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Abstract

This paper examines the semiotic dimensions of resistance and control in Veronica Roth's Divergent series,
exploring how signs and symbols function within its dystopian framework. Through a semiotic analysis of the
faction system, tattoos, and rituals, the study highlights the narrative's critique of authoritarian structures and its
emphasis on individuality and rebellion. By decoding these symbolic elements, the research sheds light on the
series' reflection of societal tensions between autonomy and authority, revealing its relevance to contemporary
discourse on identity and power.
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Introduction

Dystopian literature serves as a lens through which societal anxieties about control, freedom, and individuality
are explored. In Veronica Roth’s Divergent series, these themes manifest through a meticulously crafted world
where societal order is maintained by a rigid faction system. This system divides individuals based on dominant
virtues such as courage, selflessness, or intellect, thereby suppressing individuality and enforcing conformity.
Such dystopian constructs resonate with real-world dynamics, offering readers an opportunity to examine
mechanisms of control and the potential for resistance.

The study of signs and symbols—semiotics—provides a compelling framework to analyze these themes in
Divergent. Semiotics, as theorized by Ferdinand de Saussure and Charles Sanders Peirce, emphasizes the
relationship between signifiers (forms) and the signified (concepts) (Saussure, 1983; Peirce, 1931). Through this
lens, elements such as faction insignias, tattoos, and performative rituals in Divergent can be decoded to uncover
the power dynamics embedded within the narrative.

Central to the series is the tension between autonomy and authority, which is symbolized through the protagonist
Tris Prior’s journey. Her divergence—an ability to transcend factional boundaries—represents a challenge to
societal structures, embodying resistance to control. As Chandler (2007) suggests, “signs in narratives often
function as battlegrounds for ideological struggles,” a notion clearly reflected in Roth’s work. Tris’s experiences
highlight the complexity of individual rebellion in the face of institutional power, making the Divergent series a
rich subject for semiotic exploration.

This paper aims to analyze how signs and symbols in Divergent convey themes of resistance and control. By
examining the faction system, tattoos, and rituals, it uncovers the intricate interplay between these concepts and
their broader societal implications. The findings contribute to a deeper understanding of how young adult
dystopian literature critiques contemporary issues related to identity, power, and rebellion.

Semiotic Framework

Semiotics, the study of signs and symbols as elements of communication, provides an essential framework for
analyzing the themes of resistance and control in Veronica Roth’s Divergent series. Originating from the works
of Ferdinand de Saussure and Charles Sanders Peirce, semiotics examines the relationship between the signifier
(the form of a sign) and the signified (the concept it represents). These relationships are pivotal in understanding
how cultural and societal structures are communicated and perpetuated through signs (Saussure, 1983; Peirce,
1931).
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Saussure’s Structuralist Approach

Saussure’s model of semiotics posits that signs function within a system of interrelated elements, where meaning
is derived from differences between signs rather than their inherent value. In the Divergent series, the faction
system exemplifies this notion, with each faction defined not just by its specific virtues but also in opposition to
others. For instance, Abnegation's selflessness contrasts sharply with Dauntless’s bravery and Erudite’s
intellectualism, creating a network of meanings that underpins the societal order (Saussure, 1983).

Peirce’s Triadic Model

Charles Sanders Peirce extends semiotics by introducing a triadic model, which incorporates the representamen
(the physical form of the sign), the interpretant (the meaning derived by the observer), and the object (the actual
entity the sign refers to) (Peirce, 1931). For example, the tattoo of birds on Tris Prior’s collarbone serves as a
representamen, with the interpretant tied to freedom and familial connection. The object, however, remains rooted
in Tris’s personal identity, making the tattoo a multifaceted symbol of rebellion and autonomy.

Barthes and Mythologies

Roland Barthes adds another layer to semiotic analysis by exploring how signs are imbued with cultural and
ideological significance, which he terms "myth" (Barthes, 1981). In Divergent, the faction insignias operate as
myths, reinforcing the ideological narratives of societal order. The flaming circle of Dauntless, for instance,
symbolizes courage, but Barthes’s theory reveals its deeper role in justifying risk-taking as a form of control over
initiates.

Application in Divergent

The semiotic framework enables an analysis of how signs in Divergent communicate complex dynamics of power
and resistance:

e Faction Symbols: Serve as semiotic markers that define societal roles and enforce conformity.
e Tattoos: Represent personal narratives and act as counter-symbols to factional control.

e Rituals: Performative acts like fear simulations become signs of authority’s intrusion into the
subconscious, reflecting mechanisms of surveillance and manipulation.

