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WhatistheSymbolism ofWaitinginWaitingforGodot?

Myessayisconcernedwithdiscussingthepossibleinterpretationsofthe

mainthemeofthewaitinginSamuelBeckett’sexistentialistplay‘’WaitingforGodot’’.

Asitisoneofthemostrepresentativeplaysforthetheatreoftheabsurd,‘’Waiting

forGodot’’isacomplexplaymeanttoquestionthepurposeoftheexistencewhichis

seenasapointlesswaiting.Basically,regardingthistopic,Iam goingtoexpoundthe

mainideaswhichrepresentpossibleinterpretationsofthismetaphorofwaiting.The

ideastobediscussedare:thetitle,thewaitingunderstoodasthemodernman’s

condition,asthelifeitself,asthepassingoftime,ashopeandalsothewaiting

perceivedfrom areligiouspointofview.

Firstofall,thetitleofBeckett’splayistheonetoassessthemainthemeof

thetext,namelythewaititng.Waitingrepresentsratherastatethananactionasits

meaningisthatofrestinginexpectation,ofdoingnothing,butexpectingsomething

tohappen.Thegerundform oftheverbismeanttoaccentuateevenmorethisstate.

Italsosuggeststhepermanenceofthisstate,thecontinuouswaiting.Afterreading

thebook,onecannoticethelackofthetraditionalplotwhichmeansthattheaction

intheplayisalmostabsentandBeckett’stragic-comicsenseofhumour.Thetwo

actsoftheplayseem tobeidenticalasthebackgrounddoesnotchange(theonly

differencethattheleaflesstreefrom thefirstactgrowsleavesinthesecondone)

andalsotheplotcanbesummarisedaspresentingtwotrampsstayingontheedge

ofaroad,byatree,waitingforGodot.ThefactthatGodotfailstomeetthetwomen

suggeststhepointlessnessofwaiting.However,thiswaitingisverysuggestivein

this play as itstands forthe tragic waiting.The critic Martin Esslin,in his

essay’’SamuelBeckett:TheSearchfortheSelf’’statesthat’’WaitingforGodotdoes

nottellastory;itexplainsastaticsituation’’(Esslin,46),suggestingthatthepurpose

ofthis playistodescribeastate,thewaiting.Theplotofthisplayiscreatedby

meansoftheaccumulationofdetailsandimages,notthroughactions.Itisthis

gradualaccumulationofsymbolsthatleadstothetragicdimensionoftheplayand

nottheaction.

Secondly,thewaitingcanstandasametaphorforthemodernman’scondition.

Takingintoconsiderationthehistoricalcontext,namelythetwoWorldWars,therise
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ofthetechonolgymeanttoreplacemanpower,allthethreateningnewweapons,the

differentdiseases,thehumanbeingbecomestofeelalienated,tolosetheirtrustin

thisworld.Thefeelingoffutilitymakespeoplebelievetheyliveanabsurdlife,a

pointlesslifeand,justasCamusarguesinhisessays,therearesomeattitudesthata

mancanembraceinordertoconfronttheAbsurdofexistence.Theonethatbest

suits the modern man is acceptance.The modern man is aware of the

meaninglessnessofthisabsurdexistenceanddespitethis,hechoosestolivethis

life.Theconsciousnessofthefutilityofthislifeistragic.From thispointofview,the

themeofwaitingintheplaycansuggeststheacceptanceofthisexistence.Vladimir

andEstragonarevainly waitingforGodotwho,inthiscasecanrepresent the

meaningoflife.AndthefactthatGodotisnotcomingsuggeststhatlifehasno

senseandthatlivingisapointlessact.EvenifVladimirandEstragonthinkof

suicidingbyhangingthemselves,theydonotdoitastheywanttowaitforGodot.

