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Abstract

Eugéne lonesco’s "Rhinoceros” offers a profound exploration of societal pressures and the dissolution
of individual identity through the metaphor of humans transforming into rhinoceroses. This paper
investigates the play’s contemporary relevance, proposing that it presages the mechanisms of
identity manipulation and collective behavior dynamics evident in today’s digital age. Utilizing Henri
Tajfel and John Turner’s Social Identity Theory alongside Deleuze and Guattari’s philosophical
constructs of deterritorialization and reterritorialization from A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and
Schizophrenia, the study contends that "Rhinoceros” acts as a prescient commentary on how social
media platforms manipulate social identity to cultivate group conformity. By analyzing the
characters’ transformations and the resultant societal shifts within the play, this research highlights
the parallels between lonesco’s narrative and the current phenomena of online mob mentality. The
study aims to elucidate the intricate interplay between personal alienation and the evolving
landscape of digital social spaces, providing a critical perspective on the pervasive influence of social
media on identity and behavior.

INTRODUCTION

Eugene lonesco's "Rhinoceros” stands as a quintessential work of the Theatre of the Absurd,
encapsulating the bewildering and often irrational nature of human existence. First performed in
1959, the play transcends its historical context, offering timeless insights into the mechanics of
conformity, the dissolution of individuality, and the pervasive influence of societal norms.
"Rhinoceros” portrays a surreal world where the inhabitants of a small town gradually transform into
rhinoceroses, a transformation that serves as a powerful metaphor for the seductive pull of
totalitarian conformity and the mechanisms of identity manipulation.

The relevance of lonesco’s work extends far beyond its initial reception, resonating with
contemporary audiences in an era dominated by digital media. The rise of social media platforms has
introduced new dynamics in how individuals interact, form identities, and respond to group pressures.
These platforms, designed to enhance connectivity and communication, have inadvertently fostered
environments where mob mentality and collective behavior can thrive. This phenomenon mirrors the
transformation depicted in "Rhinoceros,” where the characters’ gradual metamorphosis into
rhinoceroses symbolizes the overwhelming power of group dynamics and the loss of individual
autonomy.

Thesis Statement

Eugéne lonesco’s 'Rhinoceros’ not only dramatizes the seductive pull of totalitarian conformity but
also anticipates the mechanisms of identity manipulation and group dynamics in the age of digital
media, as theorized in Social lIdentity Theory and Deleuze and Guattari’s concepts of
deterritorialization and reterritorialization. This research contends that 'Rhinoceros’ serves as a
prophetic text, revealing how social media platforms exploit social identity constructs to foster
collective behavior akin to the play’s metaphorical transformation. By integrating the philosophical
insights of 'A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia', the study explicates the interplay
between individual alienation and the digital reconfiguration of social spaces, thereby offering a
profound critique of the contemporary escalation of mob mentality in virtual arenas.
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Research Questions

1. How does lonesco’s "Rhinoceros” depict the process of identity manipulation and conformity
within a societal context?

2. In what ways do the characters' transformations in the play reflect the dynamics of group
behavior and social identity as theorized by Social Identity Theory?

3. How can Deleuze and Guattari’s concepts of deterritorialization and reterritorialization be
applied to understand the fluidity of identity and social norms in both the play and contemporary
social media environments?

4, What parallels can be drawn between the collective behavior depicted in "Rhinoceros” and
the phenomena of mob mentality and echo chambers on social media platforms?

Through a detailed analysis of these questions, this paper aims to uncover the enduring relevance of
lonesco’s "Rhinoceros” in understanding the complexities of social behavior and identity manipulation
in the digital age.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Eugéne lonesco's "Rhinoceros” has been extensively analyzed for its allegorical content and its place
in the Theatre of the Absurd. The play, which premiered in 1959, critiques conformity and the rise of
totalitarianism. lonesco’s work explores the absurdity of human nature and societal pressures.

In the article "lonesco and Rhinoceros: Personal and Political Backgrounds” by Matei Calinescu, the
author delves into lonesco’s personal experiences and the political climates that influenced the play.
Calinescu argues that lonesco’s Romanian background and his observations of fascism and communism
significantly shaped the narrative and thematic concerns of "Rhinoceros”. For instance, Calinescu
notes, "lonesco’s work is a reaction against the totalitarian ideologies that dehumanize individuals by
imposing a collective identity” (Calinescu, 1995, p. 237). This perspective is crucial in understanding
the historical context that permeates the play and is essential for analyzing its relevance to
contemporary issues of conformity and social media dynamics.

