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Anamorphosis in Archaeology
Aspects of Phenomenology and Perception  

in Interpretations of Anthropogenic Material Culture

Noesis gehört zum Menschsein und alle 
menschliche Kultur ist damit von Noesis geprägt1

Introduction

W
HILE RESEARCHING The Funerary Aspects of the Eastern Carpathian Basin2, 
the lack of a cultural theory which would describe the relation between 
humans and their habitat or environment, and the processes which they 

were subjected to and part of, became obvious. Although some3 theories concen-
trate on environmental aspects, they lack a description of the human process. This 
creates and alters the anthropogenic material culture4 that in the end links humans 
to their environment. Other theories5 do exactly the opposite in that the human part 
of the process is attributed higher importance, to the point where the environmental 
aspect is marginalized or even completely absent in the description of the intended 
process.

The purpose of this study is to capitalize on these previous theories and descrip-
tions of processes and to attempt a synthesis which considers as many variables as 
possible (environment, human, anthropogenic material culture and present day per-
spective) in a single, wide-ranging theory of cultural change. At the centre of this is 
placed the anthropogenic material—the object of all archaeological research—which 
will be presented from the perspective of present-day perceptions of the environ-
ment and human processes. In this sense, considering that the object of the research 
(anthropogenic material culture) remains the same, it is obvious that the shift occurs 
in the subject, that is to say in the present-day, archaeological perspective: a process 

* The author would like to thank Profs. S. A. Luca and J. Maran, also Dr. L. Recht for all of their 
suggestions to the present work and discussions relating to the presented cultural change 
theory. Any errors remain the responsibility of the author.
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which is best described as an anamorphosis in archaeology. In other words, a new 
vantage point from which the archaeologist observes and reports or from which 
research is conducted. 

The cultural theory that is presented here is based on a combination of two 
main ideas or ‘philosophies’. Phenomenology6 provides a system of quantification 
of the individual and its interaction with the anthropogenic material culture and 
the environment, and the means of understanding this was allowed by the Peircean 
trichotomy,7 especially its applied views on pragmatism.8

Individual cultural change 

T
HE INDIVIDUALS’ interaction (perception and alteration) with material culture 
and the description of such a process can best be described as individual no-
etic change (fig. 1). Noetic9 is defined by the OED10 (draft ver. Dec. 2009) as 

follows: “of a process, faculty, etc.: characterized by or involving intellectual activity 
or, more narrowly, intellectual intuition; of or relating to knowledge or intellect, 
cognitive.” It is a word that aptly describes the idea that all anthropogenic creation is 
governed by a single process, whether or not it is cognitive, sub-conscious or origi-
nating in belief. The descriptive psychology of Franz Brentano11 laid the path for 
his student, Edmund Husserl, to develop and adapt an empiric, and in some ways 
unifying, idea using the concept of noesis and its derivates (noema, noematic and no-
etic).12 It can be broken into two major parts: noetic perception and noetic embodiment. 
The former is further divided into two major parts: noema13 and noesis14. Noema is 
defined by OED (draft ver. Dec. 2009) as: “an object of perception or thought, as 
opposed to a process or aspect of perceiving or thinking” and basically expresses the 
intentionality of consciousness of an object. Noesis is defined by OED (draft ver. 
Dec. 2009) as: “a process or an act of perceiving or thinking, as opposed to an object 
of perception or thought; (also) the subjective aspect of an intentional experience, as 
opposed to the noema,” and thus expresses the intentionality of consciousness of the 
subject, that is to say a consciousness of consciousness. A simple example might help 
explain the relation between the two concepts: I am thinking of the apple (noema), 
as opposed to: I am thinking of the idea of an apple (noesis).

