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Abstract: The concept of identity, despite its frequent use in contemporary hu-
manitarian discourse, is characterized by ambiguity and variety of approaches 
to its interpretation. The article deals with the peculiarities of understanding 
the phenomenon of identity in the context of social psychology, gender so-
ciology, psychoanalysis, existential humanistic psychology. It also contains an 
analysis of the interrelation between the notion of identity and the content-re-
lated notion of self-consciousness of the individual. Identity is viewed as a 
sense of a person’s own uniqueness, uniqueness of their life experience, their 
own integrity and identity in time. Identity is a relatively stable inner awareness 
of one’s own continuity and self-identity, which performs adaptive functions. 
Due to self-identity, a person has the opportunity to see their life in terms of its 
length, organic interweaving of the past, the present and the future.
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The problem of identity, both personal and social, is at the center of attention 

of contemporary researchers. The reasons for rising interest in the phenome-
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non of identity in contemporary humanitarian discourse are due to the exac-

erbation of the problem of choice in all spheres of human activity.

At the end of the 20th and the beginning of the 21st century, people be-

came more free in choosing their place of residence, in obtaining citizenship, 

in moving, in obtaining vocational education, in accessing information, in 

creative self-realization and in other life manifestations. In connection with 

this, the problems associated with the formation of identity as an inner sense 

of continuity, identity and integrity of the individual are exacerbated.

E. Erickson emphasized that in our time the study of identity be-

comes the same strategic task, which at one time was the problem of the 

unconscious [Cooley 1964].

Stable identity, which connects the functional being and the existential 

freedom of a person in one node, becomes the subject of numerous psy-

chological studies, the mechanisms of its formation are interpreted in var-

ious psychological concepts: psychoanalysis, behaviorism, symbolic inter-

actionism, cognitive psychology, humanistic psychology and other areas 

of psychological science.

The study of identity as a psychic phenomenon has its own history, 

which began with the works of W. James, C. Cooley, J. Mida [James 1911, 

Cooley 1964, Mida 1997]. J. Mead and C. Cooley considered “Self” as a re-

sult and as a factor in social interaction. Subsequently representatives of 

various psychological concepts considered the phenomenon of identity, com-

pleting and clarifying its psychological content.

The extension of the term “identity” and its introduction into a broad sci-

entific circulation is associated with the name of E. Erickson [Erickson 1995, 

pp. 105–114]. The notion of identity was formulated by the researcher in the 

writings Childhood and Society, Identity: Youth and the Crisis, Life History 

and Historical Point. However, due to the complexity of this concept, the au-

thor does not give it a precise and unambiguous definition. Accordingly, most 

psychological dictionaries and reference books identifying identity are char-

acterized by some vagueness and ambiguity. For example, in the Dictionary 
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of Reference for Psychoanalysis, authored by V.M. Leibin proposed the fol-

lowing definition: “ […] a sense of human identity to itself, a sense of integrity, 

adopted by it the image of itself in all its properties, qualities and attitudes to 

the outside world” [Leibin 2010, p. 452].

More precisely, the definition of Ch. Rinkroft, proposed in the Critical Dic-

tionary of Psychoanalysis, is expressed: “A sense of identity is probably a syn-

onym of self-consciousness, and it can be regarded as the subjective equivalent 

of Ego [...]”. In other words, to consider identity is quite possible in terms of 

self-awareness and self-determination, traditional for domestic psychology. 

However, in view of the widespread use of the borrowed term in the domestic 

psychological literature, one should turn to his author for certain explanations. 

E. Erickson in his book Childhood and Society wrote: “I can try to more clearly

represent the essence of identity, only by considering it from different perspec-

tives. On the one hand, it can be attributed to a conscious sense of personal

identity; on the other – this unconscious desire for the integrity of a personal

character. The third is the criterion for the process of synthesizing it. And finally,

internal solidarity with group ideals and group identity” [Erickson 1963, p. 89].

