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Abstract 
 
After the Second World War, a deep crisis of ideas in Europe pressured people to reconsider 

traditional world-views and universal values. The French post-war existentialism and the 

literature of the absurd are two of the most significant products of the European philosophical 

and literary trends of that time, and Samuel Beckett’s play Waiting for Godot (1949) was the 

first one to bring the existential agenda and aesthetics to the theatre scene. This study suggests 

an analysis of this play as communicating the existential atheistic concept that comprises the 

idea of God’s nonexistence. The play also conveys another existential idea, that the issue of 

God’s existence as such is of a minor importance for a human being. The analysis is a close 

reading of the text of Beckett’s play in the view of some essential principals of the existential 

philosophical concept formulated by Jean-Paul Sartre in his classical work “Existentialism Is 

a Humanism” (1946). 
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A man can believe or not believe … that rests with him. Man is free … he is 
responsible to himself for everything: for his belief, his unbelief, his love, his 
wisdom. Man himself bears the costs of all, is therefore – free … Man – that’s the 
truth! … all is in man, all is for man. Only man alone exists - the rest is the work of 
his hands and his braw. M-an! phenomenal. How loftily it sounds, M-a-n!  

 
Maxim Gorky, The Lower Depths (1902) 

 

Introduction 

The sense of frustration and alienation which emerged and began to grow rapidly among the 

people in Europe after World War I, came to a completion after World War II that shattered – 

once again – common cultural assumptions and forced people to revise the historical, social 

and cultural experiences of the time. The disclosure of the horrors of fascism and the war 

brutalities caused a public sentiment of an overall catastrophe of the human society. The 

nuclear attacks on Japan in 1945 and the escalation of the Cold War right after them 

contributed to the emergence of deep pessimism and disillusionment among the people. These 

events also undermined almost any belief in the future, and the circumstances pressured a 

human being of the post-war times to confront his/her own experience of existence and to 

look inward, analyzing his/her own self, the relationship to the outer world and the place in it. 

This process resulted on the one hand in a deep crisis of ideas, and on the other hand, it 

inevitably led to a wide review and re-evaluation of the “old” conventional concepts which 

used to be generally recognized as universal values, such as God, human-being, social order 

and the state (Olsson and Algulin 557; Rusinko 15). For that reason, new philosophical ideas 

and trends emerged, were shaped and developed, endeavoring to reconsider a modern 

person’s reality and environment that is his existence. A similar process was going on in 

literature which reflects the mental attitudes, philosophies and ideologies prevailing among 

the people. Without a doubt, the French post-war existentialism and the literature of absurd 

are those of the brightest and most significant products of this complicated époque that were 

to make a deep impact on the following formation and development of human thoughts and 

views (Olsson and Algulin 560).  

The emergence of the absurd theatre is directly connected to Samuel Beckett’s play 

Waiting for Godot which was completed in 1949 and first staged in 1953. The world-view 

platform of the absurd theatre is based on the existential philosophy and reflects the crisis of 

human thoughts and ideas. The absurd theatre shows the reality as absurd, that is, as devoid of 

inner meaning, cause and effect connections as well as objectives and goals. The world is 
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presented as a hollow combination of things, facts, people and their movements and words. 

There is nothing that unites human beings, therefore any belief in a mutual idea, such as God, 

is meaningless (Algulin and Olsson 563). The human being is endlessly alone in the outer 

world and should be regarded only in the light of a specific situation of his/her existence.  

Waiting for Godot offers an enormous scope for different interpretations, and the literary 

critique has produced “a confusing mass of commentary which significantly outweighs 

Beckett’s total writings” (Innes 430). However, an overwhelming majority of the readings of 

this play pursue analyses based on one of the central philosophical issues, namely, an 

interpretation of the concept of God. Whereas most of the research on the notion of God in 

Samuel Beckett’s play focuses on how the image of God is revealed, presented and pictured 

in the play, this study suggests that Waiting for Godot is a play that describes and illustrates 

the existential atheistic idea of God’s nonexistence and suggests that the problem of God’s 

existence is an insignificant one for a human being. Thus, the aim of this study is to consider 

and analyse Beckett’s Waiting for Godot as an existential atheistic play. The concept of God 

is understood here as a Christian idea of God as a divine figure, creator of the world and the 

human beings and their guardian and saviour. The study also interprets the figure of Godot in 

the play as a reference to the image of God.      

The following two chapters of the essay cover some of the essential principles of the 

French post-war existential philosophy, and also show how they are reflected in Samuel 

Beckett’s absurd play Waiting for Godot. It will also be discussed how some of the key 

principles of the existential philosophy can be used for the interpretation of an absurd drama. 

The three other chapters hold the analysis of the play and the conclusion.     

