
The Theatre of the Absurd 
 

In his 1960 essay “The Theatre of the Absurd,” Martin Esslin defined a term that includes the works of mostly European 

playwrights in the post-World War II era, including Samuel Beckett, author of Waiting for Godot.  Below, you’ll find a 

selection from his essay that illustrates the main ideas of the term, which will help you better understand Godot. 

 

 

The Theatre of the Absurd shows the world as an incomprehensible place. The spectators see the happenings on the stage 

entirely from the outside, without ever understanding the full meaning of these strange patterns of events, as newly arrived 

visitors might watch life in a country of which they have not yet mastered the language.' The confrontation of the audience 

with characters and happenings which they are not quite able to comprehend makes it impossible for them to share the 

aspirations and emotions depicted in the play. Brecht's famous "Verfremdungseffekt" (alienation effect), the inhibition of 

any identification between spectator and actor, which Brecht could never successfully achieve in his own highly rational 

theatre, really comes into its own in the Theatre of the Absurd. It is impossible to identify oneself with characters one does 

not understand or whose motives remain a closed book, and so the distance between the public and the happenings on the 

stage can be maintained. Emotional identification with the characters is replaced by a puzzled, critical attention. For while 

the happenings on the stage are absurd, they yet remain recognizable as somehow related to real life with its absurdity, so 

that eventually the spectators are brought face to face with the irrational side of their existence. Thus, the absurd and 

fantastic goings-on of the Theatre of the Absurd will, in the end, be found to reveal the irrationality of the human 

condition and the illusion of what we thought was its apparent logical structure.  

 

If the dialogue in these plays consists of meaningless clich6s and the mechanical, circular repetition of stereotyped 

phrases--how many meaningless cliches and stereotyped phrases do we use in our day-to-day conversation? If the 

characters change their personality halfway through the action, how consistent and truly integrated are the people we meet 

in our real life? And if people in these plays appear as mere marionettes, helpless puppets without any will of their own, 

passively at the mercy of blind fate and meaningless circumstance, do we, in fact, in our overorganized world, still possess 

any genuine initiative or power to decide our own destiny? The spectators of the Theatre of the Absurd are thus 

confronted with a grotesquely heightened picture of their own world: a world without faith, meaning, and genuine 

freedom of will. In this sense, the Theatre of the Absurd is the true theatre of our time. 

 

The theatre of most previous epochs reflected an accepted moral order, a world whose aims and objectives were clearly 

present to the minds of all its public, whether it was the audience of the medieval mystery plays with their solidly 

accepted faith in the Christian world order or the audience of the drama of Ibsen, Shaw, or Hauptmann with their 

unquestioned belief in evolution and progress. To such audiences, right and wrong were never in doubt, nor did they 

question the then accepted goals of human endeavor. Our own time, at least in the Western world, wholly lacks such a 

generally accepted and completely integrated world picture. The decline of religious faith, the destruction of the belief in 

automatic social and biological progress, the discovery of vast areas of irrational and unconscious forces within the human 

psyche, the loss of a sense of control over rational human development in an age of totalitarianism and weapons of mass 

destruction, have all contributed to the erosion of the basis for a dramatic convention in which the action proceeds within 

a fixed and self-evident framework of generally accepted values. Faced with the vacuum left by the destruction of a 



universally accepted and unified set of beliefs, most serious playwrights have felt the need to fit their work into the frame 

of values and objectives expressed in one of the contemporary ideologies: Marxism, psychoanalysis, aestheticism, or 

nature worship. But these, in the eyes of a writer like Adamov, are nothing but superficial rationalizations which try to 

hide the depth of man's predicament, his loneliness and his anxiety. 

 

Esslin continues by tracing the development of the Theater of the Absurd to its roots.  He then addresses the role of 

language in this genre of theatre. 

 

It is in its attitude to language that the Theatre of the Absurd is most revolutionary. It deliberately attempts to renew the 

language of drama and to expose the barrenness of conventional stage dialogue… The absurdity of its dialogue 

and its fantastic quality springs directly from its basic ordinariness. It exposes the emptiness of stereotyped language; 

"what is sometimes labeled the absurd," Ionesco says, "is only the denunciation of the ridiculous nature of a language 

which is empty of substance, made up of clichés and slogans..."' Such a language has atrophied; it has ceased to be the 

expression of anything alive or vital and has been degraded into a mere conventional token of human intercourse, a mask 

for genuine meaning and emotion. That is why so often in the Theatre of the Absurd the dialogue becomes divorced from 

the real happenings in the play and is even put into direct contradiction with the action… In Beckett's Waiting for Godot 

Lucky's much vaunted philosophical wisdom is revealed to be a flood of completely meaningless gibberish that vaguely 

resembles the language of philosophical argument… . Here, in order to bring out the full meaning of the play, the actors 

have to act against the dialogue rather than with it, the fervor of the delivery must stand in a dialectical contrast to the 

pointlessness of the meaning of the lines. In the same way, the author implies that most of the fervent and passionate 

discussion of real life (of political controversy, to give but one example) also turns around empty and meaningless 

clichés… 

 

 

Yet the defiant rejection of language as the main vehicle of the dramatic action, the onslaught on conventional logic and 

unilinear conceptual thinking in the Theatre of the Absurd is by no means equivalent to a total rejection of all meaning. 