E. Erickson defined identity as an internal “continuity of self-sufficiency

of the individual”, “long-time inward equality with oneself”, the identity of 

the individual as the most important characteristic of its integrity and matu-

rity, as the integration of human experiences of identity with certain social 

groups. To have an identity means to feel yourself, your being as an individual 

unchanged, regardless of external circumstances; to experience the temporal 

extent as a whole; to feel the connection between their own continuity and the 

recognition of this continuity by other people. The main functions of identity 

are: adaptive (“protects the integrity and individuality of human experience”) 

and organizing (“organization of life experience in the individual self”).

At the same time, Erickson’s definition of identity is rather broad 

and ambiguous. The researcher uses the term “identity” in many con-

texts, giving it different meanings. Identifying identity, E. Erickson, de-

scribes it in several respects, namely:
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● individuality – a conscious perception of the personality of its own

uniqueness and its own separate existence;

● identity and integrity – a sense of inner identity, continuity between

what a person was in the past and what he promises to be in the fu-

ture; the feeling that life has consistency and meaning;

● unity and synthesis – a sense of inner harmony and unity, the syn-

thesis of images of oneself and identification in a meaningful whole,

which gives rise to a sense of harmony;

● social solidarity – a sense of inner solidarity with the ideals of society

and subgroup in it, the feeling that its own identity makes sense for

the meaningful individuals of the individual (referent group) for this

and that it meets their expectations.

Thus, E. Erickson identifies two interdependent concepts – group identity 

and his identity. Group identity is formed due to the fact that from the first 

day of the life of the child’s upbringing is aimed at including it in a particular 

social group, on the development of this group of attitudes. Its identity is 

formed in parallel with the group identity and creates in the subject a sense of 

stability and continuity of it self, despite the changes that occur with a person 

in the process of its development.

In gender sociology, the fundamental properties of identity are defined: 

self-preservation in time, vertical (the connection of the history of life) and 

horizontal (the ability to fulfill different requirements in role systems), the 

measurement of identity, continuity and distinctive, as well as functional as-

pects of identity: purposeful choice, interpersonal aspect and life goals and 

objectives [Zakovorotnaya 1999].

Interpretation of the term “self” in psychological literature is close to the 

terminological meaning of such concepts as: conformity, identity, integrity, 

unity, identity, self, authenticity. Antonyms the concept of identity are: the 

rupture of continuity, uncertainty, instability, contradiction. In its original 

meaning, the concept of “identity” coincides with the notion of ontological 

truth: the thing is by itself, and not by anything else.



135Identity as a Subject of Psychological Research

In social psychology, identity was considered in the context of several di-

rections and approaches (H. Abels, P. Berger, T. Luckman, J. Mead, A. Tejfel, 

V.A. Yadov etc.). The basic postulate developed by J. Mead consists in the

interpretation of identity as the ability of an individual to look at itself. “By

passing through another” is a necessary prerequisite for the emergence of

self. The paradox lies in the fact that a person creates his identity only if he

looks at himself in the eyes of another. The “by pass path” consists in specif-

ically human communication, which involves accepting the role of another.

This defining provision enables J. Mead to find out the psychological 

mechanisms of the formation of the identity of the individual: “For the emer-

gence of identity, it is necessary that the person reacts to herself. This social 

behavior creates a condition for behavior in which identity is manifested. 

With the exception of verbal behavior, I do not know another form of behav-

ior in which an individual would be an object for himself, and, as far as I can 

argue, an individual person is still not an identical in the reflexive sense of 

the term until it becomes for himself bye This in fact gives social communica-

tion a decisive value, because it is a behavior in which an individual responds 

to himself” [Mead 1997, p. 200].

Subjective identity formation by displaying positions that occupy others 

in relation to a person is only one aspect of the process. Another aspect is 

manifested in the fact that the individual takes not only the role and the in-

stallation of others, but in the course of this also takes their inner world.

J. Mead in the formation of identity sees first of all social foundations, but

he also looks for the ratio of the social and I to the individual. The part of the 

person that others perceive, he marked the English term “Me” – this is the 

set of social expectations with respect to man, that is reflexive I. However, 

in every person there is always something that distinguishes it from social 

standards. This side of personality J. Mead designated the term “I” – unique 

in person, its “impulsive I”.