In the following, this philosophical system will be adapted to the needs and 
rhetoric of the humanities and especially historical science. The object (anthropo-
genic material culture in this case) is processed in the human mind through sensory 
perception, which results in the creation of the noema. This aspect is one of the 
fundamental elements of phenomenology, namely consciousness of the object.15 In the 
noetic process, the noema is linked to the noesis through the noetic perception, that 
is to say a consciousness of consciousness.16 This latter process modifies the con-
sciousness into an altered noema through another process, the noetic embodiment.17 
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The final step in altering the actual object of our perception (anthropogenic mate-
rial culture) is motory embodiment,18 where we, as humans, try to shape the object 
of our perception into the image of our altered noema, that is to say, to our altered 
consciousness. The alteration of an object belonging to the anthropogenic material 
culture is only as good as our sensory and noetic perception of it (how well we can 
“observe and report”) and obviously largely depending on the noetic embodiment 
(basically, as it is more commonly used, on our “power of imagination”), and on the 
motory embodiment (how skilled we are). An example might help explain the pro-
cess. Imagine a naturalist painter. He can “observe and report” (basically experience) 
the apples shape, shading effect and texture the best he can imagine it. This image 
of the apples is nothing else than how it would “look” in his mind. Due to his “skills 
and talent” he can alter the anthropogenic material culture of the canvas and paint, 
and reorganize it in a way that will most closely reproduce what he first experienced. 
The relevance for the historical and, in this case, for the archaeological interpreta-
tion of such a descriptive method of individual cultural change is enormous, since it 
is not societies or groups that change and revolutionize humanity, but individuals. 
In this, if we can only deal with anthropogenic material culture of past individuals, 
it is important to understand that ‘Z’ archaeological culture did not change into ‘Y’ 
archaeological culture; it did not disappear or was annihilated, but rather that it is a 
continuous alteration instituted by individuals. Such “personifications” of present-
day ideas of archaeological cultures, of pottery groups, and of metal object typolo-
gies only over-simplify historical facts. The research of such historical facts, in the 
end, should be the purpose of historians; basically, understanding and reporting that 
cultures did not change, or die or evolve, but rather that, at the best, people did.

Group cultural change – the X group identity

T
HE RESULT of such research led scholars of phenomenology to develop the 
theories needed in order for us to understand concepts as identities, Ander-
sartigkeit, Dasein. 19 The definition of such concepts is crucial because the 

“identities” that we as historians or archaeologists conduct our rhetoric with are, 
paradoxically, the basis and also the aim of our humanities research. If the archaeo-
logical research methods have a fallacy, it should be sought in this paradox.

Individual or noetic change alters anthropogenic material culture, and we as indi-
viduals interact through it. This interaction through anthropogenic material or non-
material culture20 is the actual basis of identity (fig. 2). As the object of archaeologi-
cal research is the anthropogenic material culture, the analysis of identity aspects of 
the non-material anthropogenic culture will be limited in the following. 

Since the difference between anthropogenic material and non-material culture is 
stated above, an explanation for the two terms will be presented below. The former’s 
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analysis and involvement in the processes described above is the object of archaeol-
ogy. This involves processes like the documentation, classification and analysis of the 
anthropogenic material culture. In turn, they should be related at a multidisciplinary 
level to aspects of humanities that make the non-material anthropogenic culture (e. 
g. ethnology, ethnography, linguistics) the object of their study. In order to facili-
tate understanding, to have a “common denominator” and eidetic science21 for the 
research of human history, it should be mentioned that the presented system is also 
applicable for the non-material aspects of this individual interaction. 

Cultural change mechanism

I
N THIS sense, the adherence of any individual to the X group (or we could say 
the members of X group) is conditioned by noetic interaction. If the perception 
of any given individual of the anthropogenic culture of the X group is more 

than the alteration of that, we may safely state that the individual is part of the X 
group. Being part of the X group is defined here by the individual considering him/
herself part of it, and being accepted by the members of the X group as well, which 
in the end is the basis of any identity. If, on the other hand, the alternate possibil-
ity is presented, that there is more alteration of the anthropogenic culture of the X 
group on behalf of an individual than just the perception of it, it can be said that the 
members of the X group do not consider the individual a part of their group.

