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Dimensions of Identity
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Identity is an intricate concept that includes individuals’ emotional, cog­
nitive, and psychological perceptions of themselves and their attitudes 
and feelings of belonging to various social groups and communities. 
It includes understanding of one’s place in society, taking into con­
sideration personal attributes, cultural influences, social connections, 
and the relations between these factors. This process not only shapes 
a person’s sense of self but also influences their thoughts, emotions, 
and behaviors, which define them as individuals.160

Categorization is based on subjective views and ideas that affect 
the daily and situational experiences of the intersection between the 
collective community and the individual self. Furthermore, these catego­
ries explain interactions and interconnections observed within societal 
groups and how they intertwine with personal experiences and percep­
tions. Identity is a multidimensional combination of personal experi­
ences, family background, societal influences, cultural heritage, belief 
systems, and inhabited roles. It is constantly developing and influenced 
by various aspects, including social interactions, media consumption 
habits, and community belonging. Identity can be distinguished based 
on social positions, belonging to a particular group, cultural heritage, 
and traditions.161 It is important to note that these identities intersect 
and impact each other, shaping an individual’s experiences and per­
spectives. Individuals categorize their sense of belonging by aligning 
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with various groups and communities based on their personal identities. 
These identities not only shape their social positions but also define 
their roles and interactions within society.

The concept of individual awareness of identity is integral to under­
standing the self and its distinction from others. This awareness allows 
individuals to differentiate themselves from others and to be organized 
into various social categories based on differences. This process of 
self-identification and categorization is fundamental to forming social 
structures and relations with society’s members. In sociology, identity 
is considered as situative that embodies the personal characteristics, 
beliefs, and expressions that construct an individual’s self. This includes 
factors such as race, ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, religion, and 
socioeconomic status, among others. Social identity theory emphasizes 
the role of social groups and categorizations in shaping an individual’s 
sense of self. In contrast, social psychology examines how individuals 
perceive and interact with others in their social environment and how 
these interactions impact their self-concept and behavior. The concept 
of identity often manifests as a process of fragmentation, where indi­
viduals and groups seek to delineate clear distinctions between them­
selves (“us”) and others (“them”). This distinction promotes a sense of 
communal belonging and solidarity within a group while engendering a 
perceived separation from those outside the group. This intricate inter­
action between belonging and differentiation is integral to constructing 
and maintaining individual and collective identities.

Identity may undergo transformations, solidify in specific contexts, 
gain prominence, or be marginalized based on a range of social inter­
actions. It may shift and take on different forms depending on the specific 
social relations at a place. Some identities may become more visible and 
valued in particular milieus, while others may become marginalized or 
overlooked. According to Erik H. Erikson’s psychosocial theory, identity 
development during adolescence is a crucial stage that significantly 
shapes an individual’s sense of self. This phase involves examining 
and establishing one’s personal understanding and explaining essential 
developmental challenges that impact future psychological well-being. 
He considered identity formation not a one-time experience but rather an 
ongoing process that extends across the lifespan. This process concerns 
continually integrating and re-evaluating one’s experiences, connections, 
and cultural influences as individuals navigate various developmental 
stages and life changes. The process of self-exploration involves under­
standing one’s personal values and beliefs, and defining clear objectives. 
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This reflection leads to the integration of these elements into a cohesive 
and well-defined characterization of identity.162 Identity is multifaceted, 
including various elements such as attitudes, environmental behavior, 
and moral norms. It is not a static concept, but a complicated phenome­
non shaped by interconnected factors. This means that a person’s sense 
of self is shaped by their cognitive and emotional well-being, their inter­
actions with society, and their sense of belonging and connection within 
their community.163 Judith Butler’s (they/them) perspective on identity 
argues that one’s identity is not static or predetermined but rather a 
constant and active process shaped through interactions, experiences, 
and social relations. Furthermore, identity itself, for Butler, is an illu­
sion retroactively created by our performances. Performative identity 
refers to the concept that individuals express and shape their identities 
through actions and performances that are influenced by social norms 
and contexts. This indicates that while individuals have agency in their 
self-presentation, they also respond to external expectations. This view 
challenges the notion of fixed categories and the account of identity as 
fluid and constantly developing. Butler furthermore argues that identity 
includes factors such as age, gender, social class, economic status, and 
geographical location. These elements shape an individual’s experi­
ences and opportunities, ultimately influencing their sense of self and 
interactions with the world around them. Moreover, they argue that 
identity is not merely shaped by biological factors or external societal 
norms; instead, it is formed through an individual’s own choices and 
actions with the impact of social structures and expectations. From this 
perspective, identity is an active and constant phenomenon shaped by 
ongoing interactions and experiences within different social, cultural, 
and relations with the past.164 Judith Butler and Iris Marion Young build 
upon Michel Foucault’s ideas and suggest that individuals in minority 
or disadvantaged positions have their social status (or identity) shaped 
by those who belong to a more privileged social group. This suggests 
that an individual’s societal position is heavily influenced by those 
who hold a more advantageous status. Consequently, they note that 
individuals born into a privileged social stratum often develop a sense 
of entitlement to preserve the existing social hierarchy. This under­
standing of entitlement may stem from the advantages and benefits 