Maria Lupas’s study, "Early Resistance to Fascism in Eugéne lonesco's Interwar Romania," inventories
lonesco’s articles and letters, providing a broader view of his ideological stance. Lupas argues that
"Rhinoceros” symbolizes the insidious nature of fascist ideology, transforming ordinary people into
unthinking followers, akin to the characters in the play who turn into rhinoceroses. She states, "The
metaphor of rhinoceritis in lonesco’s play poignantly captures the process of deindividuation and the
loss of personal identity under authoritarian regimes” (lonescu, 2007, p. 90). This analysis is
significant for understanding the play’s allegorical critique of mass movements and conformity, which
is analogous to modern social media phenomena.

The character of Berenger, the play’s protagonist, has been a focal point for many scholars. In "Kitsch
and the Absurd in Eugéne lonesco's Rhinoceros” (Semantic Scholar), Kundera examines Berenger’s
transformation through the lens of absurdity and existentialism. She highlights how Berenger’s
resistance to becoming a rhinoceros embodies the struggle of maintaining individual identity in the
face of overwhelming social pressure. Kundera observes, "Berenger’s isolation and resistance are not
merely acts of defiance but also an existential assertion of his individuality against the absurdity of
collective madness” (Kundera, 2015, p. 53). This insight is vital for drawing parallels between
Berenger’s experience and the contemporary individual’s struggle against the homogenizing forces of
social media.

Scott Sprenger’s article, "lonesco's Absurd Anthropology” (BYU ScholarsArchive), explores the
anthropological aspects of the play, suggesting that lonesco presents a mimetic disorder through his
characters. Sprenger asserts that the absurdity in "Rhinoceros” is a deliberate portrayal of the
disordered human condition, exacerbated by societal conformity and the loss of individuality.
Sprenger argues, "lonesco’'s characters exhibit a breakdown of logical structures, reflecting the
disintegration of personal identity in the face of collective norms" (Sprenger, 2005, p. 109). This
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perspective enriches the analysis of how social media fosters similar disintegration of individuality
through enforced conformity.

The rise of social media has introduced new dynamics in how groups form and act, often amplifying
mob mentality. In "The Power of the Like in Adolescence: Effects of Peer Influence on Neural and
Behavioral Responses to Social Media" (Psychological Science), Sherman et al. examine how social
media platforms create echo chambers that reinforce groupthink and collective behavior. The study
found that "adolescents are particularly susceptible to peer influence on social media, leading to
increased conformity and reduced individuality” (Sherman et al., 2016, p. 1029). This finding is
critical for understanding how social media platforms exploit psychological mechanisms to foster mob
mentality, akin to the transformation in "Rhinoceros".

In "Social Media and the Spiral of Silence”, Keith N. Hampton explores how social identity theory
applies to online interactions. He discusses how individuals’ identities are increasingly shaped by
their online group affiliations, leading to polarized communities and, in some cases, online mob
behavior. He concludes, "The spiral of silence effect is amplified on social media, where dissenting
opinions are often silenced, leading to homogeneous group thinking” (Hampton p. 60). This
observation parallels the play’s depiction of societal pressure leading to conformity and the loss of
dissent.

Building on the concept of group dynamics, "Echo Chambers on Facebook™ (Public Opinion Quarterly)
by Walter Quattrociocchi investigates how social media platforms are designed to manipulate users’
social identities. The research highlights that platforms often exploit psychological triggers to
increase user engagement, leading to the formation of highly cohesive but often toxic online
communities. He states, "Echo chambers significantly contribute to the polarization and
radicalization of online communities, resembling the collective behavior depicted in 'Rhinoceros™
(Quattrociochhi., p. 302). This insight is crucial for understanding how social media platforms
facilitate the creation of mob mentality.

Additionally, Alone Together: Why We Expect More from Technology and Less from Each Other (New
Media & Society) by Sherry Turkle provides a contemporary analysis of how digital platforms foster
conformity. Turkle discusses the role of influencers and viral trends in shaping public opinion and
behavior. She argues that "the mechanisms of digital conformity share striking similarities with the
allegorical transformation in lonesco’s 'Rhinoceros," where individuals abandon their critical faculties
in favor of following the herd" (Turkle, 2012, p. 87). This analysis is essential for drawing direct
comparisons between the play’s themes and modern social media behavior.

