of unequal elements. The regularity of the plane-
tary orbit relates to the identities in the kinship system, 
with the emplacement in the village etc.

What is particular of this metaphor is the astonish-
ing stability of different identities in society. According 
to Müller, there is no radical change of identity. There 
are no conflicts. From a distance, those identities, which 
are not so much gleaming, are overarched by the strong 
visibility of the solar system as a whole, which equates 
the collective identity of the cultural group. From a dis-

16 Bayart 2005.

1  Metaphors of identity (from top left to bottom right): Identity as ‘universe’ (Müller 1987); identity as ‘patchwork’ (Keupp et al. 
1999); identity as ‘multi-room apartment’ (Theweleit 2015); identity as ‘fan’ (Fléty 2011).
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tance, the group identity hides the different individual 
identities.

A second, fairly popular metaphor refers to the 
patchwork. One of the authors presenting this metaphor 
is Heiner Keupp, a sociologist and psychologist17. At a 
first glance, a ‘patchwork’ is frequently perceived as 
something composed, consisting of different parts. The 
process of combining these parts, attaching one element 
to another – as it is done when fabricating a quilt – does 
not lead to the elimination of the uniqueness of each el-
ement: Even after combining the different pieces, it is 
still possible to identify each of them.

There is another, even more interesting connotation 
of the patchwork, related to the necessity to combine dif-
ferent elements. Still within the metaphor one could say: 
it is impossible to be satisfied with a simple, straight or 
uniform appearance. Quilting together is a basic activity 
of every modern individual, when managing his or her 
identity. Implicitly this refers to a particular kind of 
scarcity. One must select carefully from different sources 
in order to establish his or her individual pattern of one’s 
identity. The paradigmatic activity of selecting refers to 
consumption and more specifically to what every con-
sumer has to do in a department store or at the market: 
He selects between the commodities offered there. Ac-
cording to the rules of the market he selects whatever 
offers the maximum of use value or symbolic value. The 
same applies to elements of identity18: it is an obligation 
to select what appears appropriate.

The metaphor of a patchwork is based on the as-
sumption that one simple, straight or uniform identity is 
not sufficient. Instead everyone has to combine to as-
semble and to organise different partial identities. Re-
flection about identity, strategic work and planned activ-
ity seems to be implicit elements of this metaphor. 
Individual agency is the key, and Keupp himself uses the 
notion of ‘identitary work’ and the achievement of syn-
thesising one’s identity19.

Still another metaphor is the idea of ‘spaces of identi-
ty’. This refers to an image representing every individual 
as dwelling in a multi-room apartment of identity. This 
imagined apartment has chambers, each of them differ-
ently designed and representing part of his identity. Sim-
ilar to the patchwork metaphor, the changing from one 
partial identity to another is very well possible. As ex-
plained by Klaus Theweleit, it is even thinkable to close 
some doors, at least temporarily20. One might think that 
this is the image that offers the maximum of freedom of 
choice for the individual. However, there is one limita-

tion: Nobody can be simultaneously in two rooms. Fol-
lowing this metaphor, identity is an ‘either-or’ – although 
there might be a lot of choices, depending on the size and 
the number of rooms in the apartment.

I did find one ultimate metaphor in a contribution 
of the French anthropologist Laura Fléty21. She uses the 
image of a ‘fan’. According to this idea, every individu-
al has many identities. Everyone has the capacity to fan 
his identities in the appropriate moment. The ‘fan of 
identities’ is the strongest statement with regard to the 
agency of the individual actor. It is similar to the apart-
ment, insofar, as different aspects of identity can be 
shown one after the other. The specificity of this image 
refers to the capacity to close the fan, not to show any 
identity at all. Fléty introduced this metaphor in the 
context of her research with adolescents in Bolivia. Ob-
viously, for younger people it is a frequent practice not 
to boost a specific identity at whatever moment, but 
rather to carefully choose the appropriate moment of 
showing who they are.

It is on purpose that this metaphor is at the end of 
this little kaleidoscope of images, because it implicitly 
represents the strongest bias towards individual agency 
of all approaches to identity I dealt with. Starting with 
the image of Freud/Laplanche these metaphors implic-
itly refer to an increasing degree to the idea of ‘identity 
management’. There is a strong voluntarist moment in 
these images, referring to the potential of the members 
of society to design, to compose or make strategic use of 
identity. The short list, from (1) the vesicle, to (2) magi-
cal universe, to (3) patchwork, (4) apartment, and final-
ly the (5) fan, constantly assumes a considerable f lexi-
bility of the individual. None of these concepts takes 
into consideration that, at different moments of an indi-
vidual’s life cycle, the degree to which identity may be 
intentionally changed differs considerably. Obviously, 
identity is perceived as something more f lexible for 
younger individuals compared to those with a higher 
age. Most probably it is easier to change identity for a 
member of the elite than for others from the middle 
class.