Thismeansthattheirwaitingispointless.Thetwodayspresentedcanalsobejusta

partoftheirwaiting.Astheyseem torememberhavingbeeninthisplacebefore,this

factsuggeststhatthisiswhattheyusuallydo:theyarewaitingforthemysterious

Godottocome.However,theireffortprovestobeinvainas,bytheendoftheday,a

boycomesandtellsthem thatGodotiscomingtomorrow.Thetwotrampsseem to

bedisappointed,buttheyarenaiveenoughtothinkthatGodotisreallygoingtocome

tomorrow.TheirdestinycanbecomparedwiththeSisyphus’sashewaspunishedto

uselesslyrollupabouldertothepeakofamountain.Pointlessasthistaskmaybe,

Sisyphus accepteditandthemeaninglessnessofhisdestiny.From thispointof

view,thecharacter’sdestinyinWaitingforGodotandtheSisyphus’sonearethe

same.Theyalladoptthe same attitude,the acceptance.Even ifVladimirand

Estragonalsothoughtofsuiciding,theydidnotdoit,theyacceptedtheircondition.

Thedifferencebetweenthem isthatSysiphusisawareofthepointlessnessofhis

action,whileEstragonandVladimirarenot.Evenifbytheendoftheplay,Vladimir

seemsto realizetheinutilityoftheirwaiting,heisnotbraveenoughtotellitandhe

drawsthesameconclusionasbefore:theyhavetowaitforGodot.Theirrational

waitingseem tobecometheirpurpose.Theimpossibilityofthecommunicationis

alsoamarkofthepresenceoftheabsurd.

Thisstateofwaitingcanalsosymbolizelifeitselfaslifecanbeperceivedasa

lineofhabitualevents.Peopleobeytherulesimposedbysociety,theyhavetheirown

priorities.Theyfeelthenecessityofbalance,ofconstancy,withoutunderstanding
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thattheirliveshasturnedintoaincrediblyboringroutine.VladimirandEstragon

seem tofeelthattheirlivestookthispathandthisisthereasonwhytheyseeitasa

stateofwaiting.Asthiswaitingimpliesnoaction,itrepresentsagoodmetaphorfor

life.Thisstateistheonewhichbecomesthenewrealityintheplay.Thisroutineis

theonewhichleadstothefeelingofpointlessness,asonecangettothinkthatthere

is‘’nothingtobedone’’(Beckett,1)inthislife.Thisremarkbecomesanobsessive

clichéduringtheplaysuggestingthetragicdimensionofthislife,theconsciousness

ofthefutilityofthisworld,ofthemeaninglesslife.Thiswaitingistriggeredbythe

meetingwithGodot,theone whokeeppostponingthemoment:’’Mr.Godottoldme

totellyouhewon’tcomethisevening,butsurelyto-morrow’’(Beckett,33).This

statementwhichhastworeccurencesinthetextsuggeststhatGodotistheonewho

postponestheirmeeting,meaningthatGodothimselfrepresentthisroutine.The

routineoftheirlivesisalsosuggestedbythewaythetwoactsarecreatedasthey

seem tomirroreachother.Theyarecreatedthroughasortof parallelism oran

analogysuggestingthatnothingnewhappens.Thecharactersseem tobecaughtin

atimeloop.ThisiswhyVladimirandEstragonfeelthattheyconfronttheabsurdof

thislife,theimpossibilityoftherealcommunicationinthisirrationalexistence.

MartinEsslinalsopointsoutthatthe’’routineofwaitingforGodotstandsforhabit,

whichpreventsusfrom reachingthepainful,butfruitfulawarenessofthefullreality

ofbeing’’(Esslin,59).Whatthecriticmeansisthatthiswaitingistheonewhich

preventsthecharactersoftheplayfrom realisingtheirtruecondition.Thewaitingis

onlyanillusionthathelpthem copewiththeinutilityofthislife.Godot,ashe

representsthehabitual,istheonewhorepresentshope,theirhopethatatacertain

pointinthefuturesomethingmeaningfulisgoingtohappen.Thishopeistheone

thatpreventsthem from hangingthemselvesorfrom givingupliving.Theirnaïve

hopethatGodotwillcomeisthe onewhichinflamestheirdesireforwaiting,for

living.