 

The New Philosophy 

The philosophy of existentialism played a key part in the development of new social concepts 

and ideas after the Second World War. However, it was not something brand new or radical in 

the development of the philosophical currents. By that time existentialism already had a solid 

tradition and history, first and foremost in the works of Søren Kierkegaard (1813 – 1855) who 

suggested the idea of “the single individual” and who is regarded as one of the founders of 

this philosophical trend (Crowell 3-6). Later on, during the years between the two wars the 

existential concepts were developed further by for example the German philosophers Karl 

Jaspers (1883 – 1969) and particularly Martin Heidegger (1889 – 1976) whose work Being 

and Time (1927) and the notion of the “being that we ourselves are” were especially inspiring 

for Jean-Paul Sartre (1905 – 1980) (Crowell 3-4). The French existentialism reached its most 
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powerful and widely accepted form in the late 1940s and 1950s when Sartre developed its 

modern variant which became very popular, predominantly among the younger people at that 

time (Algulin and Olsson 560). Sartre formulated the basic principles of his philosophy in the 

essay Being and Nothingness (1943). Another well-known article where the cornerstones of 

the existential philosophical movement are presented and discussed is Sartre’s classic lecture 

“Existentialism Is a Humanism” (1946). However, “existentialism was [as] much a literary 

phenomenon as a philosophical one” (Crowell 1), and Sartre’s ideas became widely known 

first of all through his literary works, such as Nausea (1938) and No Exit (1944) (Algulin and 

Olsson 560).  

 There is no common agreement on the definition of existentialism as an independent 

philosophical position. Some are even inclined towards identifying existentialism as a cultural 

movement that is currently passé and has in fact fallen into oblivion (Crowell 1). However, it 

is necessary to recognize the fact that the existential concept does grasp a core of the 

philosophical issues and reveal the major philosophical concerns of the time, claiming that 

new categories are needed in order to analyze and understand the human existence (Crowell 

1-2). Steven Crowell suggests the following definition of Sartre’s existentialism in “The 

Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy”: 

 
Sartre’s slogan – “existence precedes essence” – may serve to introduce what is 
most distinctive of existentialism, namely, the idea that no general, non-formal 
account of what it means to be human can be given, since that meaning is 
decided in and through existing itself. (8) 

 
Crowell refers to Fackenheim’s definition of existence as “self-making-in-a situation” (8), and 

gives a further explanation to it: 

    
In contrast to other entities, whose essential properties are fixed by the kind of 
entities they are, what is essential to a human being – what makes her who she is 
– is not fixed by her type but by what she makes of herself, who she becomes. 
(8, original emphases) 
 

In his definition, Crowell suggests therefore that a human being has no predetermined nature, 

hence he/she holds a possibility to choose his/her own life, unlike all other kinds of creatures 

whose existence is pre-defined by mere coincidence. Sartre describes this concept in his 

lecture “Existentialism Is a Humanism”: 

 
We mean that man first exists: he materializes in the world, encounters himself, 
and only afterward defines himself. If man as the existentialists conceive of him 
cannot be defined, it is because to begin with he is nothing. He will not be 
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anything until later, and then he will be what he makes of himself. Thus, there is 
no human nature, because there is no God to conceive of it. Man is not only that 
which he conceives himself to be, but that which he wills himself to be, and 
since he conceives of himself only after he exists, just as he wills himself to be 
after being thrown into existence, man is nothing other than what he makes of 
himself. This is the first principle of existentialism. (22) 
 

This statement explains the starting point of existentialism which is a human-being’s 

existence in the form of her biological and mental actuality, or “facticity” as Crowell calls it, 

without any social or metaphysical dimensions (9). This existence is a primary factor, all the 

other ones that determine life are secondary and come afterwards. Sartre’s existentialism, 

therefore, rejects the validity and reality of the general philosophical doctrines which had 

been taken for granted before, such as good and evil, beauty and ugly, right and wrong. In his 

essay “Godot and His Children: The Theatre of Samuel Beckett and Harold Pinter” (1968) 

Martin Esslin describes this notion of Sartre: 

 
General truths, ethical systems, thus become mere illusions. Each individual has 
to work out his own salvation by himself, for, encapsuled in his own 
particularity, he is utterly alone. For him and for him alone, the good, the true, 
and the beautiful derive entirely from his own experience. (64) 
  

Thus, Sartre’s fundamental idea described above claims that existence precedes essence. For 

that reason, a human being feels completely free, but for the same reason he/she is abandoned 

in the universe, lonely and alienated from this world. It is up to each individual to form his or 

her own personality: to make choices, take actions and bear the responsibility for them. 

Therefore, the life of a human-being is an incessant sequence of situations where he/she has to 

choose between several options of deeds, which gives him/her a permanent feeling of anxiety 

(Olsson and Algulin 560). This angst becomes a certain “consciousness of freedom” for 

people (Crowell 17), an unwelcome but inevitable life-long attribute that Sartre describes as 

people’s condemnation: “That is what I mean when I say that man is condemned to be free: 

condemned, because he did not create himself, yet nonetheless free, because once cast into the 

world, he is responsible for everything he does” (29). Hence follows one of the distinguishing 

features of Sartre’s existential philosophy – atheism: 

 
Atheistic existentialism, which I represent, is more consistent. It states that if 
God does not exist, there is at least one being in whom existence precedes 
essence - a being whose existence comes before its essence, a being who exists 
before he can be defined by any concept of it. That being is man or, as 
Heidegger put it, the human reality. (Sartre 22) 
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The atheistic view of existentialism, however, is not the primary focus for Sartre. Atheism is 

rather something that stands to reason and is almost taken for granted. Besides, Sartre takes a 

step further and shifts this issue to another field of discussion by arguing the actual 

significance of the problem for the people: 

  
 Existentialism is not so much an atheism in the sense that it would exhaust itself 
attempting to demonstrate the nonexistence of God; rather, it affirms that even if 
God were to exist, it would make no difference – that is our point of view. It is 
not that we believe that God exists, but we think that the real problem is not one 
of his existence; what man needs is to rediscover himself and to comprehend that 
nothing can save him from himself. (53) 
 

The existentialists therefore mean that the core of the issue does not lie in God’s existence, or 

non-existence, for that matter. Rather, it lies in an inevitability of self-awareness for a man 

who needs “to comprehend that nothing can save him from himself” (Sartre 53). This idea 

should be kept in mind while analyzing the drama of the absurd.      

