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STUDIES AND REFLECTIONS ON (PHOENICIAN) “IDENTITY”

GIUSEPPE GARBATT

ABSTRACT

The TCM project, born in the CNR from the collaboration between Tatiana Pedrazzi and me, aims
to investigate the phenomena and processes of cultural interactions and “identity” construction
through the presentation of various case studies concerned with the communities of the ancient
Levant, including the Phoenicians who settled in the western Mediterranean at the beginning of the
first millennium BCE. The research also has the objective — which is by no means secondary — of
considering the methodological tools that might be used to develop such a study, especially from a
terminological point of view (as in the case of the word/concept “identity”).

KEYWORDS
Phoenicians, transformations, crisis, identity, interculturality, continuist approach.
RESUMEN

El proyecto TCM, nacido en el CNR fruto de la colaboracion entre Tatiana Pedrazzi y yo, tiene el
objetivo de investigar los fen6menos y procesos de las interacciones culturales y la construccion de
la “identidad”, a través de la presentacion de diferentes casos de estudio; estos tltimos concernian a
las comunidades del antiguo Levante, incluidos los Fenicios que se asentaron en el Mediterraneo
occidental desde el principio del primer milenio. Ademas, la investigacién tiene también el objetivo,
no secundario, de pensar en los instrumentos que pueden usarse para desarrollar dicho estudio,
especialmente desde un punto de vista terminolégico (como en el caso de la palabra/concepto
“identidad”).

ParLABRAS CLAVE

Fenicios, transformaciones, crisis, identidad, interculturalidad, enfoque continuista.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Formally launched in 2013, the TCM project — “Transformations and Crisis in the Mediterranean:
‘Identity’ and interculturality in the Levant and Phoenician West” — is the result of the close collaboration
that started in 2011 between Tatiana Pedrazzi and me. The project can be described as the direct outcome
of the progressive enlargement and confluence of two different lines of investigation, originally and
individually developed within the Istituto di Studi sulle Civilta Italiche e del Mediterraneo Antico, which
later became the Istituto di Studi sul Mediterraneo Antico (CNR, Rome)?: “Cult and identity construction
of the western Phoenicians: Geographic, cultural and symbolic borders” (Giuseppe Garbati) and “Cultural
identities and commercial dynamics in the Levant between the end of the Bronze Age and the first Iron Age
(13th-9th century BCE)” (Tatiana Pedrazzi). Although these two lines of study were each devoted to their
respective topics, from the outset they were based on common methodologies, theoretical approaches and
objectives: both were aimed at the analysis of Mediterranean contacts and exchange dynamics, particularly
taking into account the processes by which communities were formed — with their complex modalities of
self-representation and self-definition — and their encounter, which developed on different levels, with the
“other”. Given these premises, a desire to cooperate soon arose; it resulted in a need to delineate a field of
study that could address shared scientific interests. Thus, the TCM project was born.

As suggested by the title, the project’s main aim is to analyse cultural interactions and phenomena of
“identity” construction — the latter, we think, are inseparable from the former — through the presentation
of different case studies (passing through disciplines such as archaeology, history, history of art, epigraphy,
history of religions, etc.). The protagonists are the communities of the ancient Levant, including the
Phoenicians who settled in the western Mediterranean at the dawn of the first millennium BCE, observed
from a longue durée perspective; indeed, in chronological terms the TCM is wide-ranging, covering the
long period from the 12th to the 2nd century BCE. Notably, the core focus of the research has been found in
periods of “crisis” and “transformation”: it is in such moments that the degrees of the groups’ aggregation,
their accessibility from outside or their rejection of “alien” elements are most perceptible; the analysis of
changes, then, allows us to try to observe and examine the internal cohesion of a group and the strength of
links and social connections, as well as the modalities by which it reacts to — and sometimes opposes — the
foreign, the other, the outside. From such a perspective, the ancient Mediterranean — conceived as a
middle place and then as a place of mediation (Guarracino 2007) — constitutes an excellent field of study.
Four terms (and concepts) — deeply connected and interrelated and, as it were, arranged in pairs — have
therefore emerged as the main keywords of the project: the above-mentioned “transformations and crisis”
and “identity and interculturality”. The first pair represents, in a sense, the historical framework in which
the different case studies can be understood. The second, on the other hand, reflects the main
methodological aspects of the investigation; after all, the study also has the objective — which is by no
means secondary — of considering the methodological tools that might be used to develop the investigation,
particularly from a terminological point of views.

