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ABSTRACT 

Samuel Beckett's Waiting for Godot (1952) 

remains one of the most influential examples of 

modern tragicomedy, redefining both tragedy and 

comedy within the framework of existential 

philosophy and the Theatre of the Absurd. This 

paper examines the tragicomic elements in the play 

by analysing Beckett's representation of 

meaninglessness, existential anxiety, cyclical time, 

spiritual emptiness, and the collapse of identity in 

the aftermath of the Second World War. It argues 

that Beckett replaces the Aristotelian model of 

tragedy with the suffering of ordinary individuals 

whose lives are marked by endless waiting, 

indecision, and uncertainty. Through the absurd 

actions of Vladimir and Estragon, the master-

servant relationship of Pozzo and Lucky, and the 

perpetual absence of Godot, the play dramatizes 

humanity's futile search for meaning while 

simultaneously employing comic techniques such 

as slapstick, repetitive dialogue, and pantomime. 

Drawing upon the critical perspectives of Martin 

Esslin, Albert Camus, Jean-Paul Sartre, Theodor 

Adorno, Hugh Kenner, and Ruby Cohn, the paper 

demonstrates that Beckett transforms comedy into 

a vehicle for expressing profound philosophical 

and existential concerns. Ultimately, it contends 

that Waiting for Godot is a tragicomic masterpiece 

that presents human endurance, companionship, 

and hope as the only meaningful responses to an 

absurd and indifferent universe. 
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Samuel Beckett’s Waiting for Godot (1952) is a 

quintessential postmodernist, existential drama 

having enormous instances of a tragicomedy. 

Tragicomedy is a dramatic form that combines the 

characters, subject matter, and plot conventions of 

both tragedy and comedy, presenting serious 

situations that threaten tragic consequences but 

avoid complete catastrophe. The play as a 

tragicomedy, follows the plot around two tramps, 

Estragon and Vladmir, who endlessly wait on a 

country road for an anonymous figure named 

Godot. They perform meaningless-absurd actions, 

during which they meet Lucky, the proletariat and 

Pozzo, the master. Revolving around their absurd 

and repetitive acts, such as removing and putting 

shoes; playing with hats like juggling them; 

considering to commit suicide, though futile; 

endlessly waiting for Godot and much more, all 

revolve around proving Becket’s argument of 

existential crisis post-World War II era. Beckett 

wanted to convey that people like TS Eliot, James 

Joyace and other modern poets and writers where 

correct in their depictions of nihilism, 

existentialism, and other pessimistic thoughts. 

I TRAGICOMIC ELEMENTS IN WAITING 

FOR GODOT 

Meaninglessness of Life and Human Existence 

As fate would have turned its wheel of fortune, 

after the World War II, people started to question 

reality, truth and justice. Nothing seemed worthy of 

praise, faith and belief, upon which one can rely 

upon. World, for some time, forgot concepts of 

growth and progress. This is what Beckett depicts 

through this play, through the two tramp figures, 

Estragon and Vladmir and keep on asserting that 

“Nothing to be done... Nothing happens. Nobody 

comes. Nobody goes. Its awful.” (Act I). In fact, 

“Nothing to done” becomes the refrain of this play. 

They both engage in meaningless actions; their 

repetitive acts of viewing the scantly leaved tree in 

the background, counting the leaves on it, 
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repeatedly, then attempting to suicide by hanging 

on it: 

“Vladmir: Let’s go. 

Estragon: Wait, there’s my belt. 

Vladmir: It’s too short. 

Estragon: You could hang onto my legs. 

Vladmir: And who’d hang onto mine?”  -Act 

II 

It may seem ridiculous and comic to the audience 

at the same when it was first stages in 1952, but 

inherently, Beckett represents the uselessness of 

life upto such an extent that the time has come that 

people do not even have means and are inept of the 

means that they are unable to quit their life as well. 