At this point I would like to draw attention to the obvious fact that arises from 
the cultural change theory presented here. This fact is that the interpretation of past 
identities is always affected by the perception of historians/archaeologists, which 
materializes in their rhetoric. As pointed out above, there are many variables of 
individual belonging, group identity and Andersartigkeit. Hence, due to the nature 
of the historical/archaeological rhetoric, only a very limited amount of discourses 
are adopted, describing from the same perspective over and over again the same 
present-day manufactured identity. The obvious result of this is that the perspective 
will undermine itself and it will be shaken by studies which will highlight these gen-
eralizations and inadequacies of present-day fabricated identities.22 Some of these 
studies even go as far as attempting to prove that the unity of so-called archaeologi-
cal cultures does not exist; however, based on the presented cultural change theory, 
these cultures could have never existed. The only explanation for the creation of such 
identities is a unifying present-day perception of complex past identities.

Identities are ever-changing social units which can only be perceived in a dy-
namic system that changes in space and time through the noetic alteration of their 
anthropogenic culture. What this would mean is, if the X group is defined, let us say, 
as a religious identity, it does not mean that all of its individuals will share the same 
economic, political or other identities. Based on the theory presented here, it is sug-
gested that only a mixture of such “identities” could result in actual past archaeologi-
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cal cultures or identities. A limitation in focus on only one or two such “identities” 
would create an artificial identity that never actually existed. Such concerns have, for 
example, been raised for south-east European prehistoric archaeological cultures and 
periods, where in most cases the grounds for defining an identity is solely based on 
pottery and/or metal objects.23

Archaeology—the diachronic sabir

A
FTER HAVING dealt with the relation between the anthropogenic material 
culture and individual/group cultural change, we may place our present-
day perception in the syntax of these two variables. The relation between 

these three elements will be called the diachronic sabir. According to the OED (2nd 
ed. 1989) it is “a French-based pidgin language used in parts of North Africa; also, 
= lingua franca; 1939 L. H. GRAY Foundations of Lang. 37 Sabir, a mixture of 
French, Spanish, Italian, Greek, and Arabic, which serves as a lingua franca for the 
Mediterranean ports.” The concept of a sabir is a very fitting way of describing the 
relation between anthropogenic material culture, individual/group cultural change 
and present-day perception; just as in the literary meaning of it, a new language 
is created by taking components from previously existing ones. In this sense, this 
new “language” is used to communicate between different identities based on an 
“information system,” which was newly created from the elements that previously 
belonged to the different identities. It will be made clear below that this communi-
cation is not a conventional dialogue but rather a communication system adapted 
for diachronic needs. 

The syntax of archaeology as the diachronic sabir is the best expression for the 
means of observing-reporting and interpreting anthropogenic material cultures of 
past identities. Archaeology has also been envisioned as a language,24 where the ac-
tual manifestations of past humans could be “decoded”; due to its failure to be suc-
cessfully applied, this idea has been abandoned.25 In this author’s opinion this “dia-
logue” between past and present can only be pursued in one direction: the answers 
have been already presented to us by past people (nous-see below) through their 
anthropogenic material culture. This only leaves the possibility, from the present-day 
perspective, of asking questions which will fit the already given answers (fig. 3).

Due to the tripartite nature of the diachronic sabir, it is possible to arrive at 
an understanding, through the noetic processes of phenomenological thought, of 
how past individuals described and quantified their material culture. The concept 
of nous represents the complex system of individual and group identities of the past 
and present, as the individuals’ creative force in what is referred to as “anthropo-
genic material culture.” According to the OED (draft ver. Sept. 2010), nous means: 
“mind, intellect; intelligence; intuitive apprehension.” Basically, in the present rheto-
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ric, it is a formal way of summarizing the complex individual and communal noetic 
processes as described above, while still preserving their essential meaning.

