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“To every man his little cross. Till he dies. And is forgotten.”: 

 Preoccupation and Reconciliation of the Fragmented Self in Beckett’s Waiting for Godot 

 

“…art is the apotheosis of solitude. There is no communication because there are 

no vehicles of communication.” –Martin Esslin, The Theatre of the Absurd 

 

 Since its conception in the mid-Twentieth Century, Samuel Beckett’s Waiting for Godot 

has fascinated and frustrated critics and audiences alike. Regardless of numerous attempts to 

stamp finality on Beckett’s mind puzzle, one constant has remained: Waiting for Godot has left 

an impression, reflected not only by continued appreciation and wide reception, but also by its 

adoption into the cultural phrasal lexicon. At the 2008 Summer Olympics held in Beijing, as the 

American and Chinese gymnasts solemnly waited for the floor event to begin so that gold and 

silver standings in the Women’s Team Final could be determined, NBC announcer Al Trautwig 

noted that for these gymnasts, the tension during that moment must have been like “waiting for 

Godot.” Despite the play’s continued manifestation through the vehicle of popular reference, 

many critics have been dissatisfied with the play’s effect and influence; they delve into Beckett’s 

maze while demanding, “Yes, but what does it mean?” A reviewer in 1977 responded, “Like any 

good story, it means itself” (qtd. in Lawley 29), which only further maddened critics such as Paul 

Lawley who in turn asked what this conclusion lent to the “understanding” or “appreciation” of 

the play (29). The underlying problem with this assertion is the tendency toward overthinking. 
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Indeed, many scholars have explored fragmented possibilities ranging from religious to 

vaudevillian to autobiographical to existentialist correlations and beyond. To state that any 

system—in this case, Beckett’s play—means little or nothing because understanding its totality 

is impossibly difficult (or perhaps even impossible), asserts a narrow observation.  

Regarding the play, Beckett himself commented that, “What people make of it is not my 

concern” (qtd. in Lawley 29), rendering responses that could echo William Burroughs’ staunch 

assertion that “Beckett is quite literally inhuman” (29) and not only is there “nothing but the 

writing itself” (30), but also “there are no tricks, no adornment, nothing which the reader can 

identify” (30). Of course, it is also worth mentioning that Burroughs forged these arbitrary 

connections between Beckett the person and Beckett’s work after Burroughs, along with Allen 

Ginsberg and Susan Sontag, attended a thirty minute discussion in Berlin. During this meeting, 

Burroughs observed that while Beckett was “polite and articulate…he had not the slightest 

interest in any of us, nor the slightest desire to see any of us again” (28); the meeting left a sour 

impression.  

Despite Burroughs’ scathing dismissal of Beckett’s work, reviewer David Warrilow 

provides a different review. After first reading Waiting for Godot, Warrilow expressed in an 

interview with Nicholas Zurbrugg that “I had no idea what I was reading, [sic] I didn’t know 

what this thing was. But I know that it had a powerful effect on me. I couldn’t not deal with it” 

[emphasis in original] (92).  The performance of Waiting for Godot given at San Quentin 

penitentiary on November 19, 1957 is also a frequently cited example of positive reception. 

Scholar Martin Esslin cites the San Francisco reporter who concluded that the convicts “get it” 

(2), but what exactly can be made of their reception is unclear. In fact, Esslin notes many 

possibilities including that the convicts may have been “confronted…with a situation 
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…analogous to their own” (3) or that “perhaps…they were unsophisticated enough to come to 

the theatre without any preconceived notions” (3). Not only is the former idea less intellectually 

insulting to convicts in regard to their mental capabilities, but it also supports the reviews of 

those individuals who have favorably viewed Waiting for Godot. Esslin’s text indicates further 

that the convicts at San Quentin did have preconceived ideas regarding what the play would 

include: “girls and funny stuff” (2) as a columnist of the San Quentin News stated. Clearly, they 

found something compelling about the performance that night, and as most scholars have shown 

through their analyses, that ‘something’ likely deals with self—the existentialist question, ‘who 

am I?’ After all, when art is striking, the initial “it speaks to me” claim is made, followed by 

justification. However, explanation for what about Waiting for Godot leaves such a long-

standing impression, either of disdain or approval, is not as direct.    

