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The focus of this book was on constructions of identities in Luxembourg. This 
deliberately ‘comprehensive’ wording indicates that it was not national identity(ies) 
or cultural identity(ies) that we were primarily concerned with but rather processes 
of the subject-related and actor-related everyday “Identitätsarbeit”1 (Keupp et al. 
2006)2 – something we have conceptualised with the term Doing Identity. Against 
this background, four particularly relevant subject areas were examined in more 
detail: the linguistic and everyday-cultural practices, which occur more on the 
negotiational level, on the one hand, as well as the space-related constructions and 
confrontations between images of self and others, which are to be found more at 
the representational level, on the other. These four subject areas, which respectively 
focus on languages, everyday cultures, spaces and images, were systematically 
linked to the cross-cutting theme of social structure analysis by milieus (Vester et 
al. 2001). It was our particular concern to document the dynamic and dialogical 
character of identity options and constitutions. With varying degrees of emphasis, 
the respective chapters consequently take politically and medially desired or 
projected attributions of identities (top-down identifications of) into account as well 
as appropriations of identities (bottom-up identifications with). 

This conceptual approach from the perspective of Doing Identity always refers to 
the dimension of the development and changeability of identities. Taking linguistic 
identities as an example, it becomes abundantly clear that equating language usage 
and identities would produce a foreshortened view. In fact, the study we conducted 
on the practised linguistic consensus and the publicly negotiated positions on 
language provides insights into identity constructions which cannot be defined by 
a simple formula. They partly reflect divergent relationships between appropriated 
and attributed identities, different practices of multilingualism and a wide range 

1 | Personal translation: “Identity work”.

2 | See section 2.1.
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of ideas concerning ‘good’ and ‘bad’ multilingualism. The authors finally arrive at 
the conclusion that an increased awareness and social acceptance of the various 
linguistic standards and multilingual constellations that were identified in the 
course of this study can make an essential contribution to social cohesion in 
Luxembourg. Furthermore, using linguistic and visual images, we explored the 
symbolic representations of identities. The areas of communication investigated 
for this purpose, functioned, in the context of selected media events, as vectors for 
‘imagined communities’ and for various constructions of Luxembourg, which are 
based on a rich repository of collective symbols. Social change and plurality have 
produced both continuities and discontinuities in their constitutional mechanisms 
and functionalities, which express themselves medially. The relationship between 
attributed and appropriated identities, which can be described as multi-faceted, 
is determined in Luxembourg by this medially-based application. Furthermore, 
under the keyword ‘geographies’, the authors established various space-related 
constructions of Luxembourg and, at different scale levels, scrutinised the 
identity characteristics that revealed themselves in the process. First of all, we 
examined, as crystallisation points of spatial identities, the representations and 
semiotic strategies articulated in the tourist discourses. It appeared that the 
identity constructions within the spatial levels we examined are partially very 
heterogenic, yet that they always indicate – also from a diachronic perspective – a 
certain uniqueness, exceptionality and in particular a diversity, which mesh with 
the notion of a ‘Luxembourg entity’ in a contrasting and ambivalent manner. In 
view of the idealising character of the public tourist discourse on the one hand 
and the representations and social practices of Luxembourg’s resident population 
on the other, the relationship between appropriated and attributed identities, as 
elucidated in this study, can only be described as divergent. Such divergences as 
well as ambivalences of identity constructions were also found in different areas 
of everyday culture. With respect to the relationship between appropriated and 
attributed identities in the context of different notions of ‘good’ food, we were able 
to establish an idealising typology (adaptation, opposition, autonomy). This reflects 
contradictory forms of ‘everyday logic’ as well as the living and experiencing of 
gender roles or the perception of cross-border workers, which each pragmatically 
break open the binary ‘either-or logic’ and only become accessible from a perspective 
of ‘as well as’.