As the TCM project matured, following the approach just outlined and focusing on a long period, three
distinct stages were established, each one corresponding to a particular macro-phase and tangibly represented
by a single editorial product (Garbati; Pedrazzi 2015, 2016 and in elaboration). More specifically, the first
results of the project were presented at the International Meeting held in Rome in 2013, followed in 2015 by
the publication of its Proceedings (Garbati; Pedrazzi 2015, dedicated to the period from the 12th to the 8th

2 Tatiana Pedrazzi and I would like to warmly thank Paola Santoro, Director of ISCIMA/ISMA from 2009 to 2014, for
her strong support for the project since its first steps. The ISMA has just become part of the new ISPC — Istituto di
Scienze del Patrimonio Culturale.

3 On the word “identity” see 2; see also the contribution by Tatiana Pedrazzi in this volume.
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century). Approximately one year later, at the end of 2016, the second volume was published (Garbati;
Pedrazzi 2016, 8th to 5th century). The third and final volume, which is now in progress, is devoted to the
5th to 2nd century BCE (Garbati; Pedrazzi in elaboration). Many colleagues — specialists from different
disciplines — have contributed their energies and expertise to the TCM, and during the project's various stages
have helped to open up an intense and fruitful scientific dialogue.

2. A BRIEF FOCUS ON IDENTITY: THE TCM PERSPECTIVE(S)

As mentioned above, the term “identity” is one of the project’s keywords. It is on this that I would like
to focus now in order to underline some questions — specifically those relating to terminology — that have
arisen so far during the development of the TCM (and the publication of the first two books).

As is well known, for some time now the expression “cultural identity” has been widely employed in
studies concerned with the ancient world, and particularly in those devoted to the Phoenician civilization
(besides the TCM volumes, cf. on this topic Garbati 2014; Pedrazzi 2014; Porzia 2018; Quinn; Vella 2014;
Quinn 2018, with the respective bibliographical references). However, its widespread utilization has led to
its becoming somewhat hackneyed nowadays, in so far as its use has come to be commonplace and
sometimes uncritical, not to mention unoriginal. From this point of view, I broadly agree with a comment
made by Marco Bonechi — not least for its challenging stance — in his concluding article in the first TCM
volume (Garbati; Pedrazzi 2015): «temo che in ultima analisi la parola identita appartenga a due soli
lessici, quello psicologico e quello politico» (Bonechi 2015: 278)4. Nevertheless, the debate about the ways
in which the term is applied in historical studies cannot be said to be resolved, still less outdated. Indeed,
the adoption of the word “identity”, especially when paired with the adjective “cultural”, continues to
oscillate between positions that see the word itself as a definition — or even as an interpretative category —
and positions that, on the contrary, entirely reject its operativity.

From the various contributions included in the TCM volumes, two trends, in particular, have emerged
with regard to this specific question, reflecting (at least in part) the orientation of current studies (Garbati
2016). The first tendency is directed, in principle, towards searching in the available documentation for
features of coherence that may allow us to circumscribe a human group and its cultural manifestations; it
moves towards the recognition of characteristics of homogeneity (in different aspects of life), while also
considering factors such as variability and contextual situations. The second tendency, in which I recognize
myself more directly, looks at identity as a human attitude that must be investigated — not therefore as a
research tool (cf. Remotti 2010) — trying to pick out its forms and dynamics; it is not necessarily linked to
the delineation of a broad cultural — I would venture to say ethnic — framework (although it could be), but
rather to examining phenomena aimed at claiming a unitary and stable sense of belonging, which can be
expressed on different levels (individual, familial, corporative, urban, regional, etc.).