Perception and the Peircean trichotomy

I
F THE previously presented noetic cultural change model is integrated in the 
syntax of the diachronic sabir, we could obviously ask ourselves, ‘what are the 
means of perceiving anthropogenic material culture?’ It has been suggested that 

the Peircean trichotomy26 could be applied for such a purpose.27 The application 
principle is simple: individuals perceive (or have consciousness of) and give meaning 
to all anthropogenic culture (material or not) by attributing them a tripartite semi-
otic meaning. This tripartite meaning is iconic, symbolic and indexical, based on the 
morphological, functional and contextual variables, respectively, of the anthropogenic 
material culture that is being perceived (fig. 4).

This is to say, individuals who perceive the same object (anthropogenic material 
culture) in more or less in the same manner (iconic, symbolic and indexical) will be 
part of the same X identity group. As all anthropogenic material culture has more 
or less its unique morphological, functional and contextual attributes, which rarely 
change without the individuals’ alteration of them, it may be concluded that the 
perception of such anthropogenic material culture, and hence its alteration based on 
these three aspects, will be the foundation of the identity of any X group.

Applied diachronic sabir

B
Y CLASSIFYING all anthropogenic material culture in the context of the dia-
chronic sabir into the three aspects of morphology, functionality and con-
textuality, present-day questions may be asked to past answers. If past nous28 

perceived the objects through these three aspects, a similar categorization and clas-
sification in present-day nous would allow for a more or less accurate spatial and 
temporal delimitation of such an X group identity. This identity would be defined by 
the nature of the material that is subjected to analyses. If, for example, the material 
consists of figurines, graves and sanctuaries, a past identity based on common beliefs 
might be discovered, irrelevant of present-day cultures and groups, in contradiction 
with modern day practice where these common beliefs (past “religions”) have so far 
been manufactured in most of the cases based on the morphological classification of 
anthropogenic material culture. 

In conclusion, it is suggested that a general observation/report and analysis of the 
anthropogenic material culture, from all three aspects of perception (morphology, 
functionality and contextuality)—and not only from one (morphology), as it usu-
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ally happens—is required before grouping and clustering the material and drawing 
conclusions.

Environment, consciousness and historical rhetoric 

B
EFORE VENTURING into the excursus of possible applications of the theory and 
concept, a few words on the background of past individuals, anthropogenic 
material culture and present-day perceptions are needed. ‘Background’ is 

understood as non-anthropogenic material culture,29 which ranges from geological, 
hydrological variables to Aeolian and those related to the sun. A cultural model is 
only valid if the alteration of the material culture by individuals or groups of indi-
viduals is perceived as their means of interacting with the environment. Temperature 
changes, precipitations and many other variables affect the way individuals alter 
their material culture. To understand and to describe, as closely as possible, these 
past processes the aspects of consciousness of anthropogenic material culture and 
the environmental interaction of past individuals should be noted as well. That is to 
say, the individuals’ consciousness of non-anthropogenic material culture should be 
added to present-day perspectives.

The fourth cornerstone of the cultural change theory presented here is the envi-
ronmental factor. This can be integrated in the present theory as the consciousness 
of past individuals of non-anthropogenic material culture (in this case, environ-
mental variables). The means of perceiving the environment is the same tripartite 
system based on the Peircean trichotomy of recognizing morphological, functional 
and contextual variables of the non-anthropogenic material culture. Hence, the en-
vironment plays a major role in the creation of the identity of the X group. Basically, 
individuals who perceive the non-anthropogenic material culture in more or less the 
same manner (iconic, symbolic and indexical) will be part of the same X group.

As a preliminary conclusion, based on the above, it can be stated that the belong-
ing of any individual to an X group is defined by the extent to which that individual 
perceives the same anthropogenic and non-anthropogenic material cultures in the 
same manner (iconic, symbolic and indexical) as the members of the X group. Fur-
thermore this anthropogenic material culture is used by individuals to interact with 
the non-anthropogenic material culture.