162	 Erikson: Identity, Youth and Crisis; Erikson: Identity and the Life Cycle.
163	 Bloom: Personal Identity, National Identity, and International Relations.
164	 Butler: Bodies That Matter.
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they have experienced due to their social status, leading them to resist 
efforts aimed at disrupting the status quo. Butler and Young believe the 
perceived position of power grants authority to define and categorize 
others according to the subjective understanding of reality. There­
fore, an individual’s birth into a particular social position significantly 
impacts their social, economic, cultural, linguistic, and identity status, 
as well as their access to services and social resources.165

According to Kimberlé Crenshaw, intersectionality is a concept that 
acknowledges how various aspects of a person’s identity (such as race, 
gender, class, sexual orientation, etc.) intersect and interact, shaping 
their experiences and perspectives. This means that an individual’s 
multiple identities cannot be viewed separately from one another but 
must be viewed together to comprehensively understand their social 
position and lived experiences. Moreover, intersectionality helps to 
recognize the interconnections of different identities, positions, values, 
and lived experiences within various contexts, such as social science, 
social/political movements, or activist scholarship.

This account takes into consideration the need to evaluate the rela­
tionships between multiple social factors when examining identity, 
power, and social justice issues. It is a social notion that supports critical 
engagement with and analysis of the concept of power, which margin­
alized people face through multiple oppressions. With this approach, 
social science, human rights activism, and the legal system are able to 
provide explanations and counterarguments to privileged “positions” 
who may be unaware of or dismissive of the experiences of those with 
intersecting marginalized identities. This approach could be particularly 
valuable for those investigating hate crimes within the legal system. It 
is also important to note that the combination of intersecting forms of 
oppression is not limited to the perceived disadvantaged or marginal­
ized societal status of individuals. 

Critique suggests that social inequalities are interconnected and 
impact on each other. This perspective notes the intersecting nature 
of various forms of social inequality, stressing how they can reinforce 
and shape each other.166 Intersectionality is linked to Critical Race The­
ory, which critically examines the concept of objectivity in academic 

165	 Foucault: The Order of Things; Young: Five Faces of Oppression; Butler: Bodies 
that Matter.

166	 Crenshaw: Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex; Crenshaw: Map­
ping the Margins; Crenshaw: Critical Race Theory.
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narratives that center on individuals from marginalized positions. It 
indicates concerns about the narrative and place reclaimed in society 
by evaluating previous perspectives and standpoints of the past. David 
Gillborn’s studies propose that when conducting studies on social equal­
ity, it is important to consider various aspects of identity to gain a more 
complete understanding of social mechanisms.167 Moreover, Foucault’s 
queer theory underscores the necessity of deconstructing identities, 
emphasizing how they are shaped by power relations and discourses. 
He advocates for the critical examination of established norms and 
categories as a central component of research methodologies, enabling 
challenges to dominant social orders and possibilities for resistance 
against oppressive norms and injustices.168

The concept of intersectionality addresses not only an individu­
al’s identity but also broader societal structures, power dynamics, and 
systems of oppression. With the intersectional framework, our soci­
ety could have an account of the multi- and cross-layered structures 
of oppression and privilege that individuals may face based on these 
intersecting identities. The phenomenon is a meaningful indicator of 
anti-discrimination attitudes, as it allows the evaluation of individuals’ 
social distance, prejudice, justice, and social responsibility in different 
social contexts. It serves as an instrument for measuring and under­
standing how people perceive and interact with others, especially in 
terms of differences and biases. No person can be defined only by 
one particular group or characteristic identity, such as gender, sexual 
orientation, ethnic background, age, characteristics, nationality, social 
status, religion, or belief. Individuality is shaped by a combination of 
these factors, and society should be conscious of the depth of each 
person’s identity.

