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Isolation and relationship are two basic themes of modern literature. World is 
without meaning and life is without purpose associated with Existentialism. Theatre of 
Absurd is an expression in art of the meaninglessness of human existence. The man’s 
alienation in a world created by two World Wars is an important theme which the modern 
dramatists have been delineating in their plays. The aim of this paper is to explore the 
major beliefs and themes of existentialism. The most important issues related to 
existential philosophy were mentioned. It also highlights the influence of existentialism 
on absurd theatre.  So the present paper tries to concentrate on the existential dilemma of 
modern man with reference to the plays of absurd dramatists in modern drama. The paper 
may try to indicate the fact that existentialism is the only philosophy which considers 
individuality as supreme and emphasizes the importance of man as an individual rather 
the man in general.  
 
KEYWORDS: Existentialism, Theatre of Absurd, existential dilemma, modern man, 
modern drama. 
 

Introduction  

The Greek philosopher Aristotle, in writing a treatise based on the plays of his  time (the 
fifth century B.C.), defined drama as " an imitation of an action," a definition  which has 
become the basis for most subsequent dramatic criticism.  Two basic themes of modern 
literature have been those of isolation and relationship. They have reflected a sense of 
alienation from the public on the part of the writer and an alienation reinforced by 
indifference on the side of the community at large.   During the 20th Century, the world 
changed. The Realism movement in theatre and the creation a more naturalistic acting 
style continued to flourish in the 20th Century. 

 
 I. Introduction, Definitions and Quotations of Existentialism 
 
Existentialism in the broader sense is a philosophy that is centered upon the analysis of 
the existence and of the way human beings find themselves existing in the world. The 
notion is that humans exist first and then each individual spends a lifetime changing their 
essence of nature.  Existentialism, as a philosophical trend, arose after World War II. It is 
a modem school of philosophy, which influenced European literature greatly. The 
philosophy of existence spoke of the primacy of the individual choice and action. It 
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stressed on the absurdity of the universe. This absurdity caused anxiety, of course, freeing 
man. Existentialism saw freedom of choice as the most important fact of human 
existence. Existentialism may be described as an attempt to reach the inmost core of 
human existence in a concrete and individual fashion. Therefore it is called a philosophy 
of a concrete man. There are chief characteristics of existentialism, among common 
features of existentialism; human existence and particularly human freedom are 
predominant.  
 

• Existentialism,  a term covering a number of related doctrines  denying objective 
universal values  and holding that a person must  create values for himself through 
action and by living each moment to  the full.                                                 
Chambers Concise 20th Century Dictionary, 1985.    

• Existentialism is not a comprehensive philosophy or way of life, but an endeavor 
to grasp reality.                                               Rollo May, 1983: 59. 

• That which does not kill us makes us stronger. Friedrich Nietzsche   
• Every man is born as many men and dies as a single one. Martin Heidegger  
• We do not know what we want and yet we are responsible for what we are -that is 

the fact. Jean-Paul Sartre                  
                                  
 II. Major Beliefs of Existentialism 
 

Existentialism is a revolt against traditions and conventions against all that 
hampers human liberty. It is a revival of essential melancholia, a creed that believes in 
the essential and inevitable existence of suffering and misery. It is a rebellion against 
traditions and conventions-religious, moral, political, legal, ethical, economic etc., an 
attempt towards man’s true freedom. It is a movement for individuality, for human 
freedom and human rights. It is an advocacy for man’s existence as man with no external 
barriers and laws. As applied to literature, Existentialism emphasizes man’s responsibility 
for forming his own nature as well as his personal decisions, personal freedom, and 
personal goals. Man is entirely responsible for himself. According to them, man is 
because man exists. Man is more important than all rules, regulations, laws, principles, or 
values. Man’s existence is essential miserable, lonely, alienated; the desire for 
happiness is a myth, and there is no escape of man from suffering. Man is born to suffer, 
and he must suffer ungrudgingly or else should kill himself. Development of man 
socially, economically, industrially, philosophically, scientifically cannot improve mans 
real condition, cannot satisfy him fully, cannot make him fully happy. Hence all efforts to 
ameliorate man’s condition are confusing and in vain. They only lessen man’s freedom. 
Death is inevitable and essential part of life; hence one should not be worried about 
anarchy, disorder and struggle. The existentialists regard human life as absurd. They 
believe that the individual is the product of the choices he makes. The prominent leaders 
of existentialism have been the philosophers Martin Heidegger (1889-1976) and Karl 
Jaspers (1883-1969) in Germany, Jean- Paul Sartre (1905-1980) and philosopher and 
dramatist Gabriel Marcel (1889- 1973) in France. Marcel represented the religious stream 
whose progenitor was the 19th century Danish thinker Soren Kierkegaard (1813-1855).  
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 III. Ontology of Existentialism-Concept of Man, Universe, Existence and God  
 
