
Fictional Binaries: An Analysis ofPolitical Value Systems that Fabricate Human Experience in 
The Theatre of the Absurd 

In partial fulfillment of the requirements 
for Departmental Honors in English 

THE COLLEGE OF ARTS AND SCIENCES 
THE UNIVERSITY OF THE SOUTH 

Submitted and Pledged: 

~~ / .. / · ~ 

~~~ 

Thomas Davis 

Appro' by: 

J S!~1v1-
Professor Lauryl Tucker 

Accepted for Departmental Honors in English 

Jennifer Michael, Chair 
Easter Term, 2018 



Davis 2 

The exact origins of inspiration for The Theatre of the Absurd are intricately imbedded in 

the historical, philosophical and literary spider web that is the 201
h -century. In response to the 

horrors of the World Wars and subsequent disintegration of traditional European society, 

continental philosophers grapple with an existential crisis, a concern that the significance 

traditionally placed upon human existence had been invalidated. The philosophical movement 

began with Jean-Paul Sartre's philosophy of Existentialism; however, the credo providing the 

foundation for the Theatre of the Absurd is Albert Camus' response to Sartre, a philosophy 

called Absurdism. Although Camus was perhaps better known for his literary contributions, 

novels like The Stranger and The Rebel illustrated an impassioned, albeit anecdotal explanation 

of his philosophy. Written in the philosophical register, The Myth of Sisyphus provides the 

intellectual foundation for these convictions. In this essay, Camus outlines the exigency that 

precipitates absurd conventions: 

It is essential to consider as a constant point of reference in this essay the regular hiatus 

between what we fancy we know and what we really know, practical assent and 

simulated ignorance which allows us to live with ideas which, if we truly put them to the 

test, ought to upset our whole life. Faced with this inextricable contradiction ofthe mind, 

we shall fully grasp the divorce separating us from our own creations. (Camus 18) 

The disconnect between individuals' perceptions of an objects, ideas, and emotions characterize 

the problem that arises in a world defined by subjective opinion. As the application of meaning is 

broad, interpretive, and subject to human imperfection, "inextricable contradiction[s] of the 

mind" follow in response to this revelation, precipitating skepticism and dysphoria. · 
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Seeking to locate the core of existential doubt, Camus recognizes the tragic flaw 

engendering the existential anxiety. He casts the problem as human, rather than universal: "What 

is absurd is the confrontation of this irrational and the wild longing for clarity whose call echoes 

in the human heart. The absurd depends as much on man as on the world" (Camus 21). In that 

act of striving for coherence, Camus argues that individuals actually further obscure their 

understanding of the world. Upon closer inspection, existence as humans perceive it, only 

becomes increasingly foreign. Camus appraises the plight of a human in an Absurdist world: 

"The absurd is born of this confrontation between the human need and the umeasonable silence 

of the world" (Camus 28). People satisfy their curiosity by pursuing "truths;" however, the 

investigation ultimately denies the existence of universal verity. As such, the essence of Camus' 

philosophy is the recognition of a meaningless existence and, in response, rejecting suicide in 

spite of the insignificance of existence. 

Similar to the origins of the continental philosophical debate, The Theatre of the Absurd 

upended contemporaneous drama in France, challenging the traditional theatrical standard. 

Martin Esslin, the modem critic who coined the term "The Theatre of the Absurd," labels the 

geme "the 'anti-literary' movement of our time [1961]" (26). The artistic venture was centered in 

at a juncture of great political upheaval as Europe reassembled and reinvented itself. Echoing the 

instability of surrounding political ethos, artists created movements known as "avant-garde" and 

attempted to capture skepticism towards tradition as well as the loss of a perceived universal 

foundation. In regard to regional influence, Esslin contends, "It is no coincidence that, like all 

these movements and so many of the efforts to create new forms of expression in all the arts, the 

Theatre of the Absurd should be centred in Paris" (26). Before the war, Paris became an 

intellectual safe haven from the spread of fascist oppression for authors like Samuel Beckett and 
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Eugene Ionesco to disseminate and discover literary theory. After the occupation of Paris ended, 

many actively engaged intellectuals returned to the city of lights, continuing the discourse in 

light of Europe's calamity. The ensuing intersection ofphilosophy and literature contributed to 

the birth of the Absurdist genre, precipitating a stark change in traditional conceptions of theater. 

Inspired by the pathos of Camus' philosophy, the Theatre of the Absurd weaves qualities 

of the doctrine into drama. The construction of its theater echoes Camus' assertion of the 

hollowness of humanity: 

[The Theatre of the Absurd] lacks objectively valid characters. It cannot show the clash 

of opposing temperaments or study human passions locked in conflict and is therefore not 

dramatic in the accepted sense of the term. . . . The action in a play of the Theatre of the 

Absurd is not intended to tell a story but to communicate a pattern of poetic images ... to 

make in the spectator's mind a total, complex impression of a basic, and static situation" 

(Esslin 403). 

The ideology behind the drama reflects the diminished ability for an individual in an absurd 

world to evaluate or apply significance to anything. As a result, the characters and plotline 

represent the Absurdist principle of universal insignificance. The dampened personality and 

almost non-existent plotline allows for stronger emphasis to be placed upon the grander thematic 

consequences of the drama. As the Absurdist play presents "a pattern of poetic images," the 

audience is invited to ponder those images, rather than becoming lost in entertainment. The 

Theatre of the Absurd, like The Myth of Sisyphus, is interested in pulling aside the curtain of 

life's illusion and showcasing the bleak reality of human existence. To achieve this effect, the 

traditionally sensational elements of theatre must either be removed or subverted for ironic 



effect; otherwise, the dramatic action conflicts with the thematic purpose. Therefore, the 

philosophy of the Absurdist geme emerges in the drama both figuratively and literally. 
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While the Theatre of the Absurd owes Camus' philosophy a major debt, thematic 

meaning often departs from the original philosophy, most strikingly in the depiction of 

characters' responses to absurdism. This artistic license demonstrates the myriad of ways in 

which playwrights adapt and interpret the philosophy within their work. Although the movement 

directly derives its conception from the interplay of philosophy and literature, a political analysis 

of the dramas clarifies, not only the contemporaneous issues plaguing 20th -century lives, but also 

the deeper criticisms of the political and cultural systems that intensified existential dilemmas. 

As such, the critique of human suffering cannot be divorced from the institutions that perpetuate 

the wretchedness of existence. Indeed, the absurd hero's realization of their insignificance 

provokes either a challenge or submission to the conventions created by politics. As the drama 

reveals the intrinsic meaninglessness of these systems, the absurdity of the geme is exacerbated, 

if not primarily fueled, by the contradiction between the institutions' perceived value and its 

genuine insignificance. 

Surveying plays from continental, British, and American authors, the main intersection 

found amongst these plays is an absurd binary burdening the protagonist. Although these binaries 

take various forms, the subsequent realization of universal irrationality is similar across the texts, 

establishing the issue as an inane fixation upon political and cultural fabrications. In Eugene 

Ionesco's play Rhinoceros, the values characterizing humanity are juxtaposed with the 

increasingly popular choice to transform into a rhinoceros. Samuel Beckett's Endgame 

showcases the relationship of master and slave, illustrating the indoctrination and devastation 

brought about by economic conventions. On the other hand, Adrienne Kennedy's Funny house of 
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a Negro demonstrates the potency of cultural fictions, wrestling with the manufactured notions 

of black and white heritage. Ultimately, these binaries reveal themselves to be inauthentic 

creations of imperfect political, historical and social convictions. Even as the invalidity of these 

value systems become apparent, the dramas contend that the protagonists cannot successfully 

reject these meaningless principles, for the human experience is predicated upon omnipresent 

fictitious conventions. As such, the absurd hero recognizes the incongruity of the world, but is 

fundamentally unable to resolve these fictions, except by escaping through suicide. 

Ideological Deindividuation 

Fictionalizing his own experience during the fascist uprising in 20th -century Austria, 

Ionesco captures the corruptibility of mass media, rationalizing the sensationalized and specious 

political trends that lead to global war. In his play Rhinoceros, characters fall one by one to the 

allures of rhinoceri tis, an ostensibly terrible fate. Painted as a disease, rhinoceri tis literalizes the 

experience of a dubious intellectual movement as an epidemic, crippling states and robbing 

people of their lives. The irony is that falling ill is optional, as seen in Berenger' s final scene. 

However, for the aggregate, a movement such as Fascism or Marxism may seem more potent 

and irresistible than the bubonic plague. In order to explain this phenomenon, Ionesco constructs 

several caricatures of people representing societal and political mores of the 20th -century before 

the horrors ofWWII. Anne Quinney defines the play's argumentative strategy: "Each character 

represents a deliberative fixture of this absurd portrait of a society run amok" ( 43) In other 

words, as each character succumbs to the disease, Ionesco paints the death of a cultural 

convention, consumed by a movement that ostensibly represents a higher order. As each 

character falls, Ionesco depicts a part of 20th-century society crumbling, components ofwhat was 

supposed to be democracy. Importantly, each character initially indicates a will to resist a 
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rhinoceritis, displaying recognition of their part in the democratic system. However, each 

caricature eventually fails to follow through on that potential, ceding authority to a system that 

requires less individual input and intellectual effort. It is this ideological transformation that 

enslaves them to rhinoceritis. Therefore, as the characters convince themselves ofrhinoceritis' 

superior to individual existence and morality, the play showcases a pseudo history and any 

potential avenues for the spread of extremist ideologies. Moreover, the subsumption of various 

values to the rhinoceros movement, implies a weakness in the ways human construct and 

interpret systems of principles. 