6.1	 Individual, Group, and Social Identity

The prior sections discussed the dilemmas and debates around Roma 
“ethnicity”, “nationality”, and “social class” (chapter 3). As a further 
thought-provoking argument over the past three decades, there has 
been a significant misinterpretation within the spheres of both social 
science and political discourse regarding Romani identities. This 

167	 Gillborn: Critical Race Theory and Education.
168	 Foucault: The History of Sexuality.
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misinterpretation pertains to inadequately mixing cultural and eth­
nic identities, leading to a false juxtaposition of ethnic and minority 
identities, more precisely relating to the “Gypsy”. Juxtapositions have 
had extensive implications for the perception and characterization of 
Romani people. These misguided adaptations and categorization have 
enabled the public to perceive and treat Roma people as outsiders of 
society, which has led to the strengthening and perpetuation of stereo­
types around them. The debates on the integration of the “Gypsy” and 
the improvement of their quality of life have become key components 
of public policy initiatives. However, the precise meaning of terms 
such as “integration” and “improvement of quality of life” are often 
interpreted and influenced by Orientalist and paternalistic perspectives. 
As mentioned earlier, ethnicity is a complex concept that is socially 
constructed and includes the shared cultural and linguistic heritage of 
a particular minority group. It embodies traditions, customs, beliefs, 
and practices through generations within a specific community. Addi­
tionally, ethnicity often has a significant role in shaping individual and 
collective identities and can influence social positions and relations 
within societies.

The term “ethnic minority” refers to a specific group of individuals 
living within a country, or beyond its borders, with characteristics 
that differentiate them from the dominant society. These groups often 
persist in upholding and passing on their traditions and heritage to 
the following generations while living within a dominant culture.169 
Martin P. Levinson argues that the individual’s perception of personal 
identity is connected to the socially constructed views surrounding 
ethnicity. This suggests that an individual’s understanding of who they 
are is shaped by the cultural and societal perceptions and expectations 
related to their ethnic background.

Ergo, the protection of one’s personal identity is contingent upon 
the presence of culturally significant social structures and platforms 
for interpersonal exchange. The construction and maintenance of these 
structures are essential for individuals to develop and support a mean­
ingful understanding of their own identity within the cultural and 
societal framework of their ethnic background.170 Another view is that 
the relationship between political interactions and psychological factors 
significantly shapes the development of both individual and collective 

169	 Bindorffer: Kettős identitás.
170	 Levinson: The Role of Play in the Formation and Maintenance of Cultural Identity.
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identities. The impact of these related factors shows how individuals 
perceive themselves and their role within society. Recognizing that 
power influence within society shape identity politics is crucial.171 
Personal and social minority identities are linked to majority power 
structures, which operate and maintain themselves through various 
classifications and categories. These structures are fundamental in 
shaping the experiences and representation of minority groups within 
society, which are often in conflict with aspects of self-identity as per­
ceived by the external environment. The characteristics of a person’s 
identity, such as their cultural background, gender, and personal beliefs, 
can sometimes clash with their own understanding of who they are in 
the context of the world around them.