Application possibilities

A
N EXCURSUS will exemplify the possibilities and limitations of such a cul-
tural change theory. As the system is designed for the processing of large 
amounts of data, which may cover a considerable area and time, the creation 
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of a catalogue or a database is suggested. In this, the anthropogenic material cul-
ture is broken up based on the outlined principles. Each feature, ecofact, manuport 
and artefact is entered into the database three times, based on its morphological, 
functional and contextual classification. Furthermore, the macro- and micro-spatial 
variables of the environment should be registered for each entry next to its possible 
chronological (relative and absolute) attributions. The morphological classification 
implicitly has a macro-spatial and temporal value; the functional one could represent 
a social and raw material value, whereas the contextual one will harbor micro-spatial 
and social values. Such a database will allow for the formal spatial and temporal 
outlining of the distinct identity that is being sought. The grouping or clustering 
of such individual entries of anthropogenic material culture will not rest solely on 
the morphological criteria, as in most of the cases in present-day archaeology, but 
rather on a tripartite system which would require the similarity of functionality, 
morphology and contextually between the individual elements of the X group in 
question. Such groups would have specific limits in space and time and would also 
be presented with actual areas of spatial and temporal interference between two or 
more of them. 

The plotting of these individual entries on thematic maps, designed in a multi-
disciplinary spirit by humanities and natural sciences, would bring the awareness of 
non-anthropogenic material culture of past individuals (environmental) to the table 
of identities. The mapping on thematic maps, which represent geology, hydrology, 
precipitations, vegetation and fauna, raw materials, temperature variations, to name 
a few, would allow for the most accurate, as far as it is possible, rhetoric by histori-
ans/archaeologists.

The merit of such a system would lie in the present-day perception of past an-
thropogenic and non-anthropogenic material as a dynamic system and not as a static 
one. It would not be subjected to inapplicable theoretical concepts such as “begin-
ning” and “end,” but would rather represent a constantly changing and interactive 
perception of past individuals’ consciousnesses and groups.

Conclusions

A
FTER THIS short and preliminary presentation of a cultural change theory 
based on phenomenology and Peircean trichotomy, we may see that a change 
of the analyzed object of archaeologies is impossible, as the answers have al-

ready been given by the past nous. As the diachronic sabir presents it, the individual 
noetic process and group identities of the past cannot be altered or reshaped by pres-
ent-day historic/archaeological rhetoric, nor is it possible for the same present-day 
perception to alter the anthropogenic and non-anthropogenic material culture of 
past individuals and groups. Therefore, if a metamorphosis of the analyzed objects 
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is not possible, we are left with the possibility of shifting our perspective from the 
views and expressions of an already presented past “image” to a different one, in this 
case based on the noetic processes, thus enabling the elimination of the fallacy in the 
research methods by an anamorphosis30 in archaeology.

q
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Abstract
Anamorphosis in Archaeology:

Aspects of Phenomenology and Perception  
in Interpretations of Anthropogenic Material Culture

The object of this paper is to present a theory of cultural change in archaeology, especially in rela-
tion to anthropogenic material culture. It will place the major elements of cultural change (the 
environment, humans, anthropogenic material culture, and present day perspective) in a single, 
wide-ranging description of the processes. These elements will be based on concepts and processes 
of phenomenology, Peircean trichotomy and pragmatism, which in turn will be adapted for the 
needs of the description of a cultural process with special attention to archaeology. At the end of 
this, a small excursus will show how such a system might be applied and used in archaeological 
research. The aim of such an attempt is to balance the interpretations of present-day archaeologists 
and scholars of the humanities with the abovementioned variables, which all equally influence 
cultural change. Such an attempt will also provide a frame of argumentation and understanding 
for writer and reader alike.

Keywords
Phenomenology, perception, Peircean trichotomy, cultural change theory.