Both tendencies have in common an approach that cannot but operate by means of differentiation:
indeed, they proceed by establishing distinctions and specificities by comparison (if not by opposition).
However, they function on two different levels — the first favouring the etic approach, aimed at identifying
different human groups, cultures and their possible correlations, and the second preferring the emic one,
which tends to look to the interior of the communities in question®. Though each has its own reason for
being — which we may respectively characterize as the delimitation of an object of study, however fluid it

4 «I fear that the word identity belongs ultimately to only two lexicons, the psychological and the political» (author’s
translation).
5 On the application of the “emic” and “etic” approaches to the study of Phoenicians see, for instance, Xella 2007.
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may be, and as the analysis of cultural processes carried out by that object — the two positions entail certain
specific problems for historical reconstruction. It may therefore be useful to touch upon some of these
problems now (and two of them in particular), since inevitably they are intimately connected with the
choice of a particular research methodology.

On the one hand, the etic perspective, distinguishing one community or one culture from another
(delineating borders between them), implies the necessity to find a specific collocation for those elements
that do not appear to belong fully to any of the differentiated subjects (or fully to both?). With regard to the
Levantine area, such a problem has been clearly stated, for example, in the work of Marian H. Feldman
dedicated to luxury artifacts — ivories and metal bowls specifically — at the beginning of the first
millennium (Feldman 2014). As Feldman indicates, the classification of products has often been
approached on an ethnic-geographical basis; such a methodology has often led to difficulty in ordering and
understanding items that are placed in between given cultural entities: «Critically, those ivories that don’t
fit easily into defined style-groups signal a potential disconnect between equating artistic style with
singular place of production. Thus, as our stylistic criteria have attained more precise articulation, they
have revealed the immense stylistic variability of these works of art — a variability that in fact seems to defy
a tidy classification» (Feldman 2014: 17). In an attempt to move beyond this difficulty, it has been noted —
rightly, I think — that there is an advantage to adopting a “continuist approach” in some cases, «that is to
analyze human activities focusing on the identification of what is indistinct instead of what is well defined
and classified», as recently stressed by Ida Oggiano (Oggiano 2016: 90; cf. Porzia 2018). Such an approach
can help to delineate something like mixed and/or transversal identities — such as style communities, to
paraphrase the title of Feldman’s book — according to cultural manifestations that cannot be circumscribed
within the limits of a single specific “ethnic” group. Consequently, this approach offers the advantage that
it makes it possible to consider, as one of the preliminary and inescapable aspects, the fluidity of cultural
borders, not always and necessarily coinciding with geographic and/or political confines, nor with ethnic
and linguistic boundaries (on this cf. Fabietti 2005).

On the other hand, the investigation aimed at analysing identity on the emic level first needs to establish
whether certain forms of belonging — of adherence to a group in order to obtain unification and stabilization
— can actually be traced back to identitarian processes. After all, anthropological studies have repeatedly
pointed out that the claim of identity cannot always be ascribed to the efforts of individuals and communities
to achieve continuity and consistency; so, the use of the term risks equating processes and phenomena that
do not actually coincide with each other. Francesco Remotti, for instance, has asked: «Ma & poi vero che gli
esseri umani, o le loro societa, vogliano sempre e comunque I'identita, pur riuscendo a realizzare soltanto
approssimazioni?» (Remotti 2010: XXII)®. Rogers Brubaker and Frederick Cooper, for their part, have stated:
«Conceptualizing all affinities and affiliations, all forms of belonging, all experiences of commonality,
connectedness, and cohesion, all self-understandings and self-identifications in the idiom of “identity” saddles
us with a blunt, flat, undifferentiated vocabulary» (Brubaker; Cooper 2000: 2). A rather clear example of
such questions, is that of the temple of Antas in Sardinia (Bernardini; Ibba 2015; Manca di Mores 2018, with
respective references). From the late Republican age, the local cult, which was initially addressed — at least
from the beginning of the 4th century — to the Phoenician god Sid b’by, takes on a different form, evident
both in the temple architecture, which adopts an Italic appearance, and in the name of the deity, which
becomes Sardus Pater bab(...). Directed towards a father god with eponymous connotations, the cult, then,
seems to clearly express — as does the Latin theonym first and foremost — a strong sense of belonging (or
“identity”) projected on to the whole island. However, the transformation of the religious dimension does
not seem to occur through processes of maintaining a pre-existing integrity or of establishing a new one by