The first of Rhinoceros' many caricatures is a figurative representation of logic. As the 

initial example, the logician is the most transparently erroneous, foreshadowing the weakness 

that leads later characters into rhinoceritis. Ionesco suggests that faulty logic will be at the core 

of the play's themes, as the Old Gentleman and the Logician discuss the defining qualities of a 

cat. The old man posits, "My dog has four paws," implying a problem in defining cats as 

creatures with four paws (18). However, the logician does not correct the assumption, but simply 

moves forward with the syllogism, saying "Then it's a cat" (18). Subsequently, the two proceed 

to jovially laugh at the potential wonders of an intellectual system that can "logically" tum dogs 

into cats. Their joviality becomes ironic after the logician replies to the older man's celebration 

oflogic, claiming that the practice is great "[a]s long as it is not abused" (19). Although 

seemingly obvious, the logician seems to have no clear understanding that he "abused" the 

system in the preceding moment. Both comical and chilling, this moment foreshadows the 

intellectual allowances to come. Initially, logic transforms a cat into a dog within a hypothetical. 

As the play unfolds, the drama showcases various forms of logic transfiguring other characters 

into literal rhinoceros. Thus, lonesco places this dialogue into the opening moments of the play 
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to foreshadow the play's overarching theme. Using the logician as a base model, all the 

following transformations will occur due to some faulty logical avenue, specifically relating to 

their caricature's weakness. In other words, the logician presents the basic issue mutating other 

characters, laying the argumentative groundwork for the exploration of other societal archetypes. 

In addition to illustrating the mental downfall of logic, the Logician and Old Gentleman 

illustrate a fundamental misunderstanding of the relationship between logic and morality, 

demonstrating how tools of reason can warp values. While discussing qualities of logic, the 

logician remarks upon a critical presumption: "[It] would be unjust and therefore not logical ... 

Because Logic means Justice ... Justice is one more aspect of Logic" (24). Aligning ostensible 

rational outcomes with ethical certainty foreshadows the use of moral high grounds to disguise 

nefarious intent. Additionally, the Logician's claims about logic and justice lack a clear 

understanding of the concepts. Justice is an ethical concern and therefore subjective, while logic 

is a tool. A tool, in its essence, is objective; however, the Logician's claim that logic and justice 

are intertwined concepts suggests that the objectivity in Rhinoceros is crippled. In an interview, 

Ionesco claims, "All ideologies, including Marxism, are simply justifications and alibis for 

certain feelings, certain passions, and for more or less biological instincts" (22). So, if ideologies 

are justified by logic and logic is naturally equitable then these ideologies are, in practice, 

morally certain. Ultimately, logic suffers from a faulty foundation, and, as later characters begin 

to transform, Ionesco explores the extent to which humanity's concepts of justice and rationality 

can be warped. 

Contorting more than just human values, Botard's reasoning hyperbolizes an academic or 

scientist's inability to expand beyond their pools of knowledge. He initially resists 

transformation into a rhinoceros, citing the lack of compelling evidence towards its existence. 
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Botard defends his skepticism: "I don't want to be offensive. But I do not believe a word of it. 

No rhinoceros has ever been seen in this country" (44)! Although Botard is momentarily 

protected from rhinoceritis by his scientific need for concrete evidence, his pursuit and 

fetishizing of knowledge does not necessarily presume the ability to actually analyze the facts . In 

other words, Botard understands the value of knowledge, but is not wisely able to utilize the 

information. Dudard, a caricature himself, describes Botard's shortcomings: "he talks in cliches 

and [his] commonplace arguments leave me cold" (83). Botard cannot seem extrapolate any 

personal understanding or analysis from the information he collects, only regurgitate them in 

moments of need. In fact, Botard's reactionary arguments and disdain ofhis supervisors seem to 

stem from the Marxist ideology his caricature embodies. However, he is so convinced by the 

philosophy that he cannot question it, and, by extension, diminishes his capability to participate 

politically. As Dudard complains, Botard's "over-simplified" Marxist remarks demean his own 

arguments, because they are hollow regurgitations of a belief system (83). Ultimately, Ionesco 

suggests that, like rhinoceritis, Marxist philosophy is not a part ofBotard's individual being; 

instead, the ideology composes his entire being, making him little more than an echo chamber 

for political ideology. 

The psychological pain of having his beliefs corrected proves too harrowing for Botard, 

illustrating his inability to engage in productive discourse. He resorts to lying in an effort to 

retain some intellectual pride: "No, Mr. Dudard, I do not deny the rhinoceritic evidence. I never 

have" (53). The ostensible implacability of his claims and, by extension, his inability to question 

his own cognition eventually provokes the transformation. In other words, Botard needs to attach 

himself to a single system that he perceives as infallible, regardless of the contradictory nature 

that his previous believes share with his newfound ideology. Berenger ruminates upon the 
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superficial quality ofBotard: "His firmness was only a pose. Which doesn't stop him from being 

a good man, of course. Good men make good rhinoceroses, unfortunately. It's because they are 

so good that they get taken in" (89). Although Botard falls for the rhinoceros regime, Berenger 

illustrates a key element in Ionesco's message- joining the rhinoceros is not, in theory, anti

thetical to Botard's values. He seeks equanimity within the workplace and, within the ideological 

scope ofrhinoceritis, individuality is damaged. That destruction removes the power of hierarchy, 

and levels the class system, ostensibly satisfying his Marxist ideals. So, in a sense, Botard's 

transformation is a more substantial step towards his Marxist goal than remaining human. 

However, Botard fails to recognize that, while rhinoceritis will achieve some Marxist ideals, 

society's transformation will negate any benefits from the collapse of hierarchy. The worker may 

not be a slave to capitalism, but they are completely subjugated by rhinoceritis. In that light, 

Botard's character illustrates a proud, intellectual selfishness, one so self-absorbed that it allies 

itselfwith ignoble causes in the name of progress. Furthermore, Botard demonstrates the narrow

mindedness of ideology. Incapable of a grander understanding, rhinoceri tis appears to be a 

reasonable step to his political goals. Resembling the transformation oflonesco's academic 

colleagues before war, Botard emphasizes the downfall of academic pride and stunted 

abstraction, condemning the insufficiencies of a scholar's limited principles. The restricted value 

system ofBotard's academic characterization points to an inherent limitation ofhis character. As 

a caricature, the academic perceives existence through scholastic terms, relying on the verity of 

knowledge. However, even with the vast resources of academia, Botard cannot perceive the 

incongruity between his goals and the values of the rhinoceros. 

While Botard's fatal misunderstanding is rooted in his lack of vision, Dudard detaches 

himself from the reality of immediate consequence through intellectual distance created by 
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philosophical discourse. During a debate with Berenger concerning the rhinoceros, Dudard says, 

"But in any case, one has to start out favourably disposed- or at least impartial; one has to keep 

an open mind- that's essential to a scientific mentality. Everything is logical. To understand is 

to justify" (83). Dudard perceives rhinoceritis as a phenomenon that can be analyzed and 

dissected. Understanding the elements ofrhinoceritis is key to Dudard's philosophy, but, like the 

logician equate logic to justice, Dudard links understanding to justice. However, comprehending 

an ideology and vindicating it are not one in the same. After Berenger proclaims "Man is 

superior to the rhinocerous", Dudard betrays his misunderstanding of academic objectivity: "I 

didn't say he wasn't. But I'm not with you absolutely either. I don't know; only experience can 

tell" (93). That statement simultaneously disregards academic distance and objectivity, as 

Dudard proclaims that personal experience is required to understand the rhinoceros epidemic. 

However, in doing so, he disregards the salient discourse required to grasp the rhinoceros 

phenomenon. Betraying his own ostensible values of philosophical contemplation, Ionesco 

creates a "thinker" so narrow-minded, yet so intellectually capable that his refusal to confront 

rhinoceri tis takes the form of implied acceptance. 

Historically, Dudard is likely to represent a philosopher, or, specifically, Jean-Paul Sartre, 

himself. Quinney reflects on the possible underpinnings: "Given Sartre's intellectual capital in 

France, Ionesco saw Sartre's passivity towards this instance of murderous violence as clearly 

irresponsible at best and criminal at worst" (Quinney 46). So, the caricature of the intellectual 

criticizes not the fallibility of his cognition, but the cowardice ofhis response. Dudard's choice 

to not condemn the rhinoceros seals society's fate, as even the leading thinkers cannot bear to 

confront the movement. In other words, Ionesco reveals the complicit nature of silence in the 

face of ideological movements. Dudard even tries to obfuscate his ambivalence through esoteric 
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philosophical terminology, but Berenger reprimands his logic: "The problem may not be 

resolved philosophically- but in practice it's simple. They may prove there's no such thing as 

movement ... and then you start walking" (84). Berenger's rebuttal implicitly compares 

Dudard's logical passivity to rhinoceritis as realistically incorrect as trying to prove walking does 

not exist, showcasing Dudard's intellectual separation from actuality of life. Indeed, Berenger 

demonstrates the emptiness of the reasoning, undermining Dudard's attempt to displace the 

subject from thoughtful investigation. Ultimately, the typical notions associated with 

philosophers vanish as Dudard grapples with rhinoceri tis, illustrating the instable nature of his 

value system. 

As opposed to Dudard's overt intellectualism, Daisy represents the emotional pull of 

humanity- simultaneously positioning humans above all else and subtly reminding the audience 

of humanity's emotional and biological desires. Although Daisy's character does not employ a 

traditional semblance of logic, she expounds a romantic idealism, ostensibly symbolizing love 

and emotion. She confronts Berenger's pessimism in the face ofrhinoceritis: "I never knew you 

were such a realist- I thought you were more poetic. Where's your imagination? There are many 

sides to reality. Choose one that's best for you. Escape into the world of imagination" (98). 