Most probable, in many historical contexts, there 
was no choice of identity for the individual at all. Al-
though we have no tool for measuring the freedom to 
define the individual orientation with regards to norms 
and values, we can assume that this was differing 
throughout history. This is not to say that the metaphors 
presented here only fit for the postmodern individual. It 
is very well possible that there have been moments in the 

17 Keupp et al. 1999. 
18 John 2006.
19 Keupp et al. 1999, 243–245.

20 Theweleit 2015.
21 Fléty 2011.
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past, where people had a choice, and people with differ-
ent identities lived together very well.

Although one might find quite some more meta-
phors, the issue at stake here has become clear. All im
ages presented here refer to combination, selection and 
change. Differences are just on the level of modalities of 
change and with regard to the question how to show 

identity at a particular moment. Undeniably, there is a 
bias toward the overestimation of individual agency and 
voluntarism inherent in many of these images. Scholars 
of identity should be warned against this bias. They 
should carefully explore the degree of freedom in every 
historical or cultural context.

Material Culture and Identity

Most probably the reader following my argument until 
here will now ask himself, why I referred to the fragility 
in the title of this contribution, although most of the 
metaphors presented here dominantly deal with f lexibil-
ity. In view of the freedom of f lexible choice that is in-
cluded in the metaphors presented here, referring to a 
fragile relation seems to be a misrepresentation of the 
potentials of identity. However, taking my warning 
against the bias of voluntarism serious, it is this volunta-
rist bias that constitutes a crack in the images. Material 
culture plays a crucial role in undermining the idea of 
seamless f lexible connections between the individual 
and his identity. For sure, things have meanings, and 
therefore, material items associated with a person can 
contribute to transmit message about this person’s iden-
tity. However, if we understand the meanings of things as 
permanent signals in a semiotic system, in which other 
signals (text, speech) are much shorter, then the identical 
thing-meaning is just a very weak, opaque signal.

Without question, there are quite many ‘identitary 
objects’ in most people’s life-worlds, as has been elo-
quently shown by Donald Winnicott22. But such a status 
ascription can only be valid for a limited amount of 
time. How can we determine the duration and intensity 
of such a meaning with regard to any group of persons? 
These are questions that are of utmost importance in 
describing identities that are relevant not only for indi-
viduals but rather for social groups like ethnic groups.

How is it possible to conceptualise any object as an 
item providing an identitary value for a collective with a 
minimum of time depth? Is it possible to give a precise 
explanation on the process of acknowledging such a qual-
ity through time? Anthropology can provide here some 
concepts, explicitly dealing with material culture and 
identity. However, both concepts which I shall present in 

the following are still part of an ongoing debate and 
therefore should be adopted in a critical manner.

The first approach had been suggested by Wilhelm 
Mühlmann 40 years ago, probably inspired by Frederic 
Barth’s “Ethnic Groups and Boundaries”23. Mühlmann 
introduces the term ‘limitic structure’ and stresses 
thereby the aspect of negotiation of social identities24. 
According to his approach, every group ‘chooses’ a par-
ticular set of objects or bodily adornment or something 
similar that achieves then – after some years – the status 
of a boundary marker. Using these objects and present-
ing them as relevant for one’s own culture engenders a 
kind of idealisation. Subsequently, these objects are not 
only accepted as status markers by the members of this 
one group but also acknowledged as such among the 
neighbouring groups.

Although the concept of the ‘limitic structure’ has 
been adopted by other anthropologists25 and scholars of 
ancient cultures26, it has some serious shortcomings. The 
first is that it implicitly assumes the dominance and the 
assertion of standardised statements in discourses. As a 
matter of fact, many things once declared as identitary 
objects never really achieve this status. Neither Mühl-
mann nor his followers can explain why the ‘limitic 
structure’ is successful in some contexts and fails in oth-
ers. The second weak aspect of this concept is the inabil-
ity to explain cultural change. Certainly, the Lederhosen 
would feature as a ‘limitic structure’ that distinguishes 
Bavaria from the rest of Germany. But how can it be ex-
plained that this item is not what most Bavarians would 
acknowledge nowadays as something to be used? The 
object of identity from the past has ceased to be of inter-
est nowadays, when considering the original everyday 
embedding.