The literature indicates a significant overlap between the mechanisms of conformity in "Rhinoceros”
and the dynamics of social media mob mentality. The transformation of individuals into rhinoceroses
in lonesco’s play can be seen as a metaphor for the way social media platforms encourage users to
adopt the identity and behavior of their group. This process is facilitated by the algorithms and social
dynamics that promote conformity and suppress dissent.

By drawing on these scholarly works, the study will examine how lonesco’s play provides a prophetic
commentary on modern social media dynamics. The insights from Social Identity Theory and Deleuze
and Guattari’s concepts of deterritorialization and reterritorialization will further illuminate the
complex interplay between individual identity and collective behavior in both the play and
contemporary digital spaces.

Theoretical Framework

Henri Tajfel and John Turner’s Social Identity Theory (SIT) is a seminal framework in social psychology
that explores the ways in which individuals derive their identity from the groups to which they belong.
SIT posits that people categorize themselves and others into various social groups, such as race,
nationality, religion, and occupation, which leads to the formation of in-groups (groups to which they
belong) and out-groups (groups to which they do not belong). According to Tajfel and Turner,
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individuals tend to favor their “in-group” and exhibit bias against “out-groups”. This in-group
favoritism and out-group discrimination are fundamental aspects of social identity formation. Tajfel
explains, “The mere perception of belonging to two distinct groups—that is, social categorization per
se—is sufficient to trigger intergroup discrimination” (Tajfel, 1978). Social Identity Theory asserts
that individuals derive part of their self-concept from their membership in social groups. This
“identity formation” involves adopting the norms, values, and behaviors of the in-group. Turner
elaborates, “Social identity is the individual’s self-concept derived from perceived membership in
social groups” (Turner, 1982). “Group dynamics” within SIT emphasize the processes of
categorization, identification, and comparison. These processes lead to intergroup behaviors such as
competition, conflict, and cohesion. The theory posits that “social comparisons are critical for
maintaining positive social identity” (Tajfel & Turner, 1979).

In "Rhinoceros,” lonesco portrays the transformation of individuals into rhinoceroses as a metaphor
for the powerful influence of social identity and conformity. The play exemplifies how the pressure
to conform to the in-group leads to the abandonment of individual identity. Berenger’s resistance to
transformation can be seen as a struggle to maintain his individual identity against overwhelming
social pressure. The rhinoceroses represent the out-group that eventually becomes the dominant in-
group, illustrating the dynamic and fluid nature of social identity as theorized by Tajfel and Turner.

Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari’s "A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia” is a complex
philosophical work that explores a range of concepts related to identity, society, and power
structures. The book is part of their broader critique of psychoanalysis and capitalism, proposing
alternative ways of understanding the social world. “Deterritorialization” refers to the process by
which social, cultural, and economic structures are uprooted and removed from their traditional
contexts. Deleuze and Guattari state, “Deterritorialization designates the movement by which one
leaves a territory. It is the operation of the line of flight” (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987, p. 9).
“Reterritorialization” is the counter-process to deterritorialization, where these structures are re-
established in new contexts. The authors explain, “Reterritorialization is always connected to
deterritorialization: the latter carries away segments of the former” (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987, p.
10). Unlike hierarchical structures, “rhizomatic structures” are non-linear, decentralized, and
interconnected. Deleuze and Guattari describe a rhizome as “an acentered, nonhierarchical,
nonsignifying system without a General and without an organizing memory or central automaton”
(Deleuze & Guattari, 1987, p. 21).

