Jane Petersen (Denmark)
Identity negotiations and Code-switching in funerary contexts – how do we successfully apply theory to the study of burial archaeology?

Within the study of human relations and identities it has long been acknowledged that social identities cannot be perceived as fixed or static but are formed within the context of the individual’s various overlapping social relationships (e.g. Hoy 2004, 203; Lomas 2004). Any identity is always an incomplete expression of the many possible identities a person holds in their ongoing social life (e.g. Diaz-Andreu et al. 2005). Different identity positions can be assumed in order to successfully negotiate multiple overlapping, social relationships. Code-switching, firstly introduced to a broader archaeological audience by Wallace-Hadrill (2008), has its roots in a theoretically-based, linguistic model which explores diverse coexisting culture-systems. It rejects traditional belief in cultural superiority and hierarchy and focuses on the set of choices and practices by which a group constructs, interprets and reproduces its own identity within simultaneous coexistences in diverse culture-systems (Wallace-Hadrill 2008). Switching between different languages to best communicate your message depending on the situation, may not only be confined to bilingualism/multilingualism, but may also map onto expressions of material culture.

This paper aims at exploring how we may approach funerary material, and its expressions of social identities, within the framework of Code-switching. Burial material offers an excellent basis for identity studies due to the often complete assemblage character of the context. A burial can allow us a glimpse of a ‘frozen moment’ untouched by later activities. As a major rite de passage in a life cycle a burial is an exceptional stage for constructing, negotiating and displaying identities – not only for the deceased, but just as much for the burying family and other socially related individuals (also Petersen 2010, 32-33).  

Burial material from late Hellenistic Apulia in Italy and the Black Sea region will form the core of the exercise.   
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