© 2025 JETIR August 2025, Volume 12, Issue 8 www.jetir.org (ISSN-2349-5162)

JETIR.ORG ISSN: 2349-5162 | ESTD Year : 2014 | Monthly Issue

JOURNAL OF EMERGING TECHNOLOGIES AND
INNOVATIVE RESEARCH (JETIR)

An International Scholarly Open Access, Peer-reviewed, Refereed Journal

Conformity and Totalitarianism:
A Political Allegory in Eugéne Ionesco’s
Rhinocéros

Dr. Sanjay Kumar,
Assistant Professor, PG Dept of English,
Magadh University, Bodh Gaya, Bihar skpmubg@gmail.com

ABSTRACT

Eugene lonesco's Rhinocéros (1959) is widely regarded as a landmark of the Theatre of the Absurd and remains
one of the most powerful allegories of conformity in modern drama. Set in a provincial French town, the play
dramatizes the gradual transformation of ordinary citizens into rhinoceroses, a metaphor for the mass embrace
of totalitarian ideologies in mid-twentieth-century Europe. This article examines how lonesco critiques both
fascist and communist authoritarianism by exploring the processes through which language, identity, and
rationality collapse under collective pressure. Central to this analysis is the figure of Bérenger, whose reluctant
but steadfast resistance highlights the fragility of individual autonomy when confronted with social and
political coercion. lonesco’s use of absurdist techniques—Ilinguistic disintegration, surreal imagery, and
escalating metamorphosis—exposes the psychological seductions of conformity as well as its destructive
consequences. Drawing upon Hannah Arendt’s theory of totalitarianism, Stanley Milgram’s research on
obedience, and Theodor Adorno’s work on the authoritarian personality, the article situates Rhinocéros within
its Cold War historical context while underscoring its continued resonance in contemporary debates on
populism, groupthink, and democratic vulnerability. This Study demonstrates the enduring significance of

Ionesco’s drama as both a political critique and an ethical warning.
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INTRODUCTION

Eugene lonesco’s Rhinocéros (1959), a cornerstone of the Theatre of the Absurd, offers a harrowing yet darkly
comic meditation on the temptations of conformity and the horror of totalitarianism. Set in the fictional French
town of the playwright’s invention, the play moves beyond its immediate absurdist premise—a community’s
inexplicable transformation into a herd of rampaging rhinoceroses—to probe the social, psychological, and
political forces that foment mass ideological conversions. The play’s seemingly fantastical epidemic is, in fact,

a carefully constructed allegory for the rise of totalitarianism in twentieth-century Europe, particularly fascism
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and communism, and the insidious mechanics by which ordinary people are seduced into relinquishing their

individuality.

The abstraction of the rhinoceros serves as a powerful metaphor. Ionesco, writing in the aftermath of World
War II and the trauma of Nazi occupation, frames the animal not just as a beast but as a symbol of
dehumanization, brute violence, and the abdication of moral autonomy. The transformation of the town’s
citizens into rhinoceroses is gradual, yet inexorable. As Bérenger, the play’s protagonist, observes with
mounting horror, “At the beginning, people turned into rhinoceroses one by one. Now, it’s happening in
droves” (Rhinocéros 78). This contagion mirrors the real-world spread of totalitarian ideologies—a process
that, as Hannah Arendt argued in The Origins of Totalitarianism, is advanced not just by fanatic leaders but by

the silent complicity and conformity of the masses (Arendt 311).

Rhinocéros thus dramatizes a series of questions that remain urgent today: What compels individuals to
abandon their convictions and join the herd? How do social pressures, fear, and the desire for acceptance erode
moral boundaries? And is it possible to resist, even when resistance means isolation and alienation? Ionesco’s
staging is both intimate and universal, echoing the playwright’s own experience of ideological fanaticism in
Romania—first from the fascist Iron Guard, later from Stalinist Communism. As he reflected in his memoirs,
“I have known people who, overnight, became Nazis or Communists; the epidemic is real” (Ionesco, quoted

in Esslin, 1961, p. 154).

The town’s gradual capitulation is not simply a matter of external coercion. Instead, lonesco illustrates how
conformity is engineered through language, social rituals, and the subtle suggestion that dissent is both
irrational and dangerous. The Logician’s cold rationalizations, Jean’s insistence that “one must adapt oneself
to the times” (p. 21), and Daisy’s eventual surrender all reveal the ease with which ideology supplants reason.
The play’s protagonist, Bérenger, is an unlikely hero—alienated, unambitious, and often inebriated. Yet it is
precisely his outsider status that enables him, ultimately, to resist the pressures that overwhelm his peers. “I’'m
the last man left, and I’1l stay that way till the end. I won’t capitulate!” Bérenger declares in the play’s closing

lines ( 104).