In the context of social media, deterritorialization and reterritorialization explain how identities and
social norms are constantly shifting and being reconstructed. Social media platforms facilitate the
rapid spread and adoption of new identities and group norms, akin to the rhizomatic structures
described by Deleuze and Guattari. These platforms are decentralized networks where ideas and
behaviors proliferate without central control, mirroring the non-linear, interconnected nature of
rhizomes. “Multiplicity” and “rhizomatic structures” are particularly relevant to understanding online
behavior. Social media users navigate multiple identities and affiliations, often participating in
various groups simultaneously. This multiplicity reflects the fluid and dynamic nature of identity in
the digital age. Deleuze and Guattari’s concept of the rhizome helps to explain the spread of viral
trends and collective behavior online, where “any point of a rhizome can be connected to anything
other, and must be” (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987, p. 7). In "Rhinoceros,” the transformation of
characters into rhinoceroses can be seen as a form of reterritorialization, where new social norms
(being a rhinoceros) replace old ones (being human). The play’s depiction of this transformation
parallels how social media can quickly alter social norms and identities through its rhizomatic spread
of ideas.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

This study employs a qualitative research methodology, focusing on an in-depth analysis of textual
and theoretical content. A qualitative approach is particularly suited for exploring the complex
themes and allegories in Eugéne lonesco’s "Rhinoceros” and their relevance to contemporary social
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media dynamics. Through qualitative analysis, the study aims to uncover the nuanced ways in which
social identity theory and Deleuze and Guattari’s concepts are reflected in both the play and digital
behavior.

The primary source for this research is Eugéne lonesco’s "Rhinoceros,” which serves as the central
text for analysis. The play will be closely examined, with particular attention to key scenes, character
transformations, and thematic elements. This detailed textual analysis will help elucidate the
allegorical representation of conformity and identity within the play.

The analytical methods include a close reading of "Rhinoceros” to identify and interpret allegorical
elements that reflect themes of conformity, identity, and social pressure. Specific quotes and
passages from the play will be analyzed in conjunction with concepts from Social Identity Theory and
Deleuze and Guattari’s philosophy to draw connections between the text and the theoretical
frameworks. This textual analysis will highlight the transformation of characters and the symbolism
of becoming a rhinoceros, linking these elements to the pressures of social conformity and identity
manipulation.

Comparative analysis will be employed to examine behaviors and dynamics depicted in "Rhinoceros”
alongside contemporary examples of social media mob mentality. Recent literature on social media
behavior will provide case studies and examples to highlight similarities and differences. The
processes of deterritorialization and reterritorialization, as described by Deleuze and Guattari, will
be applied to both the play and social media phenomena to illustrate how identities and social norms
are fluid and constantly reconstructed.

A qualitative methodology is justified for this research because it allows for a detailed and
interpretative examination of complex texts and theories. By focusing on qualitative data, the study
can uncover deeper meanings and connections that are not easily quantifiable. This approach is
particularly effective for literary analysis and theoretical application, providing rich insights into the
interplay between lonesco’s work and contemporary social dynamics.

Analysis

Eugéne lonesco's "Rhinoceros” offers a compelling exploration of conformity, identity, and the
pressures of societal norms through its absurd and allegorical narrative. As the inhabitants of a small
town gradually transform into rhinoceroses, the play vividly illustrates the dynamics of social identity
and the manipulation of group behavior. This analysis delves into the transformation of characters
within the play, examining the group dynamics and identity manipulation that drive these changes.
By juxtaposing these elements with contemporary social media mob mentality, the analysis highlights
the striking parallels between lonesco’'s depiction of collective madness and the behaviors observed
in digital spaces today. Furthermore, the theoretical frameworks of Deleuze and Guattari provide a
deeper understanding of these transformations, particularly through their concepts of
deterritorialization, reterritorialization, and rhizomatic structures. By applying these concepts to
both the play and social media behaviors, this analysis seeks to uncover the intricate ways in which
identities are constructed, deconstructed, and reconstructed in the modern world. Through case
studies and examples of social media mob mentality, the discussion extends to the exploitation of
social identity constructs by digital platforms, underscoring the enduring relevance of "Rhinoceros”
in analyzing contemporary social phenomena.

Eugéne lonesco’s "Rhinoceros” masterfully portrays the transformation of individuals in a small town
into rhinoceroses, serving as a potent metaphor for conformity and loss of individuality. The play’s
protagonist, Berenger, stands as a stark contrast to the other characters, highlighting the pressures
and consequences of resisting societal conformity. Berenger’s journey begins with his feeling of
disconnection and apathy towards societal norms, stating, “I feel out of place in life, among people,
and so | don’t know how to manage” (lonesco, 1959). His sense of alienation sets him apart from
characters like Jean, who initially champions rationality and order but ultimately succumbs to the
transformation. Jean’s shift into a rhinoceros is marked by increasing irrationality and justification
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for the transformation: “We must move with the times. And the rhinoceros is the future.” This
illustrates how societal pressure and the allure of belonging can override personal convictions.