The Absurdist Theatre, widely celebrated in cities such as Paris that contained a highly 

intellectual theatre-going public open to “experiments” (9), may be the most significant lens for 

understanding Waiting for Godot. The Theatre of the Absurd appeared during a time in which 

“the certitudes and unshakeable basic assumptions of former ages… [had] been tested and found 

wanting…discredited as cheap and somewhat childish illusions” (4-5). In a time that experienced 

a sharp decline in religious faith and a Second World War, critics such as French philosopher 

and writer Albert Camus and Romanian-French dramatist Eugene Ionesco began to define the 

emergence of the Absurd. The birth of the Absurd, or “that which is devoid of purpose”(5), 

Ionesco wrote in an essay on Kafka, embodied the idea that “cut off from his religious, 

metaphysical, and transcendental roots, man is lost; all his reactions become senseless, absurd, 

useless” (5). Rather than address the problematic human condition within the boundaries of 

discursive thought, Absurdist Theatre “presents it in being” (6), and thus, in relation to plays 
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within the Absurdist genre, the thinking man’s game has become a nightmare. The traditional 

Platonic ideas used to uncover concepts are rejected by Absurdist Theatre as regression and 

overcomplication; in short, it re-emphasizes that we think too much. Unsurprisingly, this 

divergence of “artistic experiences” from “critical standards” and “predetermined expectations” 

led to “storms of frustration” (10). The nature of literary criticism does not rest well with the 

claims of Absurdist Theatre; “Like any good story, it means itself” does not satiate most critics, 

and thus discourse on the implications of self in Waiting for Godot achieve exactly what they 

explore: a preoccupation with entrenched habit and ultimately what can be gained to improve 

upon or to discover about the self—actions which denote habit also.  

Before an individual seeks a revelation of self, he or she is often lured to uncover the 

identity of Godot. In the search to uncover the commonly posed question, “Who is Godot?” 

many reviewers are quick to associate Godot with God due to the overwhelming amount of 

Christian imagery present within the play. Although Godot never appears, his messenger does, 

and Vladimir and Estragon quiz the boy accordingly. From this quizzing, the audience is given 

imagery that might suggest a religious theme; the boy tends the goats, while his brother tends the 

sheep for the businessman Mr. Godot (Beckett 55). When asked if he is beaten, the boy informs 

the two men that Mr. Godot beats his brother who watches the sheep, rather than what is 

expected for the analogy to be legitimate. Beckett provides a view of how sheep and goats are 

handled that is contrary to the parable in Matthew 25 in which the sheep are accepted into 

heaven and the goats are damned. The God/Godot connection is complicated further in Act 2 in 

which Vladimir asks the boy what color beard Godot has; the boy replies, “I think it’s white, Sir” 

(Beckett 106). In both instances, following the religious allusions that contribute little but 

confusion to the understanding of the play, there is mention of Christ—first, of Estragon’s 
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decision to go barefoot and thus aligning himself with Christ’s habit, and second, in a cry made 

by Vladimir for mercy (57, 106). Waiting for Godot is interspersed with religious imagery, often 

appearing in sequences of two’s: Didi and Gogo’s discussion of the two thieves, one saved and 

one damned (6), and Didi and Gogo calling a blinded Pozzo both “Cain” and “Abel” in Act 2 

(95). However, the mere presence of imagery reveals nothing immediately. If anything, religion 

becomes a distraction because the text provides religious imagery but never answers whether it is 

a Christian, anti-Christian, or religious work at all. Beckett scholar Katharine Worth insinuates 

that Beckett’s use of religious imagery is linked to habit, citing Beckett’s cousin, John, who 

intimated that “Beckett often used to say ‘God bless’ on parting” as a convention of expression 

(62). Like his polite habit of injecting religious diction into daily conversation, the same is likely 

true for the religious images found in Waiting for Godot.  

