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Abstract. The article reveals conceptual problems of the formation of the concept of 
“complex identity” in modern humanities based on the analysis of foreign and Russian 
studies. In scientific history, the conceptual definition of the notion emerged in the 
last third of the 20th century in sociology and social psychology, however, since the 
beginning of the 21st century it received further development due to the interdisciplinary 
research, which allowed scientists to identify complex forms of identity in a dynamically 
developing world. At the beginning of the 21st century, the interest in identity as a cultural 
problem increased and it became necessary to study it in the context of modern culture 
and intercultural relations. Culturological problems allow us to combine existing ideas 
into a conceptual definition of the concept of “complex identity” and to prioritize research 
in accordance with modern socio-cultural relations.
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Introduction
The concept of “social identity” began to 

develop in foreign science in the 1970’s in con-
nection with the study of intra-group relations, 
group processes and inter-group relations as-
sociated with the persecution of various ethnic 
and social groups (Hornsey, 2008). Muzafer 
Sherif and Carolyn Wood Sherif, who conduct-
ed a field study titled “Robber’s Cave” in the 
Sherif camp in 1954, became one of the first 
researchers in the study of intergroup hostility. 
The experiment was based on the formation of 
intergroup relations between two in-groups of 
adolescents, the competitive phase with an ex-
acerbation of intergroup hostility and the inte-
gration stage with the attainment of intergroup 
cooperation. As a result of the study, scientists 
recorded a number of features: 1) individual 
differences are not a significant factor for the 
occurrence of intergroup conflict; 2) a hostile 
and aggressive attitude, negative behaviour to-
wards an external group (out-group) arises as a 
result of a competition for resources that only 
one group can obtain; 3) the integration inter-
relation arises only with the support of positive 
intergroup relations, in the presence of higher 
goals that contribute to a united, joint action. 
Thanks to the Sherifs’ experiment, the concept 
of “social group” is fixed in social psychology 
in the field of interpersonal processes and be-
gins to develop in two theories: D.T. Campbell’s 
realistic group conflict theory («Realistic con-
flict theory» (Campbell, 1965)), which studies 
the phenomenon of intergroup hostility, and the 
social identity theory of intergroup behaviour 
(«Social identity theory» (Tajfel, 1974) devel-
oped by Polish social psychologist Henri Tajfel 
and his student, the British social psychologist, 
John Charles Turner, and the self-categori-
zation theory («Self-categorization theory» 
(Turner et al., 1987) subsequently developed by 
John Turner and his colleagues as concomitant 
to the social identity theory. The last two the-
ories together are known as the social identity 
approach.

During the 1970’s, checking the results 
of the Sherif’s field experiment, H. Tajfel and 
J. Turner conduct their own experimental stud-
ies of intergroup relations and conclude that 
through intergroup interaction, another level 

of self-esteem is activated as a set of represen-
tations of oneself and others as members of a 
particular group, including emotional and the 
estimated consequences of this group member-
ship. The idea of one’s group (in-group), but 
not an external group (out-group), is dictated 
by the individual’s desire for a positive and safe 
self-esteem. At the same time, the reality of 
one’s group arises at the border of a positive 
comparison with the characteristics of the ex-
ternal group.

The social identity theory is applied to 
the study of collective intra-group identities 
(Tajfel, 1978; Tajfel & Turner, 1979; Tajfel, 
1982). The basis for theoretical research is a 
hypothesis that individuals determine their 
personal identity in relation to social groups, 
and social identity “works” to protect and 
support self-identification. Due to social iden-
tity, individuals have a collective, impersonal 
identification that is based on the realization of 
their belonging to the group (Turner et., 1987). 
Henry Tajfel confirmed his idea that the social 
world is recognized by an individual as divid-
ed into different groups. An individual has in-
trinsic motivation and a tendency to classify 
himself into one or several ingroups, creating 
part of his identity on the basis of belonging 
to this group and establishing boundaries with 
other groups. In society, an individual classifies 
(organizes) the social environment into various 
social groups and categorizes himself within 
certain groups (by status, age, gender, profes-
sion, faith, education, etc.) in order to better de-
termine his position in society. The more simi-
larities (identifications) an individual discovers 
with a particular category, the more value the 
group has for him.