Daisy's solution is to willfully dream up a better existence, in spite of the rhinoceros. The 

paradigm shift from an external illusion to a self-aware delusion signifies a stronger grip on the 

realities of rhinoceri tis, but, her ostensible wisdom gives way to desire for illusion. Put simply, 

Daisy proposes to delve into love's trance, to live a romantic's life. Although, Daisy implies that 

there is no difference between rhinoceros and human within "the world of imagination." While 

that ideal appears to dismiss the notion of values inherent in the rhinoceros, "escaping" implies 

that Daisy, in actuality, can find significance in any whim. Berenger echoes the instability of 
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Daisy romantic idealism: "Don't think about it any longer. We mustn't start feeling remorse. It's 

dangerous to start feeling guilty. We must live our lives, and be happy. We have a right to be 

happy. They're not spiteful, and we're not doing them any harm. They'll leave us in peace" 

(1 01 ). Berenger reinforces this ideal that love stands strong in the face of everything the world 

can possibly supply to deter them. Yet, the attempt to counter the perceived benefits of 

rhinoceri tis with the transient notions of love lacks any tangible foundation. 

Ostensibly attractive, the "loving" relationship between Daisy and Berenger quickly 

disintegrates as Daisy's character becomes increasingly sexualized. The notion oflove protecting 

them from the wave of rhinoceros is as fallacious as the previous principles of Botard and 

Dudard, implying the ephemeral quality of emotion. When Berenger suggests that they have 

kids, Daisy declines the offer, calling children a "bore" (102). Symbolically, children are a 

legacy of parental love, they are literal manifestations produced by "making love". When Daisy 

rejects parenthood, she, in a sense, rejects the permanency of love that Berenger seeks to attain. 

As Berenger's attachment grows overtly intense, the resulting mania suggests that the two are 

embroiled in some kind of manufactured lust and, as such, the potential lover's condition 

represents a strong biological instinct. In the matter of a few pages, she grows dissatisfied with 

him: "I feel a bit ashamed ofwhat you call love- this morbid feeling, this male weakness. And 

female, too. It just doesn't compare with the ardour and the tremendous energy from all these 

creatures around us" (103). Daisy suggests that, while their feelings may fade, the "energy" from 

the rhinoceros movement dwarfs anything the two of them could produce together. Her particular 

perception of this "energy" implies her own embodiment of the hyper-sexuality the male 

characters have put upon her. Ionesco's stage directions reference her as a pretty blonde, visually 

confirming the play's intended objectification of her. In other words, Daisy herself reinforces 
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and seemingly understands her "over-sexed" state. As such, the "energy" emitting from the 

rhinoceros herd attracts her, because she herself is sexualized so extensively it resembles 

animalistic impulse. Therefore, Daisy showcases a different kind of flaw in society's protective 

capacity. Not only do humans fall prey to specious logic, but individuals may put aside any 

attempt to reason in the face of hyper-sexualization. 

Ultimately, the manic-lust that characterizes Daisy makes her relationship with Berenger 

inauthentic. Moreover, the lust for each other is so ephemeral that it never even seems to reach 

consummation and, as such, Ionesco showcases the insubstantiality of humanity's emotional 

side. At the least, Botard and Dudard attempted to reason through the potential of the rhinoceros 

movement - Daisy was simply consumed. The illusions she and Berenger shared were just as 

fallacious as the logic shared amongst the individuals already indoctrinated by rhinoceritis, 

foreshadowing Daisy's sudden and abrupt transformation. However, her comparatively 

prolonged resistance to actual transformation complicates her apparent brash proclivity to 

respond emotionally. Her resistance is rooted within her prioritization of relationships. When she 

is defending the freedom for people to accept rhinoceritis, she reveals her values: "And besides 

everyone has a close relative or a friend among them, and that would make it even more 

difficult" (91 ). Despite this ostensible prioritization of relationships, the rapid disintegration of 

her love for Berenger demonstrates the hollowness of her values. In fact, her affair with Berenger 

echoes her vacuous understanding of relationships, as she quickly attaches herself to him only 

after a few lines of pseudo-romance. The text is not even clear that the rhinoceros pack includes 

any ofDaisy's close associations; rather, her transformation suggests that Daisy's evaluation of 

romance, family, and relationships were always haphazard. Although Daisy's initial ruminations 
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upon principles of the rhinoceros ostensibly challenged their perceived significance, her values 

are simply transient and applicable to anything her "romantic" heart desires. 

Unlike Daisy's emotionally chaotic characteristics, Jean's early transformation is 

problematized by his apparent staunchness of belief, illustrating a subtle weakness in certainty. 

Presented as Berenger's capable and socially-adjusted friend, Jean charges into Act one with 

numerous suggestions for the improvement ofBerenger's standing within society. He presents 

himself like a guidebook for wayward tramps. But he is so set in his ways, Jean seems incapable 

of self-doubt. A key concept in philosophy, Berenger, for instance, expresses self-doubt 

constantly throughout the text, juxtaposing Jean's implacable convictions. However, as Berenger 

lets slip in his dialogue, there is a dangerous association with fallacy in trusting intuition: "I feel 

it instinctively- no, that's not what I mean, it's the rhinoceros which has instinct- I feel it 

intuitively, yes, that's the word, intuitively" (85). Despite Berenger' s best attempts, the linguistic 

blunder suggests a rather animalistic quality to trusting one's gut. If that's the case, then Jean's 

certainty actually illustrates a psychological flaw "I'm master of my own thoughts, my mind 

doesn't wander. I think straight, I always think straight" (61). Jean's personal philosophy may 

maintain his position as an upstanding citizen; however, the certainty he craves makes him a ripe 

candidate for the rhinoceros movement. Ionesco demonstrates just how erroneous Jean's 

convictions can become: "Doctors invent illnesses that don't exist" (62). In other words, an 

individual with Jean's certainty may believe historians or political scientists "invent" signs of 

extremism. In effect, adhering to this ideology prevents fruitful introspection. Thus, Jean's self

assurance becomes willful ignorance of the criticisms challenging his own ideologies, illustrating 

the need for self-doubt. 
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Once an individual with Jean's commitment adopts the rhinoceros movement, his 

certainty provokes him to spout extreme rhetoric within the ideology. For instance, Jean 

dismisses ethical concerns by citing the preeminence of animalistic law: "Nature has its own 

laws. Morality's against Nature" (67). This contention strongly suggests that, since morality 

disturbs the natural order, it must be discarded for the law of the jungle. Typically, this proposal 

would be received with horror, but it comes from Jean- somebody who has ostensibly 

committed himself to the progression of and adherence to society. Additionally, his attempts to 

draw on an ancient pathos, citing humanity's origins itself: "We've got to build our life on new 

foundations. We must get back to our primeval activities" (67). Although this argument appears 

to draw on some ineffable genetic wisdom, Jean contradicts himself within the argument. To 

"build ... life on new foundations" while adhering to some "primeval" code is not only 

impossible, it is antithetical. Humans evolved from tribalistic and animalistic societies, so, of 

course, they are not "new foundations". Additionally, the call for reversion for the sake of 

progression is contradictory as well. However, Jean's certainty prevents him from realizing these 

misunderstandings and, in effect, his confidence becomes the initial foundation for the 

rhinoceros movement, attracting other individuals seeking strong convictions. 

Characteristically opposite from Jean, Berenger is the quintessential slacker, depicted as a 

drunkard and tramp; however, these qualities protect him from the rhinoceros movement. 

Berenger expounds the benefits his alcoholism has brought him in the face of recent events: 

Alcohol is good for epidemics. It immunizes you. It kills influenza microbes, for instance 

... You deliberately misunderstand me. I told you the only reason I take it is because it 

keeps the worst at bay; I'm doing it quite deliberately. When the epidemic's over, then I 
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shall stop drinking. I'd already decided that before the whole business began. I'm just 

putting it off for the time being. (77) 

Although Berenger's advice seems dubious at face value, alcohol distracts him from the 

rhinoceros, effectively protecting him. Berenger's need for diversion seems to increase 

proportionally to the apparent potency of the rhinoceros movement, demonstrating a desire to 

simply disengage. While this quality gives the impression of weakness, it contrasts with Jean's 

unyielding commitment to ideology. As Jean needs to interact with the movement, Berenger 

desires to remove himself from its influence. In other words, Berenger's detachment provides 

headspace to consider rhinoceritis in a way that Jean cannot seem to consider: "I can't seem to 

get used to myself. I don't even know ifl am me. Then as soon as I take a drink, the lead slips 

away and I recognize myself' (18). Berenger's comments on his anxiety towards his own 

individuality reflects upon one of the main powers of rhinoceri tis - the shedding of personal 

responsibility. Indeed, this responsibility signifies more than accounting for actions; it 

necessitates dutifully crafting one's own identity. The rhinoceros movement accomplishes a 

similar release from responsibility that alcohol does for Berenger. Ionesco suggests that the 

difference is the permanence of the rhinoceritis release. In other words, if rhinoceri tis represents 

20th-century Nazism, then the comfort of no longer needing to maintain one's own individuality 

comes at the cost of genocide and world war- the real loss of human life. Positing alcohol as a 

temporary illusion, Ionesco juxtaposes a chemical solution to a political resolution showcasing 

the impossibility of truly bearing witness to reality in Rhinoceros. 

Berenger's alcohol use reveals his primary personal deterrent from rhinoceritis- self

doubt. He describes the issues that abound in his sober mind: "I don't like the taste of alcohol 

much. And yet ifl don't drink, I'm done for; it's as ifl'm frightened ... It's a sort of anguish 
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difficult to describe. I feel out of place in life, among people, and so I take to drink" (17). 

Berenger fully recognizes his fear of individuality but does not seek to bury it in Jean's 

institutional conviction, Botard's academia, or Dudard's philosophy. Instead, he uses alcohol to 

forget the pressure society places on an individual. This tactic seems to work because it 

diminishes the central power ofrhinoceritis, social-pressure, because, becoming a rhinoceros and 

inebriation fundamentally achieve the same goal. However, the relinquishment of societal 

pressure through alcohol comes at the price of character; rhinoceri tis takes away humanity in its 

entirety. Moreover, the similar results precipitated by alcohol and rhinoceritis invites the 

audience to doubt the significance ofBerenger's determination to remain human. While Ionesco 

does not clearly define the amount to which alcohol may diminish Berenger to a thoughtless 

pack animal, the implicit comparison undermines the pathos Berenger's resistance ought to elicit, 

complicating any typical heroic qualities attributed to protagonists. 

