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Du suchst Zuflucht 
beim unauflöslichen 

Erbstern – sie wird dir 
gewährt. Jetzt 

überlebst du dein zweites 
Leben 

 
(Paul Celan, Pariser 

Gedicht-Nachlaß, 1948–1970) 

 

In the role of being "a victim" in and of (the) history, today, especially in retrospect of the 
great and systematic violations of human rights in the 20th century, there seems to be 
something like a turning point, a breaking point of the wave (the wave of destruction). 
Thereby, the forces at work, with which the victim seeks refuge in (its) identity, seem to be 
always the same, with a similar reflux as waves pull their predecessors back into the sea, 
but where now, however, and this would be the fraction, all materials, over which the water 
rushes back, the shards and debris, of which the personality of a historically perceived 
human being is composed, could just as well refuse to be recombined, a refusal of the 
material itself. 
Thus, the rushing back would have to continue infinitely as a sound – if remaining by the 
image of the branding – and withstand the piling up of new waves with a language of the 
matter, precisely with the sound of those elements which can refuse the formative in the re-
formation (the old within the new), and which, as material itself take over the role of the 
fluid, the role of the speaking in order to finally cut off the tongue of the waves.  
 
In the same or similar way, the vision of New Materialism could perhaps be transferred as 
an image when applied for the crux of identity politics. The impulse for this would be the 
revolutionary act of deconstruction – as a present-day ability. The potency felt in it, or even 
the felt necessity, arises in the knowledge that the formula of the subject as an identity 
narration, with its racial, ethnic, gender, social, and cultural markings of whatever kind, 
does already contain the possibility of its historical appropriation, its external 
determination and objectification, and thus also its oppression: The victim, as an identity 
construction that exists through ascriptions by others and oneself, is already in danger of 
being on the escort route of the deed that was performed on it. 
This does not mean, as it happens much too often, to retroactively enter the causal nexus of 
the deed in one's own and/or others' perception through one's own fault, but the other way 
around: that taking refuge in the substances of identity can imply, in a certain way, to be 
taken on a leash by the deed and its identitarian logic – in a structural sense (as waves are 
never one and the same and yet have a better structural memory of themselves than 
anything solid) –, and thus importing it, the deed, into the space to which one has fled from 
it. Identity politics is thus both: the curse and the vanishing point of identity, and hence 
both in one. 
 
To take just one example from the present time, which is so dominated by questions of 
identity: It becomes clear only upon a closer look that the demand circulating after the 



 

racist assassinations in Hanau: "Say their names!" wisely takes into account the complexity 
of this matter. This happens as the chosen formula does not just simply want to prevent that 
those murdered lose their face and identity behind the numbers, which would be the usual 
reflex of commemoration politics – to oppose forgetting with means of identity. But that 
here, in addition and also vice versa, the most actual cipher of identity, the name, which is 
no ordinary noun, and the face, which is a sign that, as a token, is never absorbed into its 
types, thus precisely with the most intimate and outermost means of identity, a shielding 
against an identitarian appropriation is provided. 
So it is not primarily Germans with a migration background, or visitors to a shisha bar in a 
certain milieu, in a certain German city, who became victims, but first and foremost people 
with a unique and irreplaceable identity, who posthumously proclaim their right as human 
beings to be protected from being taken over by identities, especially when they already 
became victims of such allocations. Could we therefore say: One becomes belonging in the 
absolute sense only in the quality of unbelonging?  
This should not mean taking refuge in the unreadability of the human being, and that it is 
not at the same time necessary to be involved in identity constructions, i.e. in the awareness 
of their existence as a form of reading, insofar as it is necessary to actively combat exclusion 
and discrimination. But the perspective becomes questionable from the moment on the 
individual’s sovereignty over the signs, over the material, is lost, and the deeds, of all things, 
continue to play a decisive role in the identitarian profiling of the victims. The social 
exclusion of the deed could be so much more radical. 
 
All this, however, is a present-day impulse, a contemporary freedom to be able to think it 
this way, to answer destruction with deconstruction. An ability that is about not letting the 
game and the fight with the material get out of one's hands (a human right that refers to a 
technology of infinite unfinishedness). From here on it is already a description of Celan's 
poems, regarding the topos of identity. 
Let's confidently overstretch the strain in one sentence: It is about the ability to let the 
material from which one exists and wants to exist, but cannot stand it, or from which one is 
forced to exist, and which becomes unstable precisely because of its enforceability (material 
fatigue), or to whose existence one would like to be devoted out of comfort, but does not 
allow oneself to do so, or by whose inventorial character one is frightened, or the material 
into which one is driven, exactly because one resists, or to which one just happens to belong, 
because one recognized one's own kind in others, but not oneself, or into which one is 
thrown by one's body and one's ancestry, but without letting oneself be deprived of the 
chance to cause ancestry oneself, or to which one feels lustfully attracted in a forbidden 
way, precisely because it is an unacknowledged secret to want to belong, a dark temptation 
to enter suicidally into the fate that history prepares (as Celan can be seen in his poems in 
today's light), this material with its sadness – at least not to let itself be solidified from the 
outside, to defy its attempts at hardening and ossification, thus to declare a question of 
sovereignty over consistence, the unrefined in it, to be the goal of masterful production, the 
solid as raw material, but the fluid of the signs as a product, and to at least not let oneself be 
carried away to the extreme to lose one's restlessness in this question, or as Harraway puts 
it: "Staying with the trouble". 
 
That would mean in the present context to conduct the painful unmanageability of its 
identity materials as a kind of heightened art form. And it is therefore worth the effort to 
look for a form of utopia in the theoretical approaches implied here (Dark Ecology, 
Speculative Realism), and to make these hybrid, object-oriented worlds fruitful for this sujet 
as well, for the question of identity in art.   