Life and Death are no longer two facets of a coin, 

nothing exists, nothing is permanent. Besides, there 

are some comic and erotic element that Beckett 

adds coinciding this act of hanging: 

“Estragon: What about hanging ourselves? 

Vladmir: It’d give us an erection. 

Estragon: An erection!”   - Act 

I 

The tramps have entered a mental state that in 

Freudian terms, one would assert, they are in 

pursuit of their Id. They have lost control over the 

reality principal. It is likely to be a consequence of 

their inescapability from the reality. Vladmir 

repeatedly makes attempts to make sense of their 

situation, but Estragon tries to get rid of status quo, 

yet both fail in their pursuit, and remain entangled 

in their continuous pursuit. The stage setting of the 

play is depicted to be a barren land, a quintessential 

Waste Land image, though Waste Land hails from 

WWI era, Beckett’s backdrop is representative of 

the WWII era, reflecting a spiritual emptiness of 

postmodern existence. When Lucky and Pozzo are 

about to leave in Act I, besides the conversation 

among of the three- Vladmir, Estragon and Pozzo 

on “Lets go” having a repetitive nature, none of 

them move: 

“Estragon: Then adieu. 

Pozzo: Adieu. 

Vladmir: Adieu 

Pozzo: Adieu. 

(No one moves) 

Vladmir: Adieu 

Pozzo: Adieu. 

Estragon: Adieu.” - Act I 

Such pantomime style adds to the argument of the 

play as a tragicomedy. The endless wait for Godot 

is one of the most profound tragic elements of the 

play. This central metaphor of Godot, which could 

be some spiritual, or political, or financial, or 

social, or linguistic, or some other unknown figure; 

which never arrives till the end. Herein, Beckett 

breaks the traditional Gustav Freytag's Pyramid or 

the dramatic arc, wherein towards the climax, some 

relief or catharsis is achieved; to prove his inherent 

existential argument. The eternal wait has replaced 

the linear life that prevailed in the era of World 

Wars. And the is synonymous to the Myth of 

Sisyphus (1942) by  Albert Camus, wherein he has 

raised an important argument that “There is but one 

truly serious philosophical problem, and that is 

suicide…”  which some would mean that ‘if life has 

no inherent meaning, why shouldn't we end it?’ but, 

what he wanted to convey was that one must 

confront the meaninglessness of life and continue 

living successfully. In Greek mythology, Sisyphus 

is considered to have rolled a rock up the mountain 

staring the very base in the morning, only for it 

would roll down by the evening when it was to 

reach the base again by the end of the day, and 

Sisyphus would start the same act in the next day 

repeated, in a cyclic motion. Through Sisyphus, 

Camus and through the play, Beckett wanted to 

convey that though life has become meaningless, 

cyclic, seems worthless, but just like Sisyphus who 

has lost the value of Gods, and has accepted fate 

and its reality, one must get rid of deviations, 

accept the cyclic patterns, act accordingly, remain 

in that dormant state, until the time comes when 

nature pushes us out of this periphery with an 

enormous force that would recompensate for the 

status quo and its sufferings manifold. Through the 

play, Beckett depicts that human beings have 

become procrastinators, waiting endlessly, 
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effortlessly for some supernatural being to save 

them: 

“Vladmir: We’ll hang ourselves tomorrow. Unless 

Godot comes. 

Estragon: And if he comes? 

Vladmir: We’ll be saved.”  -Act II 

The cyclic structure of the play is yet another 

tragicomic element. Prima facia, the play looks 

absurd for the very reason of its cyclic structure. 

Things happen again and again in both Act I and II. 