The social identity theory has become an 
explanatory paradigm in the study of social 
behaviour in terms of intergroup racial and 
ethnic discrimination, a hostile attitude be-
tween groups of unequal status. Developing 
the theory of social identity, Henry Tajfel and 
J. Turner gradually redefined the opinion of so-
ciologists towards understanding of intergroup 
relations as a process that is controlled by “so-
cial-structural variables”: intergroup behaviour 
is largely determined by people’s subjective 
ideas of where they are in the hierarchy of sta-
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tus, power, and their ideas of the permeability, 
stability and legitimacy of this hierarchy. How-
ever, scientists understood the impossibility of 
studying intergroup relations or a high-level 
intergroup conflict through the analysis of a 
minimal group, and recognized that there was 
a gap between a theoretical and methodological 
approach to the study of social identity.

In the 1990’s, in the framework of the 
cognitive paradigm of social psychology and 
cross-cultural psychology, scientists have de-
veloped a construct of complex social identity 
to understand the processes of social categori-
zation and to answer the question “how does 
an individual interact with representatives of 
other groups”? The construct allows us to anal-
yse the structure of a person’s multiple social 
identity, a combination of this multiplicity in 
the content of social categories of a person. So-
cial identity can be identified on the basis of 
an analysis of the subjective ideas of the indi-
vidual about the interconnection of his group 
identities and reflects the degree of perceived 
similarity between them (intersection). The de-
gree of complexity of social identity increas-
es the more dissimilar various categories are 
recognized by a person. And vice versa, the 
more similar the in-groups are recognized by a 
person, the simpler social identity he possess-
es. The complexity of social identity depends 
on social perception (on categorization), on the 
awareness and acceptance of differences be-
tween groups (in-groups and out-groups). For 
example, Philip Tetlock, through his research 
in the field of social psychology, discovers lev-
els of integrative complexity that require labo-
rious cognitive strategies and resources (Tet-
lock, 1983, 1986). Tetlock studies a model of 
pluralism of values that are often controversial, 
which provokes people to think in integrally 
complex ways. Thus, the scientist makes a de-
scription of the cognitive structure as a process 
in order to test the basic hypotheses about a 
complex identity model.

Research methods
The basis of the study is the method of 

review analysis, which allows us to trace the 
reasons for the emergence and the line of gen-
eral scientific development of the concept of 

“complex identity” in the 20th–21st centuries. 
This method is aimed at a theoretical analysis 
of the concept and analysis of the problems of 
complex identity in the interdisciplinary field 
of the humanities. The result of the application 
of the method will be the identification of the 
spectrum of existing approaches and concepts 
in foreign and Russian studies of the 20th – early 
21st centuries, and the formation of conceptual 
provisions on complex identity as a socio-cul-
tural phenomenon.

Discussion on the nature of the complexity  
of social identity in modern humanities

The concept of “complex identity” was 
further developed in the theories of categori-
zation and self-categorization that arose in the 
20th-21st centuries. These theories revealed the 
specifics of social identity as self-categoriza-
tion of a more complex (inclusive) level.

The main contribution to the develop-
ment of the theory was made by J. Turner 
(Turner et al., 1994; Turner, Onorato, 1998; 
Turner, 1999), S.A. Haslam (Haslam et al., 
1996; Haslam, 1997, 2001), and others. The 
scientists focused on the analysis of the func-
tioning of categorization processes in social 
perception and interaction between groups. 
Based on the basic theoretical principles of 
cognitive psychology, J. Turner and his col-
leagues determined that the theory of self-cat-
egorization can allow us to see the qualifica-
tion of “I” at different levels of abstraction 
(Turner, Oakes, 1986). People can qualify 
themselves as a single “I” (personal identity) 
or as a more complex “we” (social identity). 
Social identity occurs when “I” is cognitive-
ly grouped as identical and interchangeable 
with other incentives in this category. In in-
tergroup phenomena, it is precisely this type 
of self-categorization that lies at the core. The 
complexity of social identity is determined 
by increasing the level of abstraction: the av-
erage level of abstraction corresponds to the 
social “I”, where the perceiving self is clas-
sified as “we” compared to a noticeable out-
group (them); the highest level of abstraction 
is presented by us, people, where animals or 
other non-humans are a significant outgroup. 
A change in self-categorization arises with the 
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expansion of the comparative context and at 
a higher level of abstraction. In other words, 
the function of the comparative context plays 
a role both in personal identification (when an 
individual identifies himself when comparing 
with another person) and in the case of social 
identification with expanding the comparative 
context, when, for example, a group of women 
distinguish their own in-group from the exter-
nal group of men. Thus, the main social cat-
egories form the basis of the social world en-
riched with meaning. The resulting increase 
in social content allows a perceiver to interact 
with others with greater confidence and ease.

