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Abstract 

Samuel Beckett was one of the well-known dramatists and the proponent of Absurd Theatre. Nobel 

Prize Award winner (1969) writer for literature, Beckett was also a poet and critic of the 20th 

century. Samuel Beckett’s writing centres on absurdism, existentialism, human sufferings, identity, 

and unhappiness and so on. The writing also expresses the effects of world wars on human beings 

and the barrenness of life, alienation, sufferings and existentialism. Samuel Beckett represents the 

situation of the time through his characters. The characters are not superheroes, they do not 

attempt to speak and do anything to be proud of, and they are simply from poor background, 

mostly illiterate rather than very less education. Samuel Beckett has written number of plays, his 

plays include: Waiting for Godot, Endgame, Happy Days, Act Without Words, and Not I. The 

plays have their own unique language and style. 
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Full Article 

Martin Esslin (1918-2002) was the French philosopher and dramatist wrote a book entitled The 

Theatre of the Absurd in 1960 to popularise the absurd drama. The book called as the most 

influential theatrical text of the 1960s. Esslin defined the term the Theatre of the Absurd as, „to 

express its sense of the senselessness of the human condition and the inadequacy of the rational 

approach by the open abandonment of rational devices and discursive thought‟. The term is 

derived from Albert Comus‟s play Myth of Sisyphus (1942). The characteristics of contemporary 

times are very well reflected in the absurd plays. According to Esslin this kind of plays arises from 

disillusionment and loss of certitude. Absurd as a tension emergence from man‟s determination to 

discover purpose and order in a world which refuses to evidence as either.  

According to Martin Esslin the term Theatre of the Absurd is a literary genre which brings 

attention to the certain fundamental human traits of the post war society. The major practioners of 

the genre are Samuel Beckett, Eugene Ionesco, Gean Jenet, Albert Camus, Harold Pinter etc. The 

best example of absurd play is Samuel Beckett‟s Waiting for Godot, Harold Pinter‟s Caretaker, 

Albert Camus‟s Myth of Sisyphus, Jean Paul Sartre‟s Being and Nothingness etc. The characters 

like Lucky, Pozo, Vladimir and Estragon in Waiting for Godot very well highlights the traits of 

absurdism and existentialism. They did not found any meaning and context to their life. The 

characters are living there lives like nothing happens, nothing is done, no development, no 

beginning and end. They are merely living their lives rather than passing or killing time. The play 

begins with the hope of redemption for their problems but which never comes. Samuel Beckett has 

tried to show the human sufferings and the extreme despair as an endless solution to the problems 

of life. 
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Albert Camus (1913-1960) the proponent of absurdist and existentialist philosophy 

expresses longing for better life. Albert Camus has been described as an anti-theist writer and 

philosopher who states that man‟s Kingdom is within him and on this earth. According to him 

everyone needs existence to essence no pre-determined true thing exists in order to become what it 

is. His slogan of life is- „to transform the humanity of the world into the image of man, to 

humanize what is inhuman- in short, to civilize‟. According to Albert Camus, absurdism is not 

about solving the problem of existence but about its recognition that it cannot be solved. The play 

Myth of Sisyphus is the best example of absurdity. Sisyphus, the Greek Mythological hero, 

condemned to an eternal task of rolling a heavy stone on a hill and fix there. Each time he rolls the 

stone on the hill and it again tumble down. Despite the futility of labour, he continues to roll again 

without despair. Sisyphus‟s efforts show the meaningless work called absurd.  

 Jean Paul Sartre (1905-1980) was a famous French novelist; playwright, literary critic and 

philosopher best known for existentialist thinking. He was also a receiver of Noble Prize for 

Literature (1964). He has written well known plays like Being and Nothigness, Existentialism and 

Humanism, Nausea, The words etc. He states in his play Being and Nothingness that human 

beings are unable to achieve rational basis and human life is the futile passion. He believes in the 

supremacy of man‟s existence as a godless convers. In his essay, Being and Nothingness Jean Paul 

Sartre highlights various aspects of human condition. According to him man himself is both being 

and source of nothingness. Human existence is personified anguish and agony. And it is 

characterized by nausea and falseness which make life miserable. He further states that modern 

man is torn by inner conflict and life for him is meaningless. According to him, „in the beginning 

man was existential romantic but later having experienced the bitter reality of life became 

existentialist, finally man is a source of nothing. ‟ 

Soren Kierkegard (1813-1855) was a Danish philosopher; theologian, cultural critic and 

supporter of existentialist dilemma very well express universal condition of man‟s existence. His 

well-known plays include: The Concept of Anxiety, Either/Or, Fear and Trembling, The Sickness 

unto Death etc. He states I his plays that man in the modern age is doomed to failure. Man is an 

existential being is subject to situationality, chance, fortune suffering, struggle, conflict, guilt, 

death and so on. Soren Kierkegard, further expresses that anguish is the underline all pervasive 

universal condition of man's existence.  According to the existentialist like him, life is absurd and 

it has no meaning. Everybody is here, everybody exists but there is no reason to why we are just 

here, that is any excuses.  The theme of death can be found everywhere in existentialist philosophy 

and there is no escape in the world from death.  

According to Samuel Beckett essence of existentialism focuses on the concept of 

individual‟s freedom of choice as it is opposed to believe that humans are controlled by a pre-

existing omnipotent being such as God. The two tramps Vladimir and Estragon in the play 

Waiting for Godot try to find the order to their lives but there is nothing to be done for the fertility 

of their situation. Vladimir and Estragon made a choice of waiting but Godot didn't say that he 

will come and wait for me. And he further states that pain, anxiety, inactivity arise from waiting. 