Henri Tajfel and John Turner’s group identity theory, which emerged 
from the Bristol School in the 1970s, focuses on how individuals define 
their identity within social groups. According to this theory, people 
derive a sense of self and belonging from their membership in vari­
ous social groups and use these groups to shape their social identity. 
From these scholars’ perspectives, they believe that group identities 
are formed around closely incorporated interests, which offer people 
tangible, economic, and symbolic social benefits. Once an individual 
applies the collective values, their consciousness becomes categorized 
with the aspects associated with being part of the group. These factors 
are often preserved as positive values, which are incorporated into the 
individual’s self-identity.172 An important aspect of group identity is 
how individuals perceive their own role and status within the group 
and in comparison to other communities. This involves considering 
not only one’s relationship with other group members but also how 
the group fits into the larger web of social relations. The concept of 
self-positioning leads to the result of distinctions between individuals 
who are part of a specific group and those who belong to other commu­
nities. Anthony Giddens’ concept of minority versus majority not only 
places and defines various groups within society but also determines 
their societal status. The process of categorizing individuals based 
on certain attributes not only supports recognizing differences but 
also has the potential to result in the unequal treatment of different 

171	 Allahar: The Politics of Ethnic Identity Construction.
172	 Tajfel / Turner: The Social Identity Theory of Intergroup Behavior.
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members of society.173 Based on social identity theory, groups are 
formed by distinguishing one’s own group from others by associat­
ing positive values with one’s own community. This differentiation 
allows individuals to develop a sense of belonging and attachment to 
their social group, contributing to their overall identity and self-con­
cept. The social need to compare ourselves with others, whether on an 
individual or societal scale, is connected to human social interaction, 
self-reflection, understanding, and interpretation of our experiences. 
Comparisons with others are essential in shaping social behavior and 
personal perspectives.

Group and social identities are not static constructs; they result 
from social and personal characteristics that develop and change over 
time. Minorities often find themselves distinguished from the majority 
due to differences in their perceived characteristics and values. This 
sense of separation leads to distinctive social challenges within the 
so-called minority and majority. It is argued that distinctive cultural, 
historical, and political factors differentiate national minorities from 
ethnic minorities. National minorities are generally groups of people 
who have longstanding ties to a specific region or territory within a 
nation-state and may have their own distinct language, culture, or tra­
ditions. In contrast, ethnic minorities are often defined by their distinct 
cultural and group characteristics, which may set them apart from the 
majority population within a given country. Both forms of minority 
groups may face challenges in preserving their identity, pursuing rec­
ognition, and safeguarding their rights within the broader society.

An essential difference between national minorities and ethnic 
minorities is based on their core sense of identity. National minorities 
possess a distinct political identity, separate from the cultural aspects 
of their identity, such as language and religion. On the other hand, 
ethnic minorities primarily base their identity on cultural factors like 
language, beliefs, and customs. This fundamental difference emphasizes 
minority experiences and their interactions within broader societal 
frameworks. The current explicit criteria for distinguishing between 
ethnic and national minorities are often criticized for lacking clear 
demarcation in public awareness.174 This lack of differentiation contrib­

173	 Krappmann: Az identitás szociológiai dimenziói; Giddens: Politics, Sociology and 
Social Theory; Giddens: Sociology.

174	 Kállai / Törzsök: Átszervezések kora; Kállai: The Situation of the Roma in Hungary 
on the Threshold of the Third Millenium.
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utes to the confusion and misunderstanding surrounding the challenges 
and experiences of these minority groups. Minority identity refers to 
a group of people who comprise a smaller part of the population in a 
particular geographic area. This identity is characterized by less rep­
resentation or numerical strength within that territory. Geambaşu also 
highlights that individuals in this position can face unequal treatment, 
which includes structural, social, cultural, and physical discrimination 
perpetuated by the dominant group. These distances not only create 
a sense of conscious subordination in the identities of minority indi­
viduals but also lead to unequal access to the benefits and values of 
society.175

Minority groups can be described as a smaller segment of the pop­
ulation compared to the dominant or majority group. This often relates 
to characteristics such as race, ethnicity, religion, or language within 
the framework of a nation-state. It is important to note that minorities 
actively coexist alongside the majority and contribute to the cultural 
heritage of the nation. The experiences of the minority are essential to 
interpreting the understanding of the majority, which is also true in 
the reverse context. Without such interpretation, the perspectives and 
experiences of the minority may be misunderstood or overlooked. Rec­
ognizing and valuing heterogeneous voices within society is crucial for 
creating an inclusive and empathetic social environment. By listening to 
and understanding the perspectives and experiences of individuals from 
various backgrounds, society could work toward building sustainable 
relations for the common good.

