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Abstract. The article is devoted to the study of methods for the formation of complex 
social identities in the semiotic context of culture. On the basis of empirical and 
theoretical material, the article describes modern provisions regarding social identities. 
The interconnection of personal and group identities and the features of their interaction 
with each other are noted. Based on an analytical review of theories of complex social 
identities, methods for constructing them are proposed. The concept of culture presented 
in this article as a landmark system is based on the classical and modern research. 
Cultural memory is presented as a factor constructing self-awareness. The main factors of 
constructing a complex ethnocultural identity, the authors include cultural mechanisms. 
The article is based on studies of the subjective and objective languages of the literary 
text of culture.
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The methodology for the formation of 
complex identities in this article will be con-
sidered primarily from the broad concept of so-
cial identity itself. The emphasis in this case is 
shifted to the combination of an ethnic identity 
with other social identities.

Turning to the study of the problems of 
social identity, it is necessary to note its in-
terdisciplinary nature that determines the 
relationship between an individual and vari-
ous social groups. In sociology, the study of 
identity is associated with a feature of the so-
cial functioning of an individual as a result of 
the action of social mechanisms of individual 
self-determination. Identity issues in sociolog-
ical research were dealt with by such authors 
as H. Becker, P. Berger, P. Bourdieu, I. Hoff-
man, T. Luckmann, R. Merton, R. Turner, and 
others.

Types of Social Identity
Formation of identity ensures the integra-

tion, wholeness and unity of self-awareness of 
a personality as a complex individual. Identity 
in sociology is seen from the point of view of a 
social phenomenon accessible to the empirical 
approach, since it is the effect of various so-
cial institutions on the self-determination of a 
person. Identity as a complex entity manifests 
itself at the cognitive, semantic, and affective 
levels (Biankina, 2017). With this approach, 
social ideological systems are studied from 
the point of view of social institutions, which 
in turn form a personal identity. This approach 
analyses the impact of external factors, that is, 
society, state and professional environment, on 
a personality, as well as the reaction of this per-
sonality to this impact.

Let us point out the classification of types 
of identity proposed by S. Huntington: cultural, 
political, ascriptive, social, territorial, and eco-
nomic (Huntington, 2008).

According to Z.A. Zhade, E.S. Kukva, 
S.A. Liaushev, A.Iu. Shadzhe, the sociologi-
cal approach analyses personal and collective 
identities and their interconnection as a bidi-
rectional process of society’s self-identifica-
tion, in which some contradictions between 
collective and individual identification are pos-
sible (Zhade et al., 2006).

D.S. Mart’ianov notes that the concept 
of social identity “describes how other people 
define a person based on broad social catego-
ries or characteristics, such as age, profession 
or ethnicity. These are the components of an 
“I” person that a person experiences at the 
level of awareness of belonging to any group” 
(Mart’ianov, 2015).

Social identity, given the above factors, 
is the determination of an individual through 
his belonging to certain social groups. Societ-
ies and communities, in turn, have a collective 
identity.

According to A.V. Mikliaev and P.V. Ru-
miantseva, an interdisciplinary nature involves 
the consideration of the phenomenon of identity 
as a social process determined by the sociocul-
tural situation of society. The concept of social 
identity is associated with a person’s self-deter-
mination on the basis of various social catego-
ries and signs, through which a person reckons 
himself in a specific group, which means social 
comparison (Mikliaeva, Rumiantseva 2008).

S. Moscovici, J. Habermas are develop-
ing a theory of social representations through 
the concept of identity balance. The concept of 
equivalence of identities presented by J. Haber-
mas considers personal identity through the re-
flection of connections of a person’s personal 
experience, while social identity reflects the 
fulfilment of various social roles. A person is 
in search of a compromise between the two as-
pects of identity. J. Habermas’ study of the phe-
nomenon of identity through a personal catego-
ry involves focusing on the diversity of groups 
that include an individual. As for the social cat-
egory, it is seen as the identity of an individual 
with one or another group (Habermas, 1999).

The characteristics of the concept of so-
cial identity are such properties as relationality, 
collectivity, sociality, diversity (Semenenko, 
2017).