On the contrary, it constitutes an earnest endeavor to penetrate to deeper layers of meaning and to give a truer, because 

more complex, picture of reality in avoiding the simplification which results from leaving out all the undertones, 

overtones, and inherent absurdities and contradictions of any human situation. In the conventional drama every word 

means what it says, the situations are clear-cut, and at the end all conflicts are tidily resolved. But reality, as Ionesco 

points out in the passage we have quoted, is never like that; it is multiple, complex, many-dimensional and exists on a 

number of different levels at one and the same time. Language is far too straightforward an instrument to express all this 

by itself. Reality can only be conveyed by being acted out in all its complexity. Hence, it is the theatre, which is 

multidimensional and more than merely language or literature, which is the only instrument to express the bewildering 

complexity of the human condition. The human condition being what it is, with man small, helpless, insecure, and unable 

ever to fathom the world in all its hopelessness, death, and absurdity, the theatre has to confront him with the bitter truth 

that most human endeavor is irrational and senseless, that communication between human beings is well-nigh impossible, 

and that the world will forever remain an impenetrable mystery. At the same time, the recognition of all these bitter truths 



will have a liberating effect: if we realize the basic absurdity of most of our objectives we are freed from being obsessed 

with them and this release expresses itself in laughter. Moreover, while the world is being shown as complex, harsh, and 

absurd and as difficult to interpret as reality itself, the audience is yet spurred on to attempt their own interpretation, to 

wonder what it is all about. In that sense they are being invited to school their critical faculties, to train themselves in 

adjusting to reality. As the world is being represented as highly complex and devoid of a clear-cut purpose or design, there 

will always be an infinite number of possible interpretations… Does Godot, so fervently and vainly awaited by Vladimir 

and Estragon, stand for God? Or does he merely represent the ever elusive tomorrow, man's hope that one day something 

will happen that will render his existence meaningful? The force and poetic power of the play lie precisely in the 

impossibility of ever reaching a conclusive answer to this question. 

 

Here we touch the essential point of difference between the conventional theatre and the Theatre of the Absurd. The 

former, based as it is on a known framework of accepted values and a rational view of life, always starts out by indicating 

a fixed objective towards which the action will be moving or by posing a definite problem to which it will supply an 

answer. Will Hamlet revenge the murder of his father? Will lago succeed in destroying Othello? Will Nora leave her 

husband? In the conventional theatre the action always proceeds towards a definable end. The spectators do not know 

whether that end will be reached and how it will be reached. Hence, they are in suspense, eager to find out what will 

happen. In the Theatre of the Absurd, on the other hand, the action does not proceed in the manner of a logical syllogism. 

It does not go from A to B but travels from an unknown premise X towards an unknowable conclusion Y. The spectators, 

not knowing what their author is driving at, cannot be in suspense as to how or whether an expected objective is going to 

be reached. They are not, therefore, so much in suspense as to what is going to happen next (although the most 

unexpected and unpredictable things do happen) as they are in suspense about what the next event to take place will add to 

their understanding of what is happening. The action supplies an increasing number of contradictory and bewildering 

clues on a number of different levels, but the final question is never wholly answered. Thus, instead of being in suspense 

as to what will happen next, the spectators are, in the Theatre of the Absurd, put into suspense as to what the play may 

mean. This suspense continues even after the curtain has come down. Here again the Theatre of the Absurd fulfills 

Brecht's postulate of a critical, detached audience, who will have to sharpen their wits on the play and be stimulated by it 

to think for themselves, far more effectively than Brecht's own theatre. Not only are the members of the audience unable 

to identify with the characters, they are compelled to puzzle out the meaning of what they have seen. Each of them will 

probably find his own, personal meaning, which will differ from the solution found by most others. But he will have been 

forced to make a mental effort and to evaluate an experience he has undergone. In this sense, the Theatre of the Absurd is 

the most demanding, the most intellectual theatre. It may be riotously funny, wildly exaggerated and oversimplified, 

vulgar and garish, but it will always confront the spectator with a genuine intellectual problem, a philosophical paradox, 

which he will have to try to solve even if he knows that it is most probably insoluble. 

 

Esslin, Martin. “The Theatre of the Absurd.”  The Tulane Drama Review. Vol. 4, No. 4 (May, 1960), pp. 3-15. Web. 5 

January 2015. 

  