By decoding these signs, this study unveils the deeper ideological battles within Divergent. As Chandler (2007)
notes, “semiotics is not just about signs but the social practices and ideologies that govern their use.” The
Divergent series, thus, becomes a case study in how semiotics operates within dystopian fiction to critique societal
norms and power structures.

Faction Systems as Symbols of Control

In Veronica Roth’s Divergent series, the faction system is the cornerstone of societal organization and control. It
divides individuals into five distinct factions—Abnegation, Amity, Candor, Dauntless, and Erudite—each
representing a specific virtue. This rigid system enforces conformity and suppresses individuality, creating a
dystopian society where control is exerted through ideology and division. The faction system is a powerful
semiotic construct, with its symbols, rituals, and ideologies functioning as tools of governance.

Faction Symbols as Semiotic Markers
Each faction in Divergent is identified by a unique symbol that embodies its core values:

e Abnegation (two hands clasped): Represents selflessness, signifying suppression of personal needs for
the greater good.

e Amity (a tree): Reflects peace and harmony, symbolizing a pacifist ideology that discourages dissent.
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e Candor (a balanced scale): Stands for honesty and transparency, but also imposes an uncompromising
moral rigidity.

e Dauntless (a flaming circle): Represents bravery, often distorted into recklessness and submission to
authority.

e Erudite (an eye): Embodies intellect and knowledge, serving as a justification for elitism and
manipulation.

Semiotic analysis reveals that these symbols are not just visual markers but also ideological tools. By encoding
specific virtues, they establish behavioral expectations and reinforce societal roles. As Barthes (1981) argues,
symbols in cultural systems function as "myths," naturalizing ideologies to maintain power structures.

Control through Division

The faction system is designed to fragment society, ensuring that individuals remain loyal to their faction rather
than uniting against the ruling authority. This division mirrors Saussure’s (1983) concept of difference, where
meaning is derived from contrasts. For example, the altruism of Abnegation gains meaning in opposition to the
ambition of Erudite. This system of binary oppositions perpetuates division, hindering collaboration and
resistance.

Rituals of Conformity

The initiation rituals within factions further reinforce control by demanding complete submission to faction ideals.
For instance, the Dauntless initiation involves dangerous physical tasks, such as jumping from moving trains and
undergoing fear simulations. These rituals act as semiotic performances, where conformity to faction values is
publicly displayed. Peirce’s (1931) triadic model illustrates how these rituals function: the actions (representamen)
signify bravery (interpretant), which reinforces the ideology of Dauntless authority (object).

The Role of Divergence

The term "Divergent" emerges as a counter-symbol, representing individuals who transcend faction boundaries
and resist societal control. Divergence, as a semiotic construct, embodies the multiplicity of human identity,
challenging the faction system’s binary logic. As Tris Prior exemplifies, Divergents reject reductive
categorizations, becoming symbols of rebellion and autonomy.

Faction Insignias and Indoctrination

The physical manifestation of faction symbols, such as uniforms and emblems, further cements ideological
control. For example:

e  The gray attire of Abnegation suppresses individuality, aligning with its emphasis on humility.
e The black clothing and tattoos of Dauntless signify defiance but also enforce group conformity.

These insignias transform ideological concepts into tangible markers, ensuring that individuals internalize their
faction’s values (Chandler, 2007).

Tattoos and Personal Resistance

In Veronica Roth’s Divergent series, tattoos emerge as powerful symbols of personal resistance and identity
reclamation. In a society dominated by the faction system, where individuals are expected to conform to
predefined roles and values, tattoos allow characters to express individuality and challenge societal norms. They
serve as semiotic tools that counteract the institutional control imposed by factions, symbolizing freedom,
defiance, and the complexity of human identity.

Tattoos as Counter-Signs

Tattoos in Divergent act as counter-signs to the faction insignias and uniforms, which are used to enforce
conformity. Unlike faction symbols, which signify collective identity, tattoos are deeply personal and signify
individuality. According to Barthes (1981), symbols in cultural systems can serve to either perpetuate or subvert
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dominant ideologies. Tattoos in Divergent represent the latter, as they allow characters to reclaim their identities
in defiance of societal expectations.

For example:

e  Tris Prior's Bird Tattoos: Tris’s tattoos of three birds symbolize her connection to her family and her
longing for freedom. The birds, flying away from her heart, signify her journey toward autonomy and
her resistance to being confined by factional boundaries (Roth, 2011).

o Tobias “Four” Eaton's Tattoos: Tobias’s tattoos incorporate symbols of all five factions, reflecting his
rejection of factional exclusivity and his belief in the multiplicity of human identity. This challenges the
faction system’s binary logic and reinforces the idea that identity cannot be reduced to a single trait
(Roth, 2011).