Although Berenger's lifestyle at least superficially "irnrnunize[s]" him against 

rhinoceritis, Ionesco acknowledges the inefficacy ofBerenger's defiance. Just as the rhinoceros 

epidemic begins to win the majority, the alcoholic hero schemes to undermine the movement. 

When Botard asks Ionesco's protagonist for a plan of resistance, Berenger vapidly mumbles: "I 

don't know for the moment. I must think it over. I shall write to the papers; I'll draw up 

manifestos; I shall apply for an audience with the mayor- or his deputy, if the mayor's too busy" 

(79). While he makes several suggestions, Berenger's tone implies that he will never succeed in 

non-compliance except in spirit. He has no plan, nor does he have the confidence to interject 

himself in the mayor's schedule. Moreover, the same detachment which saves him from the 

influence of rhinoceri tis prevents him from knowing enough to fight it: "Mass opinion, 

dogmatism- they're just words! I may be mixing everything up in my head" (84). In spite of the 
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fact that Berenger claims this in response to Dudard's pompous language, the absurd hero truly 

has little idea of the enemy he's facing. While he's not lost in the philosophical analysis of the 

event, he is too ignorant to express his defiance, essentially concluding Berenger's resistance 

movement before it begins. In short, the hero's characteristics simultaneously prevent 

rhinoceritis from consuming him, but also makes his opposition to it entirely impotent. 

Rhinoceros is full of hyperbolized caricatures all seeking to fulfill the standards their 

given roles demand. In a twist, every character but Berenger finds a way to locate their values 

ensconced in the rhinoceros movement, through faulty logic or willful ignorance. The 

deindividuation offered by rhinoceritis fulfills Botard's liberal agenda, Dudard's intellectual 

status, Daisy's hyper-sexuality, and Jean's need for stem conviction. Ironically, these individual 

desires are satisfied through the stripping of the characters individuality. This repeated oversight 

is at the heart of Ionesco' s criticism of political extremism. The systems of rhinoceri tis are so 

vague that any individual can find their values reflected in the ideology. Nonetheless, the 

destruction of personal autonomy renders these supposedly fulfilled value systems meaningless. 

The fate ofBerenger reflects his umyillingness to conform at any degree; thus, he is effectively 

immune to rhinoceritis. His resistance to conformity, though, does not seem particularly heroic; 

in fact, there are moments in which he wishes to join the herd. Berenger simply is incapable of 

transforming into a rhinoceros, and not for the moral reasoning of typical heroes. Iones co makes 

a criticism of the societies that succumb to extreme political ideologies, but also, he implies a 

defense of their surrender, painting it as inevitable. Apocalyptic indeed, Rhinoceros creates a 

pseudo-history of Iones co's experience intellectually battling and eventually retreating from 

Nazism. It's politics then, are not deliberative, but forensic. It is an indictment of the weaknesses 

inherent in modem culture without any real solution to them. 
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However, the lack of resolution within the play indicates the absurdism inherent in the 

drama. Through the inconclusive ending, Ionesco implies that the values society attributes to 

humanity may be as vacuous as the rhinoceros movement itself. The varying caricatures 

demonstrate that there is no ultimate conception of human qualities. Indeed, as the principles of 

these characters are subsumed by rhinoceritis, Ionesco invites doubt as to whether these 

characteristics held any value originally. The hollowness of the caricature's principles is 

hyperbolized by Berenger's meaningless resistance. As the last actual person in the play, he can 

only hold on to a dim idea of what it means to be human, an idea that, by the end of the drama, 

has no real foundation. Humanity, then, is just as vapid as rhinoceritis, illustrating an intrinsic 

emptiness in the values presented in by the caricatures. While the play does not depict 

Rhinoceritis as a solution, it does posit the plague as a symptom of the vacuous values 

represented within the text. Therefore, Ioncesco presents the characters as ostensible vanguards 

of modern society; yet, as their values decay into hollow representations of their former 

significance, Ionesco calls into question the foundational strength of these values. Ultimately, 

Rhinoceros demonstrates that, within a society defined by illusory values, people are already 

living their lives like rhinoceros, obscuring the boundary between human and animal, fascism 

and democracy. 

Disintegration of Meaning 

If Ionesco' s Rhinoceros concludes in the final stages of a fascist upheaval, Beckett's 

Endgame picks up the political narrative after an apocalyptic disaster, illustrating the final 

remnants of a pseudo-society. At the center of the dramatic tension, Hamm and Clov represent a 

classic master-slave relationship. Endgame's language positions these two characters beyond 

their immediate relationship, echoing a larger institutional inequality. Interdisciplinary 20th-
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century scholar Jack Snipes notes Beckett's political undertones: "There is a strong apologetic 

element in Beckett's Endgame, which can only serve to legitimize the deceptive means by which 

domination is maintained in a social order, whether it be capitalist or socialist" (Zipes 157). In 

other words, Beckett "legitimizes" 20th-century Marxist fears of worker exploitation, maintaining 

a tempered ambiguity on particular institutions. Despite the obscurity, Endgame consistently 

suggests that Clov's attachment to Hamm is inescapable, eliciting a sorrowful pathos from this 

audience. However, Endgame both anticipates and invites this reaction, rebuffing these feelings 

throughout the text. As Dermot Cavanagh explains, the apocalyptic setting negates much of the 

dramatic tension: "There is a politics as well to this vision of calamitous deprivation. For 

example, it renders Hamm's attempt to dominate Clov as ludicrous, an exercise of power that is 

especially farcical given the meagerness of the means and the results" (Cavanagh 207). So, 

Beckett constructs a text narrating the plight of the politically-enslaved citizen of capitalistic or 

socialist societies and, just as the tension becomes palpable, diminishes the pathos. These meta

textual implications emphasize the tragedy of a foregone conclusion. As such, Endgame's 

society is beyond salvation or, even, redemption. In response to a presumed emotional response 

from Hamm and Clov's relational disparity, Beckett's Endgame simultaneously undermines and 

compounds those anticipated feelings by destroying any significance Clov's freedom might 

convey. 

Clov's persistent submission to Hamm's inconsequential demands ostensibly illustrates 

his role as a servant, particularly a working-class individual. Endgame overtly emphasizes the 

class difference between Hamm and Clov: 

Clov: I can't sit. 

Hamm: True. And I can't stand. 
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Clov: So it is. 

Hamm: Every man his specialty. (97) 

The characters' roles within society manifest directly in their physical ailments. Hamm is 

positioned as the de facto leader in the play; therefore, he must be confined to sitting on his 

metaphorical throne lording over the lower class. Conversely, Clov cannot sit, because it is his 

duty to complete all physical tasks, cementing his role as the worker. These moments of 

subjugation echo Zipes' claim that Endgame serves as a sort of commentary on political and 

economic enslavement, particularly a system that enforces class distinctions. While the particular 

system of exploitation appears intentionally ambiguous, Beckett represents a general institutional 

oppression of the working class through Hamm and Clov. 

In addition to Hamm's economic domination of Clov, Endgame's ostensible king 

showcases his authoritarian values by disallowing any artistic expression but his own. As a 

writer himself, one would assume that Hamm would be a supporter of the arts; however, he 

prevents Clov's expression by silencing his song: 

Hamm: Don't sing. 

Clov: [Turning towards Hamm]: One hasn't the right to sing any more? 

Hamm: No. (127) 

Hamm's restriction of Clov's "right" to expression expounds the deindividuation of others under 

the lame king's rule. Zipes elucidates Hamm's implied political ideology: "Rather he registers 

unsentimentally the results of a capitalist process of alienation in which the individual loses 

consciousness and becomes little more than a historical fragment in a world where nature has 
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been thoroughly exploited and depleted" (Zipes 157). Echoing a romantic ideal of nature and 

art's interconnectedness, Clov's artistic restriction and Hamm's ultimate failure to complete his 

writing reflects a world in which imagination has been sapped completely. Moreover, Beckett 

implies that worker-exploitation and, by extension, exploitation of all other resources for profit 

has destroyed any connection to passions aroused by the natural world. Clov expresses a 

restricted state of his mind as he describes the state of the world: "I love order. It's my dream. A 

world where all would be silent and still and each thing in its last place, under the last dust" 

(120). Although this diminished reverie seems contradictory when juxtaposed to Clov's desire 

for artistic expression, it is indicative of the oppressive ideology characterizing Hamm's society 

warps him. Through this mechanism of domination, Hamm seemingly controls both Clov's body 

and spirit. 

Although Hamm's authority appears absolute, his power is entirely dependent on Clov's 

willful acquiescence, complicating his apparent slavery. Initially, Clov's obedience appears to 

rely upon Hamm's singular ability to access the store of food, claiming he won't kill him 

because he does not "know the combination of the larder" (96). In this moment, their relationship 

transparently resembles an economic slavery, controlled by a master with any and all remaining 

resources. However, a later interaction suggests a more insidious relationship: 

Hamm: Why don't you finish us? [Pause.] I'll tell you the combination of the larder if 

you promise to finish me. 

Clov: I couldn't finish you. 

Hamm: Then you shan't finish me. (110) 
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Clov's inability to kill Hamm suggests a form of domination institutionally imprinted upon him 

as a servant. In other words, his helplessness to rise up against Hamm is indicative of a punitive 

class system. Adorno, author of Trying to Understand Endgame, elucidates the dramatic 

problems arising from such an implacable system: "The Hegelian dialectic of master and slave, 

mentioned by Gunther Anders with reference to Godot, is derided rather than portrayed 

according to the tenets of traditional aesthetics. The slave can no longer grasp the reins and 

abolish domination" (Adorno 145). Hamm's dubious court continues to subsist, because Clov's 

inaction perpetuates his slavery, implying a level of complicity. Indeed, this caveat makes Clov's 

status as a slave problematic, muddied by the questionable force ofHamm's actual power. Built 

around this conflict, the play's tension ebbs and flows as Clov subtly challenges the status quo 

with liberal speech: 

Hamm: But you'll bury me. 