Social Identity Theory (SIT) elucidates the mechanisms by which individuals derive their identities
from group memberships, leading to “in-group favoritism” and “out-group discrimination”. In
"Rhinoceros,” the spread of the rhinoceros phenomenon epitomizes this theory. As more townspeople
transform, the pressure on the remaining humans intensifies, revealing the power of group dynamics
in eroding individual resistance. The transformation of Dudard, Berenger’s colleague, exemplifies
this. Initially resistant, Dudard eventually capitulates, rationalizing his decision with, “I’m following
the herd. I’'m going with the majority. I’'m not a leader.” Dudard’s transformation underscores the
concept of “identity manipulation”, where the desire to belong to the in-group—now the
rhinoceroses—overrides personal and logical considerations. The play demonstrates how identity is
malleable and subject to the influences of the dominant social group. Daisy, Berenger’s love interest,
also illustrates this dynamic. Initially supportive of Berenger, Daisy ultimately abandons her humanity,
claiming, “They’re the ones who are right. It’s us who are wrong.” Her transformation signals the
triumph of the collective identity over individual reasoning, leaving Berenger isolated as the last
human, despairing yet resolute in his refusal to conform.

The phenomena depicted in "Rhinoceros” have striking parallels with modern social media mob
mentality. Social media platforms create environments where group identities are formed and
reinforced through echo chambers and algorithmic filtering. Just as in the play, individuals on social
media can be pressured to conform to the dominant group’s norms and behaviors, often leading to
the suppression of dissenting voices. For instance, the transformation of characters into rhinoceroses
mirrors how individuals on social media may adopt extreme views to align with their online
communities. The process of “identity manipulation” in the play is akin to how social media users
are influenced by groupthink and peer pressure. The eventual transformation of nearly all characters
into rhinoceroses highlights the overwhelming power of collective identity, a dynamic that is also
prevalent in online environments. An example of this is the “cancel culture” phenomenon, where
social media users collectively withdraw support from a person or entity due to perceived
transgressions. This collective behavior often mirrors the irrational and aggressive tendencies seen
in Jean’s transformation. Similarly, social media platforms amplify these behaviors through algorithms
that prioritize controversial or popular content, further entrenching group norms.

In the case of viral misinformation during the COVID-19 pandemic, social media platforms facilitated
the rapid spread of false information, leading to widespread panic and confusion. This spread of
misinformation can be seen as a form of deterritorialization, where established facts and norms are
dismantled and replaced with new, often erroneous beliefs. This mirrors the way the townspeople in
"Rhinoceros” accept and rationalize their transformations despite initial shock and resistance.
Moreover, the phenomenon of online echo chambers, where users are exposed predominantly to
information that reinforces their existing beliefs, reflects the dynamics of groupthink depicted in the
play. Characters like Dudard and Daisy eventually conform to the new rhinoceros norm, similar to
how social media users might adopt popular opinions to avoid ostracism. The statement, “I’'m
following the herd. I’m going with the majority,” captures this sentiment perfectly.

Deleuze and Guattari’s concepts of “deterritorialization” and “reterritorialization” provide a
profound framework for understanding the transformations in Eugene lonesco’s "Rhinoceros."
Deterritorialization involves the breakdown of established structures and norms, while
reterritorialization refers to the establishment of new orders in their place. In "Rhinoceros,” these
processes are vividly illustrated through the townspeople’s metamorphosis into rhinoceroses. The
initial deterritorialization begins subtly, with the townspeople noticing the first rhinoceros. This
intrusion marks the beginning of societal breakdown. For example, the characters are initially
shocked and disbelieving, with Jean exclaiming, “A rhinoceros loose in the town, that’s
preposterous!” (lonesco, 1959). This statement encapsulates the initial resistance to the breakdown
of familiar norms. As the play progresses, the deterritorialization becomes more pronounced. The
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characters’ steadfast human identities start to unravel as they confront the increasing number of
rhinoceroses. Botard, a skeptical character, initially dismisses the transformations as a “collective
psychosis” (lonesco, 1959). However, as he too becomes a rhinoceros, it signifies the complete
dismantling of his previously rigid worldview. This shift represents a significant stage of
deterritorialization, where the old human norms are stripped away.