As already stated in the introductory part of this study, Sartre’s existentialism can be 

considered as a direct philosophical expression of the deepest shock that captured the people 

after the Second World War, during the late 1940s and early 1950s. So far, it is considered to 

be one of the most critical stages in the modern history of Europe, and the existential 

philosophy reflects the crisis of thinking and being, humanism and intellect, and a sense of a 

tragedy of the civilization, that many experienced in those times.  People’s existence became 

nothing but disorder, destruction and chaos that deprived them of the conventional essence of 

being, social domicile and the traditional concepts of the organization of life and the world 

(Olsson and Algulin 557). All of a sudden, having been deprived of all metaphysical essence 

of being, people felt a deep alienation from each other and experienced the outer world as a 

meaningless conglomeration of objects and creatures that is as an absurd environment. As 

expected, these philosophical ideas promptly found an adequate expression in literature – in 

the works of such authors as for example Eugéne Ionesco and Samuel Beckett. The latter’s 

play Waiting for Godot is considered a breakthrough in literature as a play that began an 

entire new literary path, namely theatre of the absurd. 

 

The New Drama 

Completed in 1949, Waiting for Godot was first staged in a little Théâtre de Babylone on 5 

January 1953. As it turned out, this was truly the opening of a new age in the history of drama 

and theatre which made a gigantic impact on the forthcoming generation of writers (Lyons 
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15). The first performance of the play came as a bombshell. “Nothing happens, nobody 

comes, nobody goes, it is terrible” – was a response by the French play writer Jean Anouilh 

about the first production of Beckett’s play (qtd. in the afterword to Beckett, original 

emphasis).  Indeed, there is no storyline in this play; it is static and without any sequence of 

actions. The characters do not move, speak or do other things in order to reach a certain goal 

or for the sake of rational meaning. They make awkward moves, establish and ruin superficial 

and temporary relations for no particular reason. Their presence on stage is nothing but chaos 

organized in a number of cycles, constant and hollow fussing around. Even the plain links of 

cause and effect are destroyed. There are no local or historical specifics in the play; neither 

can the audience follow any time sequence of the actions. This state of confusion is 

supplemented by a complete breach of logic in the dialogues. All the classic principles of a 

traditionally successful theatre play are broken: there are no dramatic unities, no characters 

that could be identifiable with real people, no classic structure showing conflict, culmination 

and denouement. Nonetheless, the play became wildly popular shortly after the première, and 

Samuel Beckett was recognized as a writer of classic status and reputation (Esslin 58).  

Where does the enigma of this play lie? Why and how can it capture minds, hearts and 

souls of an enormous audience? An answer to this question can be fairly clear if one takes a 

look at Waiting for Godot in the light of Sartre’s existential philosophy. Whereas the 

traditional analysis of a drama piece considers it as a reflection of the outer world, an 

existential approach interprets the play as a reflection of the feeling of shock that people 

experience when they become self-aware and inevitably realize the irrelevance of reality and 

their own lives. It displays the deceptiveness and futility of the formations where the everyday 

life of a modern human being elapses, striving to express the existential agony of life. 

Pointless trickery, constantly repeated cues and meaningless moves of the characters in the 

play seem to have one purpose only, namely to create a general feeling of pandemonium that 

captured the people at that time. Waiting for Godot communicates the existential experience 

of the end of the world when order, harmony and common sense have disappeared and have 

been replaced with chaos, dissonance and nonsense. Christopher Innes describes this 

phenomenon in Modern British Drama 1890 – 1990: 

 
So life has no transcendental meaning. […] On a universal scale, civilization is 
reduced to debris, while material circumstances are irrelevant to the human 
condition. Birth and death are the defining facts of existence, diminishing the 
variables of individual experience to insignificance: ‘The essential doesn’t 
change … Nothing to be done’ (which forms the recurrent motif of Waiting for 
Godot). (431) 
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This conveys the feelings of solitude and helplessness growing to angst within every human-

being throughout self-awareness, which the existentialists state to be bound to happen. Sartre 

describes this experience by referring to human beings’ feeling of loneliness as an absence of 

guidelines for their deeds: 

  
Man is consequently abandoned, for he cannot find anything to rely on –  
neither within nor without. First, he finds there are no excuses. For if it is true 
that existence precedes essence, we can never explain our actions by reference 
to a given and immutable human nature. Thus we have neither behind us, nor 
before us, in the luminous realm of values, any means of justification or excuse. 
We are left alone and without excuse. (29) 
 

In that way, Sartre describes a modern human being’s situation as an existential limbo where 

outer and inner freedom of choice is inseparable from an entire loneliness and anguish. A 

primordial impossibility for a human being to reach any kind of harmony between 

himself/herself, others and the outer world turns the existence into the absurd. 