The Messenger Boy comes with the message that 

Godot will be coming the next day, is repeated in 

both the Acts: 

“Boy: Mr…. Mr. Albert… 

Vladmir: Of we go again…Do you not recognise 

me?...It wasn’t you who came yesterday?… 

Boy: Mr. Godot told me to tell you he won't come 

this evening but surely tomorrow.”  -Act II 

Besides, the play is filled with hopelessness and 

despair. The above mentioned dialogue between 

Boy and Vladmir, too, shows that hope is 

constantly deferred into an indefinite future, the 

promise of "tomorrow" becomes a source of 

despair because tomorrow never arrives as a 

moment of fulfilment. Underlyingly, Beckett is to 

suggest that one must sustain themselves through 

expectations of a better future, though, in the play, 

such expectations remained unrealized. The play 

shows that as times passes, life has nothing 

witnessed much of accomplishments. There is 

monotony, despair, sense of loss, and spiritual 

emptiness amongst the population. The tragedy of 

the play lies not in dramatic catastrophe but in the 

persistent experience of uncertainty, isolation, 

spiritual emptiness, and the inability to escape the 

repetitive cycle of existence. Through absurd 

situations, comic dialogue, and philosophical 

reflections, Beckett portrays the modern human 

condition as one marked by existential anxiety and 

the search for meaning in an indifferent universe. 

As Martin Esslin argues in The Theatre of the 

Absurd, Beckett's drama expresses "the 

irrationality of the human condition" by combining 

laughter with profound despair, making audiences 

recognize the absurdity of life through comedy 

itself. 

One of the deepest tragic elements in the play is the 

gradual loss of identity and memory. Throughout 

the drama, Vladimir and Estragon struggle to 

remember the events of the previous day, while the 

Boy repeatedly denies having met them before. 

Estragon frequently forgets people, places, and 

conversations, whereas Vladimir repeatedly 

questions whether they are waiting at the correct 

place or whether the events they remember actually 

occurred. Beckett suggests that memory is the 

foundation of personal identity; when memory 

becomes fragmented, identity itself begins to 

dissolve. This uncertainty is further reflected in 

Lucky, whose long philosophical speech 

deteriorates into incoherent language before he 

becomes almost completely silent in the second act. 

The collapse of memory and language symbolizes 

the disintegration of the modern self. Martin Esslin 

observes that the characters in the Theatre of the 

Absurd are deliberately deprived of psychological 

certainty because modern humanity itself has lost 

stable foundations of identity. Similarly, Theodor 

Adorno interprets Beckett's fragmented characters 

as representations of a post-war civilization in 

which historical certainty and human confidence 

have collapsed. 

Closely connected with this crisis of identity is the 

inability to act, which becomes one of the central 

tragedies of the play. Vladimir and Estragon 

constantly express a desire to leave, abandon 

Godot, or change their lives, yet they never 

translate these intentions into action. The famous 

conclusion of both acts—"Well? Shall we go?" 

"Yes, let's go." (They do not move.)—perfectly 

captures their existential paralysis. Although they 

possess the freedom to leave, they remain 

imprisoned by hope, habit, and indecision. Jean-

Paul Sartre argued that human beings are 

"condemned to be free" and must create meaning 

through their choices, but Beckett presents 

characters who continually evade this 

responsibility. Rather than exercising their 
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freedom, Vladimir and Estragon surrender their 

lives to the expectation that Godot will eventually 

arrive and transform their existence. Their tragedy 

lies not in external oppression but in their inability 

to act despite recognizing their own suffering. 

Hugh Kenner similarly argues that Beckett's 

protagonists possess freedom but repeatedly fail to 

exercise it, making inaction itself the defining 

feature of modern existence. 

The play is equally haunted by the fear of death and 

the recurring theme of suicide, yet even death fails 

to provide an escape from absurdity. Vladimir and 

Estragon repeatedly discuss hanging themselves 

from the solitary tree, believing that death might 

release them from meaningless waiting. However, 

every attempt is postponed until tomorrow. Their 

inability to commit suicide mirrors their inability to 

leave or change their circumstances, revealing a 

profound hesitation before both life and death. 

Beckett transforms death from a dramatic 

conclusion into another unresolved possibility. 