Clov: No I shan't bury you. (112) 

This passage illustrates the disdain the servant harbors for the master, illustrating that Clov's 

obedience is not derived from affection for his foster-father. However, Clov's resistance does not 

amount to much more than words and feigned resistance, nullifying any hope of freedom. If 

Clov's continued obedience is not perpetuated by the need for resources or emotional causes, 

then his slavery is self-imposed and self-perpetuated, which contradicts the very concept of 

slavery. 

Reinforcing the hollowness of Endgame's superficial master-slave narrative, the pseudo

king's fixation upon the location of his wheelchair reveals an anxiety over the stability of his 

metaphorical throne. Even as Clov repetitively readjusts Hamm's wheelchair, he continues to 
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wonder ifhe is "right in the centre," illustrating his concern for power (105). Adorno reflects 

upon Hamm' s imagery: "The hubris of idealism, the enthroning of a man as creator in the center 

of creation, has entrenched itself in that 'bare interior' like a tyrant in his last days" (Adorno 

146). Adorno's analysis ofHamm's location recalls allusions to Hitler's rule in the last days of 

World War II. Hamm's court represents the remnant of"endgame" pieces, or the leftovers of a 

once powerful group. Indeed, Beckett does not paint their survival as fortunate, or even 

desirable. They often complain about their continued existence, frightened that "something is 

taking its course" (98). That "something" is not definable because the play itself does not end 

very differently than it began. Although Endgame is static within the context of the play, the fact 

that "something is taking its course" throughout the play implies that Hamm's court is a 

transitory place, a location frozen in hopeless transformation, of which the transitory nature 

echoes the dying pains of society. Politically speaking, all these characters are stuck in the 

liminal space ofHamm's court, a place that seeks to display a power it no longer maintains: 

His dramaturgy resembles the fun that the old Germany offered- knocking about 

between the border markers of Baden and Bavaria, as if they fenced in a realm of 

freedom. Endgame takes place in a zone of indifference between inner and outer, neutral 

between- on the one hand- the "materials" without which subjectivity could not 

manifest itself or even exist. (Adorno 127) 

IfHamm's court is located in a post-apocalyptic world and represents an alternate Germany, 

Beckett illustrates the meaninglessness of nationhood in a lifeless world. Unlike "old Germany," 

the neutrality of the Hamm's court is de facto when residing in a world without competing 

nations. In other words, Hamm's court is not "knocking about between borders" because there 
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are no other nations to interact with. Ultimately, any semblance power in Endgame lacks 

significance, because they are the last nation, negating any meaning of the status of sovereignty. 

Clov's self-enforced slavery points to the larger tragedy of Endgame's world- the loss of 

potential. Considering the world to which Clov could possibly flee, Cavanagh claims, 

"Traditional theatrical conventions decompose in Beckett's plays not simply as part of an 

experiment with 'absurdity' but because such depletions and disconnections reveal the damage 

inflicted upon experience and language in a world that has endured the most drastic 

diminishments of freedom" (Cavanagh 207). In short, the play's setting gives Clov little option 

to flee from Hamm- death is ubiquitous. While Hamm's court is clearly decadent, the outside 

world is as barren as the household. The lack of options and therefore freedom manifests both 

within the characters of the court, who are all in state of decline, and the literal world itself. Clov 

illustrates the barren landscapes lack of potential for growth as he describes the sun as "zero" 

(107). Indeed, the sun itself is set in an in-between place, neither setting nor rising- it simply 

exists. As a typical sign of life, growth, and procreation, the sun reflects both the interior and 

exterior world of Endgame as reduced to nothing. Moreover, the spaces within which Clov 

moves are meaningless as well. Superficially, he can escape Hamm's presence by absconding 

into the kitchen, but, in reality, he never leaves the house or presence ofHamm's voice. 

Additionally, the kitchen itself is bare of actual resources as all the individuals subsist on 

preserved food. As such, the significance of the kitchen is nullified; and, the only ostensible 

action that takes place in the kitchen is the extermination of a mouse. Even then this act of 

slaughtering an animal fails: 

Hamm: And you haven't exterminated him? 
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Clov: Half. You disturbed us. (118-119) 

Indeed, the kitchen fails to even serve as a place to slaughter animals. The mouse's half-dead 

nature reflects the transitory, but empty nature of the surrounding setting; furthermore, the mouse 

reflects Clov's own status. When Clov assures Hamm the mouse cannot escape, the false king 

replies, "You'll finish him later. Let us pray to God" (119). However, there is no evidence that 

Clov ever conclusively kill the mouse, illustrating both the kitchen's meaningless and the 

mouse's symbolic relationship to the inconclusiveness of Endgame's setting. Thus, Clov does not 

have any true option for escape, as there is no potential in any potential location. 

While it becomes apparent that Clov's oppression is reinforced by the environment, 

Hamrn's parents Nagg and Nell illustrate the disintegration of love in both physical and 

emotional terms. In superficial terms, the couple's old age manifests in physical disabilities, such 

as the loss of mobility. Much like the limitations ofHamrn and Clov, the parent's disability 

defines their symbolic characterization through the exposition of their incapability: 

Nagg: Kiss me. 

Nell: We can't. (99). 

This simple dialogue repeats itself as Nagg continues to beg for Nell's attention, all to no avail. 

The couple's severe trauma is indicative of metaphorical and literal dismemberment echoing 

throughout Endgame's narrative. As the only characters representing potential love, their 

permanent separation indicates a larger separation. Additionally, their age prevents them from 

truly realizing any sexually productive relationship, echoing the deadness of Endgame's 

universe. Compounding their physical separation, Nell's dismissal ofNagg's story-telling 
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represents a psychological separation of the two lovers. If mutual experience binds individuals 

together, Nell's insistent denial separates her from her husband: 

N agg: Do you remember -

Nell: No. (99) 

Nell has not simply forgotten her past experiences with Nagg- she refuses to revisit them. This 

denial demonstrates Nell's intentional demurral to take part in nostalgia, implying a pain in 

remembering, and this same discomfort suggests a perceived hollowness in the memory. As 

such, Nell verbally reinforces the metaphorical end of her relationship with her husband. 

Although Nagg ignores her protests and recounts tales of their life together, his 

persistence in remembering does not suggest hope for reclaiming the relationship; in fact, he 

demonstrates a clear misunderstanding regarding the shared nature of the two's experience. 

During Nagg's retelling of a moment of shared laughter, he dismisses Nell's claim that she was 

laughing because of her happiness within the moment: "It was not [the moment], it was not, it 

was my story and nothing else. Happy! Don't you laugh at it still? Every time I tell it. Happy! 

(102). As the husband describes his wife's response for her, he demonstrates an utter lack of 

empathy and acknowledgement of her autonomy, echoing undertones of authoritarian 

oppression. Therefore, Nagg's resistance to Nell's part of the story expounds the couple's 

irreparable psychological separation, completing the lover's holistic estrangement. 

The irreconcilable memories ofNagg and Nell demonstrate a disconnection in cultural 

and familial legacy. Throughout the text, Hamm berates and manipulates Nagg, undermining 

their parental relationship, until the father finally reprimands the son: "Whom did you call when 

you were a tiny boy, and were frightened, in the dark? Your mother? No. Me. We let you cry. 
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Then we moved you out of earshot, so that we may sleep in peace" (119). While Nagg attempts 

to assert his paternity, he actually reveals his lack of fatherly qualities. He was there in the 

"dark," but he never truly comforted Hamm. In effect, the revisiting of this memory only serves 

to destroy Nagg's image as a father. It is ironic, then, that Hamm has placed Nagg within a 

trashbin so that he too can "sleep in peace" if his father were to call out. Through this irony, 

Nagg's resting place perpetuates and recycles this memory, suggesting that the cycle of 

diminished paternity can only repeat incessantly. Furthermore, the beginning ofNagg's speech 

foreshadows the hollowness of his past patriarchy: "After all I'm your father. It's true if it hadn't 

been me it would have been someone else. But that's no excuse" (119). The insignificance with 

which Nagg treats Hamm's genealogy suggests that the family unit lacks intrinsic value. The 

claim that Nagg offers then undermines his own fatherly actions and, like the memory of leaving 

Hamm to cry alone repeats, the theme of feigned fatherhood is revisited. Hamm's treatment of 

Clov closely resembles Nagg's abandonment ofhis fatherly duties. Clov elucidates Hamm's 

neglect: "When there were still bicycles I wept to have one. I crawled at your feet. You told me 

to get out to hell. Now there are none" (96). Just as Nagg failed to care for Hamm's cries, Clov 

suffers the same recycled negligence. Suggesting an almost direct parallel to Hamm's childhood, 

Clov's memory even connotes signs of infancy as Clov "wept," and "crawled," echoing the 

qualities of baby Hamm. As "there are no[]" bicycles left, Beckett suggests that Hamm can never 

rectify the cycle that began with Nagg, and, by extension, indicates that the memory will forever 

repeat. 

While the location ofNagg in part represents a cycle of diminished fatherhood, his 

resting place harkens to the deteriorated living conditions in concentration camps. Beckett places 

the two members of the older generation in literal trash bins comparing the parents' usefulness to 
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literal garbage. As aforementioned, the only fragment of humanity seemingly intact is economic 

usefulness and Adorno connects the parents to that institution: "Endgame is the true gerontology. 