 

On the other hand, the question arises: How much confrontation with oneself can such 
approaches withstand? Isn’t there at the same time a gap involved, an irreconcilable 
contradiction to the commemorative culture, if we start to deal on such basis with the 
enormous fields of the dead in the 20th century, the unknowns, the mass graves that have 
swallowed up those who no longer have a name, the people who have been dislocated 
forever? A dislocation like in Celan's poem "Midnight": 
 
Im Schilf, da stehn die Stunden – wo steht das Schilf? 
Es steht in deinen Augen,  
die ich nicht seh 
[…] 
Ich habe keinen Namen. (Der fault imMenschenmoor.) 
 

(Celan, Mitternacht, 1961) 
 
It is a paradox: To commemorate the victims we used to uphold their identity in order not to 
forget, in order to make it never happen again, in order to prevent indifference in both 
senses, as a lack of empathy and as the process of relativization that lies in every perspective 
of comparison.The memorial act was an act of underlining, alongside with the singularity of 
the event, the one of the violated identity. And how does one want to hold together this 
narration of the terrible as a necessary transmission of experience? 
Following the theoretical approaches of Posthumanism and New Materialism that 
culminate in sentences like Haraway´s: “We are humus, not Homo, not Anthropos; we are 
compost, not posthuman” (SwtT:  2016, p. 55) a compelling consequence might be, even here, 
on that scale, that even the victim's (his)story must not allow itself to be woven into a web 
of solid “carrier bags” that narrate its identity. But at the same time this sentence, carried 
straight to the edge of the mass grave, is nothing but very frightening, since the metaphor 
has already been redeemed here: to let go of what has brought you there, digged up into the 
non-I, composted, but which, at the same time, can refuse what was done to its identity, 
simply by not returning in forms of identity-based consolation, perhaps the most powerful 
way to counteract the act of destruction. 
 
In this productively insoluble conflict (the limbo in the difference between holding the dead 
in order to protect their dignity and bringing them closer to the final consequence of their 
condition: To be present), in which first and foremost the living finds himself, in the 
question where to go when searching for its own identity, Paul Celan might give us a hint 
with his poem Anabasis.  
Celan, whose centenary was celebrated in 2020, is a crucial figure to scrutinize those 
tragedies, cracks and traumas that are imprinted on the collective body of humanity in the 
twentieth century. His multi-layered oeuvre is particularly suitable for investigating the 
question of the centrifugal forces to which the formation of the individual's identity is 
exposed when self-attribution and the attribution by others prove to be both a blessing and 
a curse – forces that mutually stipulate and exclude each other in a productively restless 
and motivically irredeemable process. 
 
Dieses 
schmal zwischen Mauern geschriebne 
unwegsam-wahre 
Hinauf und Zurück 
 

(Celan, Anabasis, 1961) 
 



 

In the search of a steadfast identity the poem shows us a drifting apart of what is identical 
in identity, the double logic of recourse and allocation, but written only on one foil, the foil 
of a landscape (culminating along a path at the edge of the mass graves), aiming at the same 
spot: the very nature of one's own heritage. Both of which are mutually exclusive narrative 
modes but overlapping and fluidising the topography, forming an uncharted land, that the 
victim has to go through restlessly in the process of searching (recombining) and rejecting 
(deconstructing) the formation of its own identity. 
 
Badiou's analysis of the term “anabasis” based on an interpretation of Xenophon´s 
historiographical work with the same title outlines three characteristics for this type of 
identity migration, which he then relates to Celan's poem. 
1. The lostness in the landscape: After the Greek war troops described by Xenophon had 
defeated their opponent in Persia, they were exposed in the landscape without the identity-
creating feature of the other (the opponent) and with the question of their own identity (the 
meaningful stay in an empty territory) or left to fend for himself as a narrator (identity 
without difference). 
2. Discipline: A technique of self-cohesion, of identifying oneself from nowhere in the 
foreign landscape by means of self-attribution of properties. Instead of content, however, 
this seems to be more of a structural term that could also refer to the refusal to face one’s 
opposite: to be hasty at the goal, to be someone different from oneself (deprivation becomes 
a disempowerment of the signs). 
3. Liquefaction of the signs (new materialism): To find the way back home (up and back = 
anabasis) in an uncharted area, without reliable clues, so that fluid signs, the sea, can form 
such a clue, when the Greek troops climb up and the familiar sign of the sea without being 
identical with the sea of the original "identity". (Security in the uncertain). 
 
Silben- 
mole, meer- 
farben, weit 
ins Unbefahrne hinaus. 
 

(Celan, Anabasis, 1961) 
  
On this perspective, seven poems by Celan are to be selected in a next step, in which nature 
and landscape do not appear thematically or motivically, also not iconographically in the 
sense of a fixed identity foil but are set in a structural movement of the Anabasis, as a form 
of wandering. Can the game of fluid signs in the interplay of refuge and attribution 
(allocation), the game of fleeting identity, be captured and artistically processed? How can 
landscape based identity structures be represented, so that the boundary between subject 
and space, between animal and human, between movement and firmness in the roots of 
plants are not understood statically, but as a form of locomotion? The landscape itself 
wanders. The unknown terrain is not a place, but the lack of stability in the signs, a 
deconstruction, a persecution, in a double sense, in the sense of a search, in the sense of an 
escape (the mountains of a flat ontology). And can the three characteristics of Badiou's 
anabasis be identified in the poems and incorporated into the visual work as a formal 
component? The motif remains the structure itself, which subsumes nature. If the subject 
does not move, the flow speed of the landscape overtakes it. And conversely, it withdraws as 
soon as it becomes the target. 
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