Considering identity from the point of 
view of sociology, it is worth noting its division 
into a personal and group type. Personal and 
group identities are inextricably interconnect-
ed, and personal identity, in turn, is formed by 
both internal and external factors. The forma-
tion of personality identity through external 
factors occurs through various social groups.
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As I.V. Lysak and L.F. Kosenchuk note, 
personal identity has two main approaches to 
the problem of determination. The first ap-
proach involves personal identification as a 
mechanism that promotes the formation of 
identity, and identity, in turn, is the result of 
this process. The second approach is based on 
the statement about the processuality of the 
phenomenon of identity itself. These approach-
es differ in the role of the personal “I” of an 
individual in the process of identity formation.

Concepts of complex cultural identity
Theories related to the consideration of 

complex social identities can be noted as stud-
ies on the positive attitude of intergroup inter-
actions with predominance of complex social 
identities of an individual. The development of 
these theories is based on the model of com-
plex social identity of a personality proposed 
by S. Roccas and M. Brewer (Roccas, Brewer, 
2002), which represents four types of complex 
identities: “intersection”, “predominance”, 
“fragmentation”, “merging”, where the empha-
sis is shifted toward the prevalence of complex 
identity in an individual subject, not a social 
group, and the development of G.V. Boden-
hausen’s theory, which is based on the types of 
S. Roccas and M. Brewer, but identifies three 
patterns of functioning of a complex identity: 
“dominance”, “division” , “integration.” In the 
latter theory, the emphasis is put on solving 
conflicting group problems. Attention, as in the 
previous case, is focused on a complex identi-
ty of a personality (Bodenhausen, 2009). The 
publication of O.E. Khukhlaev and M.A. Khait 
(Khukhlaev, Khait, 2012) sets out the basic 
principles of this theory, which distinguishes 
several types of complex social identities: “in-
tersection”, “predominance”, “fragmentation”, 
“merging”. “Intersection” is a type of identi-
ty when a person relates himself to any social 
group, and it, in turn, combines two or more 
groups, and only if all the significant social 
characteristics of the group are present, the indi-
vidual relates himself to this group. The second 
type of “predominance” is when an individual 
has many identities, there is one that is pre-
dominant. The third type is “fragmentation,” 
when, depending on a specific situation, an 

individual in various social groups selects one 
that is most suitable. The single social whole of 
personal identities breaks up showing the sides 
necessary in a given situation. The fourth type 
is “merging”. In this type the whole complexity 
of the identities that a personality has is equal-
ly significant. However, as M.B. Brewer notes 
in his article “The Complexity of Social Iden-
tity and Acceptance of Diversity,” individuals 
in complex communities have multiple social 
groups that have some categories of intersec-
tion with each other, but this position may not 
reduce intra-group prejudice and discrimina-
tion. More likely, it is precisely the subjective 
representation of the complexity of identity that 
matters for intergroup relations. It is necessary 
to mention a property of duality of identity, 
in connection with the simultaneous desire to 
have characteristics that are similar and differ-
ent from differentiated social groups. Variabil-
ity of identity is a hallmark.

N.K. Steffens, Małgorzata A. Gocłowska, 
and A.D. Galinsky examine the positive impact 
of complex identity on the creative potential of 
an individual. Having multiple social identities 
is associated with the increased creative poten-
tial through cognitive flexibility (Steffens et al., 
2015).

In connection with the positive settings in 
the study of complex social identities, the ques-
tion of their construction and formation in a so-
cial environment of modern society arises. In 
this case, it is necessary to turn to the symbol-
ic direction of research in the field of cultural 
studies. The cognitive approach is to examine 
culture through the prism of signs and sym-
bols. The symbolic direction in culturological 
research is based on the cultural theory of Clif-
ford Geertz, in which culture is the production 
and use of symbolic forms (Geertz, 2004). It 
means that cultural systems are formed through 
symbols, that is, culture itself is considered as 
a space of symbolic forms. The interconnec-
tion of such symbols can have a dual meaning: 
expression and reproduction of reality, and its 
construction. Since culture is viewed through 
symbolic forms, we can talk about the forma-
tion of ethnocultural groups. Ethnocultural 
groups, viewed through the prism of signs and 
symbols, allow the emergence of such a con-
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cept as cultural mechanisms that use cultural 
texts having certain consequences and effects 
on complex social groups.