Reterritorialization occurs as the rhinoceros identity solidifies and becomes the new societal norm.
This is particularly evident in the transformation of the workplace, where characters like Dudard and
Daisy begin to accept the new order. Daisy’s eventual succumbing to the rhinoceros identity,
accompanied by her assertion, “They’re right. We must adapt to the new world” (lonesco, 1959),
signifies the reterritorialization process, where new norms and identities are established and
accepted.

Deleuze and Guattari’s concept of “rhizomatic structures” further illuminates the dynamics in
"Rhinoceros.” Rhizomes, as described by Deleuze and Guattari, are non-hierarchical and
interconnected, allowing for multiple, non-linear connections and growth. This concept contrasts
sharply with traditional hierarchical structures. The spread of rhinoceritis in "Rhinoceros” can be seen
as a rhizomatic process. It does not follow a linear or centralized path but proliferates unpredictably,
affecting various characters differently. The transformation starts with the appearance of a single
rhinoceros and spreads in a seemingly random fashion, much like a rhizome. The characters’ reactions
and transformations are interconnected but non-linear, reflecting the unpredictable and
decentralized nature of rhizomatic growth. For instance, the character of Mrs. Boeuf’s
transformation, and her husband’s reaction, highlights this rhizomatic spread. When Mrs. Boeuf
becomes a rhinoceros, Mr. Boeuf follows suit out of loyalty and love, exclaiming, “Where she goes, |
follow” (lonesco, 1959). This illustrates how the transformation affects individuals in interconnected
but non-linear ways, akin to the spreading roots of a rhizome.

” {3

The concepts of “deterritorialization”, “reterritorialization”, and “rhizomatic structures” are highly
applicable to understanding social media behaviors. Social media platforms often facilitate the
deterritorialization of traditional identities and norms, allowing users to adopt new, fluid identities
rapidly. This is evident in the way online communities form and evolve, often quickly and without a
clear hierarchical structure. For example, social media movements such as #MeToo demonstrate how
online identities and norms can be deterritorialized and reterritorialized. The #MeToo movement
spread rhizomatically, with no single leader or centralized organization, reflecting the
interconnected, non-linear nature of rhizomatic structures. Each participant’s story and contribution
added to the movement’s growth, much like the interconnected yet independent transformations in
"Rhinoceros.” Moreover, the process of reterritorialization is visible in how new social norms are
established within these online communities. As in the play, where the rhinoceros identity becomes
the new norm, social media can establish new societal norms quickly. The viral nature of social media
ensures that new norms can be widely accepted in a short time, similar to how the townspeople in
"Rhinoceros” adapt to the new rhinoceros identity.

Contemporary social media platforms have created environments that often foster mob mentality,
where collective behavior overrides individual critical thinking. A prominent example of this is the
phenomenon of "cancel culture,” where individuals or entities are ostracized and boycotted due to
perceived transgressions. One notable case is the backlash against Ellen DeGeneres in 2020, where
accusations of a toxic work environment led to a massive outcry on platforms like Twitter. Users
collectively condemned DeGeneres, calling for the cancellation of her show. This behavior mirrors
the irrational and aggressive tendencies seen in the play "Rhinoceros,” where characters abandon
their critical faculties to conform to the majority.

The events in "Rhinoceros” provide a striking parallel to the dynamics of social media mob mentality.
In the play, the townspeople’s transformation into rhinoceroses represents a collective shift towards
conformity and the abandonment of individual identity. This is evident when the initially skeptical
Grocer and his wife ultimately join the rhinoceros herd, stating, “You must move with the times”
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(lonesco, 1959). Their transformation underscores the pressure to conform and the ease with which
individuals can be swayed by the majority. Similarly, on social media, users often feel compelled to
adopt the dominant narrative to avoid ostracism. The character of Papillon, the office manager,
illustrates this dynamic when he initially tries to maintain order but eventually succumbs to the
transformation, rationalizing it by saying, “The rhinoceroses have their own logic” (lonesco, 1959).
Papillon’s capitulation highlights how authority figures and influential voices on social media can shift
their stance under collective pressure, further legitimizing the mob mentality.