Ontology is the study of the nature of reality and is also called the theory of 

reality. Ontology investigates the nature of matter, time, space, causality, life, evolution, 
mechanism and teleology, the nature, origin and destiny of the soul and its relation to 
body, the nature and attributes of God and his relation to the world and the souls. It 
discusses and examines proofs for the existence of God. Concept of man:  “The 
existentialists maintain that the question “what is man?” must wait upon an answer to the 
problem of explaining what it means to say that man is. How can we search for essence 
before we have even explained the existence of the thing we seek the essence of?” 
(Morris, 1968, p.306).  To be a man is to be undetermined, to be free. Man can choose 
which way he will take and this freedom to choose distinguishes him from all other 
phenomena in the universe. To conclude, man according to existentialism is 
uninterruptable. The essence of man is his existence; his nature or essence can be found 
only in his concrete, lived experience. Existentialists see man as the determiner of his 
own values. Man is nothing but a combination of living, duplicity and contradiction of 
himself. Man is what he wishes to be by his own choice of life. Each word, each deed, 
each choice represents his responsible understanding of what man is. He has a ‘self’ 
beyond what he is and to hold this ‘self’ is his true existence. Man is considered to be the 
centre of all values.  Concept of existence: Existentialists consider existence as the 
supreme object of inquiry. According to existentialism, existence is the state of being 
actual or occurring within space and time or as ‘something given here and now’. 
Existence is conceived as absolutely realistic; it never is but freely creates itself, it 
becomes; it is a projection; with each moment it is either more or less than it is. For 
existentialists the verb ‘to exist’ has a more positive and rich content than the verb ‘to 
live’ has. Existence for them means a full, vital, self conscious, responsible and growing 
life. 
                              
  VI. Existentialism has focused on several aspects of existence. 
 
It has focused on the problematic character of the human situation, through which man is 
continually confronted with diverse possibilities or alternatives, among which he may 
choose and on the basis of which he can project his life. • It has focused on the fact that 
all his possibilities are dependent upon his relationships with things and with other men, 
the dread of death or of the failure of his projects, the guilt inherent in the limitation of 
choices and in the responsibilities that derive from making them, the boredom from the 
repetition of situations, the absurdity of man's hanging between the infinity of his 
aspirations and the finitude of his possibilities. • It has focused on the 
intersubjectivity that is inherent in existence and is understood either as a personal 
relationship between two individuals, I and thou, such that the thou may be another man 
or God, or as an impersonal relationship between the unidentified mass and the individual 
self deprived of any authentic communication with others. • It permits the liberation of 
human existence from the degradation to which man is subject in daily life and directs 
human existence toward its authenticity; toward a relationship that is well grounded on 
itself, and with other men, with the world and with God. Concept of universe: According 
to existentialism, universe is without meaning, it is absurd. The existentialist individual 
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battles to create meaning in this God abandoned, absurd universe. There is no 
independently existing order or structure on which one could rely for ultimate purposes 
or guidance. The different purposes that mankind detect are the projection of their own 
desire for order. We may know the particulars of the world, but the world considered as a 
whole is an idea within ourselves (Kneller, 1958, p.61). In reality, the universe that 
surrounds man is an alien world for him. The universe is a threat that is unknown. Man 
has to die within this world sooner or later. This universe is unfriendly and cruel. For the 
existentialist, the real world is the world of existing. Concept of God: As far as concept of 
God is concerned, existentialism is divided into two categories theistic existentialism and 
atheistic existentialism.     
                    