Samuel Beckett was one of the first to bring this existential agenda and aesthetics to the 

theatre scene, and he was among the first to challenge the traditional dramatic structures 

(Lyons 16). Having created his theatre of the absurd, he also introduced and developed a 

whole new dramatic concept, namely a destruction of the dramatic material itself (Ekbom 

152-153). Beckett somehow switched the foreground with the background in his theater: 

everything that goes on before the audience, everything that the characters say or do, that is 

traditional theatre performance, becomes of no importance. The situation that they find 

themselves in, their existence is what the imperative of the drama becomes. As the perception 

of the world as something stable and rational changed, so did the grounds of the literature and 

drama. Samuel Beckett is undoubtedly the one who “has discovered the modern voice for the 

human condition, labeled ‘absurdism’ by Esslin” (Rusinko 27). This definition aptly describes 

Samuel Beckett as a true pioneer in the modern drama. Not only had he managed to catch and 

comprehend the spirit of the “new age”, but he also succeeded in creating an entirely new 

literary form essential for an adequate expression of this spirit (Innes 428). 

 

Biblical Imagery in the Play 

The numerous Christian symbols in Waiting for Godot are a big and essential part of the play, 

and it could therefore be interpreted as a deeply religious literary work.  It is certainly a 

reasonable statement that can be illustrated and substantiated, and there is no shortage of 

research with this statement as a starting point. However, a somewhat closer analysis of the 
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Christian symbols and the allusions to biblical stories can equally suggest a different 

interpretation, namely an overall confusion about the whole Christian concept, presented by 

the characters. It is therefore of no less importance for this study to consider the biblical 

imagery of the play, than for the traditional research grounded in the religious concept of the 

play. This study, however, proceeds from the atheistic concept and analyzes this imagery 

from the respective viewpoint.     

Biblical images, as well as direct and indirect references to the Bible, are frequent and 

often explicit in the text of the play. For example, in the very beginning the reader encounters 

the very first clear indication to the tale of the crucifixion of Christ: 

 
VLADIMIR: This is getting alarming. [Silence. VLADIMIR deep in thought, 
pulling at his toes.] One of the thieves was saved. [Pause.] It’s a reasonable 
percentage. (3) 

The Christian theme of the crucifixion becomes a subject for a rather long elaboration in the 

immediate conversation of the characters where they mention the Gospels and the Holy Land, 

the Saviour and the story of how one of the thieves was saved (4-5). In the end of Act I, the 

appearance of the boy messenger who minds the goats can be seen as a clear allusion to an 

angel coming down with a message from God and the whole picture signals a Nativity scene 

(Ekbom 155; Mercier 173). Later on, one of the characters explicitly compares himself to 

Christ: 

 
 VLADIMIR: But you can’t go barefoot! 
 ESTRAGON: Christ did. (46) 
 
Even the actual sounding of the name Godot can give the reader an identifiable association to 

God, hence a common interpretation of Godot’s figure as an image of God. In this respect, it 

might be appealing to take a step further and interpret the actual title of the play Waiting for 

Godot as waiting for Christ’s Second Coming (Mercier 172). Therefore, it is hardly surprising 

that the amount and obviousness of biblical imagery has been a prolific subject for the 

research and interpretation of the play. In Theatre Language, Brown analyses several biblical 

interpretations of the tree the stage directions, speculating, for example, about the allusions to 

the tree of life or to a willow and the figure of Judas (245). Both Torsten Ekbom (1991) and 

Vivian Mercier (1977) provide profound analyses of the biblical symbols and images in the 

play in their books. Mercier even argues that “a play like Waiting for Godot could hardly 

‘work’ artistically if it did not invoke the Judaeo-Christian Messianic tradition and its political 
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derivatives” (172). However, one should be cautious to claim the play as a piece of art in 

order to make a religious statement only. On closer examination of the biblical imagery, one 

can see that the Christian symbols and images do not actually form any cohesive network of 

references and are mentioned and discussed by the characters sporadically and rather “to pass 

the time.” For example, Vladimir says he could tell the biblical story of the crucifixion of 

mere idleness: 

 
VLADIMIR: Ah, yes, the two thieves. Do you remember the story? 

 ESTRAGON: No. 
 VLADIMIR: Shall I tell it to you? 
 ESTRAGON: No. 
 VLADIMIR: It’ll pass the time. (4) 
 
While elaborating this topic further, the characters reveal that their knowledge of this subject 

is rather superficial:   

 
VLADIMIR: It’ll pass the time. [Pause.] Two thieves, crucified at the same time 
as our Saviour. One – 
ESTRAGON: Our what? 
VLADIMIR: Our Saviour. Two thieves. One is supposed to have been saved 
and the other … [He searches for the contrary of saved] … damned. 
ESTRAGON: Saved from what? (4) 
 

These dialogues suggest that Estragon does not seem to have a clear idea on what the whole 

story is about, nor is he willing to know more about it. Vladimir, in his turn, is reluctant to 

give any further explanation of the idea of repentance: 

 
 VLADIMIR: Suppose we repented. 
 ESTRAGON: Repented what? 
 VLADIMIR: Oh… [He reflects.] We wouldn’t have to go into the details. (3) 