Scientists conceptually analyse social 
identification for psychological mechanisms 
and processes, their consequences, motivation 
for categorization, change of social identity 
during the life of an individual, and begin to 
develop the concept of “social identity” as mul-
tiple, having various forms of identity and, in 
many ways, forming personal and, at the same 
time, collective identity (Rothbart, John, 1985, 
Deaux, 1996; Macrae et al., 1995). As an ex-
ample, it is possible to cite the study of scien-
tists Miles Hewstone, Mir Rabiul Islam, and 
Charles M. Judd who presented six models of 
cross-categorization and intergroup relations 
(Hewstone et al., 1993). In two experiments, a 
hypothesis of the existence of intergroup dis-
crimination in social categorization was tested. 
It was concluded that the following dependent 
primary variables have additive effects among 
groups of Hindus and Muslims: “religion” (in 
interaction with the categories “country” and 
“language”) and “nationality”. Regarding SIT, 
scientists note that the results of their research 
indicate that positive identity can be achieved 
in terms of ordering into a hierarchy through 
the intragroup favouritism or group retreat. So-
cial identity is an additive model in which, at 
the intersection of categories, social categori-
zation does not perform the functions of sys-
tematizing and simplifying the social environ-
ment, but becomes a complex social identity. 
The analysis of the models made it possible to 
determine the difficulties of studying situations 
of cross-categorization, especially when the 
experiment takes place outside of laboratory 
conditions.

In the late 1980’s and early 1990’s, there 
was a realization that the study of social identi-
ty could not be fully based on a minimal group 
paradigm. In the 1990’s, researchers have cre-
ated new ways to manipulate the same vari-
ables using real social categories. The result 
of this process is that the original Tajfel and 
Turner’s hypotheses about social and structur-
al variables have been generalized, clarified 
and expanded. Thus, the concepts of “general 
identity” (Prentice et al., 1994), “disidentifi-
cation” (Dukerich et al., 1998; Elsbach, 1999; 
Ashforth et al., 2001), “multiple categorization” 
(Stangor et al., 1992), “cross categorization” 
(Urban, Miller, 1998; Crisp et al., 1999) have 
been developed and introduced; the levels of 
collective identity and self-presentation (Brew-
er, Gardner, 1996), individual and group levels 
(Brown, 2000, 2004; Brewer, 2010) have been 
studied. The analysis of forms of social iden-
tity is a subject of a collective work by Brian 
Lickel, David L. Hamilton, Amy Lewis, Steven 
J. Sherman, Grazyna Wieczorkowska, A. Nev-
ille Uhles (Lickel et al., 2000), which presents 
a classification of social groups and shows how 
forms of social identity can vary in a degree 
of value in connection with the level of satis-
faction of the individual’s needs. Scientists es-
pecially note that ethnic identity stands apart 
in categorization, as representatives of ethnic 
minorities highly value their participation in an 
ethnic group.