® «But then, is it true that human beings, or their societies, want identity at all times and in all circumstances, even if
they can only achieve approximations?» (author’s translation).
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deleting the former, but through the absorption of new forms (Roman in this case), which inevitably entails
the maturation of new values. It is not possible to present here all the features of the cult that relate to such
a complex process; nevertheless, it may be sufficient to recall that in the transition from Sid to Sardus Pater,
the deity retains the epiclesis baby/bab(...)”, manifesting change and tradition at the same time (and
introducing, finally, an original cultural product: cf., on this topic, Garbati 2017). Thus, in a certain period of
its history, the temple does not seem to belong to a specific cultural sphere of the island (of local, Phoenician
and Roman tradition); it rather constitutes, as just stated, an original product, another kind of “in between”,
born out of interaction. What, then, is the identity claimed in the context of this phenomenon? Is the sense
of belonging manifested at Antas really linked to dynamics of cultural opposition, as the identity claim should
theoretically require?

In the end, the problems briefly discussed above concerning both the emic and the etic perspective deal
directly with the ambiguity of the term “identity”, since it describes something fictional® and affirms unity
and stability against inevitable cultural plurality and continuous change. Not by chance, Francgois Jullien
has recently suggested rejecting the term “identity” and attempting instead to use the concept of écart
(something like “gap”), conceived as the “in between” that simultaneously separates and connects two
different elements/entities, producing something in common, and that is therefore worthy of exploration
(Jullien 2016).

3. CONCLUDING REMARKS

Based on what has been stated so far, it appears undeniable that the discussion on the use (and perhaps
abuse) of the word “identity” in historical studies — with specific reference to the disciplines to which our
research belongs — remains open, especially within the context of the TCM project: indeed, many problems
have emerged, while unequivocal solutions appear to be some way off. However, as I conclude these brief
reflections, two points seem evident enough. Firstly, it is quite clear from my perspective that the word
“identity” should primarily be understood as a human attitude, a collective or individual behavior that may
perhaps be investigated if it is recognizable in the available data (thereby reducing the risk that it will be
taken for granted and consequently applied uncritically to different processes and phenomena); in this
way, it should not be conceived and used as a tool of research, a definition, an operative category in the
service of historical interpretation?. Secondly, a question should be asked — one that is necessary even if it
is not new: it is clear that the meaning of words depends on their use and, more specifically, on the
delimitation of their semantic field, often bound to the approach that is adopted for a given piece of
research; however, while circumscribing the use of a particular terminology, is it really possible to
overcome the conditionings inherent in it? To what extent is the use of certain words really advantageous

7 The meaning of the word remains unknown: see Bernardini and Ibba 2015: 77-78, notes 9-12.

8 This does not mean that “identity” is considered false or misleading by those who claim it and ask for its
acknowledgement (quite the opposite: they conceive it as truly existent). The word “fictional” rather means something
that is artificially — historically, socially, culturally — constructed, but which has nothing in it that is substantial (as in
the Latinate sense of the term fingere: see Garbati 2014 and Pedrazzi 2014).

9 From this point of view, a very interesting distinction has been drawn concerning the process of identity(/ies)
construction, recognizing three moments within it: a) self-perception (which is «le moment le plus intérieur, puisqu’il
s’agit d’'une relation de soi a soi médiatisée par le langage et I'intériorisation du regard d’autrui»); b) presentation («un
moment intermédiaire, puisqu’il s’agit de I'image offerte a autrui par le sujet»); and c¢) designation («le moment de
plus grande extériorité, étant le retour de sa propre image donnée au sujet par autrui»). Such a distinction could offer
a promising starting point for research that intends to deal with identitarian matters (Heinich 2018 [quotes from pp.
74-750).
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in terms of historical interpretation? In short, is being fully aware of the problems posed by words enough
to render them convenient, serviceable and, above all, operative in spite of those problems!?
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