Vladimir reveals here that he is not aware either of what they should repent or what the 

concept of repentance entails as such. Both characters demonstrate a high level of uncertainty 

over the discussed topics, like Vladimir confusing the ideas of hell and death while he is 

trying to describe what the thief is saved from (4-5). At one point, Estragon shows a plain lack 

of interest in the subject: 

 ESTRAGON: Saved from what? 
 VLADIMIR: Hell. 
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 ESTRAGON: I’m going. (4) 
 
Altogether, these dialogues hardly present a clear picture of the Christian concept of the world 

that is based upon biblical dogmas of creation of the human kind, original sin, crucifixion and 

the Christ’s second coming. Vladimir and Estragon demonstrate in their conversations that 

they hardly know or remember what they are talking about. Neither do they show any 

particular interest in the discussed topic. However, the two characters’ discourse does reflect a 

classic existential problem of a post-war human being who feels like he/she has been 

abandoned by God and left to his/her own recourses, and as a result of it, is bound to feel a 

universal confusion about his/her own existence. Sartre’s statement about a human being who 

“is consequently abandoned, for he cannot find anything to rely on – neither within nor 

without” (29), can find frequent illustrations in Beckett’s play. For example, Estragon 

suggests that while waiting they could commit suicide by hanging themselves. In the 

following short argument about who should be the first, the two carry on a dialogue that 

shows the confusion in the characters’ minds: 

 
  ESTRAGON: We can always try. 
 VLADIMIR: Go ahead. 
 ESTRAGON: After you. 
 VLADIMIR: No no, you first. 
 ESTRAGON: Why me? 
 VLADIMIR: You’re lighter than I am. 
 ESTRAGON: Just so! 
 VLADIMIR: I don’t understand. 
 ESTRAGON: Use your intelligence, can’t you? 
         [VLADIMIR uses his intelligence.] 
 VLADIMIR [Finally.] I remain in the dark. (9-10) 
 
The idea of committing suicide “while waiting” as it is together with the subsequent dialogue 

demonstrates that Vladimir and Estragon literally suffer from a universal absence of any kind 

of meaningful core in their existence. Their despair also demonstrates another critical attribute 

of the existential condition of a human being, namely the circumstance of a universal 

loneliness. As already described in the chapter about the new philosophy, one of Sartre’s 

essential ideas is that a human being’s entire freedom also means entire solitude, giving 

him/her a constant feeling of anxiety. Hence follows a deep bitterness of God’s absence that 

leaves a human being without life guidelines and anybody to take responsibility for his/her 
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own actions. An example of this frustration can be seen in an Estragon’s explosive anger 

attack when encountering a boy with a message from Godot instead of Godot himself: 

 
ESTRAGON: That’s all a pack of lies. [Shaking the Boy by 
         the arm.] Tell us the truth.  
BOY: [Trembling.] But it is the truth, sir! 
VLADIMIR: Will you leave him alone! What’s the matter with you? 
[ESTRAGON releases the BOY, moves away covering his face with his hands. 
VLADIMIR and the BOY observe him. ESTRAGON drops his hands. His face 
is convulsed.] What’s the matter with you? 
ESTRAGON: I’m unhappy. (43) 

In this apparently distressing situation, Estragon reveals his anguish of insecurity and 

disillusionment over Godot’s absence. His reaction also reflects the human angst that has been 

described by Sartre: “Existentialists, on the other hand, find it extremely disturbing that God 

no longer exists, for along with his disappearance goes the possibility of finding values in an 

intelligible heaven” (28). Vladimir and Estragon give a clear illustration to this statement 

when, for example, having found themselves in a situation of complete confusion, uncertainty 

and loneliness, they encounter pure metaphysical despair: 

 
 VLADIMIR: Nothing you can do about it. 
 ESTRAGON: No use struggling. 
 VLADIMIR: One is what one is. 
 ESTRAGON: No use wriggling. 
 VLADIMIR: The essential doesn’t change. 
 ESTRAGON: Nothing to be done. (14) 
 
These words become one of the refrains, which both characters constantly repeat throughout 

the play, with some minor variations. 

Thus, it would be fair to say that the biblical imagery of the play does not convey any 

specific religious message, or mean to describe a Christian concept of the world. On the 

contrary, the numerous references to the Bible in the characters’ dialogues accentuate and 

strengthen the major existential theme of God who has left people, running through the play. 

For example, this is how Lyons describes the biblical imagery in the play: 

 
The religious images are there in the same function as the ill-fitting hats and 
boots, as the refuse of some earlier time, as part of the collection of ‘things that 
are left’ which these old men exploit in their desperation to find ideas, objects, 
words to pass the time. (44-45) 
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Lyons suggests that Vladimir and Estragon’s religious discourses and other references to the 

biblical stories in the play should not be considered as means to grasp the Christian idea of the 

world. Rather, the biblical images and references illustrate people’s overall confusion and 

frustration of the Christian concept at that time. They represent those fragments of the ideas 

and ideals of “old times” that used to serve a purpose before but hardly make any sense for a 

modern existential human being.  

 

God’s Existence “Ex Absentia” or What Is Everybody Waiting for? 