Waiting is boredom and it destroys people from within. Albert Camus, the absurd playwright 

believes that boredom of waiting is the breakdown of routine. People think seriously about their 

identity but fail to do it. He further states that inactivity causes the individual to think. Waiting in 

all the plays symbolises boredom. 

Samuel Beckett and his contemporaries very well focus on the theme of uncertainty and 

inability in the modern age to find the coherent system of meaning, order and purpose to 

understand our existence to live. The theme of uncertainty of purpose, time, place, emotion, 

relationship, truth and hope dominantly occur in the play Waiting for Godot. The play highly 

represents the effects of World Wars on the people. The two tramps Vladimir and Estragon 
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represent the meaninglessness of existence as they strive to give purpose to their battered lives - 

the beautiful past that was promising but would never be experienced. 

Samuel Beckett‟s characters in the play Waiting for Godot found themselves in the 

whirlpool of absurdity as they strive to escape from crumbling modern values. The characters 

undergo both physical and psychological breakdown as they conference the most compiling 

conditions of existence. He further states the value system failed to use their free will to fight 

despair, despondency and conflict. All the absurd characters end up as victims in the bizzare world 

and they have no control and understanding on it. The condition of Vladimir and Estragon 

highlights the atmosphere of disintegration.  It also highlights humanity which is failed to use its 

free will to create genuine values and to cope in a dysfunctional world as it is trapped in.  The 

characters represent the meaninglessness of existence and they have nothing in their lives as 

concrete as to wait for Godot, their life saviour. The uncertainty is the dominant theme of the play, 

the uncertainty of purpose, time, place, emotion, relationship, truth and hope. Samuel Beckett thus 

presents the helpless and the irrational human existence.  

Samuel Beckett was known as an absurd dramatist. Samuel Beckett‟s plays highly 

represent absurdist features. Beckett‟s characters are full with absurdism and they find themselves 

secure in the company of their fellow characters. And they are always afraid of what will happen 

if their fellow characters will leave them alone. The fear of being alone is always in their mind. 

All the practitioners of absurd writing present their protagonists as strange, isolated, alienated, and 

unhappy with deep anguish and despair. The Absurd playwrights present the life of characters as 

meaningless and think that nothing worthwhile happens in human lives. According to them people 

are mayor puppets and the word is godless and man's life is meaningless. The fundamental 

problem of contemporary man is conceived in these writing. Man is alone and bereft not only of 

god but also of the world. The unreality of the reality is highly depicted in the absurd writing.  

The absurd playwrights believe that our existence is absurd because we are born without 

asking to be born and we die without seeking death, we live between birth and death trapped 

within our body and our reason unable to consume of a time in which we use not or a time in 

which we will not be for nothing is very much like the concept of infinity: something we perceive 

only in so far as we cannot experience. The two tramps, Vladimir and Estragon in Waiting for 

Godot are not capable of doing anything. They have no beginning and no end. Their impulses, 

desires, thoughts, moods, memories and impressions arise from oblivion. The characters are fully 

frustrated and incapable of deciding to live or end their lives. They live together with the feeling 

of dependency, affection and sense of security. The absurd characters are incapable of doing, 

deciding and acting. The characters live behind no mark of their past and no plan of future.  

Beckett‟s plays highlight the uncertainty about life, employment, place of people in 

society, solution of problems and so on. The World War II has disturbed the life of people and 

brought them to the stage of absurd. The idea of waiting god, and the god never comes was very 

controversial and confronting for the audience of the time. The play Waiting for Godot in 

existential context, is a work about the questioning of existence and religion. Beckett presents 

doubt and unknowingness throughout the play. The character like Vladimir and Estragon don‟t 

know whether god will come or not, their sufferings will have an end or it will continue till last. 

The characters represent the Post World War II British society torn between faith and doubt. The 

society was disappointed by the sudden outcome of world war and the surrounding darkness. The 

play thus presents bleak view of life and the frightened society. 

Samuel Beckett represents the society‟s status through the stage. The leafless tree in 

Waiting for Godot represents destruction and barrenness. The empty road in the play symbolizes 

fear, afraid and affected society by the World War II. The people were afraid to come out of their 

houses as there was no guarantee of coming back safe. The blind Pozzo and deaf Lucky are the 
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instances of destruction caused by the war. The characters like Vladimir and Estragon, Pozzo and 

Lucky are tied together by a fear of being left entirely alone. Society was affected by war and man 

lost everything in a disintegrated society. Thus, Beckett has portrayed the war-stricken European 

society through his plays.  

In short, the writing of Samuel Beckett captures the feeling of meaninglessness of life and 

view of the world.  The absurd plays also highlight the barrenness of human life, the absurdity of 

life and the feeling of close to death. According to the absurd and existentialist philosophers the 

absurd characters trapped in a painful existence in which suffering is common and death is 

impossible. Death was an easy way out to rest from burdens of life but the characters choose to go 

ahead. Samuel Beckett further states and adds that the absurd characters have no option except 

face the situation or to come out from the adverse condition of life.  The play Waiting for Godot is 

about a world without divinity, a world in which man waits and hopes for something to do 

meaningful but fails. According to Beckett waiting is in vain and waste of time and so our life is 

as meaningless as our dreams. 
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