Pozzo's haunting observation that "They give birth 

astride of a grave, the light gleams an instant, then 

it's night once more" reduces human life to a brief 

moment between birth and extinction. Albert 

Camus, in The Myth of Sisyphus, regarded suicide 

as the fundamental philosophical question arising 

from the absurd condition, yet he rejected it in 

favour of continued existence. Beckett's characters 

unconsciously reflect this position: despite their 

despair, they continue living, not because life 

possesses objective meaning, but because they 

remain unable to abandon it. Their continued 

survival becomes both tragic and deeply human. 

Another powerful dimension of tragedy appears 

through physical and mental decay, particularly in 

the transformation of Pozzo and Lucky. In the first 

act, Pozzo is wealthy, commanding, and physically 

powerful, while Lucky is his obedient servant 

burdened with luggage and a rope around his neck. 

In the second act, however, Pozzo returns blind and 

helpless, whereas Lucky becomes almost 

completely mute after his earlier incoherent 

philosophical outburst. Beckett deliberately refuses 

to explain these changes, emphasizing the arbitrary 

nature of suffering. Physical decline, blindness, and 

mental disintegration occur without moral 

justification or divine purpose. Martin Esslin 

argues that Beckett replaces the exceptional 

catastrophe of classical tragedy with the ordinary 

deterioration that accompanies human existence. 

Adorno likewise interprets Pozzo's blindness and 

Lucky's silence as symbols of the collapse of 

reason and civilization in the aftermath of the 

twentieth century's historical disasters. Through 

these characters, Beckett demonstrates that power, 

intelligence, and social status cannot protect 

humanity from decay, making mortality itself an 

unavoidable source of tragedy. 

Closely related to this sense of decline is the 

absence of God and the resulting spiritual 

emptiness that dominates the play. Vladimir and 

Estragon continue waiting faithfully for the 

mysterious Godot, believing that his arrival will 

somehow redeem their lives, yet he never appears. 

Each evening the Boy merely announces that 

Godot will come "tomorrow," transforming hope 

into perpetual postponement. Although Beckett 

denied that Godot explicitly represents God, his 

absence evokes a universe in which divine certainty 

has disappeared while humanity's longing for 

transcendence remains. The barren landscape, 

lonely tree, and empty road reinforce this spiritual 

desolation. Martin Esslin argues that Beckett 

portrays humanity after the collapse of traditional 

religious certainties, where people continue 

searching for meaning despite receiving no answer 

from the universe. Albert Camus similarly 

described the absurd as the confrontation between 

humanity's desire for meaning and the silence of 

the world. Beckett dramatizes precisely this 

conflict, presenting characters who continue 

hoping despite repeated disappointment. Their 

faith persists without evidence, making waiting 

itself an act of existential endurance. 

The tragic atmosphere of Waiting for Godot is 

intensified further through time, repetition, and the 

cyclical nature of life. Unlike traditional drama, 

http://www.ijrt.org/


ISSN: 2321–7529 (Online) || ISSN: 2321–7510 (Print)                                International Journal of Research and Technology Vol 3, Issue 3, September_2015 
 

 

 

 
www.ijrt.org    5 

which progresses towards climax and resolution, 

Beckett structures his play as an endless cycle in 

which the second act closely mirrors the first. The 

same conversations recur, the same expectations 

remain unfulfilled, and the same ending concludes 

both acts. Time appears stagnant rather than 

progressive, trapping the characters in an eternal 

present where every tomorrow merely repeats 

yesterday. Estragon's failing memory prevents 

continuity, while the repeated arrival of the Boy 

reinforces the endless postponement of fulfillment. 

Martin Esslin regarded this circular structure as one 

of the defining features of the Theatre of the 

Absurd, where repetition replaces dramatic 

development. Beckett's treatment of time also 

recalls Friedrich Nietzsche's concept of eternal 

recurrence, the unsettling possibility that existence 

endlessly repeats itself, and Henri Bergson's 

distinction between measurable clock time and the 

subjective experience of duration. Beckett 

transforms time into a tragic force that slowly 

erodes hope while denying genuine change or 

progress. 

