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Abstract

The absurd plays of Samuel Beckett, Harold Pinter and Edward Albee,
bewildered theaudience who were accustomed to awelI-made play asdefined
by Arigtotle. Thispaper will arguethat animportant reasonfor thebewilderment
of theaudienceisthe absence of the senseof inclusivity that isrequired to be
ableto combat, to quote Esdlin, the* divorce between man and hislife,” which
arises dueto the absence of reconciliation of the scientific worldview and
enhanced Americanization with the centrality of thefreeindividual subject.
Thispaper whileanalysing select playsof Samuel Beckett, Harold Pinter and
Edward Albeewill arguethat these plays depict aheightened awareness of
the post-war European/ American society and are based more on the
Nietzschean concept of Amor fati and the championing of the Dionysian
impulse, which formsan indispensable part of thehuman nature. Initssearch
for avoicethat echoesthe anti-establishment tone of thetraditional social
norms, this paper will arguethat the playsof Absurd Theatre, initsdepiction
of anunfamiliar world, promotesthe cause of inclusivity and highlightsthe
need for an enlightened modernity.

Keywor ds: Thestre of theAbsurd, Existentialism, Amor fati, Dionysian,
Modernity.

Theplaysthat Martin Esdin sofamoudy classified under theumbrellaterm of
“Thesatreof theAbsurd” wereableto generatethe sense of absurdity by staging
amoment of crisis, by presenting charactersat acritical junctureof their live.
Theplaysaso critiquetheAristotelian concept of awell-madeplay by refusing
accessto any introduction to the characters or abeginning and an end tothe
action of theplays. Along with an apparent deva uation of language asameans
of communication, these playsbaffled thetheetre-goersof Europeand America,
who were not accustomed to such theatrical techniques. Accordingto Esdlin,
thesetechniqueswere used by theplaywrightsto“... achieveaunity between
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itsbasi c assumptionsand theform in which these are expressed” (24).

Thephilosophy of existentialism hasbeen amagor influenceontheplays
by these playwrights. Theexigtentia philosophy becameespecidly significant
asaresult of the destruction caused by thetwoworld warsthat led to aturnto
individual responsesto momentsof crisisrather than abstract philosophical
subjects. Thus, the existential philosophy tendsto analyse the individual
responsesthrough persona perspectivesrather thanthe universal onesinits
attemptsto anadysethemeaning of life. Thisanalysisof lived experienceof the
individual human being to acrisis, caused by the changed socio-cultural
circumstances, has taken two opposing directions: the pessimistic in the
existential philosophy of Arthur Schopenhauer and Soren Kierkegaard and
the optimigticinthe philosophy of FriedrichW. Nietzsche. What united these
philosopherswastheir critique of therationalism of modernity.

Arthur Schopenhauer stressed theimportance of the unconsciousrather
than conscious mental processesand took thewill to bethe central concept of
his philosophy. Creativewill isthe blind and non-rational forcein both the
world and the human nature. Drawing from the philosophy of Plato of the
world asmimesis, Schopenhauer claimed that theworld existsonly inour
thoughts. He contended that representational knowledge of thing-in-itself
cannot be acquired. He held that the task of art was to communicate the
aestheticintuition, which, according to him, wasthetask of the philosopher.
Hislegacy of “ dark and danted image of thetotality of life” (Wellbery 327) is
most visbleinthetradition of literary writingsthat contain revered artistssuch
as Kafka, Méelville, Tolstoy, Hardy, Proust, Borges, Beckett and Cioran.
Schopenhauer claimed that the essence or basisof all beingsis* need, lack,
andthuspain” (WWRI 368), which comesto thevery forein such playsas
Samuel Beckett’'s Waiting for Godot, Pinter’s The Birthday Party and
Albee’'s The Zoo Sory and can even be seen asan essential topic. What this
meansisthat apersonisborn near death, happiness may occur occasionaly,
but sufferingiseverywhereand lingering al thetime.