Turning to the study of identity, some 
authors point out only two main approaches: 
primordialism (historical conditionality and 
innate nature of certain characteristics of iden-
tity) and constructivism (identity has a focused 
nature aimed at certain manipulations with dif-
ferent social groups). Ethnologist M.N. Gubog-
lo notes the difference only in the development 
factors of a community – internal mechanisms 
or external management. Also, one of the ap-
proaches in ethnic self-identification is an in-
strumental approach that is characterized by 
the fact that the belonging to an ethnic group 
itself can be used as a growth resource in var-
ious spheres of social activity. Belonging to 
one or another identity is considered as a so-
cial capital. In the study of ethnicity, construc-
tivism is a basic analytical approach, the fol-
lowers of which are B. Anderson, P. Bourdieu, 
E. Gellner, E. Hobsbawm, V. Tishkov. Accord-
ing to primordialism, ethnicity as a catego-
ry has only objective grounds independent of 
human self-awareness. Ethnic identity, in turn, 
according to the constructivist approach, can 
be interpreted as a product and result of social 
relations between people. Thus, ethnic identity 
has a dynamic nature, in which transformation-
al processes can occur. In scientific literature, 
some researchers distinguish the following ap-
proaches to the problems of identity formation: 
essentialism (includes a primordial set of prop-
erties and qualities), constructivist approach 
(identity is regarded as a social construct), as 
well as constructive realism (identity has stable 
and constructive components with a conscious 
and unconscious nature) (Lysak, Kosenchuk, 
2016).

Methodology of the study  
of complex social identities

The modern era with a large number of so-
cial transformations leads to strengthening of 
the role of social construction of identities. To 
a greater extent, this statement can be traced 
at the regional, civil, national, ethnic, digital 
levels, through state apparatuses. For example, 
V.A. Tishkov notes the following in relation to 

national identity: “a nation is not only the result 
of ethnocultural unification, but the result of 
the deliberate influence of the political and in-
tellectual elite on establishing ideas about peo-
ple as a nation, common values and symbols of 
culture” (Tishkov, 1994; Sertakova, 2013).

The construction of a complex identity is 
associated with the possibility of a comprehen-
sive impact on a personality from a psycholog-
ical point of view. “Smart” and “soft” forces 
of influence on society are associated with cul-
tural practices aimed at human consciousness 
and reproduce cultural codes, signs and sym-
bols that determine individual’s membership 
in a particular ethnocultural group (Berezh-
nova and Pimenova, 2015; Kistova et al., 2016; 
Reznikova, 2012; Zamaraeva, 2014).

Ethnosocial and ethnocultural processes 
record the degree of foundation of traditional 
cultural structures and changes in axiological 
characteristics and ethnicity parameters from 
local and general sides. On the general side, 
it is worth noting the processes of heterogeni-
zation as exacerbation of such phenomena as 
ethnogenesis, ethnic interest, ethnic culture, 
and ethnic roots (Avdeeva et al., 2019a; Kopt-
seva, 2014; Koptseva et al., 2018; Koptseva and 
Reznikova, 2015; Libakova et al., 2016; Zamar-
aeva et al., 2019a, 2019b; Zhgunova, Ivanova, 
2011).

The formation of a complex identity 
ensures integration, integrity and unity of 
self-awareness of a person as a complex indi-
vidual. The instruments of the constructivist 
approach include categorization, situational 
actions, cognitive meanings, projects, actions, 
events, social institutions (Kashaf, 2014).

Dividing the methodological approaches 
into narrow and broad ones, we can say that 
the broad approaches are determined by the 
analysis of literature, inductive approach and 
conceptual analysis, but narrow approaches are 
mainly sociological.