According to the measure of socially useful labor which they can no longer perform, old people 

are superfluous and must be discarded" (142). Just as the parents are unable to love, they are 

unable to work, reducing parental significance to mere economics. Moreover, the very fact that 

Hamm treats his parent's according to their financial usefulness reinforces the destruction of 

Hamm's family unit. Adorno delves into the meta-textual consequences: "Endgame trains the 

viewer for a condition where everyone expects - upon lifting the lid from the nearest dumpster

to find his own parents. The natural cohesion of life has become organic refuse. The national 

socialist irreparably overturned the taboo of old age. Beckett's trashcans are the emblem of a 

culture restored after Auschwitz" (143). In other words, Beckett is alluding to the recent 

memories of the horrors of genocide. However, just like Clov' s enslavement, there is no apparent 

solution but to accept the death that awaits them. Endgame does not offer a panacea for the 

situation just a demonstration of the impossibility of the situation and the horrors of its 

realization. Linking the genocide with the detachment of family values invites a parallel between 

the breakdown of relationships and the large-scale dehumanization of Jews. As Hamm 

commodifies his parents, the economic precedent with which Hamm values the world 

demonstrates the slippery-slope of worker exploitation. 

Compounding the disintegration of humanity, Clov completes the thematic cycle of 

destruction by metaphorically neutering himself, definitively ending any chance of creation 

within Endgame's world. The de-sexing of Clov begins as he finds a flea, an implicit symbol of 

sexuality, roaming around inside his pants. Seemingly a gross theatrical prank, the flea invites 

thoughts of life beginning anew, even outside of its traditional sexual connotations, and at its 
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core it represents the push for organisms to survive. While it can be expected that Hamm would 

object to a potential resurrection oflife, Clov's similar reaction demonstrates his complicity with 

Hamm' s rule. As he pours the "insecticide" into his pants, Clov creates a moment of pure 

tragicomic value (108). Comically, the actor pours a toxic chemical down his pants in an attempt 

to escape a harmless flea, a sight verging on burlesque. However, horror ensues upon the 

metaphorical realization that the victims of a presumed holocaust perpetuate the genocide. 

Adorno describes the connotations of the scene to 20th -century audiences: "Insecticide, which all 

along pointed towards the genocidal camps, becomes the final product of domination of nature, 

which destroys itself' (Adorno 145). Following Hamm's orders again, Clov demonstrates 

culpability in his enslavement, but also a subtle approval ofHamm's ideology. His horror at the 

idea of life flourishing again spurs him to disfigure himself further. As potentially the last fertile 

man on earth, Clov has completed the ultimate genocide, in which all of humanity is destined to 

fall. 

As the servant continues to deny his own escape from slavery and maim himself further, 

the source ofHamm's power becomes increasingly philosophical. Beckett's characters continue 

to oscillate between slivers of hope to complete loss, begging the question - why enforce their 

own exploitation? Adorno points to a problem literalized initially in Endgame's environment and 

then brought to fruition by its characters: "Everything radically called into question when 

confronted by nothingness resists -by virtue of a pathos borrowed from theology- these 

terrifying consequences, while insisting on their possibility; in the form of question and answer, 

the answer is infiltrated with the meaning denied by the whole game" (128). Beckett's meta

textual construction of Endgame teases audiences with the idea that hope exists outside of 

Hamm's court and then immediately crushes these hopes. Keeping his audience in a constant 
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emotional boomerang, Beckett incessantly expounds the terror of the situation - one that's 

beyond repair. However much the audience may hold onto to these instances of possibility, the 

play ultimately negates any chance for resolution - every potential maneuver amounts to 

nothing, just like an endgame itself. 

As a result of this "nothingness," the lack of possibility within the world seeps into the 

very characters themselves. Adorno notes, 

Thrown back completely upon themselves, subject ... consists in nothing other that the 

wretched realities of their world, shriveled down to raw necessities; they are empty 

personae, through which the world truly can only resound. Their "phonyness" is the 

result of mind's disenchantment- a mythology. In order to undercut history and perhaps 

thereby to hibernate, Endgame occupies the nadir of what philosophy's construction of 

the subject-object confiscated at its zenith: pure identity becomes the identity of 

annihilation, identity of subject and object in the state of complete alienation (128 

Adorno) 

These characters do not represent people; they lack too many human qualities. In a sense, they 

stand in for issues brought to attention by World War II. However, that analysis represents only 

half of their characterization- they share the deeper quality of "nothingness." And they cannot 

be anything else, for everything they represent has ultimately collapsed before the play's 

beginning. In other words, Endgame's characters are shadows of a non-existent system that 

brought about the non-existence that defines them. Beckett's play casts a dark shadow on what 

almost was and, in turn, creates an apocalyptic prolepsis. As "the historical inevitability of this 

absurdity allows it to seem ontological," the institutions and values which the characters imply 
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actually created the circumstance for their transformation into "nothingness." As such, Beckett 

crafts a tragedy that has already run its course. It is representative of the apocalyptic aftermath 

these institutions of failed values ultimately constitute. The characters symbolize shadows of 

these institutions, because those systems have already collapsed upon themselves . Yet, the 

characters continue to abide by the values of these dead systems, endlessly perpetuating 

groundless convictions. In effect, Clov cannot free himself, as freedom has been utterly 

abolished. While the dramatic tension between Hamm and Clov is technically non-existent due 

to the play's static shape, it's inevitable stasis actually creates a more potent message in its lack 

ofresolvability. Moreover, Hamm's disregard for his parents for his parents may seem like an 

affront to family values, but Nagg demonstrates that those values were never truly in place. They 

maintain a semblance of a family unity, because the phantom of that custom still lingers, 

however irreclaimable. Endgame presents a possible future where mistakes cannot be corrected 

in the face of irreversible destruction. This revelation forces comedy to give way to utter horror, 

crafting a living hell with no escape. Ultimately, the political critique arises out of the ashes of 

these imitated institutions. Endgame presents worker exploitation as the groundwork for mass 

destruction, dissolving typical human values and commodifying individuals beyond recognition. 

Cultural Fictions 

Like the ghosts of past institutions in Beckett's Endgame, the hauntings of colonialism in 

Adrienne Kennedy's Funnyhouse of a Negro still linger in the 20th-century. The dramatic tension 

lies beyond reality, within the confines of the protagonist Sarah's mind. Kennedy's absurd hero 

situates the stage for a psychological war, setting the values of her mixed heritage in combat with 

each other. In the words of Frantz Fanon's post-colonial text Black Skin, White Masks: "The 

neurotic structure of an individual is simply the elaboration, the formation, the eruption within 
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the ego, of conflictual clusters arising in part out of the environment and in part out of the purely 

personal way in which that individual reacts to these influences" (43). Indeed, the manifestations 

of characters like Lumumba and Queen Victoria represent these "conflictual clusters," but the 

environment that gives rise these contradictions is actually Sarah's ancestry. As half black and 

white, these heritages, alongside Sarah's pre-conceived and culturally-influenced impression of 

them, create chaos in the perception of her own identity. Fanon diagnoses the ultimate result of 

this cognitive dissonance: "The Negro's behavior makes him akin to an obsessive neurotic type, 

or, if one prefers, he puts himself into a complete situational neurosis. In the man of color there 

is a constant effort to run away from his own individuality, to annihilate his own presence" ( 43). 

In fact, Sarah's multiple personalities do conflict, ultimately provoking her suicide. Kennedy's 

use of these "neuroses" facilitates her criticism of colonialism, or more specifically, the notions 

that colonialism disseminated and implanted in post-colonial minds. As such, Sarah's fractured 

identity illustrates the inauthenticity of the colonial ideal of a superior "whiteness" and inferior 

"blackness," ultimately suggesting that the effects of these cultural biases are no more than self

perpetuated phantoms. 

As Sarah fawns over figures of white power and prestige, she fetishizes her white 

ancestry. For example, Sarah desires to "write poetry ... with imitations of Edith Sitwell" (6). 

This particular author was known for her remarkable resemblance to Queen Elizabeth, echoing 

the ideals of colonialism. As a reiteration of a symbol of power, Sarah's emulation of Sitwell 

characterizes her as an imitation of an imitator and the hyperbolizing of her mimicry indicates a 

systematic flaw in the colonialist ideal. While Sarah might attempt to copy her colonizers, she 

will never perfectly embody their ideals; instead, her manufactured image becomes a parody of 

the symbol Queen Elizabeth represents. The distance between nominal "whiteness" and Sarah's 
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approximation illustrates an ironic failing ofboth Sarah and the ostensible colonial objective. 

Moreover, Sitwell belonged to the Order of the British Empire, a perpetuation of a white 

supremacy. Sarah's fascination with such an author suggests not only a desire to achieve a 

greater or purer "whiteness," but also an obsession with reclaiming a past when white rule 

appeared ubiquitous. In other words, Sitwell represents an ancient ideal, unreachable for Sarah, 

but nonetheless glorified by her. The connotations of imperial power do resonate in these 

images; however, Kennedy's language does not suggest a desire for potency or authority. Rather, 

Sarah's preoccupation with these symbols implies a strong fascination with, perhaps even 

worshipping of her white ancestry. Furthermore, Sitwell's mediation of Sarah's adoration for 

Queen Elizabeth undermines the seriousness of the attempted emulation. The distance between 

Sarah and her idol invites skepticism upon her glorification, distinguishing the futility of her 

approximation. 

This obsession with "whiteness" leads to the vilification of her own biracial identity, 

creating a sort of death instinct within Sarah. As Sarah claims, "For, like all educated Negroes

out of life and death essential - I find it necessary to maintain a stark fortress against recognition 

of myself. My white friends, like myself, will be shrewd, intellectual and anxious for death" (6). 

This moment reveals a self-hatred, which she aligns with "whiteness." Her proclivity towards 

death is not simply a quality that she draws from her white ancestry; it is a principle that arises 

from her mixed heritage. The recognition of her biracial heritage denies her complete alignment 

with her white ancestry, precipitating feelings of suicide. The "stark fortress" that she employs to 

refuse the recognition of her black heritage is a form of resilience to her own pre-conceived 

notions. In a Freudian moment, Sarah demonstrates Eros and Thanatos at war with each other. 