22 Winnicott 1953; Meyer-Drawe 2003.
23 Barth 1969.
24 Mühlmann 1985, 19–20.

25 Schuster 1996, 78; Antoni 2013.
26 Assmann 1992, 153; Müller 2005.
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There is another theory about how things can achieve 
the status of an identity marker for a collective. This the-
ory, named ‘Costly Signaling Theory’, draws on the eth-
nographic study of hunters and gatherers. A careful ob-
servation of the economic activities of such groups 
revealed that there is no direct relation between the eco-
nomic efficiency and the appreciation of some specific 
activities27. This applies in particular to hunting. Facing 
the risk of total failure on any day, it would be rational 
not to engage in hunting, but rather to focus on gather-
ing, which is the more efficient and reliably strategy of 
generating the necessary daily provision. Despite its in-
herent unreliability, hunting is held in esteem. Polly 
Wiessner, who has investigated on this phenomenon, 
suggests that the rationale of hunting is its value as a 
signal28. In her interpretation hunting is a costly activity 
that indicates the trustworthiness of the people. Accord-
ingly, you can better trust people who are able to pro-
duce enough surplus in order to practice hunting.

The ‘Costly Signaling Theory’ is also relevant for 
valuable objects in other societies. Items like the crown 
jewels are extremely expensive, economically senseless 
things, which can only be justified as symbols of power. 
Only things of immeasurable value are suitable over long 
time to create trust in the ruling elite. The value of iden-
tity is linked to the prerogatives and coordinating roles 
of the powerful, and even more to the objects they dis-
play. Furthermore, this theory is quite well applicable 
with regard to religious practices: the construction of 
temples and shrines is economically absurd. But when a 
community manages to establish these elements of ex-
travagance, it confirms its trustworthiness29. The reli-
gious community implicitly communicates with such 
monuments: “Our surplus is sufficient to build a cathe-
dral without compromising the foundation of existence”. 

The more complex the religious rituals are, the more 
people are ready to trust the priests30.

More recently this theory had been applied on muse-
um displays. In the context of the ongoing debate about 
the exhibition mode in the new Musée du Quai Branly, 
Jean-Marie Schaeffer explains with this theory, why vis-
itors can appreciate the aesthetics and the value of things 
even if they know little or nothing about the culture of 
the origin31.

Taking together these interpretations, it is only one 
step to a theory of the creation of objects of identity: 
Whenever you observe an extremely valuable object, 
then the specific effort in generating this object is obvi-
ous to (most) observers. This refers to the value of mate-
rials, to the work invested and to the careful production. 
If the observer is able to acknowledge the outstanding 
character on these aspects, he will inevitably assume 
that such objects have a message with regard to the 
group, to which the producer belongs32.

Thus, this theory might resolve the issue about the 
stability of the identitary object. However, it is no less 
‘brittle’ than the others. How can a viewer determine the 
authenticity of costly signalling? We all know that the 
authenticity of many art objects, including those of pre-
cious stones and gold, is only recognisable to the expert. 
Probably the authors of this theory confuse shared ex-
pertise with identity marking. Or, asked the other way 
around: can one assume that the naive and untrained 
viewer always notes the ‘value’, i. e. the core aspects of 
costly signalling? More in particular, the field of reli-
gious practices shows that sometimes the opposite is 
true. The history of relics, very often simple everyday 
objects like a splinter of wood, shows, how apparently 
worthless things may achieve the highest degrees of ado-
ration.

Conclusion: Flexibility of identities and fragility of the 
relations to the material

On the one side, this contribution has shown several 
metaphors for identity. To differing degrees, these meta
phors explain, how identities can be magical, partial, 
composed from different sources, shown or hidden. The 
common feature of these metaphors is to highlight the 

f lexibility of the relation between the individual and 
his – mostly multiple – identities. Based on a comparison 
of the metaphors, the bias on freedom of choice of iden-
tity as well as on individual agency have been under-
lined. As a matter of fact, history teaches the faultiness 

27 Wood 2006.
28 Wiessner 2002. 
29 Bressler / Sosis 2003.

30 Iannaccone 1992.
31 Schaeffer 2009.
32 Huang et al. 2011.
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of such assumptions. In quite many contexts of the past 
and of current days, individuals have much less options 
to ‘select’ an identity than these images want to make us 
believe.