Saren Kierkegaard, thefirst thinker inmoderntimestoinsist on making
the process of philosophizing arelevant and formative force, argued for
recognition of thevital significanceof authenticidentity and stroveto makeit
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anoperativevaue. Theterm“authenticity” hasbeen at the centre of existentia
philosophy, for thetermimpliesakind of essentialism, an objectivity that is
foreignto authenticity. Kierkegaard' sexistentia philosophy isheavily reliant
on Chrigtianity, whoseimportant motif is“resignationtofate.” However, the
Kierkegaardian strategy of “infinite resignation” proposed in Fear and
Trembling differsfrom many other strategies of detachment (for instance
Buddhist strategies) inthat it isnot meant to involve extinction of desire.
AccordingtoKierkegaard, resignationisnot indifference:

God is the one who demands absolute love. Anyone who in
demanding aperson’slovebelievesthat thisloveisdemonstrated
by hisbecomingindifferent to what he otherwise cherishedisnot
merely an egotist but isalso stupid.... For example, amanrequires
hiswife to leave her father and mother, but if he considersit a
demondtration of her extraordinary loveto himthat shefor hissake
became an indifferent and lax daughter etc., then heisfar more
stupid thanthestupid. (73)

For Kierkegaard, “ The absurd isacategory, the negative criterion, of
thedivineor therelationship to the divine. When the believer hasfaith, the
absurd isnot the absurd-faith transformsit, but in every weak momentitis
again more or less absurd to him” (7). The Kierkegaardian notion of
existentialism manifestsitself in the playsof Theatre of the Absurd, which
present thefailure of modernity asscientific moderni zetion caused by rationdity.
Just asKierkegaard representsthe absurdity intheleap of faith in positing
Chrigtianity inrel ationto modernity, theplaysof Samud Beckett, Harold Pinter
and Edward Albee depict thelack of faith in God and the dehumani zation of
mankind. The playsby these playwrightshave been read primarily asdepicting
the meaninglessnessof existencein aworldthat failsto provideany meaning.
Thisfaluretofind meaning can beattributed tothelossof faith that characterized
post Second World-War.

Samuel Beckett’srevolutionary play Waiting for Godot dramatizesa
scene of “ uncertainty and theinability in the modern ageto find acoherent
system of meaning, order, or purpose by which to understand our existence
and by which to live” (Chatterjee 189). Beckett's portrayal of an

28



Enlightenment and Modernity intheAbsurd Playsof Samuel Beckett, Harold Pinter and Edward Albee

incomprehensibleworldinthe play—starting right from anincomprehensible
location and time—" A country road. Atree. Evening” (Act 1) to acomplete
absence of information about the central character — Godot, who never
appearedinthe play, to asort of identity crisisof thetwo characterson stage,
Vladimir and Estragon, who s multaneoudy call themselves Didi and Gogo,
presented an absurd world, that had, to quote Esdlin, “bewildered the
sophisticated audiencesof Paris, Londonand New York...” (Esslin1). The
play that has been considered the hal Imark of the Theatre of theAbsurd hasa
typical plot that doesnot moveforward. Thelanguage of the play isoften
without meaning and does not correlate with the action on stage. Despitethe
obviousincoherence, Esdinremarksthat the play wasimmediately grasped
by anaudience of convicts. Uncertainty ispervasivethroughout the play-the
uncertainty of purpose, of time, place, emotion, relationships, truth and hope.
In other words, nothing iscertain except the existence of thetwo trampson
stage. Descartes' distinction of the body and the mind as represented by
Estragon and Vladimir respectively bringsforth their inevitable co-existence
aswell astheir separate existence. Thetwo characters cannot stay without the
other anditisonly intheir togethernessthat the action of the play takesplace.
Theaudienceisled to doubt the certainty of their existenceinisolation. Even
themost fundamenta thingsarenot certain:

ESTRAGON: Wait! (Hemovesaway fromVladimir.) | sometimes
wonder if wewouldn’t have been better off alone, each onefor
himself. (He crossesthe stage and sitsdown on the mound.) We
weren't madefor thesameroad. VLADIMIR: (without anger).
It'snot certain.

ESTRAGON: No, nothingiscertain.