Moreover, Thanatos poses a threat to societal systems and, while its association with "blackness" 
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compounds her social issues, it also undermines her entire conception of "blackness." As she can 

only perceive her African heritage as destructive, the Thanatos urge prevents her from realizing 

any cultural significance in her black ancestry. As such, she implicitly qualifies the will to live 

with being white and her death drive with her "blackness". Not only does this relationship make 

Thanatos inescapable, it suggests that she believes herself to only be half alive. Ultimately, her 

division between white and black creates a binary value system of good and evil, respectively, 

and systematically vilifies her own being through these post-colonial presumptions. 

As her self-hatred and psychological separation manifest, she begins to denigrate an 

imagined form of her father Lumumba, externalizing and vocalizing more pointed criticisms of 

her own "blackness." As a missionary, Lumumba sought evangelize Africa; yet, his implied 

colonial anglicizing of the continent only destroys his own faith. Sarah's manifestation of her 

father laments the loss of his religion: "through my apocalypses and my raging sermons I have 

tried to escape him, through God Almighty I have tried to escape being Black" (19). Kennedy's 

Lumumba takes the form of an evangelical preacher to give rise to the notion of conversion. 

Ostensibly, this particular conversion is from African religion to Christianity; however, the real 

conversion is from black to white. The failures ofLumumba's evangelical practices highlight a 

flaw within his own understanding and, by extension, Sarah's perspectives. As much as he 

preaches the religious institutions of white culture, he cannot escape the negative perception of 

his own race. In fact, he claims to have become a "Judas" in the process of attempted conversion 

(15). As a symbol of betrayal, Lumumba's alignment with Judas superficially suggests that he 

believes he never attained any kind of real "whiteness" despite attempting conversion. By 

extension, Kennedy implies that he has betrayed himself by believing that he could change his 

race, which is a social construct that cannot be modified by religious machinations or otherwise. 



Davis 37 

As a result ofLumuba's failed conversion, Sarah's psyche resorts to the colonial notions 

of African heritage as being synonymous to animalistic genealogy. Sarah preempts the 

manifestation of her father: "I hoped he was dead. Yet he still comes through the jungle" (8). Her 

association of African heritage to the "jungle" demeans her humanity and reinforces her colonial 

preconceptions. However, it also poises her father as a figure which forever haunts her. In other 

words, Lumumba may be gone, but the 'jungle" is always there. The concept of wildness and 

animals directly conflicts with her reveries of Sitwell and Queen Victoria, both figures of white 

society and purity. Moreover, these symbols of colonialism imply a constant violence against the 

"jungle" as her white side attempts to cull the supposed animalistic side of her. Kennedy, 

however, presents this warfare as an ultimate stalemate, a fragile state which could burst at any 

moment. Indeed, Sarah may emphasize her white qualities, but the "blackness" of her physicality 

cannot be changed, a revelation which tears further at her manufactured identity. 

Since Sarah cannot separate the connotations of the "jungle" from her ancestry, she, like 

her father, cannot seek refuge in a patriarchal religion that glorifies fathers. Sarah alludes to her 

disconnection to Christianity: "all my life I believed my Father to be God, but now I know that 

my father is a black man" (19). In this statement, Sarah implies that Christianity and, by 

extension, pure patriarchy is denied to her because of her black ancestry. Furthermore, both 

Sarah and the Christian God share a multi-faceted nature, yet one is considered pure while the 

other tainted. This irony demonstrates the illogical nature of the social constructs harrowing 

Sarah, and also subtly demeans the purity of"whiteness." The incongruity of these 

interconnected fictions emphasizes the cultural and psychological pressure displacing Sarah from 

Christianity. Separation from Christianity puts pressure upon the "stark fortress" holding against 

her black ancestry as she loses the ability to assume parts of white culture. This loss is vocalized 
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as Sarah laments the inauthenticity of her relationships with white figures: "A loving relationship 

exists between myself and Queen Victoria, a love between myself and Jesus but they are lies" 

(7). As the social institutions with which Sarah props up her "whiteness" lose legitimacy, her 

"recognition of herself' (6) becomes palpable. Ultimately, her unavoidable recognition of 

Lumumba prevents her from occupying white institutions, destroying her "stark fortress." 

As Sarah's attempts to hide her black heritage fail, the colonialist ideal of pure 

"whiteness" exacerbates her cognitive dissonance, transforming her white and black 

manifestations into spaces within her mind. Sarah describes the failure of her psyche to displace 

her African heritage with white ideals: "I try to create a space for myselves in cities, New York, 

the Midwest, a southern town, but it becomes a lie. I try to give myselves a logical relationship 

but that too is a lie. For relationships was one of my last religions" (7). The "logical relationship" 

that Sarah fabricates attempts to assert her whiteness, especially in places like the "Midwest" or 

"a southern town"; however, these places lack the substance to properly establish herself in. Her 

psyche cannot attach itself to a location, because the associations she has made with these 

ephemeral places are social constructs. Just as she asserts Queen Victoria and Sitwell as 

pinnacles of whiteness, she tries to find locations rooted in whiteness in which she can establish 

her identity. However, her understandings of these settings are just as transient as her notions of 

these white figureheads. Indeed, her attachment to these places cannot displace her notion of the 

')ungle", because her perceptions of their significance emanate from the same colonialist 

framework. Her "stark fortress" crumbles because it is rooted in an ideology that is designed to 

oppose her. Moreover, Sarah cannot manipulate the colonialist framework, because it is based on 

notions that she feels she cannot define. As such, her father's heritage prevents Sarah from fully 

participating in the fiction. When Sarah admits that "relationships was one my last religions," 
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Kennedy suggests that Sarah has lost all grasp of her place within the world and in a society 

poised against her. Thus, Sarah's attempts to operate within the framework of a cultural fiction 

destroys her very identity, removing her from any semblance of reality, losing herself in her own 

imagined "jungle." 

As Sarah's cognitive framework disassembles and the cultural construction of 

"whiteness" disintegrates, Kennedy demonstrates the inability for the post-colonial African mind 

to recognize fiction from reality, suggesting that "whiteness" and "blackness" do not truly exist 

at all. In the opening moments of Funnyhouse, Sarah says, "It is my dream to live in rooms with 

European antiques and my Queen Victoria, photographs of roman ruins, walls ofbooks, a piano, 

oriental carpets and to eat my meals on white glass table" (6). These are the dreams that spur the 

play's following psychomachia; however, Raymond announces at the end of the drama that her 

father has already achieved these standards. These bookends to the dramatic tension superficially 

frame the entire text as an aimless internal war. However, Kennedy's subversion of the text 

suggests that no circumstances could satisfy Sarah's desire for "whiteness". As such, 

Funnyhouse contends that there are no suitable prerequisites for the conversion from "blackness" 

into "whiteness" and that these cultural fictions are unattainable ghosts of colonialist ideals. 

Sarah cannot realize truth from fiction, because everything she bases her reality in are 

machinations of a mind riddled by cultural invention. Although she has technically achieved her 

dream, Sarah will never realize it. Kennedy positions the play within a funnyhouse, or an 

asylum, because the pursuit of "whiteness" or "blackness" is in essence an insane pursuit. 

Indeed, the absurdity of Kennedy's play reflects a society plagued by a political and cultural 

movement that has long since passed but haunts the minds of society still. 
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Kennedy's final invalidation of the white and black binary system manifests through 

Sarah's suicide, as she simultaneously becomes both the "lyncher" and "lynchee". While Sarah's 

biracial ancestry certainly precipitates her death, it does not suggest that "whiteness" has 

conquered her African side. Rather the suicide is a mutual death, bringing the two binaries 

together and dissolving the barrier between them. Sarah's death represents an actual escape from 

the socially instituted qualities of white and black. Although there is no evidence that Sarah 

understood the symbolic gravity of her action, Kennedy suggests that this conclusion is the 

ultimate resolution within a society controlled by binaries. Indeed, the violent fusion of her two 

selves is literalized in the scene prior to Sarah's suicide. As the manifestations of her 

personalities begin to speak simultaneously, the stage directions require: "ALL speaking tensely 

at various times in a chant" and it describes the voices as "reaching a loud pitch" (21 ). The 

intentional melding of the speakers' expressions in the scene leading to her death symbolize her 

"whiteness" and "blackness" unifying. As they become one, the two cultural fictions 

metaphorically collapse upon each other, literally resulting in her suicide. In fusing black and 

white, Kennedy exposes the inauthenticity of pure "whiteness," but she also disintegrates the 

cultural lines which separate races. Her criticism of binaries echoes the sentiments ofboth 

Ionesco's rhinoceros and man duality as well as Beckett's master and slave institution. Indeed, 

the absurdity of Kennedy's play, along with the aforementioned authors, is the very fact that 

these systems are fiction, but that life revolves around them, regardless of the irrationality. In 

Kennedy's case, the ghosts of a distant system called colonialism controls Sarah's life, but the 

institutions of absurdity are essentially limitless. These manufactured narratives fuel the 

conventions with which absurd heroes try and ultimately fail to wrestle with. In the case of 

Sarah, her position within society makes it impossible for her to even consider changing the 
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cultural fiction; however, in the case ofBerenger and Clov, the teased potential for victory is just 

as impossible as Sarah's position. The life and culture of humanity is intrinsically based upon 

systems created by humans, systems that attempt to organize and define existence, but can only 

create false narratives and arbitrary institutions. Even if Sarah were in a position to change 

society's conventions, new and equally absurd fictions would arise to plague humanity, echoing 

a core element of Absurdism. Cultural fictions which arbitrarily define life are inherent in the 

human experience and, as Albert Camus posited, the absurd hero must choose between suicide or 

the acceptance of an arbitrary life. Although Camus ultimately argued for existence over death, 

Kennedy rejects this conclusion as impossible, at least within the absurdity of Sarah's reality. 