The issue of God and God’s existence has been a fundamental one for the philosophical 

viewpoints throughout time.  In this respect it is important to note the perspective of 

existentialism on this question appears to be rather clear and definite. Sartre presents his 

concept “atheistic existentialism” almost at the very beginning of his article (22), and he gives 

an explicitly negative answer to the question of whether God exists or not. Sartre declares a 

clear contraposition to the classic idealistic philosophy by pointing out the initial statement on 

existence coming before essence as a central difference of existentialism (21-22). The 

question of God and God’s role and place in people’s lives does not take any essential space, 

neither does it get any particular attention from Sartre in his article. A modern human being’s 

situation and its existential circumstances preoccupy Sartre first and foremost, and this topic 

runs all through his work. Samuel Beckett’s play considers these problems as well, even 

though the question of God’s existence appears to be much more complex and ambiguous in 

Waiting for Godot. As this study reflects on Beckett’s play as communicating an existential 

atheistic message, it is important to take a closer look at how the question of God’s existence 

is regarded in the play. 

The existing numerous writings on Beckett’s Waiting for Godot suggest various 

interpretations of the figure of Godot in the play. However, quite a few of them lean towards 

an understanding of this figure as a certain kind of higher power. In this study the image of 

Godot is interpreted as a reflection of God. It becomes therefore essential to analyze and 

discuss questions like what Godot alias God is as a character and how he is presented and 

described in the play. A reading of Beckett’s text from this perspective reaches somewhat 

paradoxical answers to these questions: nothing and nowise. Godot is neither an embodied 

acting character, nor is he a symbolic static figure somewhere on the stage. He “exists” only 

in the characters’ dialogues and oblique allusions. The only little piece of factual information 

about Godot comes from a messenger boy, apparently sent by Godot. When the boy first 

appears, he reveals in the conversation with Vladimir that Godot treats him well and gives 
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him enough food. Godot is quite fond of the boy but not of the boy’s brother who is beaten up 

by Godot (44-45). The second time Vladimir and Estragon meet the boy, they find out that 

Mr. Godot has a white beard and that “he does nothing” (84-85). Therefore, the figure of 

Godot appears in some odd way as both present and absent at the same time in the play. 

However, Beckett’s play does not seem to suggest an answer to the question whether Godot 

alias God actually exists or not. Likewise, nowhere in the text can one find the characters’ of 

hope or certainty that Godot will come. Although Vladimir and Estragon do talk about some 

popular theological topics like those mentioned in the chapter on the biblical imagery, neither 

those scholastic conversations (4-5) nor waiting on the whole delivers anything in particular – 

Godot does not appear and nothing at all indicates in the play that he will. Furthermore, 

Vladimir and Estragon discuss any possible topic except the dilemma of Godot’s existence, 

which somehow goes without saying for them both.     

In his essay “Being without Time: on Beckett’s Play Waiting for Godot” (1965), Günter 

Anders calls this phenomenon of Godot’s virtual presence in the play a demonstration of 

God’s existence “ex absentia” (145). He points out that “it was merely the absence of 

attributes that was being used to define God, here God’s absence itself is made into a proof of 

His being” (145, original emphases). Anders claims that in Waiting for Godot Beckett 

paradoxically shows God’s existence by making this character not present in the play: “the 

demonstration of God’s existence can be formulated as: “He does not come, therefore He is” 

(145, original emphasis). Godot, being a fictitious character in the play, does not appear 

himself, but his existence is being implied as he is constantly being referred to and waited for 

throughout the play.  

However, the described peculiar state of non-presence of the character Godot along with 

the implication of his existence by means of other characters’ dialogues can also suggest 

another, different reading of the circumstances in the play. Since the figure of Godot is a 

parallel to the image of God, Vladimir and Estragon’s attitude to Godot in the play 

distinctively resembles the human beings’ original idea of God as something to wait for and 

rely on, while God’s existence should not be a discussion issue but is to be taken for granted. 

For Vladimir and Estragon this notion can be defined as: “we wait therefore there must be 

something we are waiting for”, which puts forward another important existential idea brought 

to the play by Godot’s virtual existence – an idea of “critical absence”.    

The concept of “critical absence” can be described as follows: Godot exists as long as 

Vladimir and Estragon keep waiting for him. That is to say, Godot alias God exists for those 

who are waiting for him and as long as somebody is waiting. In other words, the issue of 
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God’s existence comes down to people’s belief in it. An interpretation of this situation in 

terms of an existential viewpoint implies that God “requires” people to wait for him in order 

to exist. The reading of the play from this angle corresponds to the existential reasoning that 

the question of God’s existence itself is not important. It is rather that God becomes what 

people make of him, if they decide that God exists, for that matter. Sartre illustrates this idea 

by a classic biblical example of Abraham and an angel: 

 
You know the story: an angel orders Abraham to sacrifice his son. This would 
be okay provided it is really an angel who appears to him and says, “Thou, 
Abraham, shalt sacrifice thy son.” But any sane person may wonder first 
whether it is truly an angel, and second, whether I am really Abraham. What 
proof do I have? (26) 

 
This example says that the human beings, besides just faith, have free will, common sense and 

a freedom of choice to make decisions that would correspond to their very own idea of God. 

Sartre explains further that it is up to each and everyone to decide for oneself whether God 

exists or not, and make choices on the basis of this decision: “I will never find any proof at 

all, nor any convincing sign of it. If a voice speaks to me, it is always I who must decide 

whether or not this is the voice of an angel” (25-26). Even if a human being chooses to 

believe, it is still up to him/her to decide on the means of interpretation of his/her beliefs. 