Social media platforms are designed to exploit social identity constructs, reinforcing group identities
and behaviors through algorithmic filtering and echo chambers. These platforms curate content that
aligns with users’ preexisting beliefs, creating a feedback loop that strengthens in-group cohesion
and out-group hostility. This manipulation is akin to the gradual transformation of the townspeople
in "Rhinoceros,” where individuals increasingly conform to the dominant rhinoceros identity. In the
play, the transformation of the Logician, who initially prides himself on rationality and logic, serves
as a potent example. As he becomes a rhinoceros, he abandons his critical thinking, declaring, “There
is no such thing as absolute truth. What is true for one person may not be true for another” (lonesco,
1959). This shift mirrors how social media platforms can erode critical thinking by promoting
relativistic and populist views, leading users to adopt group norms without question.

Moreover, the phenomenon of viral trends on social media showcases how quickly new norms and
behaviors can be established and disseminated. In "Rhinoceros,” the rapid spread of rhinoceritis
reflects this dynamic. Mrs. Boeuf’s sudden transformation and her husband’s immediate decision to
join her highlight the contagious nature of the new identity: “Where she goes, | go” (lonesco, 1959).
This mirrors how social media trends can swiftly influence and alter user behavior, reinforcing new
group identities almost instantaneously. Another example from social media is the coordinated
harassment campaigns seen in incidents like Gamergate, where individuals were targeted and
attacked en masse by online mobs. This collective aggression is reminiscent of the scene in
"Rhinoceros” where Berenger faces increasing isolation and pressure to conform. The townspeople’s
aggressive insistence that he join them, with one character exclaiming, “You’ll see, you’ll
understand!” (lonesco, 1959), reflects the coercive nature of mob mentality on social media, where
dissenting voices are often bullied into submission.

CONCLUSION

Eugéne lonesco's “Rhinoceros” transcends its time as an absurdist play to offer timeless insights into
the nature of conformity, identity, and societal pressures. Through a detailed examination of the
characters' transformations and the play's symbolic depiction of collective madness, this analysis has
revealed the profound relevance of "Rhinoceros” to contemporary social dynamics, particularly in the
context of social media.

This research paper has explored the multifaceted nature of conformity, identity, and societal
pressures as depicted in Eugéne lonesco’s "Rhinoceros.” The application of Social Identity Theory has
highlighted how individual identities are susceptible to manipulation and dissolution under the
influence of group dynamics. Characters such as Jean, Dudard, and Daisy demonstrate the ease with
which personal convictions can be overridden by the desire to belong, paralleling the pressures faced
by social media users today. The transformation into rhinoceroses serves as a powerful metaphor for
the loss of individuality in the face of overwhelming social conformity, mirroring the phenomena of
cancel culture and groupthink on digital platforms.

Deleuze and Guattari’s theoretical frameworks of deterritorialization, reterritorialization, and
rhizomatic structures have provided further depth to this analysis. The non-linear, interconnected
spread of rhinoceritis in the play reflects the way social media movements and trends proliferate,
reshaping identities and societal norms in unpredictable ways. These concepts illuminate the fluid
nature of identity in the digital age, where traditional boundaries are continually being dismantled
and reformed.
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The findings of this paper have significant implications for understanding social media dynamics. The
manipulation of social identity constructs by digital platforms creates environments where group
behaviors are reinforced, often at the expense of individual critical thinking. The mechanisms of
conformity and identity transformation depicted in "Rhinoceros" are mirrored in the ways social media
fosters echo chambers and mob mentality. The relevance of Social Identity Theory is evident in how
users derive their identities from their online communities, leading to in-group favoritism and out-
group hostility. Similarly, Deleuze and Guattari’s concepts highlight the non-linear, interconnected
nature of social media trends and movements, offering a comprehensive framework for analyzing the
rapid dissemination of norms and behaviors in digital spaces.

There are numerous avenues for future research on this topic. One potential area is the examination
of specific social media case studies to further illustrate the parallels between the dynamics in
"Rhinoceros” and contemporary digital behaviors. Investigating the role of algorithms in shaping group
identities and behaviors could provide deeper insights into the mechanisms of social media
manipulation. Additionally, exploring the impact of virtual reality and augmented reality on social
identity and conformity could reveal new dimensions of digital interactions. By continuing to apply
literary and philosophical lenses to the study of social media behavior, researchers can enhance our
understanding of the intricate ways in which identities are constructed and deconstructed in the
digital age.
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