In terms of identity, reflexive, I represent a person’s controlled side, which 

includes the personality traits learned from other people. In a certain ratio 
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of “reflexive I” and “impulsive I” J. Mead sees both the origins and the result 

of the identification process, that is, the acquisition of identity. This relation-

ship is characterized as follows: “The various aspects of reflexive I must, as 

far as possible, be synthesized consistently into a single image of one’s own 

personality. When such a synthesis occurs successfully, there is an identity 

(self)” [Mead 1997, p. 41]. Identity occurs when impulsive and reflexive. I am 

in constant steady interaction.

The ability to perceive oneself from the position of another person is the 

first step in the formation of identity (P. Berger, T. Luckman). Thanks to the 

identification from the position of another person sees how it looks from the 

position of mutual identification. The study of P. Berger and T. Luckman tes-

tifies that social action requires not the participation of the entire person, but 

taking into account all the expectations of other people [Berger, Luckman 

1995]. A person can always play for whom it is accepted. Obviously, thus, 

identity turns into a problem.

The process of formation of social identity is described in studies A. Tejfel, 

according to which identity is knowledge of the individual that he belongs 

to a certain group, and emotional significance for him group membership 

[Tejfel 1984]. In the process of formation of this knowledge there is a gradual 

formation of identity:

● social categorization – ordering the social environment in terms of

grouping people in a way that is meaningful to the individual;

● social identification – the process by which an individual places him-

self in one or another category;

● social identity – the emergence of complete social identification.

In this case, the researcher considers identity as the result of the identifi-

cation process. In the theory of A. Tejfel special interest is not only identified 

stages of identification, but also that this process is considered as a multi-di-

rectional, based on the identification of a person himself simultaneously with 

several social groups. He chooses one of the groups as most significant for 

developing his own view of the world, in which he sees his way of perceiving 
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himself and others, that is, his own way of behavior and activity [Tejfel 1984]. 

Based on these views of A. Tejfel, we can assume that such a significant group 

for a person can be a professional community, the process of identification 

with which will lead to the formation of professional identity.

In the research of the psychoanalytic direction, the problem of identity is 

one of the central. E. Erickson in his epigenetic concept of life path developed 

by him interprets identity as a subjective feeling, as well as the objectively 

observable quality of personal self-identity and continuity (continuity), cou-

pled with a certain belief in the identity and continuity of the picture of the 

world, which is separated from other people. The main components of the 

sense of identity, according to E. Erickson, are: the time perspective (the op-

posite – time diffusion), self-confidence (opposite – apathy), experimentation 

with roles (opposite – negative identity), expectations of success (the opposite 

– the stagnation of labor activity), gender identity (opposite – bisexual diffu-

sion), leader polarization (opposite – diffusion of power), ideological polari-

zation (opposite – diffuse ideals) [Erickson 1963].

Identity was considered by E. Erickson first of all as “I-identity”, which in 

turn consists of two components: a) organic and individual, that is, the data 

of physical appearance, traits, identities, authenticity, integrity of human in-

dividual being; b) social, which is divided into universal, group and individu-

al, when the individual is a part of different communities.

The process of identity formation is described by E. Erickson in the con-

text of analyzing the stages of human development. According to his ideas, 

the formation of his identity, or, in other words, the integrity of the indi-

vidual, proceeds throughout his life and passes through a series of stages. 

For each stage of the life cycle is characterized by a specific task that is put 

forward by society in front of the person. The society also defines the content 

of development at different stages of the life cycle. According to E. Erick-

son, the solution of the problem depends on the level of development already 

achieved by the individual, and on the general psychological atmosphere of 

the society in which he lives.
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The transition from one form of its identity to another causes identity 

crises, which, according to E. Erickson, are not manifestations of neurotic 

disorders, but turning points, “the moments of choice between progress and 

regression, integration, and delay” in the development of personality.

Identity crisis in E. Erickson’s theory is a period of time during which 

an individual straightens up issues such as: “Who am I?”, “Where do I go?”, 

“What do I want?”. Young people who are experiencing a crisis of identity 

often lack a clear idea of ​​their own social role, and they build assumptions 

about the role that most suits them in this situation.