On the other side, this contribution has presented 
two concepts on the establishing and relevance of mate-
rial items to collective metaphors. The ‘limitic structure’ 
(Mühlmann) and the ‘costly signalling’ (Wiessner) claim 
to explain how particular material objects achieve the 
status of collective identity markers, independently of 
historical specificities and cultural differences. Howev-
er, it has also been shown that these theories are short-
coming with regard to their claim of universality. For 
sure, there are many things that have been widely ac-
knowledged as identitary objects for societies and other 
social groups. But it seems as if, for such a status ascrip-
tion, there are more requirements than the two last the-
ories want to make us believe. Something more is re-
quired: It needs particular historical moments and 
cultural settings in which arrangements of things, prior 
knowledge of them, and the willingness to articulate be-
longing to a social group, are made, and thus transform 
certain objects into identity markers. I would call these 
aspects coincidences, i. e., the simultaneous occurrence 

of specific features that enable a material object to be-
come an identity marker – very often only in retrospec-
tive.

It is futile to search for a universally applicable con-
cept on how material culture becomes an identity mark-
er. The multiplicity of meanings, so much highlighted by 
the metaphors, becomes a challenge when one intends to 
pin down whatever object as an identity marker. The 
polysemic character of material culture contradicts the 
idea of a stabilised attribution of identity to an object 
and the individual or group. If objects were paintings in 
scratched wax, into which ‘identity’ could be simply en-
graved, it would not be necessary to deal with material 
culture at all.

The brittleness of the identity relationship, the con-
stitutive ambiguity, and the changeability of things is 
what makes material culture a particular challenge to 
scholarly description. It is this fragility that compels us 
to engage in a thorough study of things. At the same 
time, however, this uncertainty also opens up a separate 
field of study that makes material culture a terrain full 
of discoveries and the investigation of things appear as a 
worthwhile topic of research. This is especially true with 
regard to their value as objects of identification.
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Abstract

Identity and the material – Aspects of a fragile relationship

Identity faces two challenges: It appears to be too widely 
used, and also quite too loosely defined. Therefore, this 
article starts with a ref lection of Freud’s original notion 
of the ‘self ’ and then presents some current metaphors, 
like patchwork, the multi-room apartment, the magical 
universe and the fan. The article addresses questions of 
agency and voluntarist approaches to culture, implicitly 
contained in these metaphors.

Then, two uses of identity are presented, establishing 
a link to material culture. The first, developed by Wil-

helm Mühlmann, is the ‘limitic structure’. It assumes 
that identity is especially associated with those objects 
that are in a context of demarcating difference. The sec-
ond is linked to behavioural economics. This concept, 
labelled as ‘Costly Signaling Theory’, suggests that the 
materials and labour invested in producing prestigious 
objects constitutes a universally recognisable feature. 
Whenever people in the presence of such items perceive 
the quality ‘costly’, they will acknowledge the identity 
value.

Zusammenfassung

Identität und Material – Aspekte einer fragilen Beziehung

Das Konzept der Identität steht vor zwei Herausforde-
rungen: Erstens ist der Begriff zu weit verbreitet, und 
zweitens  ist er nur schwach definiert. Daher beginnt 
dieser Artikel mit einer Ref lexion über die mögliche 
Herkunft und beschreibt zunächst Freuds ursprüngli-
chen Begriff des „Selbst“, um daran anschließend einige 
aktuelle Metaphern vorzustellen. Diese sind „Patch-
work“, „Mehrzimmerwohnung“, das „magische Univer-
sum“ und der „Fächer“. In der Analyse dieser Metaphern 
geht es um die damit implizit verbundenen Aussagen 
über die Handlungsfähigkeit des Einzelnen bezüglich 
seiner Identität und um die in diesen Metaphern ent-
haltenen Probleme einer voluntaristischen Annäherung 
an die Kultur.

Im letzten Teil des Beitrags werden zwei Verwendun-
gen von Identität vorgestellt, die eine Verbindung zur 
materiellen Kultur herstellen. Die erste, die von Wil-
helm Mühlmann entwickelt wurde, ist die „Grenzstruk-
tur“. Sie geht davon aus, dass Identität insbesondere mit 
jenen Objekten assoziiert wird, die in einem Kontext der 
Abgrenzung oder Differenzbildung stehen. Die zweite 
Verwendung von Identität ist mit der Verhaltensökono-
mie verbunden. Dieses als „Costly Signaling Theory“ 
bezeichnete Konzept legt nahe, dass die Materialien und 
die Arbeit, die in die Herstellung prestigeträchtiger Ob-
jekte investiert werden, ein universell erkennbares 
Merkmal darstellen. Wann immer Menschen in Gegen-
wart solcher Objekte die Qualität als „kostspielig“ emp-
finden, werden sie deren Identitätswert anerkennen.
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