The coexistence of majority and minority groups within a society has 
given rise to phenomena such as assimilation, where minority groups 
are forced to adopt the majority’s culture; segregation, where groups 
live separately owing to external efforts and decisions; and integration, 
where different groups live together harmoniously, while addressing and 
mitigating structural inequalities. Each of these phenomena carries its 
own set of implications for the relations of society and the interactions 
between its members.176

175	 Geambaşu: A Kolozsvári Roma Elit Kialakulásának Folyamata.
176	 Neményi: . . . igen, vannak cigányok.
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6.2	 Romani Social Identities

Identity is a timeless puzzle about an individual’s position in the world, 
constructed through their social, economic, or political circumstances 
and perspectives within societies and groups. The concepts of personal 
and social identities deeply influence each other in significant ways. 
Personal identity refers to how individuals see themselves, including 
their characteristics, values, and beliefs, while social identity is shaped 
by the groups to which an individual belongs, such as their cultural, 
ethnic, or religious communities. These identities interact and shape 
one’s perspective, behaviors, and interactions with others, reflecting 
the connections between personal and social identity.177

Self-identity is a crucial factor that significantly influences the for­
mation of various group and community identities. More specifically, 
the ongoing debate and inquiry into self-identity within individuals are 
instrumental in shaping the collective identities of different groups and 
societies. People form their self-identity based on their perceptions of 
themselves and how they are perceived by others. This process involves 
categorizing oneself into various groups based on personal attributes, 
views, and values. Additionally, external factors such as societal norms, 
cultural influences, and personal experiences also shape self-identity. 
Consequently, a distinction occurs between personal and group identity, 
which is influenced by the individual’s perceived values, categorization, 
and assumed values by their external surroundings.

As Henri Tajfel describes, an individual’s comprehension of identity 
involves the recognition of the importance of their own existence and 
understanding their social and group affiliations as valuable and mean­
ingful. To develop a solid sense of identity, individuals should recognize 
the significance of their own life and their relations with others within 
their social and group environments. This could help individuals under­
stand how their experiences, values, and beliefs shape their identity 
within the broader context of their interactions with different social 
groups and communities. Individuals’ identities are considered to be 
valued when a person perceives both their personal and social identities 
as predominantly positive and important to society and its members. 
This happens when their personal and social identities are intertwined 

177	 Neményi: A kisebbségi identitás kialakulása Roma származású gyerekek identi­
tásstratégiái.
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with positive emotional content and attitudes.178 Elsa Rosalia Germain’s 
perspective suggests that the representation of minority identities, 
such as ethnicity or race, is shaped by a constantly changing and intri­
cate combination of factors. This implies that these portrayals are not 
fixed but rather influenced by various interacting elements, includ­
ing situational contexts, personal traits, and individual and collective 
self-perceptions.179

As discussed earlier, Romani identity is complex, fluid and situa­
tive, involving national, ethnic, cultural, personal, and social identities. 
However, there is a significant distinction between bilingual Roma 
people who continue to speak Romanes, and Roma people who have 
undergone full linguistic forced assimilation into the country where 
they live. This linguistic factor shapes not only their identity but also 
their positions within the Roma community. The early 2010 research on 
Roma identity emphasizes that it is both constant and unchangeable, 
yet it also demonstrates fluidity.

Hristo Kyuchukov and Ian Hancock suggest that while Romani 
identity remains rooted in certain fundamental aspects, it also indi­
cates a capacity for adaptation and change within social and cultural 
contexts. Their analysis examines how group boundaries are altered 
and redefined, emphasizing the significant influence of external envi­
ronmental factors on the various aspects that constitute Romani iden­
tity. The abovementioned fluidity of their identity can be understood 
as the continual process of adaptation and their flexible response to 
social contexts, which includes the assimilation of new linguistic, reli­
gious, and historical elements and the ongoing reinterpretation and 
recontextualization of perceived group characteristics and values.180 
The motivation for individualization, the reinterpretation of commu­
nity values, and the process of civil modernization have had a signifi­
cant impact on shaping the fluid identity of the Romani people. These 
factors not only enable the development of individuality within the 
community but also create distance from traditional cultural norms 
and patterns. Veronika Bocsi’s results outline parallels between the 
psychological “journey” experienced by adolescents and the journey of 
identity formation among Roma people. The study suggests that both 