Rather than focus on the absence of Godot, the logical critical focus shifts to what facts 

are observable: the play has five characters, the scenery is comprised of a country road with a 

tree from which Didi and Gogo consider hanging themselves, and non-discursive talk and actions 

that accomplish little for Didi and Gogo other than to remove their depression as related to 

heightened cognizance of dreadful ‘waiting.’ Of the five characters present in the play, Vladimir 

and Estragon are the most emphasized; they interact with one another and the other characters: 

Pozzo, Lucky, and the messenger boy. Esslin comments that Beckett who “cut himself free from 

routine and social duties” (15), evident through his travels, features tramps or lonely wanderers 

in many of his works as a result of the impact of these traveling experiences. If we believe that 

Vladimir and Estragon are dramatic extensions of Beckett’s life experience, the analogy follows 

that the “routine and social duties” of Didi and Gogo are manifested in their waiting. In “Bad 

Habits While Waiting for Godot: The Demythification of Ritual,” Claudia Clausius illustrates 
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how time becomes inextricably looped in that “inheritance from the past the prophecy for the 

future implicit in ritual unite” (128). Where ritual activities are not pursued, “waiting” is birthed 

as substitute. The preoccupation with waiting, or passing time until Godot comes, enslaves the 

duo.  

In his essay on Proust, Beckett wrote, “Habit is the ballast that chains the dog to his 

vomit. Breathing is habit. Life is habit. Or rather life is a succession of habits, since the 

individual is a succession of individuals” (qtd. in Esslin 38).  Undoubtedly, Beckett took no 

small joy in describing his dissatisfaction with habit. Through Estragon, Beckett announces 

“Everything oozes…It’s never the same pus from one second to the next” (66). 

Simultaneously, Vladimir and Estragon exhibit the idea of self-imposed cages constructed from 

habits and the idea of fragmented self, made multiple through daily change, which appears on the 

surface to indicate progression. In Act 2, an unsettled Vladimir struggles to form continuity from 

one day to the next and asks Estragon if he remembers how they passed their time on the 

previous day, to which Estragon replies: 

ESTRAGON: Do…I suppose we blathered. 

 

VLADIMIR: (controlling himself). About what? 

 

ESTRAGON: Oh…this and that, I suppose, nothing in particular. (With   

assurance.) Yes, now I remember, yesterday evening we spent blathering on  

about nothing in particular. That’s been going on now for half a century 

(73). 

 

Just as Vladimir and Estragon are ensnared by their habits, they are also subjected to the changes 

in life, which seem to only further distract them from freeing themselves from the boxed world 

into which Beckett places them. 
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 Esslin’s contention that “Nothing…ever happens…in man’s [world]” (354), and yet, as 

Robert Champigny asserts, “Life must be lived” (143) is a concise and deceptively simple model 

useful for grasping these concepts. Accepting these statements is no small task because it means 

revising the traditional expectation of progression. In Waiting for Godot, time moves forward, 

but does not seem linear because there seems to be no logical progression. The boots that did not 

fit in Act 1 are too big in Act 2, to Estragon and Vladimir’s amazement (Beckett 77-78). No real 

progress—if defined as accomplishment—occurs. If the boots do not fit, and then do fit, they 

could just as easily change to the reverse fit in Beckett’s play on any given day. Not only are 

objects in flux and do not logically conform to an expectation of theatrical consistency, but 

Vladimir and Estragon are not recognized by Pozzo, Lucky, and messenger in Act 2 even though 

they meet the day before in Act 1. Pozzo and Lucky are preoccupied in both acts; in the first, 

