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Abstract

Samuel Beckett’s Endgame stands as a defining work in the Theatre of the Absurd, dramatizing
the bleakness, circularity, and futility inherent in human existence. This paper examines how
Beckett foregrounds existential despair and the sense of absurdity through minimal action,
cyclical dialogue, and fragmented relationships. The play’s characters inhabit a world stripped of
progress, purpose, or escape. Using existentialist thought and absurdist critique, this study
highlights Endgame as a profound commentary on the fragility of hope, the inevitability of
decay, and the persistent human urge to continue despite recognizing life’s meaninglessness.
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1. Introduction

1.1 Context of the Theatre of the Absurd

The mid-twentieth century witnessed the emergence of a dramatic movement known as the
Theatre of the Absurd, a term popularized by Martin Esslin to describe plays that present human
existence as irrational, meaningless, and repetitive [1]. Influenced by post-war disillusionment,
writers like Samuel Beckett, Eugeéne Ionesco, and Jean Genet rejected classical narrative
coherence and psychological realism. Their plays emphasized uncertainty, circular time
structures, and characters trapped in purposeless activities. Beckett’s Endgame (1957)
exemplifies these features as it stages life after some undefined catastrophe, where characters
appear both conscious of existence and yet incapable of altering it [2]. The absurdist stage

becomes a mirror of the fragmented twentieth-century psyche.
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1.2 Beckett’s Philosophical Foundations

Beckett’s writing is deeply aligned with existentialist and nihilistic thought, though he resisted
explicit philosophical labeling. His characters often wrestle with the human desire for meaning in
a world devoid of stable values [3]. The bleak environments, repetitive dialogue, and stalled
actions serve not simply as aesthetic choices but as metaphysical statements. Endgame depicts
life not as tragic in the classical sense, but as monotonous, cyclical, and devoid of resolution. The
condition of being alive becomes the central paradox: suffering is inescapable, yet the impulse to
continue persists [4]. In this sense, Beckett dramatizes the existential condition articulated by
thinkers such as Camus and Kierkegaard.

1.3 Purpose of the Study

This paper investigates how Endgame represents absurdity and futility as core elements of
human existence. It analyzes the play’s setting, character dynamics, repetition, humor, and lack
of narrative progression to demonstrate how Beckett depicts existence as a static loop. It also
explores how the characters’ recognition of meaninglessness does not liberate them but rather
traps them more deeply in their condition [5]. Ultimately, the study shows that Endgame
dramatizes the tension between the desire to end suffering and the compulsion to persist despite
its pointlessness.

2. Literature Review

2.1 Foundational Interpretations of Endgame

Scholars have long argued that Endgame epitomizes the absurdist aesthetic. Early critics
emphasized its sparse action, minimalistic stage world, and unclear historical context as
reflections of existential despair [6]. The setting—a post-apocalyptic room where all life outside
appears extinguished—serves as a metaphor for internal desolation. Critics note that Endgame
rejects closure and traditional progression; nothing changes, yet everything continues [7].
Beckett’s refusal to provide explanations or resolutions requires audiences to confront the
uncomfortable silence of existence.

2.2 Psychological and Emotional Dimensions
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Some critics emphasize the psychological interplay among characters, particularly Hamm and
Clov, as symbolic of dependence and resentment [8]. This dynamic illustrates how human
relationships can simultaneously sustain and imprison the self. Others interpret Nell and Nagg,
trapped inside ashbins, as representations of memory fading and past connections collapsing
under the weight of present futility [9]. The emotional environment of Endgame is not one of
dramatic conflict but of exhausted endurance.

2.3 Philosophical and Existential Readings

Existentialist critics such as Proulx, Esslin, and Kenner argue that the play dramatizes the absurd
condition described by Camus: the realization that life lacks inherent meaning does not end the
need to continue living [1][3]. Hamm’s desire to end life contrasts with Clov’s mechanical
obedience, showing how individuals navigate meaninglessness differently. The play does not
provide redemption or transcendence; instead, it affirms the endurance of existence despite its
futility. The literature consistently positions Endgame as a central text in understanding
twentieth-century existential drama.

3. Absurdity in Setting and Structure

3.1 Circularity and Repetition

Endgame unfolds in a static environment where time appears both present and suspended.
Characters repeat lines, gestures, and arguments in loops, reinforcing that nothing progresses.
This repetitive structure is a defining feature of the absurd: it suggests that life is not a journey
but an ongoing cycle without destination [1]. Hamm’s daily routines, such as demanding
painkiller or storytelling, emphasize monotony. Clov repeatedly threatens to leave yet remains,
symbolizing the inability to escape existence.

3.2 Minimal Narrative Movement

The plot of Endgame is deliberately sparse. No external events occur; instead, the drama lies
within the futility of waiting. Hamm states, “It’s finished,” yet the action persists—
demonstrating the paradox of an ending that never ends [2]. The title itself signifies the final
stage of a chess match, but the game here is interminable. Beckett’s avoidance of narrative

climax communicates that life itself lacks climactic purpose.
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3.3 The Post-Apocalyptic Room as Human Condition

The enclosed room becomes a metaphor for the human condition. There is no outside world
accessible; even the view through the window suggests desolation [3]. The setting evokes not
only physical confinement but spiritual and existential entrapment. Characters continue to live
simply because they have not yet ceased to do so. The world has ended, yet the play continues—
embodying absurd continuity.

4. Futility and Desire for Endings

4.1 Hamm’s Desire for Closure

Hamm longs for an end to his suffering, yet he cannot bring about cessation. His blindness and
immobilization reflect emotional paralysis [4]. His repeated declarations that the end is near
parody the human search for finality.

4.2 Clov’s Impulse to Leave

Clov symbolizes human agency, yet his inability to leave dramatizes existential impotence. His
movements are mechanical, and his dialogue reflects resignation [5]. His servitude becomes a
metaphor for the human condition of continual endurance.

4.3 The Instability of Hope

Hope is undermined throughout the play. The potential existence of a child outside or possible
change offers illusionary possibility that ultimately dissolves [6]. Hope is shown not as salvation
but as another mechanism of suffering.

5. The Human Condition in Endgame

5.1 Dependency and Isolation

Human interconnectedness is shown as both necessary and draining. Characters need one another
yet resent these bonds [8].

5.2 Suffering as Continuity

Suffering becomes the only certainty. The characters do not seek pleasure—only less pain [9].
5.3 Persistence Without Purpose

The play concludes unresolved. Clov prepares to leave but remains motionless. Existence

continues simply because it has not ended [7].
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6. Conclusion

Endgame dramatizes the absurd condition of human existence: to live without meaning, to
continue despite recognizing futility, to rely on others while resenting connection. Beckett’s
static setting, repetitive dialogue, fragmented relationships, and unresolved ending articulate a
world where life persists without justification. The play does not offer redemption or escape;
rather, it compels audiences to confront the uneasy silence of existence. In Endgame, absurdity is
not a dramatic theme but the lived condition of being human.
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