Sartre demonstrates this statement by drawing a parallel to a Catholic conception of signs: 

 
“You are free, so choose; in other words, invent. No general code of ethics can 
tell you what you ought to do; there are no signs in this world.” Catholics will 
reply: “But there are signs!” Be that as it may, it is I who chooses what those 
signs mean. (33)  

 
Sartre says that there are no divine universal moral guidelines that would be applicable for all 

human beings to follow. In the end, it is freedom of choice that guides humans in their deeds 

and decisions. 

Therefore, according to the existential concept it is up to each and every one human being 

to decide whether to wait for God, or not. This very complex dilemma that the existential 

human beings are forced to face also finds a reflection in Beckett’s characters Vladimir and 

Estragon’s perplexity over the circumstances. Though the duo does not directly discuss or 

question the existence of Godot, they sometimes come up with an alternative to their state of 

affairs, namely that one of them suggests going away. However, time after time they remain 

where they are waiting for Godot: 
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 ESTRAGON: Charming spot. [He turns, advances to front,  
          halts facing auditorium.] Inspiring prospects. [He 
          turns to Vladimir.] Let’s go. 
 VLADIMIR: We can’t. 
 ESTRAGON: Why not? 
 VLADIMIR: We’re waiting for Godot. 
 ESTRAGON: [Despairingly.] Ah! [Pause.] You’re sure it 
          was here? (6) 
 
This is another refrain of the play that the two characters keep repeating continuously, 

demonstrating hopeless inability to go away from the spot.     

It then becomes relevant to examine what the two characters are actually waiting for. Since 

there are not many facts about Godot revealed in the play, except for scant pieces of 

information from the messenger boy, one could then anticipate some details, or at least 

subjective impressions on the figure of Godot from Vladimir and Estragon. The analysis of 

the text from this angle promptly shows that neither Vladimir nor Estragon has in fact the 

slightest idea of what Godot could be or what he would possibly look like: 

 
 POZZO: [Peremptory.] Who is Godot? 
 ESTRAGON: Godot? 
 POZZO: You took me for Godot. 
 ESTRAGON: Oh no, sir, not for an instant, sir. 
 POZZO: Who is he? 
 VLADIMIR: Oh, he is a … he is a kind of acquaintance. 
 ESTRAGON: Nothing of the kind, we hardly know him. 
 VLADIMIR: True … we don’t know him very well … 
          but all the same … 
 ESTRAGON: Personally I wouldn’t even know him if I saw him. (15-16) 

 
The two characters reveal that Godot is a highly vague and obscure figure to them. Neither 

Vladimir nor Estragon would recognize him if they actually met. This state of matters 

suggests an immediate conclusion, that Vladimir and Estragon probably would take anybody 

for Godot if that anybody did not deny it. Besides, both Vladimir and Estragon find out that 

they in fact do not know if they wait in the right place and on the right time: 

 
 ESTRAGON: In my opinion we were here. 
 VLADIMIR: [Looking around.] You recognize the place? 
 ESTRAGON: I didn’t say that. 
 VLADIMIR: Well? 
 ESTRAGON: That makes no difference. 
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 VLADIMIR: All the same … that tree … [Turning  
         towards the auditorium] … that bog. 
ESTRAGON: You’re sure it was this evening? 
VLADIMIR: What? 
ESTRAGON: That we were to wait. 
VLADIMIR: He said Saturday. [Pause.] I think. 
ESTRAGON: You think. 
VLADIMIR: I must have made a note of it. 
         [He fumbles in his pockets, bursting with 
          miscellaneous rubbish.] (7) 

 
This discussion demonstrates that the two are very confused about the space-time dimensions 

both of their appointment and their own location and time line. Therefore, Vladimir and 

Estragon seem to be completely lost, both in space and in time. A true apotheosis of this all-

embracing confusion comes when it turns out that the duo is not sure what the actual purpose 

of their appointment with Godot is: 

 
 ESTRAGON: What exactly did we ask him for? 
 VLADIMIR: Were you not there? 
 ESTRAGON: I can’t have been listening. 
 VLADIMIR: Oh … nothing very definite. 
 ESTRAGON: A kind of prayer. 
 VLADIMIR: Precisely. 
 ESTRAGON: A vague supplication. (10)   
 
This dialogue shows that the two characters cannot even define what they expect from their 

meeting with Godot, which clearly shows that they do not know why they keep waiting for 

him. 

A reasonable conclusion that can be drawn from these dialogues is that Vladimir and 

Estragon keep waiting for Godot although they are not sure whether they really have this 

appointment or not. Neither can they be certain that this is the place or the time that had been 

agreed upon, nor are they sure with whom the appointment – if there is one – is to be and 

what its purpose is. 

This situation illustrates very well one of the fundamental viewpoints of the existential 

philosophy on the concept of God, namely people’s almost two-thousand long waiting for the 

arrival of someone they are not even sure who or what he or she is. There is a consensus 

among human beings that this someone is to be called God and that this God exists, but each 

and every one of them seems to have his/her own version of what God looks like and what 
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God does. Everybody has his/her own, most often contradictory, ideas about when and where 

God should arrive, and even less clear thoughts on what they in fact need from him or her. 