 V. Influence of existentialism on the theatre of absurd 
 
The absurdist dramatists believe that our existence is absurd because we are born without 
asking to be born, we die without seeking death, we live between birth and death trapped 
without our body and our reason, unable to conceive of a time in which we were not, or a 
time in which we will not be- for nothingness is very much like the concept of infinity: 
something we perceive only in so far as we cannot experience it. Thrust into life, armed 
with our senses, will give the lie to our thought, and our thought, and our thought defies 
our senses. We never perceive anything completely. We are permitted to entertain 
committedly only one perspective of any object, fact, or situation: our own. We labour to 
achieve distinction and performance only to find that our assessments are perspectively 
incomplete and therefore never wholly effective. All of our creations, all our so called 
balance and order, performance and neat generalization are doomed to decay as we 
ourselves are doomed to death. The theatre of absurd deals with this kind of absurdity of 
life; it shows how paradoxical our situation is. It is this complex self-defeating paradox, 
this check and balance of power and impotence knowledge, and ignorance, attunement 
and alienation that is the subject of the absurdist playwrights of all ages, no matter what 
form or style they may have chosen to express it. The absurdists of today write in such 
diverse styles that one hesitates to compare them in anything but their philosophical 
categories. They do not make a distinction between farce and tragedy. The subject of 
farce is the same as that of tragedy; the terrible or comic discovery of man’s absurdity, 
ignorance, and importance. The essential difference between the two forms is one of 
quality: farce arouses laughter and tragedy draws our tears tragedy draws our tears 
tragedy awakens our sympathy, while farce dispels our sympathy and frees our cruelty. 
The absurdists of today mix the qualities of farce and tragedy, making laugh at that which 
hurts us most, making us weep at that which is most foolish in our nature. They are all 
ironists. The absurdists are dramatists of a philosophical bent who place the greatest 
value on their thematic statement. They wish to be intellectual ideological, objective, and 
cerebral and want their audiences to accompany them on their celebration.  The Theatre 
of the Absurd was heavily influenced by Existentialism and its theories are the backbone 
of the movement, so this analysis cannot be achieved without taking these theories into 
consideration. In addition, the actions in the selected plays are primarily concerned with 
responses to the existential situation through the Absurdist themes that communicate an 
immediate reality. Martin Esslin says: Ultimately, a phenomenon like The Theater of the 
Absurd does not reflect despair or a return to dark irrational forces but expresses modern 
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man's endeavor to come to terms with the world in which he lives. It attempts to make 
him face up to the human condition as it really is, to free him from illusions that are 
bound to cause constant maladjustment and disappointment. This literary movement has 
enabled Albee, Ionesco, Beckett, Genet, Adamov and Pinter as well as other dramatists to 
speak their thoughts through their work, in an understandable, commonplace and 
tragicomic style. This style ignores theatrical conventions and thwarts audience 
expectations, and most certainly conveys the meaninglessness of modern human 
existence. The theatre of the Absurd and Existentialism shares the concern of the 
philosophical understanding of the purpose of life and what meaning life may have. 
Existentialism is concerned with the nature and perception of human existence and deals 
with the idea that the basic human condition is one of suffering and loneliness. The 
influence of Existentialism on The Theatre of the Absurd could be traced in the selected 
plays. 
 