Like many representatives of age psychology, E. Erickson paid special at-

tention to adolescence, characterized by the deepest crisis associated with 

the completion of childhood. The end of this great stage of life is character-

ized by the formation of the first integral form of its identity. Three crises lead 

to this crisis: rapid physical growth and puberty (“physiological revolution”); 

Concerned about “how I look in the eyes of others”, “who am I”; the need to 

find a professional vocation that meets the acquired abilities, individual abil-

ities and demands of society.

The main identity crisis occurs in adolescence. The result of this stage 

of development is either the acquisition of an “adult identity”, or a delay in 

development, the so-called diffuse identity. Erickson called the moratorium 

between a youth and an adult when a young man seeks to find his place in 

society through trial and error. The acuteness of this crisis depends on the 

resolution of earlier crises (trust, independence, activity, etc.), and from the 

whole spiritual atmosphere of society. An unshakable crisis leads to a diffuse 

identity and is the basis of the pathology of adolescence. Syndrome of the pa-

thology of identity by E. Erickson manifests itself in: regression to the infan-

tile level and the desire to delay as soon as possible the acquisition of an adult 

status; vague but steady state of anxiety; a sense of isolation and devastation; 

constant being in a state of waiting for something that can change life; insur-

ance before intimate communication and the inability to influence the people 

of another gender emotionally; hostility and contempt for all recognized so-
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cial roles. In extreme cases, there is a search for a negative identity, the desire 

to “become nothing” as the only way of self-affirmation.

“The feeling of Ego identity is an increased confidence in the individual 

that its ability to maintain internal identity and integrity (its psychological 

significance) is consistent with the assessment of its identity and integrity 

given by others” [Erickson 1995]. This statement focuses on the psychosocial 

nature of identity, which is formed in the process of interaction of the individ-

ual with the socio-cultural environment.

E. Erickson understands identity as a subjective sense of continuous

self-identity that “charges man with psychological energy” [Erickson 1995]. 

In this connection, he identifies three forms of identity: prescriptive – condi-

tioned by conditions that a person does not choose for himself (social class, 

culture, race, gender); acquired – achieved by one’s own efforts; borrowed 

– fulfillment of roles learned during development. The identified forms of

identity are of interest in the context of the analysis of professional identity,

which can be both acquired and include elements of the third form, when the

individual in the pedagogical profession is identified with role models.

E. Erickson believes that the process of becoming an identity occurs in

the field of the unconscious. The main feature of the formation of identity 

is its dynamism, since identity never reaches completion, is not something 

unchanged, once and always given. The process of identity formation is char-

acterized by Erickson as a dynamic, crystallizing representation of oneself, 

which serves as the basis for the constant expansion of self-awareness and 

self-identification of the individual.

According to E. Erickson, the characteristic stages of the development of 

identity are the sudden awareness of the personality of the inadequacy of the 

existing identity, caused by this embarrassment and further research aimed 

at finding a new identity. In the process of identity formation, not so much the 

specific content of the individual experience is important, but how the indi-

vidual’s ability to perceive different situations as separate links of continuity 

in their continuity of individual experience.
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In existential-humanistic psychology, the factors of identity formation are 

seen not only in the social environment, but also in the inner consciousness, 

subjective activity of the individual. “If I want to endure my life in fullness, I 

must experience it in the center – I need to feel my self”, says one of the prom-

inent representatives of existential psychology D. Buzhenthal [Buzhenthal 

1998, p. 24]. The researcher distinguishes between two types of identities: a) 

identity, based on what a person has done, how it perceives the environment, 

what it thinks about it; This identity is tied to the past; it can lead to stagna-

tion and repeatability in life; b) procedural identity – available here and now, 

capable of change and evolution, along with the flow of human life.

In the context of the definition of the essence of identity and its psycho-

logical characteristics is an interest in the analysis of A.A. Chronic on the 

subjective picture of the way of life of the individual [Chronic 1994]. The con-

cept of a subjective picture of the way of life was first used by B.G. Ananiev 

[Ananiev 1969]. The researcher outlined a number of characteristics of this 

phenomenon: a) the subjective picture of the life path is the most important 

characteristic of personality consciousness; b) it reflects the milestones of 

social and individual development; c) it is always deployed in time; d) fixes in 

the biographical-historical dates the main events of the life path, linking the 

biological, psychological and historical time in a single frame of reference.