Pozzo states he is on a mission to get rid of Lucky, which may or may not be true (Beckett 34) 

while in Act 2, Pozzo and Lucky are preoccupied with unexplained handicaps and stumble 

around, asking for help.  The messenger, however, appears to be the same, but claims to not 

recognize Vladimir or recall having met him. Indeed, “the French version explicitly states that 

the boy who appears…is the same boy” in both acts (Esslin 30). In this instance, accepting that 

the boy is the same yet does not recognize the two men rather than explaining how this is 

possible; the boy simply has no memory of them. Whereas a spark of vague familiarity might 

exist realistically, on stage, the boy does not recognize the two because they have changed since 

the previous day—perhaps indicative of the discontinuous self. In this case, the emphasis on 

discomfort produced by absurd means is again more important than prefigured logic.  

From one day to the next, life is predictable in that it is unpredictable. While Estragon’s 

‘snug-to-loose-to-who-knows’ boots best embody this idea, Beckett’s personal first-hand 
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experience with the unpredictability of life is an important parallel. In her biographical project on 

Beckett, Lois Gordon tells of an evening stroll in January 1938 that was nearly fatal for Beckett: 

while “walking one evening on the avenue d’Orléans… [Beckett] was held up by a pimp named 

Prudent… [who] stabbed him in the chest” (133). When Beckett later asked Prudent why he 

selected him, Prudent replied, “Je ne sais pas, monsieur” (133) which is echoed in Waiting for 

Godot in the messenger’s answer, “I don’t know sir” in Act 1 after Vladimir’s questioning 

(Beckett 55-56).  This experience may have shaped Beckett’s understanding of how the world 

operated; chance could bring either good or evil, but time would pass regardless.  

Additionally, Beckett scholars continue to make other biographical connections between 

Beckett and elements within his works. However, Beckett appears to have taken pains to prevent 

these parallels from being easily recognized.  He began writing much of his work, including 

Waiting for Godot, in French to maintain a purity of expression and to prevent from revealing 

too much (Esslin 19-20). In the English version of Waiting for Godot, Vladimir prods Estragon 

to acknowledge a parallel between their scenery and that of the Macon country, or Vaucluse 

country as preserved in the French version (18).  Prior to writing Waiting for Godot, Beckett 

sought refuge from being arrested for his membership in the French Resistance during August 

1942 in the Vaucluse country where he labored in an agricultural job in return for shelter (18). 

The inclusion of this autobiographical detail is a fragment of Beckett’s life that aligns with a 

detail from Waiting for Godot, just as the parallel between Beckett’s childhood experience of 

playing sports such as cricket and scrum-half at the Portora Royal School at Enniskillen in 

Ireland is a fragment of Beckett’s personal experience. The sports connection appears to occupy 

a position of higher significance in Beckett’s play, as in Lucky’s run-on “thinking” in which he 

proclaims, among other things, man’s ceaseless ability to pine despite strides made. To fulfill 
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this perceived void, Lucky asserts man’s preoccupation leads him to involve himself in a string 

of busying sports: “tennis football running cycling swimming flying floating riding gliding 

conating camogie skating” (46). Because Lucky is silenced only by the removal of his hat, his 

speech is understood to have continued indefinitely, just as the insatiable human condition does.  

The hopeless situation paved by flux and complicated by preoccupation creates a world 

in which the individual is forever locked in a battle to keep up with inevitable change while 

simultaneously fighting to reclaim time lost to countless distractions. While Vladimir and 

Estragon discuss suicide, Beckett does not offer it as a key to solving the puzzle; it is 

transformed into a joke as Estragon, pants around his ankles, removes his belt to hang himself. 