We also should note a special contribution 
to the development of the concept of “com-
plex identity” made by sociology professor 
Richard Jenkins, who published the book ti-
tled “Social Identity” in 1996. In this book, 
the scientist expressed the need to combine 
theoretical and empirical research works for 
the future development of sociology: “in the 
future of sociology, which I try to imagine, we 
need to reconsider the concepts of “society,” 
“social structure,” “social groups” that were 
adopted without reflection... “finally, the last 
area that awaits theoretical work: we need to 
get used to the unpredictability and probabi-
listic aspects of human life. Both in theory and 
in essence, we are searching for patterns: this 
is the foundation of a scientific enterprise (and 
the basic principle of human cognition). But in 
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the human world, perhaps, there is more room 
for probabilistic events than we think, even 
more than in the natural world. The problem 
here is that we are expected (by others and 
ourselves) to discover patterns, preferably with 
some predictive power” (Jenkins, 2014). In his 
theory, R. Jenkins reveals the definition of the 
complexity of identification as a dual process: 
external categorization and internal self-iden-
tification. The author writes that identity and 
identification are undoubtedly interconnected, 
have a meaning in everyday life, affect ev-
eryday situations and real human experience. 
As a starting point for defining the concept of 
“identity,” Jenkins writes that “it is a human 
ability, rooted in the language, to know ‘who is 
who’ and, therefore, ‘what is what.’ Identifica-
tion arises only in the process of relations be-
tween individuals or groups, when the result is 
an identity (emergent), individual or collective. 
Internally, an emergent can be categorized into 
a hierarchy or scale of preference, ambivalence, 
hostility, competition, partnership and cooper-
ation, and so on. From this perspective, iden-
tification and behavioural motives may seem 
related. However, the classification models of 
‘I’ and ‘others’ are multidimensional, they can 
hardly be internally consistent and be easily 
compared with each other. The hierarchies of 
collective identification can be combined with 
hierarchies of individual identification, which 
means that full interaction can be given mean-
ing. Taken together, these provisions indicate 
that categorical imperatives are unlikely to be 
sufficient guidance and that the ability to dis-
tinguish others in a subtle and clear way is a 
daily necessity. Later, in his speech when re-
ceiving the title of Honorary Professor of the 
University (Jenkins, 2015), R. Jenkins speaks 
of an urgent need for empirical studies, in 
which the objective intersections of sociology 
with many disciplines (social psychology, cul-
tural studies, social anthropology, social poli-
tics, social history) will help to participate “in 
observing the ups and downs of everyday life, 
in the detailed documentation of behavioural 
patterns of average radius of coverage, in iden-
tifying and interpreting emerging trends in the 
institutionalization processes and their out-
comes” (Jenkins, 2015: 19).

Research results
In the early 2000’s, an interdisciplinary 

approach has been developed to study complex 
social identities, which synthesizes develop-
ments based on social identity and self-cate-
gorization theories (Brown, 2000; Haslam et 
al., 2010). Social and psychosocial factors in-
fluence the way an individual integrates many 
social identities: with a weak intersection of 
in-groups, great psychological stress arises be-
cause the individual is aware of the difference 
in his groups (Barreto, Gardner, 2003). How-
ever, minimal intersection reveals a high de-
gree of complexity of social identity, showing 
not only that people are able to manage their 
multi-layered and multi-level identity, but also 
reflecting their experience and perception of 
sociocultural factors occurring in their daily 
lives (Ferguson, 2006). Studies on the intersec-
tion of the categories of multiple groups (Crisp 
et al., 2001) revealed changes in traditional 
stereotypes (for example, the impossibility of 
including female groups in professional areas) 
and recorded the emergence of new hybrid 
identities that could affect perception and in-
dividual well-being (Cross et al., 2003; Crisp 
et al., 2006).

In 2002, scientists Sonia Roccas and Mar-
ilynn Brewer, using a structurally functional 
approach, proposed a concept of the complex-
ity of social identity, which disclosed the phe-
nomenon of the subjective representation of an 
individual about the interconnections of his 
multiple group identities, each of which has a 
certain degree of coincidence (Roccas, Brew-
er, 2002). The scientific hypothesis suggests 
that the level of complexity of social identity 
increases when combined from similar and in-
tersecting to non-similar and non-intersecting 
identifications. The complexity of social iden-
tity is formed when an individual consciously 
differentiates and integrates multiple group 
identities, recognizing their difference in func-
tional roles. The choice of simple (intra-group) 
or complex (inter-group) social identity de-
pends on personal value priorities and tolerance 
for members of an external group or groups. 
Not long before the concept emerged, Marilynn 
Brewer (1996) suggested that different levels of 
identity represent different perspectives for the 