The research findings, whose main points we have highlighted above, clearly 
indicate the nature of identities: the identifications and identities empirically 
investigated in Luxembourg are as varied as they are complex. This means that 
concise and therefore homogenising, static and foreshortened equations – in 
particular concerning collective identity(ies) – can never be anything but normative 
and ideological. Therefore, we will forego generalising summaries and refer to 
the constitutive ambivalences of identity constructions discovered in the course of 
our survey. Appropriated and attributed identity patterns generally exhibit more or 
less distinctive discrepancies, which emanate from the interaction between these 
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categories, respectively from their communicative relationship. Furthermore, the 
respective identification options or identification practices as such are alterable, 
plural and polysemic (and therefore potentially contradictory). In this respect, 
identities – as permanent but always temporary resultants of the aforementioned 
communicative processes – always comprise challenges and potential for change. 
On account of the socio-cultural milieu affiliations and the respective resources 
of the subjects, this can however ‘only’ mean a “Veränderung in Grenzen”3 (Straub 
2004: 284).

These dynamics can be sympathetic (e.g. in the case of tourism discourses or 
advertising), critical (e.g. in the case of gender constructions, food standards and 
eating habits, artistic or journalistic critique) or conflictual (e.g. in the case of the cross-
border worker issue or multilingualism). The most significant potential for conflict 
can be found in those aspects of social life, which are metonymically abstracted and 
can be used for political-social purposes as collective symbols, capable of consensus 
because they unite polysemic, i.e. different, perspectives. For this reason, the issue 
of language became particularly topical. It seems to condense the social change 
in Luxembourg and the fears coupled to it, although Luxembourgish is currently 
spoken by more people than ever before. Therefore, in particular for those areas 
with a high potential for conflict, the following statement applies: “Identität wird 
nur in ihrer Krise zum Problem”4 (Eickelpasch/Rademacher 2004: 5), since in 
these instances it is always more a matter of subjective perceptions, feelings of 
belonging, self-assessments, and less one of objective ‘facts’. Still, the ‘working 
out’ of identities on the part of the subjects should be seen as a performance of 
continuity and on no account as something substantially adherent to their selves. 
This self-relationship is evident in synchronous as well as in diachronic ways of 
experiencing society and the world and is narratively processed, communicated 
and passed on. This process of Doing Identity aims at a “flexible Kontinuität und 
Sinnhaftigkeit des Selbst”5 and serves less for the depiction or definition of objective 
‘facts’ (Straub 2004: 284-286).

The results of the three-year long interdisciplinary research work6 presented 
in this volume reflect the wide range of identity options in Luxembourg and also 
the pluralism and changeability of identification practices. Since categories that 

3 | Personal translation: “Change within limits”.

4 | Personal translation: “Only when in a crisis does identity become a problem”.

5 | Personal translation: “Flexible continuity and meaningfulness of the self”.

6 | The project benefited to a very high degree from the comprehensive sharing of informa-

tion among researchers and scientists of dif ferent disciplines as well as from the inter-

actively structured scientific culture within the IPSE research unit (Identités, Politiques, 

Sociétés, Espaces) at the Faculty of Language and Literature, Humanities, Ar ts and Educa-

tion (FLSHASE) of the University of Luxembourg. A subsequent project, currently in prepa-

ration, will also be embedded in this context. It will deal with the transnational dimension 

of identity constructions.



RACHEL RECKINGER, CHRISTIAN SCHULZ, CHRISTIAN WILLE294

are perceived as traditional and providing orientation are increasingly losing their 
meaning, issues of social cohesion in Luxembourg and beyond can no longer align 
themselves with a notion of societies as normatively integrated and homogeneous 
groups. Rather, it is a matter of opening up to and acknowledging social pluralism 
and internal differentiation. 

From the perspective of a critical accompanying research of current social 
devel opments, questions of social cohesion must therefore aim at the make-up 
and dynamism of social interactions and on the meshing of different identity 
concepts in cultural practice. With the findings of the research project “IDENT – 
Socio-Cultural Identities and Identity Policies in Luxembourg” presented here, the 
authors hope to have contributed in some degree to injecting the current intensive 
political, social and medial debate around identity questions in Luxembourg and 
elsewhere with a hightened awareness for more differentiating considerations and 
less reductionist argumentation patterns that regard social diversity and multiple 
identity patterns as a ‘standard scenario’ rather than as a ‘problem’.