Beckett wrote that the absurdity of the situation reveals that “there is no escape from the hours 

and the days. Neither from tomorrow nor from yesterday because yesterday has deformed us, or 

been deformed by us” (qtd. in Esslin 30). The picture of the human condition is one of hell. It 

seems that “Beckett is out to destroy,” as critic Lawrence Harvey writes:  

He reduces our gourmet delicacies to carrots, black radishes and that staple of the 

starvation time under the German occupation, the lowly turnip. Our sex life leads 

to venereal disease; our laughter is silenced in pain; our fashionable clothes turn 

into rags, our lithe youth into stumbling old age, and our busy lives into a solitary 

waiting for death. (146) 

The idea of the world as a hell exhibited in Waiting for Godot is one with which Worth relates 

“the uneasy pulse of our time” at the close of the Twentieth Century (7). Worth argues for the 

healing quality of Waiting for Godot as countermeasure to the hell of the late 90s: “torments 

within the individual psyche—schizophrenic breakdowns, compulsive disorders, depressions” 

(7). Personal experience opens Waiting for Godot to the individual who has ever suffered and 
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sought cure; in this case, Waiting for Godot allows for a cathartic process through connections 

of personal experience and feeling. As American writer Anne Lamott states after having read 

Catcher in the Rye, “[I] knew what it was like to have someone speak for me, to close a book 

with a sense of both triumph and relief, one lonely isolated social animal finally making 

contact” (xix). If Beckett’s work is indeed that significant, Burroughs’s judgment was faulty. 

Recent reception has attempted to ‘humanize’ Beckett who sought the medical analyst 

Dr. Wilfred Bion in 1934 to assist him in overcoming depression amid other psychological 

tensions. The thought that contemporary audiences look to Beckett who “drew on his own 

neuroses and experience of analysis to reach into this dark region” (Worth 7), as a source of 

strength almost possesses an exploitative tone, as if the Beckett well has been tapped and “we 

[now] all have access to it, if only through ordinary anxieties, glooms, and nightmares” (7). 

Nonetheless, as Gordon writes, the influence of this period of care was profound, for “Bion’s 

main goal in analysis was to assist his patients in moving from what he called the ‘alpha’ to the 

‘omega’ stage” (114). The process of this movement is also referred to as “Onement” (114), and 

it “involve[s] a journey to the ineffable, absolute reality and unity of the fragmented self” (114). 

Gordon further explains that because this process is contingent upon personal experience, “one’s 

knowledge of O [can] barely be translated into language” (114). The claim that Beckett 

remained closed-off during this transition under Bion’s care is false; Beckett continued to 

socialize, study literature and film, publish reviews, and visit galleries (118). Beckett overcame 

his personal hell; in such, Waiting for Godot, which thrusts many critics into a mental hell, is not 

as much solvable as it is applicable. While Gordon suggests an “affinity” (114) between 

Onement and Buddhist nirvana, philosopher Alan Watts better explains the Buddhist concept of 

self-actualization, a concept that aligns with the problem of ritual in Beckett’s Waiting for 
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Godot. In his opening comments on the human condition marked by suffering and desire, Watts 

remarks that the self “plays hide and seek with itself for always,” and occasionally gets lost, 

without exhausting hope. Watts emphasizes that the repetitive cycle of hide and seek can be 

broken at times and “how terrible [the game] can get at times, but won’t it be nice when you 

wake up?” In the meantime, Watts says, “we don’t know ourselves” because we are too caught 

up in listening to our echoes and memories. In doing so, we link our moments—our past and our 

future—together, binding ourselves. In a similar way, Beckett presented a system in which five 

characters continued to live in a world of flux and ritual, never getting anywhere, and never 

becoming self-actualized. Buddhism deals in the realm of personal experience, but the question 

of whose experience Beckett was most interested is uncertain. Perhaps the writer was alone in 

his experience and therefore cared little what critics made of his work, and maybe, in the spirit 

of Absurdist Theatre, Beckett is disinterested with an established purpose, and having 

presumably overcome the puzzle of the fragmented human condition, interested in a game of 

“show don’t tell” with those who have yet to solve it. 
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