Rusinko describes Vladimir and Estragon’s situation in Waiting for Godot as “obvious 

references to the two-thousand-year-old Christian dilemma, in which the hope of Godot’s 

appearance is repeatedly reduced to despair, only to be once more revived, buoying and 

teasing man” (24). That is to say, people’s waiting for God and relying on God throughout the 

entire history of mankind has always been in vain. The immediate post-war years in Europe 

turned out to be a time for this revelation and in his play Samuel Beckett captured and 

managed to communicate a feeling of complete despair and sinister bitter frustration that 

swept over the people who lost their faith and came to realize the illusory nature of the 

traditional Christian doctrines. For example, some cues of the characters express an open 

annoyance with people’s blind faith in this matter: 

   
 VLADIMIR: But all four were there. And only one speaks  

         of a thief being saved. Why believe him rather than  
         the others? 
ESTRAGON: Who believes him? 
VLADIMIR: Everybody. It’s the only version they know. 
ESTRAGON: People are bloody ignorant apes. (5) 

   
Estragon’s genuine bewilderment over the biblical picture can be interpreted as an illustration 

to the process of people’s general self-awareness and re-evaluation of the traditional concepts 

that followed the major crisis of ideas at that time. The only one “version” that people knew 

before and never questioned, failed for the existential human beings of the post-war time 

period, opening up for a process of confrontation with and the reassessment of the experience 

as well as the relation to the outer world. Sometimes, the characters seem to even ridicule 

people with their likening to God, desperately trying to reach something that does not exist: 

 
 VLADIMIR: But you can’t go barefoot! 
 ESTRAGON: Christ did. 
 VLADIMIR: Christ! What’s Christ got to do with it? 
          You’re not going to compare yourself to Christ! 
 ESTRAGON: All my life I’ve compared myself to him. 
 VLADIMIR: But where he lived it was warm, it was dry! 
 ESTRAGON: Yes. And they crucified quick. 
          [Silence.] (46) 
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The two characters’ conversation demonstrates bitter irony over the traditional Christian idea 

of Jesus Christ being a model for all the human beings, and his life path being an object for 

imitation.     

The examples of the dialogues above alongside the text on the whole reflect and illustrate 

the existential feeling of abandonment and universal life confusion that the majority of people 

of that time became consumed with. Esslin writes about this idea: 

 
Are we not all born into this world without knowing what our purpose is, are we 
not all, now that we are here, assuming that perhaps we have a purpose and that 
the next day will bring the moment of revelation – and then night falls and we 
are told to try again tomorrow and so on for ever after? (61) 
  

Esslin describes the essential experience of the existential human beings, which is an 

awareness of the absence of universal meaning of one’s life, hence the meaninglessness of 

hope for a revelation about the purpose of existence by some higher power. 

 

Conclusion 

This study presents an analysis of Samuel Beckett’s play Waiting for Godot in perspective of 

the central viewpoints of existential philosophy introduced by Jean-Paul Sartre in his classic 

lecture “Existentialism Is Humanism”. The period of immediate post-war years, that is late 

1940s – early 1950s was marked by a deep crisis of ideas among the people in Europe, which 

caused a process of active reconsideration and reassessment of traditional concepts and 

values. Two of the most significant effects of this process were the emergence of the French 

post-war existentialism and the literature of absurd. These phenomena have a deep 

connection, as the drama of absurd reflects the existential description of reality as devoid of 

any meaningful substance, relations or unities between the human beings. 

The philosophy of existentialism, which by the time referred to already had developed a 

substantial history, got second wind with its modern variant elaborated by Jean-Paul Sartre. In 

his classical work “Existentialism Is a Humanism” Sartre determines the basic principles of 

his philosophy, of which the central one is formulated as “existence precedes essence”. Sartre 

means that human beings have no pre-determined nature but freedom of choice. This freedom 

though makes human beings alienated from each other the outer world, and they become 

solely responsible for all their deeds. Therefore, Sartre’s existentialism presupposes consistent 

atheism.  

Samuel Beckett’s play Waiting for Godot communicates these central existential ideas, 

illustrating the state of existential vacuum that the human beings found themselves in. 
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Vladimir and Estragon’s situation demonstrates how complete outer and inner freedom of the 

human beings is intimately connected with entire loneliness and angst caused by basic 

impossibility to find universal values or purpose for one’s life.  It also displays a fundamental 

existential situation when a human being is abandoned by God and left to his own recourses, 

causing deep resentment and a feeling of despair and disillusionment in hope for a revelation 

from a higher power. The broad biblical imagery does not seem to build any consistent 

reference network or reflect a Christian picture of world. A figure of Godot that the actual 

image of God can be referred to is vague and obscure to a great extent. It is non-present as a 

character in the play, which creates a situation of critical absence where the decision to wait 

or not to wait ultimately comes down to Vladimir and Estragon’s own beliefs. Furthermore, it 

turns out that Vladimir and Estragon, while keeping on waiting for Godot, are unaware of 

where and when they are supposed to wait for him, or even of the purpose of this 

appointment. Neither are they sure if they have this appointment at all. From the existential 

viewpoint, Vladimir and Estragon can be therefore considered as representatives of millions 

of people themselves waiting for arrival of higher power, as a mirror image of people’s almost 

two-thousand year long waiting for God – a process familiar to everybody, indisputable for 

some and meaningless for others, yet eternal. 
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