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Abstract

Understanding subjects and their identities is linked to examining their
communications and interactions. Identity formation initially relies on
differences and the sense of "self" or "us" versus "other." From the
standpoint of social semiotics, these differences, stemming from adherence
or non-adherence to certain norms and the type of signs individuals or
groups emit, are examinable. Moreover, the behavior of social groups
towards individuals who possess different signifiers can also vary. In fact,
central reference groups may adopt different behavioral strategies towards
individuals who are perceived as "others” due to possessing different
signifiers. Correspondingly, the "other" and the behavior and lifestyle it
adopts are categorizable and subject to examination.
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Identity, in social contexts, is not a fixed essence but a dynamic and
relational process. It is shaped by the subject’s interactions with others
and by the perception of difference between “self” and “other.” From
a social semiotic perspective, identity formation is rooted in codes and
norms: adherence to shared signs signals belonging, while deviation
marks difference. These dynamics are not only observable in everyday
communication but also reflected in literature, which can function as a
mirror of social life.

This article adopts the framework of social semiotics to study
identity as a process of negotiation between central reference groups
and outsiders. By focusing on Honoré de Balzac’s Illusions perdues,
especially the section A Great Man of the Provinces in Paris, the
paper analyzes how dominant groups manage difference, how
outsiders seek assimilation or distinction, and how signs of behavior,
language, and dress mediate inclusion and exclusion.

Research Background
The study draws on Eric Landowski’s theories of social interaction,
particularly his typology of four strategies that central groups employ
when confronted with outsiders: identity simulation, identity rejection,
identity segregation, and identity acceptance. These strategies reflect
how dominant groups preserve their cohesion while negotiating the
presence of difference. Complementing this, Landowski identifies four
corresponding outsider lifestyles: snob, dandy, bear, and chameleon,
each representing a different way of responding to central norms.
Jean-Marie Klinkenberg’s concepts of semiotic security and
semiotic insecurity provide further analytical tools. When individuals’
semiotic codes align with social norms, they experience security;
when they deviate, they experience insecurity. Such insecurity can
lead to three main reactions: silence, hyper-correction, or semiotic
retaliation. These models have been discussed in depth by later
scholars, including Fontanille, Calvet, and Bourdieu, and in Persian
scholarship by Morteza Babak Moein, who has emphasized the
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relevance of semiotic security and lifestyles in literary contexts.
Together, these theories form the foundation of the present analysis.
Main Discussion

Balzac’s character Lucien de Rubempré embodies the challenges of
identity negotiation. Born Lucien Chardon, he aspires to rise socially
in Paris by adopting his mother’s aristocratic surname and seeking
entry into elite society. His trajectory exemplifies the snob lifestyle: he
imitates the signs of aristocracy—clothing, manners, speech—hoping
to mask his provincial and lower-class background. Yet his imitations
are often clumsy or exaggerated, exposing him as an outsider.
Lucien’s behavior illustrates semiotic insecurity. He oscillates
between hyper-correction—overdressing, overperforming, misusing
wit—and silence, withdrawing from conversation when aware of his
inadequacy. His insecurity prevents him from convincingly passing as
an aristocrat. Unlike Madame de Bargeton, who exemplifies the
chameleon lifestyle by adapting smoothly to Parisian norms, Lucien
remains visibly marked by difference.

The aristocratic society of Paris, functioning as the central
reference group, first employs the strategy of identity simulation:
Lucien is provisionally welcomed and even tutored, under the
expectation that he will assimilate completely. Yet this conditional
acceptance is fragile. His repeated missteps—an ill-fitting suit,
awkward manners, naive remarks—reveal his origins and make him
the subject of ridicule. At this point, the group shifts to identity
rejection, excluding him and reinforcing its boundaries.

This dynamic illustrates how social mobility is precarious in a
system governed by strict semiotic codes. Signs such as language,
fashion, and behavior are treated as definitive indicators of belonging,
and even minor deviations trigger exclusion. The juxtaposition of
Lucien and Madame de Bargeton demonstrates that while assimilation
is theoretically possible, its success depends on mastery of semiotic
adaptation—something Lucien lacks.

Conclusion
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The analysis shows that identity is produced through ongoing
interaction between self and other, center and margin, similarity and
difference. Balzac’s narrative dramatizes these processes: Lucien’s
failed attempts at assimilation and the aristocracy’s strategies of
conditional acceptance and ultimate rejection reveal the fragility of
inclusion and the rigidity of group identity.

By applying Landowski’s models of strategies and lifestyles, and
Klinkenberg’s concepts of semiotic (in)security, this study highlights
how signs function as mechanisms of social control and
differentiation. The “snob” Lucien exemplifies how outsiders caught
in insecurity may oscillate between hyper-correction and silence,
while the aristocracy illustrates how dominant groups preserve
cohesion by policing signs of difference.

In conclusion, the article argues that literature offers not only
representation but also analysis of social dynamics. Illusions perdues
reflects the semiotic construction of identity in 19th-century France,
while also providing insights relevant to broader questions of
belonging, exclusion, and the negotiation of difference. Identity is not
an essence but a dynamic process, continually shaped by interactions,
norms, and the semiotic codes through which they are expressed.
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Figure 4: Lifestyles of characters based on their desire to get closer to the
reference group
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