Despite these overwhelming experiences of 

suffering, Beckett refuses to end his play in 

complete nihilism. Instead, he presents human 

endurance and companionship as the only fragile 

sources of dignity available within an absurd 

world. Vladimir and Estragon constantly quarrel, 

misunderstand one another, and even threaten 

separation, yet they never abandon each other 

completely. Vladimir repeatedly comforts Estragon 

after his nightmares, protects him from loneliness, 

and encourages him to continue waiting. Their 

friendship becomes an act of resistance against 

meaninglessness. While Sartre believed that 

individuals create meaning through free action, 

Beckett suggests that human solidarity itself may 

provide a limited but genuine response to 

existential despair. Their endurance does not 

overcome suffering, nor does it guarantee 

redemption, but it preserves their humanity. Ruby 

Cohn observes that Beckett replaces heroic action 

with the quiet courage of survival, while Hugh 

Kenner argues that the characters' continued 

companionship transforms ordinary endurance into 

a modern form of heroism. 

Ultimately, Waiting for Godot redefines tragedy 

for the modern age by shifting attention from the 

fall of kings and heroes to the ordinary struggles of 

common individuals confronting an absurd 

universe. Through the loss of identity, existential 

paralysis, fear of death, physical and mental decay, 

spiritual emptiness, cyclical time, and the quiet 

heroism of endurance, Beckett portrays a world in 

which certainty has disappeared but hope 

stubbornly survives. As Martin Esslin famously 

observed, Beckett's theatre reveals the absurdity of 

the human condition by making audiences laugh at 

situations that are fundamentally tragic. The play 

suggests that although human beings may never 

discover ultimate meaning, they continue to wait, 

hope, and care for one another. It is this persistent 

endurance in the face of uncertainty that gives 

Waiting for Godot its enduring tragic power and 

establishes it as one of the defining masterpieces of 

modern drama. 

V CONCLUSION 

Waiting for Godot stands as a landmark in modern 

drama because it revolutionizes the conventional 

understanding of tragedy and comedy by fusing 

them into a uniquely tragicomic vision of human 

existence. Beckett rejects the classical notion of a 

tragic hero and instead centres his drama on 

ordinary individuals whose greatest struggle is not 

against fate or divine punishment but against 

uncertainty, purposelessness, and the relentless 

passage of time. Through the repetitive actions of 

Vladimir and Estragon, the arbitrary suffering of 

Pozzo and Lucky, and the perpetual absence of 

Godot, the play captures the spiritual, 

psychological, and philosophical crisis that 

characterized the post-war world. The comic 

episodes, far from diminishing the tragic impact, 

intensify it by exposing the absurdity of the human 

condition and revealing laughter as a mechanism 

for confronting despair. 
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The play further demonstrates that the search for 

meaning, identity, and certainty remains an 

enduring aspect of human existence, even when 

such aspirations appear unattainable. Beckett 

neither offers religious consolation nor advocates 

complete nihilism; rather, he presents endurance, 

companionship, and hope as fragile yet significant 

forms of resistance against an indifferent universe. 

As Martin Esslin suggests, the Theatre of the 

Absurd compels audiences to confront the 

irrationality of existence, while the existential 

philosophies of Albert Camus and Jean-Paul Sartre 

illuminate the ethical responsibility of continuing 

to live despite the absence of objective meaning. 

Consequently, Waiting for Godot emerges not 

merely as an absurd play but as a profound 

philosophical meditation on the paradoxes of 

modern life. Its enduring relevance lies in its ability 

to transform ordinary waiting into a universal 

metaphor for humanity's continuous search for 

purpose, making it one of the defining 

tragicomedies of twentieth-century literature. 
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