Vladimir slowly crosses the stage and sits down beside
Estragon. (Act 1, 52)

A similar senseof uncertainty prevailsintheplaysof Harold Pinter. Hisplay,
The Birthday Party, depicts the disruption of the life of Stanley Webber,
intruded by two mysterious characters Goldberg and McCann. Thereasons
for theintrusonremain uncertain. Theinitia recognisability of thestage setting
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to theaudienceturnsinto ares stanceto rationalisation. As Rabey pointsout,
“...verba gesturesof osteng bleaccessibility become, indramatic usage, ironic
indications and reiterations of the persistent separateness of individual
perspectiveand interests’ (52). Theplay distortsthe conventional sense of
speechintheatretoillustrate how bidsfor linguistic communi cation seek not
dialogue but confirmation. Thisbecomesevident fromtheearly scenes:

Meg: Isthat you, Petey?
Pause.

Petey, isthat you?
Pause.

Petey?

Petey: Yes, it'sme.
Petey: What?

Meg: Isthat you?

Petey: Yes, it'sme.

Meg: What? (Her face appears at the hatch.) Areyou back?
Petey: Yes.

Meg: I've got your cornflakes ready. (She disappears and
reappears.) Here' syour cornflakes. (Herisesand takesthe plate
from her, sitsat the table, props up the paper and beginsto eat.
Meg enters by thekitchen door.)

Arethey nice?

Petey: Very nice.

Meg: | thought they’ d benice. (Shesitsat thetable.) You got your
paper?

Petey: Yes. (Actl, 19)

Aswith Godot, Pinter refusesto disclosetheidentities of hischaracters. We
arejust told about the probabl e ages of the charactersand nothing more. The
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mutual relationship between Petey and Meg, for instance, isnever revealed.
Wearejust led toimaginethat they areacouple. Similarly, theantecedents of
Stanley are not reveal ed, due to which the suspense growswhen Goldberg
and McCann intrudes and in aseries of random interrogation, breakshim
down psychologically and eventually, take him away to“ make aman of you”
(Pinter, Plays: 1 80). Thisinformationisrequired by the audienceto make
senseof theplay.

EdwardAlbee'sTheZoo Sory (1959) presentstheexposition and violent
denouement of two strangers conversationin New York’sCentral Park. Each
turn of the dialogue brings the two men closer to each other and to an
understanding of human relationships. Some elementsin the play, however,
such asthe men’s chance meeting and their conversation, which toucheson
themesof fragmentation, alienation, and isolation, have prompted reviewers
and criticstoread it asan absurdist drama. Thus, Mary CastiglieAnderson
callsTheZoo Sory “an example of absurdist and nihilist theater” (93) and
Charles Lyons places the play “within the genre classification of the
absurd. .. becauseit assumesthe absurdity, the chaos, of the human condition
anditsessential londliness’ (qgtd. in Bigsby 15). Anne Paolucci compares The
Zoo Soryto Sartre' sNo Exit (43). The play dramatizesthefrustration of the
protagoni<t, Jerry at being deprived of thebasicamenitiesinacapitaist society:

Jerry: What were you trying to do? Make sense out of things?
Bring order?Theold pigeonholebit?Well, that’ seasy; I'll tell you.
| livein afour-storey brownstone rooming-house on the upper
West Side between ColumbusAvenue and Central Park West. |
liveonthetopfloor; rear; west. It'salaughably small room, and
oneof my wallsismade of beaverboard; thisbeaverboard separates
my room from another laughably small room, so | assumethat the
two roomswereonce oneroom, asmall room, but not necessarily
laughable. Theroom beyond my beaver board wall isoccupied by
acoloured queenwho awayskeepshisdoor open; well, not dways
but alwayswhen he' s plucking hiseyebrows, which hedoeswith
Buddhist concentration. Thiscol oured queen hasrottenteeth, which
israre, and he has a Japanese kimono, whichisalso pretty rare;
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and hewearsthiskimono to and fromthejohninthehdl, whichis
pretty frequent. | mean, he goestothejohnalot. He never bothers
me, and never bringsanyone up to hisroom. All hedoesispluck
hiseyebrows, wear hiskimono and go to thejohn. Now, thetwo
frontroomsonmy floor arealittlelarger, | guess; but they’ re pretty
small, too. There'saPuerto Ricanfamily in oneof them, ahusband,
awife, and somekids; | don’t know how many. These people
entertainalot. Andintheother front room, there’ ssomebody living
there, but | don't know whoitis. I’ venever ssenwhoitis. Never.
Never ever. PETER: [embarrassed] Why ... why doyoulivethere?