Thispointleadsustoanotherinterpretationofthewaiting,namelywaiting

perceivedashope.thiswaitingcanalsobeinterpretatedashope.Thisquietwaiting

ismeanttoanticipateGodot’sarrival.Howeverheisnotcoming.Thecomicsituation

intheplay,apartfrom thecharacters,isthefactthatthosetwopeopleseem tobe

naiveenoughtothinkthatGodotisgoingtocomeaftersomanytimeswhenhe

failedtodothis.Butthiscomicrealitysoonbecomesatragicone.Godotisnot

comingandhewassupposedtohelpthem.Thiswaitingrepresentsthehope,evenif
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theyhavetowaitforsolongtime,theyknowthatthiswouldleadtoabeneficialfact

forthem,astheyhopeforGodot’shelp.Thiscanalsoberelatedtothemundane,

suggestingthatpeoplealwayswaitforsomething,theyalwayswaitforamomentto

comeandaftercoming,theywaitforanothermoment.Evenifthatmomentisso

important,thewaitingistheonethatmakesitspecial.Hence,themomentwhenthey

wouldmetGodotwouldbeaveryimportantmomentbecauseofthiswaiting.The

criticMartinEsslinstatesthat:

’’[…]thehabbitofhopingthatGodotmightcomeafterallisthelast

illusion thatkeepsVladimirand Estragon from facing thehuman

condition and themselves in the harsh lightoffully conscious

awareness’’(Esslin,59).

WhatEsslinmeansinthisquoteisthatGodotrepresentsthemeaningofthislifeand

thiswaitingcanstandforhopeastheydonotwanttogiveuptothisstruggle.They

passivelywaitforameaning,forGodot.Theirfatuouswaitingrepresentstheirhope

thatGodotisgoingtocome,thattheirliveswillfinallymakesense.Theyareawareof

thefeelingofuselessnessasVladimirstates:’’Letusdosomethingwhilewehave

thechance!It’snoteverydaythatweareneeded.’’(Beckett,51).Hisclaim suggests

theirneedofmeaning.Theyneedtofeeluseful,tomakeasenseoutofnonsense.