The analysis of the subjective picture of the life path gives reason to corre-

late this phenomenon with the dynamic formation of identity. Through these 

characteristics, the process of identity formation is revealed as a dynamic, 

sociocultural, mediated time and specific living space. The central phenome-

non in the subjective picture of life’s journey is an event that is understood as 

a change in the consciousness of a person. A.A. Chronic has highlighted the 

following types of event relationships (realized, actual, potential) which out-

line the directions of development of self-consciousness, the transition from 

one identity to another due to new life events.

As part of the consideration of common approaches to the understanding of 

identity is an interest analysis of the correlation concepts of identity and self-aware-
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ness. In Soviet psychology, the problem of identity was considered in the context of 

research self-consciousness, self-esteem and self-referral of personality.

Self-awareness is a complex dynamic of the unity of knowledge and atti-

tude, of the intellectual, affective and behavioral components of the psyche 

[Kon 1978, Merlin 1996, Stolin 1983, Sokolova 1989, Spirkin 1972, Chesnok-

ova 1977]. These components have a relatively independent logic of develop-

ment, but in their real functioning are closely interrelated.

According to I.I. Chesnokova, “self-consciousness in the psychic activity 

of the individual acts as a particularly complex process of indirect knowledge 

of itself, expanded in time, associated with the movement of individual situa-

tional images through the integration of such numerous images into a holistic 

entity – in the concept of its own ‘I’ as a subject , different from other sub-

jects” [Chesnokova 1977, p. 89]. “Self-awareness is also the realization of our-

selves as a conscious subject, a real individual, but not at all consciousness 

of his consciousness”, emphasized S.L. Rubinstein [Rubinstein 1976, p. 331]. 

According to the well-known psychologist, “self-awareness is the realization 

of ourselves as being conscious of the world and changing it as a subject, 

an active person in the process of its activities – practical and theoretical, 

awareness of the subject of activity including” [Rubinstein 1976, p. 332]. In 

other words, self-consciousness is a process in which an individual acts as the 

object of his own perception. As in any act of perception, there is a combina-

tion of cognitive, affective and behavioral components.

 In the above definitions of self-consciousness it is clearly traced its prox-

imity to the notion of identity. It can be argued that the formation of the im-

ages of Me, on the one hand, and their correlation with external or internal 

criteria that form identity, on the other hand, provide unity of consciousness 

and identity. One of the components that displays this unity is Image I as an 

element of consciousness and at the same time the meaning of identification. 

“I – this is not consciousness, not a psychic subject, but a person who has 

consciousness, more precisely, a person as a conscious being, who realizes 

the world, other people, to himself” [Rubinstein 1976, p. 332].
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Pattern of images I am multi-faceted. R. Burns, Yu.M. Kachanov and E.A. 

Shmatko, E.S. Shilshtein, based on various criteria, has identified and de-

scribed numerous I-images: in content – physical I, mental, social, spiritual, 

personal etc.; according to the dynamics – I am real, ideal, future etc. [Burns 

1986, Kachanov, Shmatko 1993, Shilshtein 1999, pp. 34–45] The number of such 

I-images and their contents depend on the theoretical positions of the authors.

Let’s consider the question of the I-images in more detail, since the im-

age itself is the unit that focuses on the unity of self-consciousness and the 

identity of the individual. Such an analysis is necessary in order to find the 

diagnostic tools for studying the process of forming a professional identity.

The image of the I-real is a structural component of self-consciousness, 

which contains the representation of man about oneself, which, in her opin-

ion, most accurately and adequately characterize it at the moment. In the long 

run, the I-real characterizes the present time.

Although the concept of I-real” implies that the person’s perception of 

oneself corresponds to reality, the researchers point to a significant propor-

tion of subjectivity in the self-presentation of the image of the I-real [Grof-

man 1984]. The reason for subjectivity is that the perception of oneself, as R. 

Burns states, is distorted by internal motives, goals, instincts and protective 

mechanisms of personality [Burns 1986].

