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What Is the Definition of Identity in Math?

When we talk about “identity” in mathematics, we’re referring to a concept that appears across many branches of

the discipline—from algebra and geometry to computer science and cryptography. At its core, an identity is an

element, function, or equation that leaves other objects unchanged when combined with them in a specified

operation. Understanding identity helps students grasp why certain structures behave the way they do, and it’s

essential for solving problems in both pure and applied mathematics.

1. The Fundamental Idea of Identity

In everyday language, an identity is a distinguishing characteristic that defines a person or thing. In mathematics,

the idea is similar but more precise: it is an element that, when used in a particular operation, leaves the other

element untouched. Think of it like a neutral element in a system. The classic example is the number 0 in addition

or the number 1 in multiplication.

1.1. Identity Elements in Binary Operations

For a binary operation "• defined on a set S, an identity element e satisfies:

•  e "• a = a "• e = a for every a "� S.

When the operation is commutative, the left and right identities coincide. If such an element exists, we say that the

operation has an identity element.

1.2. Common Examples

•  Additive identity: 0 in the set of real numbers !� because 0 + a = a + 0 = a.

•  Multiplicative identity: 1 in !� because 1 × a = a × 1 = a.

•  Identity matrix: The n × n matrix with 1’s on the diagonal and 0’s elsewhere; multiplying any matrix by it leaves 

the matrix unchanged.

•  Identity function: The function f(x) = x that maps every element of its domain to itself.

2. Identity in Algebraic Structures

Mathematical structures such as groups, rings, monoids, and fields all rely on the concept of an identity element to

define their behavior. Below we explore how identity fits into each of these structures.

2.1. Groups

A group is a set equipped with a binary operation that is associative, has an identity element, and where every

element has an inverse. The identity element in a group is often denoted by e or 1, depending on the operation.

2.2. Monoids

A monoid relaxes the requirement of inverses but still demands an identity. For example, the set of natural numbers

!� under addition is a monoid with identity 0, because every natural number can be added to 0 without changing its

value.



2.3. Rings and Fields

In rings, two identities are typically present: an additive identity (0) and a multiplicative identity (1). A field is a ring

where every non-zero element has a multiplicative inverse, and the identity elements play a central role in defining

division.

2.4. Vector Spaces

Vector spaces are built over a field, and the zero vector (the additive identity) and the scalar 1 (the multiplicative

identity in the field) are essential for linear combinations and scalar multiplication.

3. Identity Functions and Mappings

Beyond elements, identity can refer to a function that maps every input to itself. These identity functions are

foundational in category theory, functional programming, and computer science.

3.1. Definition

For a set X, the identity function id_X is defined by id_X(x) = x for all x "� X.

3.2. Properties

•  Composition: For any function f: X !’ Y, f "� id_X = f and id_Y "� f = f.

•  Uniqueness: The identity function is the only function that satisfies the property of leaving every element 

unchanged.

4. Identity Matrices in Linear Algebra

Identity matrices are square matrices that act as the multiplicative identity for matrix multiplication. They are pivotal

for solving systems of linear equations and for understanding transformations in vector spaces.

4.1. Construction

An n × n identity matrix, denoted I_n, has 1’s on the main diagonal and 0’s elsewhere:

I_3 = | 1 0 0 |

      | 0 1 0 |

      | 0 0 1 |

4.2. Key Properties

•  Multiplicative identity: For any n × n matrix A, I_n A = A I_n = A.

•  Inverse of itself: I_n^{-1} = I_n.

•  Determinant: det(I_n) = 1.

5. Identity in Equations and Identities

In algebra, the term “identity” also refers to an equation that holds true for all values of the variables involved.

These are known as algebraic identities.

5.1. Examples

•  FOIL identity: (a + b)^2 = a^2 + 2ab + b^2.

•  Difference of squares: a^2 - b^2 = (a - b)(a + b).



•  Trigonometric identity: sin^2 ;‚�²�6÷5ã"�¸ = 1.

5.2. Role in Problem Solving

Recognizing identities allows mathematicians to simplify expressions, prove theorems, and solve equations more

efficiently. For instance, the Pythagorean identity is fundamental in geometry and trigonometry.

6. Historical Perspective

The concept of identity has evolved alongside the development of mathematics. Early civilizations recognized the

role of zero as an additive identity, while the discovery of the number one as a multiplicative identity was crucial for

the formalization of algebra in the 19th century. The formal definition of groups by Évariste Galois and later by

Sophus Lie further solidified the importance of identity elements in abstract algebra.

7. Applications Across Disciplines

Identity concepts are not confined to pure mathematics; they permeate technology, science, and everyday life.

7.1. Cryptography

•  Public-key algorithms rely on multiplicative identities in modular arithmetic.

•  Hash functions often include identity transformations as part of padding schemes.

7.2. Computer Graphics

•  Identity matrices are used to reset transformations or to combine multiple transformation matrices.

7.3. Data Structures

•  Identity functions are used in functional programming paradigms to preserve data without alteration.

8. Common Misconceptions

Many students confuse the identity element with an element that merely “does nothing.” However, the identity must

satisfy the defining equation for every element in the set. Another misconception is assuming that every structure

has an identity; for example, the set of natural numbers under subtraction has no identity element.

9. How to Verify an Identity Element

To confirm whether a given element e is an identity for an operation "•, follow these steps:

1.  Check left identity: Verify that e "• a = a for a representative set of elements a.

2.  Check right identity: Verify that a "• e = a for the same set.

3.  Confirm uniqueness: Ensure no other element satisfies both conditions.

10. Conclusion

The definition of identity in mathematics—whether it’s an element that leaves others unchanged, a function that

maps each input to itself, or an equation that holds universally—serves as a cornerstone for understanding

algebraic structures and solving complex problems. By recognizing identity’s role across various fields, students

and professionals alike can appreciate its elegance and utility, from the simplest arithmetic operations to the most

sophisticated cryptographic protocols.
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