– 1221 –

Yulia S. Zamaraeva and Natalia P. Koptseva. History of Complex Identity Research

interpretation of social reality, and the theory 
of collective identity becomes a comprehensive 
theory for understanding variability both with-
in and between people. One of the key needs of 
a person is the need for identity – to define one-
self in contact with others. The phenomenon of 
social identity manifests itself in most people 
in the simultaneous belonging of an individu-
al to several social groups. At the turn of the 
20th-21st centuries, society has globalized and 
allowed individuals to cross geographic, cul-
tural, and social boundaries, to express them-
selves through wide and variable membership 
in various groups and social categories (Crisp, 
2001).

S. Roccas and M. Brewer investigate two 
problems at once: the nature of relations be-
tween the numerous intragroup identities of a 
particular person, and the influence of multi-
ple social identities on intergroup relations as 
a whole. For an individual, understanding the 
structure of identity is very important, since 
ideas about their groups affect not only self-es-
teem, but also the nature of the relations be-
tween them. Scientists dwell in detail on the 
processes by which group membership can 
contribute to the complexity of social identity.

A complex social identity is formed from 
multidisciplinary participation in target groups 
characterized in the human mind by interper-
sonal relationships and personal interactions 
between group members. The authors pro-
pose four alternative structures for multiple 
intra-group representations. Two conditional 
identities of two social categories are taken as 
a basis and the forms structurally formed from 
the inclusion or exclusion of other people as 
members of a subjective group are shown.

The first structure is called the “intersec-
tion” of several group memberships: when an 
individual constructs a single idea of his “so-
cial self” at the intersection of several group 
memberships. This is a single unique construc-
tion of social identity with stable characteris-
tics, built on several foundations of group iden-
tifications. The binding factors in the structure 
are the minimum of differences, the absence 
of conflict, stereotypy, unambiguity, simplicity 
and unity, a clear understanding of the bound-
aries of the in-group and unmixing with other 

groups. The model of intersection of the intra-
group representation arises in the process of 
joining and similarity, in which the joining of 
two group identities constitutes the in-group of 
the perceiver.

The second structure is referred to as 
“dominance,” when one social identity is pri-
ority over other functional roles of the indi-
vidual, but on the basis of which this individ-
ual identifies himself with the primary (main) 
group. When an individual classifies himself 
and others as one large group, the intragroup 
category can be identified with the prototype 
of the group (a representative, a pattern). Oth-
er alternative social identities are embedded in 
the group’s primary identification (“as sources 
of intragroup variation”), but do not apply to 
those outside the group (Roccas, Brewer, 2002: 
90). The individual conceptualizes his primary 
social identities and groups on a professional 
basis, and identifications in other categories are 
subordinated to the primary category as varia-
tive behaviour. This structure is more complex 
than the first one, since it has fragmentation of 
social identities within one dominant (primary) 
one.

The third structure operates with separate 
social identities, where one is a source for the 
social “I” and the others exist relatively sepa-
rately, and are activated in different contexts 
and situations. For example, in the office team 
work, only professional identity is important, 
while the rest (gender, ethnic, religious, cultur-
al) are not involved for group identity. However, 
in a different context, for example, in a family 
circle, cultural and religious identity is activat-
ed. Thus, multiple identities are as if divided 
and differentiated, exist isolated from each oth-
er and are actualized (switched) under certain 
conditions. The “separate” structure operates 
according to an additive evaluation scheme for 
other people depending on their membership in 
several groups.

The last, fourth structure is referred to 
as “merging,” in which the integration of all 
multiple groups within one category of social 
identity occurs. The authors of the concept 
note that the complexity of this structure is that 
“identification within a group extends to those 
who share any important social category of 
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membership – social identity – the sum of one 
united group identification.” All identifications 
are relevant and interact with each other on an 
equal basis as a combination of social identi-
ties. Inside the structure, various components 
and characteristics are integrated, in order to 
create a complex form of united identity with-
in the group. The result is a variety of social 
identities, in which a single categorical separa-
tion between people disappears (for example, 
to evaluate them from the point of view of a 
particular categorical identity). The authors 
note that the more numerous an individual’s 
social identity is, the more difficult it becomes 
to define his in-group: in any dimension, there 
is no clear distinctions between in-groups and 
out-groups due to their equivalent assessment.