Relying on A.A Nalchajyan’s presentation on the unit of self-conscious-

ness, it can be argued that the image of the I-real is a structural integral 

formation of self-consciousness, which consists of cognitive-valued elements 

[Nalchajyan 1988]. For example, one can assume the following statement: “I 

have such a feature as kindness (cognitive part) and I consider it to be posi-

tive (estimated part)” [Nalchajyan 1988, p. 208].

A.A. Nalchajjan notes that in comparison with the I-real cognitive-evalu-

ative element of the I-ideal is characterized by the fact that it includes knowl-

edge about such features of a person that they do not yet exist. “It (knowl-

edge) is either the result of the work of the imagination, or the perception of 

other persons with whom this individual has the identification of different 
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levels, and this mentally borrowed rice projects to his future ideal I-image” 

[Nalchajyan 1988, p. 209]. In the context of identification, the ideal I-image 

performs the function of an external or internal standard to which a person 

aspires. Therefore, while studying the identification process, it is important 

not only to reveal the content of the image of the I-real, but also of the I-ideal.

Traditionally, I-ideal is determined by psychologists as a fitting on myself, 

connected with the notions of a person about how she would like to become. In 

the context of the self-realization of self-realization and self-ideal it is worth 

mentioning S. Freud’s introduction of psychology of the concept of Super-I, 

Ego-ideal [Laplansh 1996]. S. Freud argued that the “I” of the individual con-

sists of several instances, one of which continuously observes, criticizes and 

compares, thus contradicting itself to the other part of the Self. There are two 

important points here: firstly, this instance, according to S. Freud, compares 

the real I and its activities with a certain standard, formed in the process of 

personality development. Secondly, S. Freud argues that this authority “[...] 

reveals to us our origin from the influence of parents, educators and the so-

cial environment, on identifying with some of these individuals serving the 

ideal” [Freud 1991, p. 274]. Later, social psychology revealed the importance 

of the ideal I in the functioning and development of the individual, in particu-

lar, its influence on adaptation, the level of anxiety, the level of motivation, 

the formation of personality disorders, the presentation of oneself to others 

[Myers 1997, Nalchajyan 1988] etc.

Desired value points of the ideal I determine the immediate and distant goals 

of self-regulation of the individual, and the difference between the ideal and 

the real I can provide the necessary source of motivation to achieve the desired.

Thus, the analysis of psychological literature gives grounds for under-

standing identity as a sense of a person’s own uniqueness, uniqueness of his 

life experience, his own integrity and identity in time. Identity is a relatively 

stable inner experience of continuity and identity of an individual that exists 

in the context of continuous development and performs adaptive functions. 

Identity as a dynamic entity varies throughout human life. It provides an 
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opportunity to see their life in terms of its length, organic interweaving of the 

past, present and future. The phenomenon of identity is considered from a 

variety of conceptual psychological positions, each of which focuses attention 

on certain characteristics of it:

● identity is subjectively experienced as the identity and continuity of

its own existence in space and time, in interaction with oneself and

other people;

● types of identity are distinguished on the basis of different criteria:

focus on oneself (physiological, sexual, personality), orientation to the

social (social, professional, role, ethnic);

● identification is understood as a process that ensures the formation

of identity;

● identity is seen as a phenomenon that provides a balance of stability

and flexibility of consciousness and thus characterized as a mecha-

nism for the development of self-consciousness of the individual;

● identity is considered as the result of awareness of its identity with

meaningful other people and by oneself, as a consequence of the inter-

action of the individual with the society, from which it derives certain

views and values ​​orientations, while maintaining its uniqueness;

● the search for identity, which constitutes the essence of identity, correlates

with its content in relation to the I-images, since the very realized I-image

is compared with those standards, ideals the person seeks to achieve;

● I-images contain not only the cognitive component (knowledge about

my self), but, as well as any image, have an affective aspect related to

self-esteem and attitude towards oneself;

● the process of identity formation can take place both at the conscious

level and on the unconscious, which corresponds to the level structure

of self-consciousness;

● as a manifestation of self-consciousness, identity reflects the proce-

dural nature of human life, therefore, it includes the unity of dyna-

mism and stability.
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