Tattoos as Semiotic Resistance

Through a semiotic lens, tattoos in Divergent function as signs of resistance against the rigid structures of the
faction system. Peirce’s (1931) triadic model illustrates this dynamic:

1. Representamen: The physical form of the tattoo.
2. Interpretant: The meaning derived by the character or observer (e.g., freedom, defiance).
3. Object: The broader concept of individuality and resistance.

The act of getting a tattoo becomes a performative declaration of autonomy, challenging the faction system's
authority. Chandler (2007) notes that such signs can disrupt established power structures by offering alternative
narratives, which is evident in how tattoos allow characters to articulate their rejection of societal constraints.

Tattoos as a Medium of Connection

In addition to symbolizing resistance, tattoos also foster connections between characters. For instance, the tattoos
shared by members of Dauntless, such as flames and abstract designs, create a sense of camaraderie while
simultaneously allowing for individual expression. This duality reflects the tension between conformity and
personal freedom, a central theme in Divergent.

Cultural Context and Resistance

The cultural significance of tattoos extends beyond their role in the narrative. Historically, tattoos have been
associated with rebellion and self-expression, often marking individuals who resist societal norms (Barthes, 1981).
In Divergent, this historical resonance amplifies the semiotic power of tattoos as symbols of resistance against the
dystopian order.

Tris and Tobias: Divergence through Tattoos

Tris and Tobias’s tattoos underscore their status as Divergents, individuals who resist the faction system's
reductive categorization. Their tattoos visually and symbolically represent their refusal to conform. By embracing
Divergence, they challenge the societal narrative that human identity can be neatly divided into factions.

Rituals and Performative Control

In Divergent, rituals play a central role in maintaining societal order and reinforcing faction ideologies. These
performative acts are designed to solidify conformity and allegiance while subtly instilling control over
individuals. From initiation ceremonies to fear simulations, rituals function as semiotic tools that communicate
authority, demand submission, and shape identity. Through a semiotic lens, these rituals reveal the underlying
dynamics of power and resistance in Roth’s dystopian society.

Rituals as Semiotic Performances

Rituals in Divergent serve as performative acts that communicate ideological values. Peirce’s (193 1) triadic model
of semiotics is particularly useful in analyzing these rituals:
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1. Representamen: The ritual itself (e.g., Dauntless train-jumping or fear simulations).

2. Interpretant: The meaning derived by participants or observers (e.g., courage, loyalty).
3. Object: The broader concept of allegiance to faction values.

For instance, the Dauntless initiation ritual of jumping onto moving trains is a dramatic display of courage and
recklessness. While it symbolizes bravery, it also reinforces a culture of submission, as initiates risk their lives to
prove their worth to the faction.

Fear Simulations as Tools of Control

The fear simulations in Divergent epitomize performative control. Designed to expose and manipulate an
individual’s deepest fears, these simulations are both psychological and semiotic. The act of confronting fears is
a representamen, signifying courage and resilience (interpretant), while the object is the faction's authority over
its members' minds and bodies.

Through the fear simulations, authority exercises control over the subconscious, creating a system of surveillance
and internalized discipline. As Foucault (1977) argues in Discipline and Punish, such mechanisms of power
operate through the mind as much as through visible structures. The simulations ensure compliance by training
initiates to confront their fears within a controlled environment, thereby normalizing submission to faction
authority.

Faction Rituals and Ideological Indoctrination
Each faction employs specific rituals to instill its ideology:

e Dauntless Initiation: High-risk activities like train-jumping and fighting emphasize bravery but also
desensitize initiates to violence and control.

e Abnegation’s Practices: Acts of selflessness, such as serving others without question, reinforce the
suppression of personal desires.

e Candor Truth-Telling Ceremonies: Ritualized truth-telling serves as a performative act of honesty, but
it also erases privacy and individual discretion.

These rituals, as Barthes (1981) notes, function as "myths" that naturalize faction ideologies, making them appear
unquestionable and inherent to human nature.

Performative Control and Identity Suppression

The performative nature of rituals in Divergent suppresses individuality by prioritizing faction values over
personal identity. Chandler (2007) explains that such performative acts create a sense of belonging while
simultaneously enforcing social hierarchies. For example, the initiation rituals in Dauntless prioritize loyalty to
the group, forcing individuals to suppress their own fears, desires, or dissent.

Resistance through Ritual Subversion

While rituals are tools of control, they also become sites of resistance. Characters like Tris and Tobias subvert
these rituals by redefining their meanings:

e  Tris uses her ability to manipulate fear simulations as a way to resist authority and assert her Divergence.

e Tobias reclaims his identity by refusing to let the fear simulations control him, highlighting his internal
resistance to faction control.