The concept of S. Roccas and M. Brewer 
shows that the difficulty of differentiating mul-
tiple social identities within one group forms 
a more positive self-determination in an indi-
vidual than in a person who supports only one 
membership in a group. Four structures have 
different ways to resolve inconsistencies be-
tween incompatible beliefs or attitudes. In the 
“intersection” structure, a cognitive form of 
differentiation functions: when selected be-
liefs are combined to create a crossed identity 
and are separated from other categorical con-
tradictions. In the “dominance”, identities are 
combined to strengthen the dominant one. In 
the “separate” structure, identities are cut off 
from each other, like sector isolation in cog-
nitive structures. In the “merging” structure, 
multiple identities are not differentiated, but 
strive to become an integral, a guiding prin-
ciple of which is combination of incompatible 
knowledge. Typically, an individual supporting 
a single, united presentation of his many social 
identities may resort to intersection, domi-
nance or separation during periods of stress or 
uncertainty. Thus, the subjective presentation 
of multiple identities can reflect both individ-
ual differences and situational factors. Some 
people may be predisposed to the high com-
plexity of social identity. For such people, the 
integrative difficulty in thinking about multi-
ple intragroup identities can become automat-
ic, requiring relatively little conscious efforts 
or cognitive resources. However, it can be ex-

pected that in most cases, the complexity of so-
cial identity varies depending on the person’s 
current motivation to think of their several in-
tra-group identities and use cognitive resources 
to combine these identities in a complex way. 
Thus, in the theory of the complexity of social 
identity, S. Roccas and M. Brewer argue that 
multiple group identities differ in the degree of 
coincidence between groups, and this depends 
on subjective perceptions. A large degree of 
non-overlapping groups (high SIC) is associat-
ed with more favourable intergroup relations, 
however this form is dependent on many social 
and psychological factors that limit its devel-
opment (high need for closure, desire to main-
tain the status quo, high stress or cognitive 
pressure, life in a monocultural or a stratified 
society). However, a high degree of SIC shows 
the ability of people to identify (have more op-
portunities to derive their own benefits, satisfy 
their needs) from different groups in different 
ways than people with a simple form of identity 
(low SIC), which limits the nature of identifi-
cation with different groups and reveals more 
invariant models of identification. Another as-
pect in understanding the nature of multiple 
identities is the ability to combine multiple as-
pects of personality, to direct one’s own actions 
and attention in connection with a change in 
context. Today, in the field of science, the the-
oretical approach of Roccas and Brewer offers 
great opportunities for understanding the psy-
chology of intersectional identities.