178	 Tajfel: The Achievement of Inter-Group Differentiation.
179	 Germain: Culture or Race?
180	 Kyuchukov: Roma Identity and Antigypsyism in Europe; Hancock: Danger! Edu­

cated Gypsy.
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groups may experience frequent psychological crises as they navigate 
through the process of understanding and shaping their identities. For 
Roma minorities, these crises of identity may stem from a combination 
of factors, including low economic and social status, social exclusion, 
and the lived experience of various forms of prejudice and discrimina­
tion. These factors can significantly impact the essence of identity and 
belonging within the Roma community, contributing to the challenges 
they face. Veronika Bocsi emphasizes that the challenges presented by 
these social situations particularly hinder the development of positive 
self-esteem and community evaluation among Roma people. These 
elements are fundamental to the formation of their individual and 
social identities. The results indicate the unfavorable impact of the 
forced assimilation and integration of the Roma people, highlighting 
how these forced practices resulted in the creation of an external and 
controlled identity. The most extreme consequence of enduring such 
oppression is the complete denial of one’s own identity, which can 
lead to self-hatred and internalization as well. At a practical level, this 
is the stage at which the social manifestations of the efforts made by 
Roma individuals to associate themselves with other closely intercon­
nected identities become noticeable. These identities include those of 
the Mediterranean Latino, African-American, and Arab communities.181

It is debated whether Romani identity is intertwined with a social 
framework encompassing a sense of distinctiveness and national char­
acteristics. This suggests that their identity is not an isolated concept 
but rather a multifaceted presence shaped by various social and cultural 
aspects. Ivi Daskalaki sees Romani people’s identity as their sense of 
belonging predominantly influenced by social distinctions and their 
“way of life”, which is related to their present-day community customs 
and current practices rooted in their contemporary experiences rather 
than historical events.182 From a different perspective, it is claimed that 
a unified national or ethnic identity does not accurately represent the 
diversity within the Roma, regardless of their geographical location.183 
In the context of Hungary, Mátyás Binder holds a similar view. He 
reasons that the underlying causes for these contrasts are no longer 
reflected in dominant discourses. He also argues that while “Gypsies” 
cannot be categorized as a nation or a distinct ethnicity, the factors 

181	 Bocsi: Roma Szakkollégisták Identitás- és Életútvizsgálata.
182	 Daskalaki: Experiencing Distinctiveness at the Margins of the School.
183	 Toninato: The Making of Gypsy Diasporas.
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contributing to their marginalization and exclusion are often overlooked 
in mainstream discussions.184 However, Anthony D. Smith, emphasizes 
that ethnicity can be defined as a social group that shares a common 
heritage, name, cultural practices, historical experiences, and a sense 
of belonging to a specific homeland, whether that homeland is real or 
imagined.185

According to John Milton Yinger a stable identity relies on three 
key components:

•	 Firstly, self-identification is crucial in establishing a sense of belong­
ing and understanding within a group.

•	 	Secondly, the constructive elements of categorization by others 
contribute to shaping an individual’s identity.

•	 	And thirdly, shared activities rooted in cultural, linguistic, religious, 
and traditional foundations are essential for promoting and preserv­
ing identity.186

Valér Veres’ views on ethnic identity are linked to national belong­
ing; however, he highlights that, within ethnic groups, there is often a 
phenomenon known as negative identity formation. This occurs when 
individuals feel compelled to forcefully assimilate themselves to erase 
or “whitewash” their identities.187

When it comes to the theories examined above, it is interesting 
to consider how identity is influenced by the impact of the dominant 
group and what potential advantages or disadvantages may emerge 
within society members. Identities viewed from an external perspective 
often conflict with one another. When an identity negatively impacts 
a person, they may try to deny, downplay, or deconstruct and reclaim 
it from the past. In such cases, the members of a minority group may 
feel the need to “assimilate” to, conform with, or confront the majority 
to develop a positive self-image and representation in society.

184	 Binder: Elképzelt kultúra.
185	 Smith: The Ethnic Origin of Nations.
186	 Yinger: Ethnicity.
187	 Veres: Nemzeti identitás Erdélyben.