By resisting the intended interpretant of these rituals, Tris and Tobias undermine the faction system’s power and
assert their individuality.

Tris and the Semiotics of Resistance

Tris Prior, the protagonist of Veronica Roth’s Divergent series, embodies the tension between resistance and
conformity in a dystopian society dominated by the faction system. Through her actions, choices, and symbolic
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representation as a Divergent, Tris challenges the semiotic constructs that maintain societal control. Her journey
reveals the complexities of individual rebellion, as she navigates the pressures of faction allegiance and personal
autonomy. Semiotic analysis of Tris’s character highlights how resistance operates through signs, symbols, and
narrative acts.

Divergence as a Semiotic Marker

The term "Divergent" is a critical semiotic construct in the series, representing individuals who do not conform to
a single faction’s ideology. Divergence functions as a signifier, with its signified being multiplicity and freedom
of identity. According to Saussure’s (1983) structuralist model, meaning arises from difference; in this context,
Divergence gains its significance in opposition to the faction system’s rigid classifications.

Tris’s Divergence allows her to transcend faction boundaries, symbolizing her resistance to societal control. As
Chandler (2007) notes, “signs often function ideologically, reinforcing or challenging power structures.” Tris’s
status as a Divergent challenges the ideological premise of the faction system, which seeks to categorize and
control individuals.

Acts of Resistance
Tris’s acts of resistance serve as performative signs that subvert the control mechanisms of her society:

e Faction Initiation: Although Tris begins as a member of Dauntless, she continually questions its values
and rituals. Her decision to confront her fears in ways that defy Dauntless expectations symbolizes her
rejection of performative bravery as a tool of control (Roth, 2011).

e Fear Simulations: Tris manipulates the fear simulations by asserting control over her subconscious,
turning an instrument of control into an opportunity for autonomy. This act signifies her resistance to
psychological manipulation (Roth, 2011).

e Self-Sacrifice: Tris’s ultimate sacrifice in Allegiant is both a literal and symbolic act of resistance. It
signifies her rejection of the faction system’s reductionist view of identity and her embrace of a more
complex, inclusive understanding of humanity (Roth, 2013).

Semiotics of Tris’s Identity
Tris’s identity is constructed through a series of symbolic elements that signify her resistance:

e Name Change: By adopting the name "Tris" instead of her given name Beatrice, she asserts her
individuality and rejects the expectations imposed by her Abnegation upbringing. This renaming serves
as a semiotic act of self-redefinition (Chandler, 2007).

e Tattoos: Tris’s tattoos, particularly the three birds on her collarbone, signify her connection to her family
and her desire for freedom. These tattoos act as personal signs that contrast with the faction insignias,
which enforce conformity (Roth, 2011).

e Clothing Choices: Tris’s transition from Abnegation’s gray attire to Dauntless black represents her
physical and ideological shift. However, her continued rejection of factional conformity underscores her
resistance to being defined solely by external symbols.

Tris as a Symbol of Divergence

Tris herself becomes a signifier within the narrative, representing the concept of Divergence and the possibility
of breaking free from societal constraints. Barthes’s (1981) concept of “myth” applies here, as Tris transforms
from an individual character into a symbol of resistance against systemic oppression. Her story critiques the
faction system and highlights the value of individuality in the face of conformity.

The Role of Sacrifice

Tris’s self-sacrifice in Allegiant is a culmination of her resistance. It signifies the ultimate rejection of the faction
system’s control, as she willingly transcends the boundaries imposed by her society. Her death becomes a
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powerful semiotic act, representing the triumph of autonomy and human complexity over reductionist
categorization.

Themes of Power and Rebellion

In Veronica Roth’s Divergent series, the interplay between power and rebellion forms the foundation of its
dystopian narrative. The series explores how power operates through rigid societal structures, surveillance, and
manipulation while simultaneously portraying the inevitability of rebellion as individuals resist oppression. A
semiotic analysis of these themes reveals how signs, symbols, and narrative structures communicate the
complexities of control and resistance in the series.

Power as a Mechanism of Control

Power in Divergent is exercised through the faction system, which divides society into distinct groups based on
virtues. This division is not just a means of organization but also a tool of control. Foucault’s (1977) concept of
“disciplinary power” is evident here, as individuals are conditioned to police themselves within the constraints of
their assigned factions. The faction symbols, uniforms, and rituals act as semiotic markers of this control,
naturalizing the societal order.

e Faction Insignias: Serve as symbols of identity but also reinforce ideological boundaries that restrict
individuality (Roth, 2011).

e Surveillance through Fear Simulations: Fear simulations in Dauntless function as tools of
psychological control, exposing personal fears to reinforce the authority’s power over the subconscious
(Chandler, 2007).