Absurd Binaries 

Although the Theatre of the Absurd is philosophical in nature, a political analysis of the 

texts elucidates several conventions that necessitate the philosophical response. The human 

experience cannot be divorced from politics, because the life of an individual is inevitably 

defined by the ideologies and institutions of their society. In fact, the politics in the play are the 

literal manifestation of a metaphorically Absurd universe. Rhinoceros is inspired by the clash of 

fascism and democracy across continental Europe, critiquing the perceived values across 

political ideologies. Alternatively, Funnyhouse of a Negro is influenced by the civil rights 

movement in America, highlighting the irrationality of racial biases. The plight of worker

exploitation in a globalizing and capitalistic world appraises the diminutive qualities of economic 

hierarchy in Endgame. Although these particular issues point to a larger criticism of society's 

conventions, these political problems motivate the drama, demonstrating the inherent absurdity 

of those value systems. 
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While each play emphasizes a primary institutional duality, the intersections between 

Rhinoceros and Funnyhouse reveal a contradictory symbolization of the jungle. Kennedy asserts 

the negativity of Sarah's perception of the "jungle", positioning it as antithetical to "whiteness." 

However, this ideal is in conflict with Jean's desire to return to "the law of the jungle" (Ionesco 

67). Part of the attraction of the rhinoceros movement is its animalistic power, the savagery of 

the rhino. The divergent treatment of the metaphor illustrates the subjectivity inherent in the 

characterization of a symbol. Moreover, the stark contrast between these modes of thought 

demonstrates the mutability of opinion, indicating the instability of institutional thought. While 

both doctrines characterize nature as full of vigor, power and sexual potency, those principles are 

valued quite differently, destabilizing the understanding of the nature of humanity. Although 

these varying opinions on the concept of the 'jungle" appear infallible to those indoctrinated by 

their cultural fictions, the contradictory essence of the two texts' treatment of the jungle 

highlights the absurdity ofbeliefin those systems and the authenticity of the traditional qualities 

that the texts apply to the jungle are compromised. As a result, the dramas invite the audience to 

doubt the values attributed to humanity, suggesting that principles defining humanity are 

intrinsically fictive. In essence, the implacability of Jean and Sarah's opposed belief systems 

demonstrate the inherent fallacy in their conviction and undermines the validity of humanity's 

principle characteristics. 

While Sarah and Jean's opinions contradict to demonstrate the mutability of cultural 

construction, the similar oppression of Sarah and Clov showcase the myriad ways in which 

absurd conventions impact characters. Hamm dominates Clov through the phantom of economic 

superiority, illustrating the ways worker-exploitation corrupts Clov. Sarah is similarly haunted 

by the notions disseminated through colonialism, a convention as ephemeral as Harnrn's power. 
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While Clov's domination remains grounded in economic institutions, the absurdity with which 

Sarah must combat has evolved into a societal oppression. The residual notions of colonialism 

permeate Sarah's mind, implying that the fiction is foundational to Sarah's cognitive dissonance. 

Unlike Endgame, Sarah's oppression is not rooted in the phantoms of a depleted world; rather, 

the colonial conventions of "blackness," have been given new life in the form of 20th -century 

racism. As a social convention, Funnyhouse demonstrates the irrationality of societal fiction's 

power to define identity; whereas, Endgame illustrates the incongruity of an economic institution 

in a diminished world that imparts the same destructive quality upon its characters. 

The finality of Kennedy's conclusion, as opposed to the inconclusiveness of Endgame, 

demonstrates a rejection of absurdity's permanence. Indeed, Clov's inability to exit the stage 

illustrates the impossibility of escaping the economic conventions of Endgame. Yet, Beckett 

stages the play in world ravaged by apocalypse, implying that the disintegration of society 

appertains to Clov's immobilization. On the other hand, society's influence is the main source of 

dramatic tension in Funnyhouse, and, as such, Sarah can escape culture through suicide. In other 

words, Sarah, like Clov, cannot simply walk out of the Funnyhouse, because the absurdity of 

being black in the 20th- century is ubiquitous. Instead, Kennedy posits death as the only viable 

escape from absurdity. Casting suicide as an escape from the absurdity of society challenges 

Endgame's metaphorical limbo, showcasing a distinction between Beckett and Kennedy's 

absurdism. Clov is both sustained and diminished by the phantoms of economic institutions. He 

has become nothing more than a shadow of a worker; as such, there is nothing left to kill. On the 

other hand, the cultural fictions which plague Sarah are less philosophical and more 

psychological. Although her brain is irreparably contorted by negative notions of her 

"blackness," she is not representative of a phantom institution; rather her psyche is divided 
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between two warring notions. Sarah's suicide seems to resolve these complications, a conclusion 

denied Clov by the characterization of his setting. Therefore, Beckett introduces the tragic and 

circular transience of an individual malformed by absurd institutions, while Kennedy suggests a 

way to collapse binary fictions upon each other, concluding the absurd competition of rival 

fictions at least within Sarah's existence. 

The essential strength of the Absurdist genre's refutation of symbolic and institutional 

significance is reduction of conventional dramatic technique, magnifying the presence of 

symbols within the play. As the artistic facades and ambiguous tropes dissolve alongside the 

play's plot, the philosophy inherent in the literature takes precedent: "In Theatre of the Absurd, 

the spectator is confronted with the madness of the human condition, is enabled to see his 

situation in all its grimness and despair. Stripped of illusions and vaguely felt fears and anxieties, 

he can face this situation consciously, rather than feeling it vaguely below the surface of 

euphemisms and optimistic illusions. By seeing his anxieties formulated he can liberate himself 

from them" ( 415). This disintegration of superficiality occurs literarily, as typical functions of 

drama are minimized. Through the decline of traditional dramatic qualities, the play implicitly 

becomes didactic, instructing both the hero and the audience. 

While the symbolism in Rhinoceros certainly alludes to and critiques the spread of 

Fascism, the subversion ofBerenger's resistance to the movement indicate that the forces in 

opposition to Fascism lack genuine foundation as well. Indeed, he attempts to rebel against 

rhinoceritis; however, his attempt to remain human is an empty rebellion. While Berenger 

technically maintains his humanity, the values in which he bases life are diminished as a result of 

the mass transformation. Surrounded by rhinoceros, Berenger's language and modes of 

expression become hollow: "Am I talking French? Yes, it must be French. But what is French? I 
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can call it French ifl want, and nobody can say it isn't- I'm the only one who speaks it" (106). 

Language is a tool that is inherently social; it is constructed for the communication of idea and 

emotions. Since Berenger is now the last person who speaks French, his speech has lost all 

outward meaning, assumedly incomprehensible to the rhinoceros. Moreover, language also 

provides a way to store information; however, ifthe mode of expression cannot be understood, 

knowledge is lost. Berenger can "call it French if [he] want[ s ]" because, language has departed 

from any meaning. The loss of French also precipitates the fall of other conventions, such as 

Berenger's nationality or other once defining characteristics. Without effective communication, 

none of these qualities can be conveyed and, as a result, fade from existence. Therefore, 

Berenger's final cry "I'm not capitulating" is an ineffective rebellion, because the language with 

which he asserts himself is dead (1 07). As such, the decision to remain human becomes 

inconsequential, for the qualities of humanity have been utterly dissolved. Moreover, Berenger 

cannot safely escape into rhinoceritis, because the disintegration of language, a unifying 

principle of humanity, reflects the instability of all value systems, undermining the foundational 

strength ofrhinoceritis. In other words, Ionesco demonstrates the absurdity of perceiving value 

in either humanity or the rhinoceros, as all identities are meaningless in actuality. 

The lack ofplotline in Beckett's Endgame hyperbolizes the play's absurdist overtones by 

-
simultaneously focusing the audience's attention Clov's inability to escape the meaninglessness 

of his servitude. Despite the implied criticism of worker exploitation, the drama's inconclusive 

ending suggests that Clov, and, by extension, the other characters are permanently chained to 

their perceptions of the world. This nuance is demonstrated by similarity of Clov's inability to 

leave to Hamrn's lame legs; they are both trapped in Endgame's universe. In other words, 

Hamrn is as restrained in his position of master as Clov is fixed in his position. As such, 
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Endgame is more than a criticism ofHamm's domination, but a criticism of the values of 

economics as a whole. 

Although Kennedy's play borrows from the traditional dramatic genre of psychomachia, 

the play does not betray absurdist fashion; rather, Kennedy's nuanced technique allows for a 

deeper exploration of "fears and anxieties" ultimately addressing exactly how to "liberate" 

oneself from them. As such, Funnyhouse is more direct in in condemning the entirety of the 

binary than Endgame and Rhinoceros. While there is notion of hierarchy among "whiteness" and 

"blackness," the convictions characterizing both races are equally fallacious, criticizing the 

perceptions of all racial biases, not simply white and black. 

Even as these plays depart from each other slightly, the shared theme of absurd binaries 

connect their critical outlook on philosophy and critique of the politics that perpetuate fictions. 

The conventions that arbitrarily separate man from beast, black from white, and master from 

slave appear ridiculous by the curtain' close. Although counterintuitive, as the values and 

significance of systems and convictions become more pronounced, the authenticity of meaning 

grows increasingly uncertain. Moreover, the initial sentiment that one side of the binary is 

superior to the other becomes farcical by the end of the dramas. Even the individuals 

characterized by the ostensibly dominant binary are fettered to presupposed notions associated to 

that fiction and, as such, the absurdist genre indicates the inherent irrationality of these value 

systems, but also the equanimity of philosophical suffering. Ultimately, the Theatre of the 

Absurd indicates the humor and tragedy behind the appraisal of politically driven value systems, 

illustrating the universal suffering caused by binary fictions, regardless of the purported 

advantage or disadvantage. 
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