This article contends that Rhinocéros is not merely an absurdist farce, but a searing political allegory that
explores the mechanisms by which totalitarianism takes root in society. Drawing on animal symbolism, the
breakdown of language, and the dynamics of group psychology, Ionesco exposes the vulnerability of
individuals to collective pressure. By analyzing the play’s characters, structure, and language alongside the
theoretical frameworks of Arendt, Adorno, and contemporary animal studies, this study demonstrates that the
“rhinocerization” of society is both a warning and a diagnosis—a call for vigilance against the seductive ease

of conformity.

In situating Rhinocéros within its historical milieu and in dialogue with contemporary scholarship, this article
seeks to illuminate not only the play’s enduring political relevance but also its ethical imperative: to resist the

transformation from human to beast, even when the world around us has stampeded in the opposite direction.
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LITERATURE REVIEW

Since its premiere in 1959, Eugéne lonesco’s Rhinocéros has attracted sustained critical attention for its unique
blend of absurdist comedy and political allegory. Early critics, most notably Martin Esslin, situated the play
within the Theatre of the Absurd, emphasizing its existential themes and its challenge to rational structures of
meaning (Esslin 153). However, as scholarship has evolved, Rhinocéros has increasingly been read as a

pointed critique of mass movements and the rise of totalitarianism in the twentieth century.

John Fletcher’s monograph, Eugene lonesco (1974), was among the first to systematically trace the political
subtext of the play. Fletcher observes, “The rhinoceroses are at once literal and metaphoric, their brute violence
and lack of reason echoing the blind obedience demanded by authoritarian regimes” (Fletcher 52). For Fletcher
and others, the gradual transformation of the townspeople is not merely a comic conceit but rather a powerful

dramatization of ideological contagion and the collapse of individual agency.

The historical context of lonesco’s writing is crucial. As Hannah Arendt has argued in The Origins of
Totalitarianism, the success of authoritarian movements depends not solely on charismatic leaders but on the
widespread willingness of ordinary citizens to abdicate responsibility and merge into the collective, “The most
radical revolutionary will become a conservative the day after the revolution” (Arendt 311). Ionesco’s own
experiences in Romania, witnessing the rise of both fascist and communist parties, inform the play’s depiction

of ideological transformation as a kind of social epidemic.

The theme of conformity has also been explored through the lens of social psychology. Stanley
Milgram’s Obedience to Authority (1974), published more than a decade after Rhinocéros, provides empirical
support for lonesco’s pessimism about human autonomy. Milgram’s experiments demonstrated that ordinary
individuals are often disturbingly willing to comply with authority, even when it conflicts with their moral
beliefs. This psychological dimension is echoed in the play’s scenes of rationalization and denial, particularly

in the responses of characters like Dudard and Daisy.

Contemporary theorists have extended these insights. Theodor Adorno, in The Authoritarian Personality,
identifies the roots of conformity in socialization processes and the desire for security, noting, “The readiness
to accept authority, even when it is irrational or destructive, is a defining feature of the authoritarian character”
(Adorno 228). This perspective is echoed in Bérenger’s interactions with his peers, who justify their
transformation as a kind of progress or adaptation: “We must adapt ourselves to the times,” Jean insists

(Rhinoceros 21).

Recent scholarship has also engaged with Rhinocéros from ecocritical and animal studies perspectives. Cary
Wolfe, for example, argues that lonesco’s use of animal transformation destabilizes humanist boundaries and
confronts the audience with the fragility of civilization (Wolfe 112). Timothy Morton’s Ecology Without
Nature (2007) similarly suggests that the play’s emphasis on animality challenges anthropocentric

assumptions and highlights the ethical stakes of dehumanization.
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In addition to political and psychological readings, critics have analyzed lonesco’s manipulation of language
and logic. The collapse of coherent speech—seen in the Logician’s paradoxes and the eventual trumpeting of
the rhinoceroses—serves as both a symptom and a metaphor for the breakdown of rational discourse under
totalitarian pressure. As Esslin points out, “The erosion of language in Rhinocéros mirrors the erosion of

thought and morality in a conformist society” (Esslin 154).

There are, however, alternative readings of the play. Some scholars, such as Elin Diamond, argue that Ionesco’s
allegory is deliberately open-ended, critiquing all forms of mass ideology, including those not strictly
totalitarian (Diamond 84). Others highlight the existential dimension, suggesting that the play’s true subject is

not politics per se, but the individual’s struggle to assert meaning and identity in a hostile world.