JERRY: [From adistanceagain] | don’t know.
PETER: It doesn’t sound avery niceplace... whereyoulive.

JERRY: Well, no; itisn't an apartment in the East Seventies. But,
thenagain, | don’t have onewife, two daughters, two catsand two
parakeets. What | do have, | havetoilet articles, afew clothes, a
hot plate that I’ m not supposed to have, a can opener, one that
workswith akey, you know: aKnife, two forks, and two spoons,
onesmall, onelarge; threeplates, acup, asaucer, adrinking glass,
two picture frames, both empty, eight or nine books, a pack of
pornographic playing cards, regular deck, an old Western Union
typewriter that printsnothing but capitd letters, and asmal strong-
box without alock which hasinit ... what? Rocks! Somerocks...
sea rounded rocks | picked up on the beach when | was akid.
Under which ... weighed down ... are someletters... pleaseletters
... pleasewhy don’t you do this, and please when will you do that
letters. And when | etters, too. Whenwill you write?\Whenwill you
come? When? Theselettersarefrom more recent years. (4)

Theplay presents Jerry’ sattemptsat establishing meaningful communication

with other

human beings. Hisbehaviour with Peter parallelshisexperiment

with thedog. Thefina image of Jerry’sbrutal death doescommunicatewith
Peter and the audience, and thisintense desireon Jerry’s part to accomplish
connection, accordingto LisaM. Siefker Bailey, keepsthisplay out of the
realm of the Theatre of theAbsurd. Withitshopefor change, The Zoo Sory
presentsitsalf asan American play initsdepiction of individuaism.
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Theunderlying tone of pessmismin such sudiesisvery much apparent.
While such pessimism hasbeen associated by Esdin asbeing associated with
Camus TheMyth of Ssyphus, itissignificant to notethat Camus' apparently
pessimistic toneiscontained only inthe opening sentence:

Thereisbut onetruly serious philosophical problem, andthat is
suicide. Judging whether lifeisor isnot worth living amountsto
answering thefundamental question of philosophy. All therest—
whether or not theworld hasthree dimensions, whether the mind
has nineor twelve categories—comes afterwards. (1)

Therest of the piece specificaly goesonto arguewhy suicideisnot justified.
Whilethe plays of theAbsurd theatre can definitely beread in termsof the
pessimistic philosophy of Schopenhauer and Kierkegaard, Camus' refutation
of succumbing to suicide asthe only option of life, leads usto study and
analyse the plays in terms of the positive perspective of the existential
philosophy. Thisperspectivefindsitsmost powerful advocatein the philosophy
of the German philosopher Nietzsche, who introduced the concepts of the
“Apollonian” and the” Dionysian” in hisTheBirth of Tragedy ascongtituting
thetrue nature of the human being. The“ Apollonian” aspect, accordingto
Nietzsche, comprisestherational self of manwhilethe®Dionysian” aspect
congtitutestheirrational and wild self of man. According to Nietzsche, the
“Apollonian” aspect of man has been upheld ever sincethe advent of the
Greeks, more precisely Socrates, while the “ Dionysian” aspect has been
suppressed, thus caus ng animba ancein the human nature. Therecognition of
thisirrationa sdlf isastep towardsrecognition and appreciation of the unknown.
Together with histheory of Amor fati (love of fate), Nietzsche's notion of
existence provides with ameansto combat the absurdity of theworld by
giving usasenseof it. Themgjor concernsof philosophy, revealing universal
phenomenon, weretheleast of hisconcerns. Nietzschewas, asKen Gemes
and Chris Sykesargued, alocal philosopher than aglobal one. Hismajor
concernswere not the search for universal phenomenon but werelike*How
doesaparticular phenomenon affect anindividua inagiven context?’ (Gemes
and Sykes 377). It isagainst thisbackground that the contradictionsin his
writingsisexplained. The playwrightsof theAbsurd thestre do not providean
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adequate background that the audiencewas so familiar with, thereby provoking/
forcing themto createtheir owninterpretations of the possible backgrounds
totheaction of theplaysthat, just like Nietzsche' streaties, aremorelocal than
globd.