Considering the broad approaches through 
comparing various statistics, one can note the 
development of ethnosociology in the So-
viet period of the 1980’s. This area has been 
studying the problems of interethnic relations 
and ethnic identity. Ethnosociology has devel-
oped three levels of relationships: institutional, 
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intergroup, and interpersonal (Dugin, 2011). 
Broad methods also include the historiographic 
method, which is determined primarily by the 
descriptive characteristics of the phenomena of 
identity.

Considering the narrow methods of con-
structing a complex identity, we can distinguish 
the sociological approaches that are formed us-
ing semiotic systems, as noted earlier. Based on 
the concepts of sign systems, we can conclude 
that they can reproduce, produce and trans-
form. When studying ethnocultural groups, the 
stability of their components should be desig-
nated.

We also should consider a comparative 
method, since the very nature of identity pre-
supposes comparison of an I individual and 
the Other (Habermas, 1999). Identification and 
comparison are a simultaneous process, which 
in the framework of design means the need to 
ensure the continuity of this process in the for-
mation of a complex identity. In this case, re-
flection is precisely the process in which the for-
mation of identity takes place. Comprehension 
of identity and formation of self-consciousness 
through comparing an individual and the other 
lead to the integrity of the individual’s percep-
tion of himself, that is personal identity. When 
determining the formation of cultural identity, 
it is worth noting the cultural comparison de-
termined by some cultural differences in socio-
cultural societies. In this case – through certain 
symbolic forms: language, values, historical 
memory, religion, traditions, national character 
(Galkina, 2010; Kolesnik, 2018; Koptseva et al., 
2012; Pchelkina, 2015).

The method of constructing psychose-
mantic spaces, as noted by A.I. Popova and 
S.G. Maksimova, helps to correlate the sub-
jective experiences of a personality and the 
methods of consciousness developed by society 
through language forms (Popova, Maksimova, 
2018). Mentioning the features of language in 
the formation of an ethnocultural group, it is 
worth noting the presence of a special set of 
concepts.

Turning to the definition of culture as pro-
duction and reproduction of symbolic forms, 
it is necessary to consider the cultural mecha-
nisms of constructing complex identities.

The elements of culture do not exist out-
side of human activities, and therefore, in Clif-
ford Geertz’s theory, culture has a set of such 
control mechanisms as cultural programs that 
control an individual’s behaviour (Kovalenko, 
2010).

In the structure of the mechanism of for-
mation of one or another identity, N.V. Ivano-
va distinguishes two aspects: cognitive and 
affective. The affective aspect is a positive or 
negative emotional attitude towards any group, 
while the cognitive aspect includes identifi-
cation awareness and self-identification with 
a social group, and knowledge about the dif-
ferences between one’s own and another so-
cial groups will be a constituent (Zhgunova, 
Ivanova, 2011). Differentiation is based on the 
awareness of the “in” and “out” groups about 
the difference in certain signs of a social group.

On the basis of semitic systems, a catego-
ry of memory as a mechanism for construct-
ing identity arises. Memory has an impact 
on the development of traditional culture to a 
greater extent because it acts as “the only sys-
tem of codification of information within the 
boundaries of the primitive stage of the soci-
ety development” (Kostina, 2013). Memory 
as a tradition contains an objective side of the 
cultural and historical process. In the context 
of cultural memory, spiritual and material cul-
ture can be considered from a syncretic point of 
view determined by the totality of experience. 
A tradition acts as a norm pervading the past 
and influencing modern relations both within 
the group and outside it. Iu. Lotman indicated 
that, in canonical cultures, the reproduction of 
a cultural text leads to the formation of a new 
information field. The tradition, in turn, re-
producing and supporting the existing social 
system, renews the values, ideas, stereotypes, 
customs and rites of an ethno-cultural group. 
Social mechanisms used in the ethnocultural 
space are aimed at preserving the sign system 
in its immutability and stability. They are di-
vided into one or another degree of regimen-
tation into more or less rigid ones. One of the 
ways of expressing regimentation, which is 
less regulated and demonstrates more desire 
than a ban, is folklore that has an instructive 
character. Turning to the definition of cultur-
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al memory, according to Assmann, “culture is 
the objective memory of society, preserving its 
identity and transmitting it along the chain of 
generations. The forms, in which society orga-
nizes the transfer of information necessary to 
preserve the given identity, and the institutions 
that care about the transfer of such information, 
denote the uniqueness and the unique style of a 
particular culture” (Assmann, 2004).