DISCUSSION

Context and Allegory

To fully grasp the political allegory of Eugene lonesco’s Rhinocéros, one must situate the play within the
turbulent ideological climate of mid-twentieth-century Europe. The play’s 1959 premiere—barely more than
a decade after the end of World War II and amid the intensifying Cold War—meant that its audience was
acutely aware of the dangers of mass movements, ideological fanaticism, and the fragile line between
civilization and barbarism. Ionesco himself, born in Romania and later a French citizen, had witnessed
firsthand the rise of fascism, the horrors of Nazi occupation, and the stifling conformity of Stalinist
Communism. He later reflected, “I have known people who, overnight, became Nazis or Communists; the

epidemic is real” (Esslin 154).

The fictional setting of the play—a sleepy provincial French town—is key to its allegorical power. By
rendering the location deliberately generic, lonesco signals that the story’s events could occur anywhere. The
town’s transformation into a rhinoceros-ridden wasteland evokes the sudden and sweeping nature of
ideological “epidemics,” whether Nazism in Germany, fascism in Italy, Communism in Eastern Europe, or
other mass movements. As Arendt has argued, totalitarianism “can dominate and terrorize human beings from
within as well as from without,” not only through violence, but through the transformation of everyday life

(Arendt 326).

Throughout the play, the process of transformation is depicted as insidious and incremental. At first, the
appearance of a rhinoceros is treated as a curiosity—“Did you see that rhinoceros?” (Ionesco 8)—but as more
townspeople succumb, disbelief gives way to rationalization and, finally, acceptance. Jean, the self-assured
and practical friend of Bérenger, is among the first to fall, “It’s contagious, obviously contagious” (38), he
exclaims as his own body and mind begin to change. The metaphor of contagion—echoing Arendt’s notion of

“the banality of evil”—underscores the danger that acquiescence, even without malice, can lead to complicity.

The play’s allegory is reinforced by its use of animal imagery. The rhinoceros is not merely bizarre, but deeply
symbolic. As John Fletcher notes, “The rhinoceros is a perfect image of dehumanized, unthinking, collective

force: powerful, aggressive, and utterly indifferent to the individual” (Fletcher 56). In Rhinocéros, animality

JETIR2508560 ] Journal of Emerging Technologies and Innovative Research (JETIR) www.jetir.org \ f453


http://www.jetir.org/

© 2025 JETIR August 2025, Volume 12, Issue 8 www.jetir.org (ISSN-2349-5162)

stands for the loss of selthood, rationality, and moral agency. As the townsfolk become rhinoceroses, they lose

not only their human form but their capacity for empathy and critical thought.

Language itself becomes a battleground in this process. The collapse of meaningful speech—seen in the
Logician’s nonsensical paradoxes and the eventual trumpeting of the townspeople—serves as both a symptom
and a metaphor for the breakdown of rational discourse under totalitarian pressure. The Logician, for example,
offers comfort in false logic, “A cat has four paws. Isidore and Fricot have four paws. Therefore, Isidore and

Fricot are cats” (14).

Ionesco’s staging of the town’s transformation as an “epidemic” serves not just as a metaphor for political
fanaticism, but also as a diagnosis of the mechanisms by which societies surrender to it. As Bérenger later
protests, “I never believed this could happen here. We’re civilized people, aren’t we?”’ (53). The play’s cold

irony lies in how quickly civilization evaporates under the pressure of mass conformity.

The allegory of Rhinocéros thus operates on multiple levels. On the one hand, it is a direct response to the
twentieth-century “age of extremes,” as Eric Hobsbawm called it, when ideologies swept across Europe with
destructive force. On the other, it is a timeless meditation on the vulnerability of all societies to the seduction

of conformity, scapegoating, and the abdication of personal responsibility.

As this article will continue to show, Ionesco’s vision is both deeply personal and resolutely universal—a

warning against complacency in any age.
Totalitarianism, Morality, and Resistance

At its core, Rhinocéros is a meditation on the nature of totalitarianism and its moral implications. Ionesco
dramatizes not only the mechanisms by which authoritarian regimes seize power but also the ordinary moral
failures that enable such regimes to flourish. Through the play’s characters and their gradual “rhinocerization,”

Ionesco exposes the seductions of power, security, and social belonging—and the high cost of resistance.
The Seduction of Totalitarianism

Totalitarianism in the play is not imposed by brute force alone; it is accepted, rationalized, and even welcomed
by its victims. The transformation into rhinoceroses is presented as both horrifying and, paradoxically,
attractive. As Jean’s body and mind begin to change, he defends the new order, “At least they have unity.
That’s what we lack. Unity!” (Rhinocéros 59). This longing for unity mirrors the allure of totalitarian
movements in the real world, where the promise of certainty and collective identity outweighs the risks of

individual freedom.