It is interesting to note the contrast and its relation to Nietzsche's
Apollonianand Dionysian drives. The sophigticated audience, who represented
theApollonianrationdity, consder the play asabsurd asit failsto conformto
the established theatrical practices. In being affected by the absurdity of the
play, the Apollonian audience of Beckett'splay also displaysitsfailureto
accommodatethenew, thereby negating theenlightenment modernity that strives
tobeinclusveof diversty.

In sofar asthe playsof Theatre of the Absurd dramatise the personal
confrontation of itscharacterswith theuncomfortable Dionysian subjectsthat
have been suppressed by the Apollonian selves, the protagonistsof the plays
want to give voiceto the people of their stratum whose bypassed histories
seem|ogt inthefast-paced tumult of society. However, insofar asinvolving
theaudienceinthe play’sactionisconcerned, al the Theatre of theAbsurd
playsdo so. The conventional notion of Aristotelian catharsisto which the
Apollonian audiencewasaccustomed, ischallenged when the catharsisdoes
not proveto beuniversd, but locd . AsDemastespointsout in hisThe Theatre
of Chaos. Beyond Absurdism, Into Orderly Disorder, “the natureand degree
of correspondence between the mimetic object and what we may in general
refer to asitsingpiration setsup apersistent and profound dial ectic between
non-spectacular/linear action and spectacul ar/non-linear action” (68-69).

Just asNietzsche' snotion of amor fati and Dionysusprepare hisreaders
tore-evauatethe conventiona Apollonianvaue, theplaysof theabsurd theatre
intheir depiction of aworld whereabsurd but real thingshappen, prepareits
audience to confront the irrational component of existence. These plays
problemati ze the space of thetheatre asaplacewheretruethingsand events
occur that aren’t necessarily real and wherethetrueand thereal canreadily
and unpredictably trade places. Writing about Artaud, |onesco, and the virtues
of the French Avant Garde theatrein 1962, Leonard Pronko, in his Avant-
Garde: The Experimental Theater in France, stated, “The reality of
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life...cannot be expressedin so many words, for lifegoesfar beyond thelogic
of language.... Facts may be known, but Truth can only be experienced”
(128). In claiming that the plays of the Theatre of the Absurd attemptsto
“integrat[€] ... the subject-matter andtheforminwhichitisexpressed,” (6)
Esdin confirmsPronko’sstatement. Thisunity isachieved through the use of
unconventiona devices of minimization which tendsto makethe playsmore
Dionysianin opening thevistasfor the suppressed selves. Theplaysof the
Theatre of the Absurd expose its audience to the fact that the Apollonian
selves have made us, in Nietzsche's memorable expression “ strangersto
oursaves’ and hence, lack asenseof inclusivity. Following Zarathustra'sclams
that the construction of agenuine, that is, unified, self issomething yet to be
achieved, theplaysof theAbsurd Thestre, inrevealing the Dionysian selves,
present the modern man asamerejumble, asechoed in Beyond Good and
Evil, wherewearetold:

Inthe present age human beingshaveintheir bodiesthe heritage of
multiple origins, that isopposite and not merely oppositedrives
and value standardsthat fight each other and rarely permit each
other any rest. Such human beings of |ate cultures and refracted
lightswill onthe average beweaker human beings. (BGE 200)

In so doing, the absurdity of the plays of Beckett, Pinter and Albee, canbe
looked upon asinspiring the mankind to be an Overman whoisalabyrinth
with centreeverywhereand circumference nowhere, thusbeing atruly modern
and enlightened being. It strivestoinfuseasense of inclusivity inman that will
enablehimto confront the absurd.
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