Ontheotherhand,thesymbolofwaitingcanbeunderstoodasthepassingof

time.Timeisanabstractconcept,buttheonlystatethatmakesomeonereallyface

timeiswaiting.Timepassesdifferently.Whenpeoplehavetodowithdifferent

events,timeseemstopassquickly,butwhenpeoplehavetowaitforsomethingto

happen,timeseemstopassslowly.Eveniftimeisseenasanobjectivereality

carefullycalculated,italsorepresentsaninnerreality,therealityoftheselfwhich

meansthattimeissubjective.‘’WaitingforGodot’’isaplaythatplayswithboth

dimensionsoftime.Theplayisdividedintotwoactswhichrepresenttwodifferent

days.Bothdays,VladimirandEstragonwaitforGodottocomeintheevening,inthe

sameplace.However,Beckettseemstoshowusthepointlessnessoftimethrough

theunreliablememoryofthetwomaincharacters.Evenifthereaderisgiventhe

impressionthattheactionoftheplayhappensinthesameplace,Vladimirand

Estragonseem nottorememberit.Theyhaveavaguefeelingthattheyhavealready

beenthere,buttheyarenotsureaboutit.Morethanthis,Estragonseemstoforget

everything,eventheeventshappenedintherecentpast.Astheyhavenothingtodo

whilewaiting,thetwocharactersstartdiscussingdifferentthings.MartinEsslin



IonescuMirela-Mădălina TwentiethCenturyBritishLiterature

5

arguesinhisessaythat‘’waitingisto experiencetheactionoftime,whichis

constantchange.Andyet,asnothingrealeverhappens,thatchangeisinitselfan

illusion’’(Esslin,52).Thismeansthatwhilewaiting,VladimirandEstragonhaveto

dealwithtime.However,timeissubjectiveastheyfeelthattheyhaveonlywaitedfor

twodays,buttherearesomemarksofthepassingoftheobjectivetimewhichmake

usbelievethattherealperiodoftimeisevenlonger:thetreethatgrowsleaves,

Pozzo’s sudden blindness and Lucky’s dumbness.As the time passes,some

elementsintheplaysubtlychange.Despitethepassingoftime,charactersarenot

awareofit.Inthesecondact,Pozzoevenstatesthat:’’Theblindhavenonotionof

time’’(Beckett,55).Thismeansthatthepassingoftimedoesnotaffecthim anymore

asheisunabletonoticethechangesbroughtbyit.Thisstatementseemsto

reinforcetheideathatallthecharactersinthisplayhavenonotionoftime.Theyare

notsurewhethertheyhavealreadymeteachother,VladimirandEstragonknowthat

theyhadalreadywaitedforGodot,buttheyarenotabletoremberhow muchtime

haspassedsincethen,theyarenotevensureaboutwhattimeofdayisatthe

momenttheytalktoeachother.Thissuggeststhatin‘’WaitingforGodot’’time

becomessubjectiveasitisperceiveddifferentlybyeverycharacter.Theyseem to

liveinatimelessworld.

From areligiouspointofview,thiswaitingcanbeunderstoodasastruggleto

findGod.EvenifBecketthimselfdeniedthattheplaywouldhaveanyreligious

connotations,Godot’snamecanrepresentaderivedwordfrom ‘’God’’.Andthisis

nottheonlyreligiousreferenceexistingintheplay.Forexample,thetwotrampstalk

aboutthetwothievesthatweresupposedtobecrucifiedatthesametimeasthe

Saviour,theyadmithavingreadtheBible,evenPozzotellsthem that’’Youarehuman

beings[…]Ofthesamespeciesofmyself[…]OfthesamespeciesasPozzo!Madein

God’simage.’’(Beckett,15).Pozzo’swordsalsoexpressoneoftheChristianbeliefs,

namelythatmentakeafterGod.AstheythinksomuchofGod,thiscansuggestthat

thiswaitingisjustametaphorforthislife.Itgetstobepointlessbecausetheyknow

thatGod(Godot)wouldsavethem andthat,asChristianreligionteaches,theafterlife

isabetterplacetolivethanthis.Asthislifeisjustatransitiontotheafterlife,to

Heaven,EstragonandVladimironlyhavetowaittogetabetterlife.Astheyaretwo

poortramps,theyputalltheirtrustinGod.MartinEsslinstatesthat:

’’They are hoping to be saved from the evanescence and

instability ofthe illusion oftime,and to find peace and
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permanence outside it.Then theywillno longerbe tramp,

homeless,wanderers,butwillhavearrivedhome.’’(Esslin,53).

ThisquotesuggeststhatEstragonandVladimirarewaitingforGod,forHeaven,the

placewheretheyhopetobesafe,theplacetheywouldfinallybehappy,theafterlife.

Inthisworld,theyareonlytwowandererswhowaittogethome,toasafeplace.On

theotherhand,takingintoconsiderationtheauthor’sassertionandthefactthatthis

literarygenre,thetheatreoftheabsurddeniestheexistenceofGod,onecanadmit

thatGodotdoesnotnecesarillyneedtobeGod,buthecanbeseenasaunifying

principle.Thisunifyingprincipleistheonethatpeopleusedtobelievein.Evenif

VladimirandEstragonaredifferent,theyareunitedthroughthenecessityofmeeting

Godot.Thisprolongedwaitingrepresentspeople’snecessitiesofaunifyingprinciple,

somethingthatcanbringthem alltogether,otherwisetheirworldfallsapart.

Allinall,thethemeofwaitinginBeckett’splay‘’WaitingforGodot’’isa

complexoneanditcanbeinterpretatedindifferentways.Inshort,,thisessayis

meanttodiscussthemainpossibleinterpratationsof thisthemewhichare:the

waitingasametaphorforthemodernman’scondition,aslifeitself,asasymbolfor

thepassingoftimeandalsoasareligiousmetaphor.
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