Dudard, who styles himself a rational modern man, ultimately submits to the herd out of a desire for
acceptance. “It’s a natural phenomenon, nothing to get alarmed about,” he assures Bérenger ( 68). Daisy, after
a prolonged struggle, capitulates to the comfort of the collective, “They’re strong. We’re too weak on our own.

We must join them if we want to survive” ( 80).

The Collapse of Morality
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One of Ionesco’s most powerful insights is that morality does not collapse all at once; it erodes gradually,
through a series of rationalizations and small concessions. The townspeople do not become rhinoceroses out
of explicit malice, but because they mistake the abnormal for the normal, the monstrous for the mundane. As
Arendt notes, “The sad truth is that most evil is done by people who never make up their minds to be good or

evil” (Arendt 312).

Bérenger’s resistance is thus not just a matter of physical survival or stubbornness, but of moral clarity. He is
tormented by self-doubt and loneliness, but he refuses to abandon his conscience. Ionesco frames this not as
heroism in the traditional sense, but as the bare minimum of decency in a world gone mad, “I’'m not

capitulating!” (104).
Is Resistance Possible?

The bleakness of the play’s ending raises the question of whether resistance is meaningful, or even possible,
in the face of overwhelming conformity. Bérenger’s defiance is tinged with despair—he is left entirely alone,
surrounded by the bellowing herd. Yet, as critics have noted, his refusal to capitulate is a profoundly human
act. As John Fletcher argues, “In a world surrendered to the irrational, the gesture of holding out—however

futile—is itself a victory of conscience over the void” (Fletcher 87).
Historical Parallels

This dynamic is not merely theoretical; it is reflected in real historical events. Stanley Milgram’s obedience
experiments showed that most people will conform to authority figures, even when it means harming others
(Milgram 35). In Nazi Germany and Stalinist Russia, the machinery of oppression depended less on fanatics

than on the acquiescence of ordinary citizens.
The Cost of Individualism

Bérenger’s stand is both inspiring and tragic. He is the “last man,” but his isolation is the price of his integrity.
Ionesco refuses to offer easy consolation; instead, he suggests that moral resistance often entails profound
loneliness. The play’s final tableau—Bérenger, alone against the herd—serves as both a warning and a

challenge to the audience: Will we join the stampede, or will we remain ourselves, even at great personal cost?
CONCLUSION

Eugene lonesco’s Rhinocéros endures as one of the most profound theatrical meditations on the dangers of
conformity and the rise of totalitarianism. Through the allegory of rhinocerization, Ionesco exposes the
psychological, social, and linguistic mechanisms by which ordinary people abandon their individuality and

ethical responsibility, succumbing instead to the lure of collective identity and authoritarian power.

The play’s central metaphor—the transformation of humans into rhinoceroses—operates on multiple levels.
It is, at once, an indictment of the totalitarian ideologies that swept across twentieth-century Europe and a
timeless warning against the universal human tendency toward groupthink and acquiescence. As the citizens

of the unnamed French town rationalize, justify, and eventually embrace their transformation, lonesco
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illuminates the incremental erosion of morality and reason that makes mass violence possible. The collapse of
language and empathy, dramatized through the degeneration of speech and social bonds, signifies not only the

failure of the individual conscience but also the collective abdication of what makes us human.

Bérenger’s solitary resistance at the play’s end, while tinged with despair, stands as a testament to the enduring

value of moral autonomy. His refusal to capitulate—"“I’m the last man left, and I'll stay that way till the end. I

',’

won’t capitulate!” (Ionesco 104)—is both a cry of despair and a gesture of hope, affirming the possibility of

dignity and integrity even when confronted by overwhelming social pressure.

The enduring relevance of Rhinocéros is evident in the contemporary world, where new forms of populism,
mass media echo chambers, and ideological polarization continue to threaten individual autonomy and critical
thought. Ionesco’s insights resonate as powerfully today as they did in 1959: totalitarianism need not arrive
with fanfare and violence; it can creep in quietly, through language, habit, and the slow normalization of the

unthinkable.

Thus, Rhinocéros serves not only as a political allegory but as an ethical imperative, calling for vigilance, self-
reflection, and resistance in the face of conformity. As long as societies remain susceptible to the logic of the
herd, Ionesco’s play will remain a vital warning—a reminder that to be human is, above all, to resist becoming

a rhinoceros.
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