Cultural mechanisms  
for constructing complex identities

When considering the cultural mecha-
nisms of constructing complex identities, it is 
necessary to note the symbolic and sign sys-
tems of representing different cultural mean-
ings through a comparison of the subject and 
object characteristics of formulas. There are 
intra-system mechanisms of detailed represen-
tation of complex cultural knowledge in the 
folklore formulas (Dobrova, 2018).

N.M. Libakova, N.N. Pimenova, A.V. Kis-
tova explore artistic, ceremonial culture, folk 
life, rituals as a constructive element of eth-
nic identity. N.A. Safonova considers a tradi-
tional ritual culture as a cultural mechanism 
for the preservation of ethnocultural identity. 
The signs of the phenomenon of ethnocultural 
identity are distinguished as follows: a territo-
rial sign, a cultural component and language. 
Ritual practice, as a mechanism, regulates the 
processes of ethnocultural identity (Safonova, 
2016). A.V. Kistova considers complex ethnic 
identities as belonging of an individual to dif-
ferent ethnic groups, provided that the indi-
vidual simultaneously understands the differ-
ences and integrates their values (Avdeeva et 
al., 2019b; Kistova, 2013; Kolesnik et al., 2019; 
Reznikova et al., 2019).

Distinguishing such a constructive ele-
ment of culture as a work of art, the catego-

rial apparatus associated with this definition 
should be designated. According to the the-
ory of N.P. Koptseva and V.I. Zhukovskii, a 
work of art is defined as a thing of the second 
nature, which is created artificially and have 
material dimensions. Its purpose is creating 
an artistic image aimed at uniting human 
and Absolute principles. The artistic image, 
in turn, includes the concept of art space as 
a meeting place for a person-spectator and a 
work-thing. It is the artistic space that is in-
teresting to consider from the point of view 
of constructing identity as the space of an ar-
tistic text. This space includes certain artistic 
signs that make it possible to trace a complex 
identity in them by referring to the object and 
subject of language (Kolesnik et al., 2018; 
Koptseva, Zhukovskii, 2004; Semenova, 
2010; Seredkina et al., 2019; Shimanskaia and 
Koptseva, 2018).

Works of art contain an extensive ethnic 
memory and a spiritual experience of gener-
ations. For complex identities, the connection 
of various ethnic symbols is typical, but at the 
same time, the equivalence of different ethnic 
and cultural groups is traced. In turn, social 
identities combined with ethnocultural identi-
ty have positive characteristics for the self-de-
termination of an individual in society. The 
constructing cultural mechanism is considered 
from the semiotic point of view of the subject 
and object languages of an artistic text of cul-
ture.

Thus, the indicated conceptual founda-
tions for the study of the phenomenon of com-
plex identities allow us to highlight the features 
of ethnic identity in the system of social scienc-
es. The study of methodology identifies some 
qualitative methods for the study of complex 
identities, while cultural mechanisms focus on 
various cultural texts.
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Методология исследований сложной идентичности

А.А. Шпак, Д.С. Пчелкина
Сибирский федеральный университет 
Российская Федерация, Красноярск

Аннотация. Статья посвящена исследованию методов формирования сложных 
социальных идентичностей в семиотическом контексте культуры. На основе эм-
пирического и теоретического материала в статье дается описание современных 
положений, касающихся социальных идентичностей. Отмечается взаимосвязь 
личностной, персональной идентичности и групповой особенности их взаимодей-
ствия друг с другом. На основе аналитического обзора теорий сложных социаль-
ных идентичностей предлагаются способы их конструирования. Представленное 
в данной статье понятие культуры как знаковой системы опирается на классиче-
ские и современные исследования. Культурная память представлена как констру-
ирующий самосознание фактор. К основным факторам конструирования сложной 
этнокультурной идентичности авторы относят культурные механизмы. Основа дан-
ного исследования базируется на изучении субъективного и объективного языков 
художественного текста культуры.
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