The concept of the complexity of social 
identity proposed by Roccas and Brewer con-
tinues to play an influential role in subsequent 
studies of complex identity. Complex forms 
are analysed for the occurrence of intergroup 
threats (Brewer, Pierce, 2005; Schmid et al., 
2009), or vice versa, are interpreted as a source 
of sustainability and well-being (Douglas, 2012; 
Jones et al., 2012), which contributes to the for-
mation of a multifaceted and unique self-es-
teem, greater accessibility to social support and 
well-being (Jetten et al., 2015). Recognition of 
complex forms of identity provides the basis 
for reducing intergroup differentiation and / or 
discrimination. The combination of the multi-
ple and higher categories (for example, when 
revealing a common human identity) reduces 
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dehumanization and increases the sense of con-
nection with other people, helps to build favour-
able intergroup relations. A positive intergroup 
attitude and equity assessment are becoming 
important factors in supporting social policy 
in a multicultural world. The perception of a 
complex identity provides an additional oppor-
tunity to be included in a broad social identity, 
minimizing negative stereotypes, and thereby 
allowing others to recognize the multifaceted 
social identities of building less biased relation-
ships and more positive social interactions. The 
positive influence of multiple identities occurs 
in the process of switching between different 
social identities in accordance with the current 
context, needs and goals. From a larger number 
of identities, the chances are that one of these 
identities will be evaluated in a given social 
context. This process can be called “adaptive 
identity.” Since multiple identities represent 
greater opportunities for flexible self-deter-
mination, they provide individuals with more 
opportunities to achieve optimal distinctness 
(balancing between the need to assimilate and 
differ from others). The ability to switch their 
identities allows individuals to emphasize their 
most adaptive identity, while minimizing the 
disadvantageous or less relevant identities, and 
thereby prevent stereotypical threats against 
themselves. Complex identity allows one to be 
flexible with respect to others, and therefore it 
seems promising to develop skills related to re-
peated recognition of identity and self-determi-
nation in adults and children, which they can 
maintain throughout their lives. The ability to 
recognize and evaluate their multiple identities 
at an early stage in the development of children 
will determine the prospects for their develop-
ment. It is especially necessary to develop this 
skill in modern times – the time of immigration 
processes, mixed and multicultural identities. 
The positive resources of multiple identities 
built at the intersection of other identities open 
up in an adequate perception of other people, 
positive intergroup relations, and the universal-
ity of human experience.

In the last decade, the phenomenon of 
complex identity has been studied as a factor 
in improving emotional well-being (Binning et 
al., 2009; Jetten et al., 2010), mental and phys-

ical stability (Jones, Jetten, 2011), improving 
the quality of life and survival (Haslam et al., 
2008), as one of the conditions of stress and so-
cial adaptation (Iyer et al., 2009). The relevance 
of the study of the phenomenon of complex 
identity for scientists is in the fact that multi-
ple identity as identification with several social 
groups makes people stronger in their social 
world and provides them with multiple connec-
tions with other people as similar to each other 
(Haslam et al., 2008; Jetten et al., 2012). In this 
regard, multiple social ties are of particular im-
portance and form social support, thereby pro-
viding resources for self-development, choice 
of values, attitudes, and behaviour (e.g., Jetten 
et al., 2015; Chang et al., 2016; Steffens et al., 
2016). The more complex the identity, the high-
er the level of individual well-being: multiple 
identities contribute to individual well-being 
through perceived expression of identity and 
social support, as well as compatibility of iden-
tity and social integration (Sønderlund et al., 
2017).

The discussion about the nature of the 
complexity of social identity in modern Rus-
sian research works unfolded at the turn of the 
20th-21st centuries, when questions about the 
specifics of the formation of new social iden-
tities in the process of ongoing socio-econom-
ic changes began to be raised in Russian sci-
ence (Tronevskaia, 2015). Russian sociologist 
V.A. Iadov (Iadov, 1995) was one of the first to 
develop the concept of “human self-identifica-
tion” as a process of realizing individual social 
identity in a social-group space: a conscious 
sense of belonging to various social communi-
ties provides a social and socio-psychological 
function both in the assessment of the group 
and in self-esteem. The scientist especially em-
phasizes the need for an interdisciplinary study 
of the phenomenon of identity at the border 
of the sciences of psychology and sociology, 
since the study of the psychological process 
of identification and the social mechanism of 
self-determination of an individual in diverse 
societies allows one to obtain and interpret data 
in a single socio-psychological approach. A fo-
cus on an interdisciplinary approach allowed 
Russian scientists studying the deep process-
es of social identity to conceptually expand 