VI .Modern drama: The Existential Dilemma of Modern Man 

 Existentialism is the only philosophy which considers individuality as supreme. 
Existentialism emphasizes the importance of man as an individual and his freedom and 
responsibility. In literature, the existentialists have highlighted man’s alienation, 
loneliness, suffering, helplessness, freedom, absurdity of human existence etc. To them 
man is an isolated being who is cast ignominiously into an alienated universe, moving 
from nothingness to nothingness in a world that is waste, anguished and absurd. Theatre 
of Absurd is an expression in art of the meaninglessness of human existence. World is 
without meaning & life is without purpose associated with Existentialism. The man’s 
alienation in a world created by two World Wars is an important theme which the modern 
dramatists have been delineating in their plays. In the play The Birthday Party by Harold 
Pinter, Society symbolized by Goldberg and McCann has destroyed the artist’s 
individuality. He is the artist who had rebelled against the mode of life which society tries 
to impose upon its members, but the pressures of society make the artist conform to the 
prevailing social manners and mores.  Society could not tolerate the free-thinking 
individualistic artist because it saw him as a threat to its own stability.  Broad Comedy is 
found in the characters of Meg, Stanley and Lulu.“ Meg: Stan! I'm coming up to fetch 
you if you don't come down! I'm coming up! I'm going to count three! One! Two! Three! 
I'm coming to get you! (She exits and goes upstairs. In a moment, shouts from Stanley, 
wild laughter from Meg)” “Meg: What are the cornflakes like, stanley?   Meg keeps on 
running meaningless conversations like “how is cornflakes?” or “didn’t you enjoy your 
breakfast?” etc. It is perhaps to fill the emptiness within her.  And Petey’s indifferent 
silence.  Lulu’s frustration comes out when the dialogue between her and Goldberg 
occurs. Stanley’s past is so Mysterious, Goldberg and McCann way of asking questions 
to Stanley, Kafka’s work intensifies the dreadful angst experienced by the protagonist.  
The famous one-act-play The Zoo Story by Edward Albee reveals a sharp perception of 
man’s loneliness in a world of spiritual importance. On the surface level The Zoo Story is 
concerned with human isolation. The world is a zoo with everyone separated by bars 
from everyone else, the animals for the most part from each other, and always the people 
from the animals, that men are separated both from each other and from their own basic 
animal nature. Both in its techniques and theme, The Zoo Story is an absurdist play. It 
makes a study of Schizophrenia, an image of man’s loneliness and inability to have a 
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meaningful talk with some other human being. The sense of isolation in large cities, the 
subhuman condition of people like Jerry, their aimless-life etc. have been dramatically 
shown in the most skillful manner. The tragedy of Jerry’s life contains various incidents. 
It lies chiefly in his failure of coming closer to someone whom he regards his own. When 
he does not succeed in establishing contact with human beings, he tries to make some sort 
of contact with his landlady’s dog but the dog instead of responding to Jerry’s effort in a 
friendly way, always tries to bite him. Jerry is shown as an isolated person, completely 
alienated from rest of the society. The play starts we find Peter seated on a bench in the 
park, Peter is the modern version, in middle-class stereotype, of everyman. His life is the 
New Yorker life to which most middle-class citizens consciously, desire. The bars which 
separate Peter from his own nature and from other people are the material goods and the 
prefabricated ideas with which he distinguishes himself from others. He isolates from 
others. The play The Chairs by Eugene Ionesco illustrates the main concerns of this 
group of writers the human condition and the reality of man's position in the universe. 
One of his greatest achievements is The chairs, which he defines as "a tragic farce." It is a 
farce, because it is a caricature, a metaphor, which makes the audience laugh. Yet, it is 
tragic, because through its paradoxes and antitheses, it questions the basic meanings of 
existence. The laughter leaves a bitter taste of seriousness, as one realizes that he is 
laughing at himself, at the truth about his condition that he has tried to ignore. The Chairs 
begins with a familiar, conventionalized situation - an old married couple having a trivial 
conversation at home. The situation, however, soon becomes unnatural. The couple is 
absurdly old   and they live on an island completely isolated from the rest of the world. 
They have even forgotten what the world outside is like, as conveyed in the following 
conversation: "Paris never existed, my little one"... "The city must have existed because it 
collapsed... Nothing remains of it today, except a song." Their recollections of the past 
are very mixed up, due to their own decay. The empty but animated chairs on stage are 
very real and visible. They are the couple's constant point of reference, and emphasize 
their "unreality." The presence of empty visible chairs points out the absence of the 
"empty" invisible guests. To express the concept of absence, Ionesco uses presence and 
vice versa. The three visible characters - the old Man, the old Woman, and the orator -
they are "unreal," empty, insignificant. The invisible guests, on the other hand, seem very 
real and present. The presence of the chairs really created the sense of a crowd, thus 
expressing the absence-presence dichotomy: the absence of presences and the presence of 
absences .The way the chairs are displayed on stage is equivalent to the way the chairs 
are displayed in the theater. In Jean Genet's play, The Balcony, the action surrounds a 
bordello in which the women who work there help their clientele to engage in a series of 
increasing more absurd fantasies that are both exceptionally complex. 

Conclusion 

The horrors of World War –II led the philosophers and writers to believe in the human 
creature as an isolated individual living in a universe that was meaningless. The Theatre 
of the Absurd is mainly the Western phenomenon. The West with this kind of socio-
political changes viewed art and literature quite differently. The European writers 
reviewed their very understanding of drama and theatre activities. They thought of the 
inadequacy of language in communicating man’s ideas and sensibilities. The growth of 
science and technology furthered man’s scientific temperament and enquiry, thereby 
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causing man’s disbelief in the God and religion and the impact of the First World War 
and The Second World War.  Hence existential philosophy holds that an individual can 
truly change the way as he think and feel about his life by believing differently, by acting 
rather than simply reacting, by asserting his will rather than simply allowing himself to 
be swept along by circumstances, by always taking responsibility for making himself and 
his actions. Existentialism is the only philosophy that emphasizes human existence and 
the qualities which are distinctive in man. It signifies restoration of man to himself and 
calls him to face the problems and to realize the possibilities of his own existence as a 
‘concrete individual’. 
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