The Bureau of Genetic Welfare, introduced later in the series, represents a higher level of power that manipulates
individuals under the guise of genetic purity. This manipulation underscores the theme of institutional control
over human lives, turning the faction system into a microcosm of broader societal power dynamics.

Rebellion as a Semiotic Response

Rebellion in Divergent is expressed through acts that subvert the faction system and the power structures that
sustain it. Semiotic resistance is evident as characters challenge the symbols, rituals, and narratives that maintain
control:

e Divergence: The concept of Divergence itself symbolizes rebellion. It disrupts the faction system’s
binary logic by embodying multiplicity and complexity, rejecting reductionist identities (Saussure,
1983).

o Tris’s Actions: Tris’s refusal to conform, her ability to manipulate fear simulations, and her eventual
sacrifice symbolize resistance to both factional and bureaucratic control (Roth, 2011; Roth, 2013).

o Factionless Uprising: The factionless, led by Evelyn, reject the faction system entirely. Their rebellion
critiques the systemic inequality perpetuated by the factions, though it introduces its own challenges, as
their rise to power replicates certain authoritarian tendencies (Roth, 2013).

Symbols of Rebellion

In Divergent, rebellion is often symbolized through subversion of faction rituals and adoption of personal symbols.
Tattoos, as personal signifiers, become symbols of resistance. For example, Tobias’s tattoos, which include all
faction symbols, signify his rejection of factional exclusivity and his embrace of a more holistic identity (Roth,
2011). Similarly, Tris’s bird tattoos represent her connection to freedom and familial ties, countering the restrictive
identities imposed by the faction system.

Narrative of Rebellion

The narrative structure of the series reinforces the themes of power and rebellion. Each book depicts escalating
acts of defiance, culminating in the collapse of the faction system and the exposure of the Bureau’s control:
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1. Divergent: Introduces the oppressive faction system and highlights Tris’s personal rebellion against
conformity.

2. Insurgent: Explores collective rebellion as factions and the factionless join forces to challenge Erudite’s
authority (Roth, 2012).

3. Allegiant: Unveils the broader power structures of the Bureau, critiquing systemic control and
showcasing ultimate acts of resistance through Tris’s sacrifice (Roth, 2013).

Critique of Power and Rebellion

While Divergent celebrates rebellion, it also critiques the dynamics of power within resistance movements.
Evelyn’s leadership of the factionless mirrors some of the authoritarian tendencies of the factions, suggesting that
power itself is inherently corruptible. As Barthes (1981) observes, systems of power often reproduce themselves
through signs and narratives, even in revolutionary contexts.

Conclusion

Veronica Roth’s Divergent series provides a rich tapestry for exploring the semiotics of resistance and control
within a dystopian framework. Through its symbolic faction system, ritualized performances, and the deeply
personal acts of rebellion by its characters, the series critiques societal mechanisms of power while celebrating
the resilience of individuality.

The faction system, with its rigid ideologies and distinct insignias, serves as a mechanism of control, perpetuating
conformity and suppressing personal autonomy. However, these same structures give rise to signs of resistance,
such as tattoos and the concept of Divergence, which challenge the binary and reductionist categorizations
imposed by the ruling authority. Characters like Tris and Tobias subvert these signs of control, reclaiming them
as expressions of autonomy and rebellion.

Rituals in Divergent, such as fear simulations and initiation ceremonies, exemplify performative control, yet they
also become sites of defiance where individuals resist the intended meanings imposed by authority. Tris’s
manipulation of these rituals highlights her role as a symbolic figure of rebellion, embodying the complexities of
navigating individuality in an oppressive society.

Furthermore, the series delves into the interplay between rebellion and power, demonstrating how resistance
movements themselves can replicate the systems of control they seek to dismantle. The rise of the factionless
under Evelyn’s leadership exemplifies the cyclical nature of power, raising critical questions about the
sustainability of rebellion without fundamental ideological shifts.

Ultimately, the Divergent series underscores the importance of autonomy, identity, and multiplicity in confronting
systems of control. By employing semiotic analysis, this study reveals how Roth’s narrative critiques societal
power structures while offering a hopeful vision of resistance and human resilience. The series challenges readers
to reflect on their own societal constructs and to recognize the signs of both control and rebellion in their lives.
Through its symbolic depth and narrative complexity, Divergent invites a deeper understanding of the ongoing
struggle between power and freedom.
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