– 1224 –

Yulia S. Zamaraeva and Natalia P. Koptseva. History of Complex Identity Research

the phenomenon of complex identity with the 
concept of “organizational identification” (Li-
patov, Lovakov, 2010; Uspenskaia, 2017; Nes-
meianova, 2017, Nesmeianova, Lipatov; 2017; 
Nesmeianova, 2018). Types of organizational 
identification are described by O.N. Burmis-
trova (Burmistrova, 2009), who pays attention 
to concepts that have not yet been developed 
in social psychology, such as “organizational 
disidentification,” “neutral identification” and 
“dual identification.” The problem of the com-
plexity of social identity, defined by S. Roccas 
and M. Brewer, is used by Russian social psy-
chologists in O.E. Khukhlaev and M.A. Khait 
in a primary empirical study (Khukhlaev, 
Khait, 2012). In 2014, Maria Khait published 
the results of a cross-cultural study of the in-
terconnection between the complexity of social 
identity (based on an analysis of the attitude to 
the situation of uncertainty in Russia and Ita-
ly). The author confirms her hypothesis that the 
studied interconnection between the attitude to 
uncertainty and the level of complexity of so-
cial identity is a cultural universal. The interre-
lation between the levels of group, micro-group 
and interpersonal identity was identified by 
A.V. Sidorenkov and V.A. Dorofeev (Sidoren-
kov, Dorofeev, 2016). The authors conclude 
that the levels of identity form a certain hier-
archy (group, subgroup, individual), they are 
interconnected (complete and linear, weak or 
incomplete), and have different degrees of se-
verity. In this connection, the authors proposed 
two more additional levels: personal and orga-
nizational identity, in order to understand the 
connection between the five levels of identity. 

Conclusion
The concept of “complex identity” is com-

plex and inextricably linked with the determi-
nation of the nature of the forms of individu-
al and social identity. In the last third of the 
20th century, the concept of “social identity” 
emerged in connection with the historically 
necessary analysis of intergroup relations and 

was unchanged until the beginning of the 21st 
century in the field of social sciences. The the-
oretical developments of G. Tajfel, J. Turner, 
R. Jackinson, S. Haslam became the basis for 
the subsequent interdisciplinary study of the 
phenomenon of identity and its complex nature 
that changes in the real world. At the beginning 
of the 21st century, in connection with the man-
ifestation of the dynamics of globalization pro-
cesses that accelerated the interaction of the so-
cial world, scientists focused more on studying 
the process of intergroup relations as a long-
term one, consisting of contacts and the results 
of interaction between different social groups. 
The concept of S. Roccas and M. Brewer made 
it possible to reveal the concept of “complex 
identity” as a phenomenon having the structure 
and forms of identification intersections, there-
by providing a powerful methodological tool 
for studying the specifics of identity forms and 
the process of constructing identity in an indi-
vidual and group sense, on interpersonal and 
intergroup levels where a huge layer of interac-
tion aspects is revealed.

The formation of the concept of “complex 
identity” in modern humanities has been rapid 
and diverse. However, it is one of the most sci-
entifically discussed topics at the conceptual, 
methodological and applied levels. The phe-
nomenon of complex identity has a wide sub-
ject field that is far from unification and from 
the emergence of a unified socio-psychological 
theory of identity (Côté, Levine, 2014). One 
cannot disagree with this statement, since it is 
possible to discover the nature of the phenom-
enon only in the realities of the relationship be-
tween a person and society, and therefore the 
development of the theory of identity in the 
spirit of classical discipline is impossible. The 
multiplicity of approaches to the interpretation 
of identity, developing only into a complex in-
variant of interdisciplinary study, should be 
transformed into conceptual and methodolog-
ical specifics of the most complex forms of the 
phenomenon of identity.
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История исследований сложной идентичности

Ю.С. Замараева, Н.П. Копцева
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Аннотация. В статье раскрыта концептуальная проблематика формирования 
понятия «сложная идентичность» в современных гуманитарных науках на 
материале анализа зарубежных и отечественных исследований. В научной 
истории концептуальное определение понятия состоялось в последней 
трети XX столетия в социологии и социальной психологии, однако с начала 
XXI века свое прикладное развитие получило благодаря междисциплинарным 
исследованиям, позволившим ученым выявлять сложные формы идентичности 
в условиях динамично развивающегося мира. В начале XXI века возрос интерес 
к идентичности как культурной проблеме и обнаружилась необходимость ее 
изучения в контексте современной культуры и межкультурных отношений. 
Культурологическая проблематика позволяет соединить существующие 
представления в концептуальное определение понятия «сложная идентичность» и 
выстроить приоритеты исследования в соответствии с современными социально-
культурными отношениями.

Ключевые слова: теория социальной идентичности, сложная идентичность, 
природа сложности социальной идентичности.
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