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Abstract Albert Camus acknowledges absurdity and the only way to rebel
against the fundamental emptiness of existence is to reach freedom and self-
awareness. This transition would include two types: passive nihilist and active
nihilist. The purpose of this paper is to examine the concept of the rebel in
Camus’ philosophy and its representation in Samuel Beckett’s plays. To do so,
two of Beckett’s plays, Waiting for Godot and Endgame are examined. The
findings reveal a new reading of the ‘Camusian Rebel’. Contrary to Camus’
philosophy, the characters in these works have the courage to commit suicide
and do not even try to create meaning out of their lives. They are castrated in
speech and communication with the other, contradicting the Camusian
definition of absurdity. They parody all Camus’ philosophical assumptions
about the meaning of life and nihilism.

Keywords: Albert Camus; Active and Passive Nihilist; Endgame; The Rebel; Waiting
for Godot.

1. Introduction

modern man, in search of an answer to the purpose of life, finds that his

A understanding of the world is inconsistent with the existing data
characterizing his world. This is where an individual may come up with

the concept of emptiness. This feeling of meaninglessness can be the
consequence and at the same time the cause of a mechanical existence.
Encountering a world devoid of any rational meaning, one may be categorized
under one of these labels: passive nihilist or active nihilist. The concept of passive
nihilist from Nietzsche’s (1967) point of view refers to someone who is deprived of
the creative forces of his existence. On the other hand, if the various aspects of
human consciousness (i.e., social, political, individual), in Nietzsche’s view, are
such that they lead to the re-evaluation of traditional values, then the active nihilist
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emerges. Albert Camus and his philosophy can be placed into the category of
active nihilism, as he does not believe in expediency and fate and acknowledges
that one should eagerly embrace life, grasp it and bravely fight against its ugliness
and filth. He believes that man’s confrontation with the unknown and sometimes
irrational world can cause the feeling of emptiness. Thus, he chooses the term
‘absurd” for this confrontation, which becomes the center of his philosophical
discussions (Camus, 2012, pp. 69-70). In most of his works, such concepts as
nihilism and absurdism are mixed together, and the author deals with their impacts
on the morality of his characters.

Furthermore, Albert Camus is the author of seminal essays, such as The Myth of
Sisyphus (1942) and The Rebel (1951). He is always considered one of the most
influential thinkers of the school of existentialism. The existentialism movement,
influenced by the experiences after World War 11, has always addressed the issue
of how an individual is able to adapt himself to his existential nature in an empty
and aimless world, which is devoid of divine orders (Crowell, 2004). It emphasizes
the uniqueness of each individual’s existence in freely making self-defining
choices. This means that since there is no external God or supreme force, the only
way to confront the emptiness of existence and find meaning in life is to embrace
existence itself. Therefore, existentialism believes that people are completely free
in their choices and should take responsibility for their actions even though
accepting this responsibility may be accompanied by intense anger and fear
(Mardani Nokandeh, 2002). Unlike Descartes, who insisted on the primacy of
consciousness and thought, existentialism claims that man is thrown into the world
and therefore cannot be thought. Therefore, existence (being in the world) precedes
consciousness and is the ultimate end. As Sartre puts it, existence precedes nature
(Cranston, 1971).

Camus’ existential thoughts had a tremendous impact on art, media, and
especially modern drama (Gabanchi, 2010). After World War Il, a period of
deregulation emerged in European societies. In the same period, in 1961, Martin
Esslin, as a literary critic, detailed a type of theater called the Theatre of the Absurd
that attempts to express its understanding of the meaninglessness of the human
condition and the shortcomings of rational approaches (Esslin, 1961).

The most important feature of the theater of the absurd is the dramatic
presentation of the concept of ‘absurdity’. As mentioned above, this kind of theater
is very influenced by Camus’ Myth of Sisyphus (1942). These dramatic works
usually represent feelings such as loss, aimlessness and confusion, lack of
communication, inevitable human loneliness and the meaninglessness of life (Hall,
1960). As one of the greatest absurd playwrights, Samuel Beckett reflected on his
break from religion and the principles of Catholicism in his works. His famous
works include the trilogy—Malloy, Malone Dies and The Unnamable—between
1951-1953 and the plays Waiting for Godot (1953) and Endgame (1954). The
dramatic works of Beckett are driven by the evolution of his interest in different
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ways of artistic representation. Through an analytical-descriptive approach, this
study tries to examine the validity of the concept of ‘Camusian Rebel’ in the
worlds created by Beckett in Waiting for Godot and Endgame.

2. Method

In The Rebel (1951), Camus claims that nothing can cure the absurd condition of
human existence. The only way to deal with it, to reduce this ontological pain a
little, is to achieve freedom and self-awareness. This cannot be achieved but with
‘Rebellion” (Camus, 1951). Accordingly, the rebel is someone who says ‘no’ to
everything but himself. The rebel says ‘yes’ when he thinks about himself, like a
slave being freed from his chains. In fact, Camus misreads Descartes’ famous
statement in this way: ‘I rebel, therefore | am’. In The Myth of Sisyphus (1942),
another work by Camus, he explains the notion of absurdity by comparing it to the
Greek myth, Sisyphus. Sisyphus was a Greek myth who was condemned to roll a
rock to the top of a mountain for revealing the secret of the gods, but as soon as he
reached the top, the rock rolled down and Sisyphus had to do it all over again; this
punishment would last forever. At the same time as defining the problem of
absurdity, Camus shows that Sisyphus ultimately finds the meaning and purpose of
his life by continuously engaging in this work (Camus, 1942).

3. Results

The plays Waiting for Godot and Endgame written by Beckett lack a unified
structure, a clear beginning and end, and purposeful dialogues, which itself cause a
new reading of the issue of Camusian rebel. Beckett questions the traditional rules
of playwriting and always presents an absurd, dark and at the same time comic
representation of human life in his works. Beckett's art finds its form in escaping
conventional expectations and traditional beliefs. What seems absurd and
meaningless is shown to be the only possible meaning in a world where the human
subject is enslaved by the material body (object). In this situation, only laughter
and self-denial bring a wise victory over material emptiness. Beckett's plays are
made of such paradoxes. Through free and varied motifs, in all his works, he
portrays passive characters who are always increasingly trying to understand an
absurd life and struggle to survive in it. As Norbar Abudarham (2018) also points
out, in Beckett's works, the position of objects and subjects has changed, and as a
result, objects play an important role in it. These objects do not explain anything,
they just exist. With this dramatic tool, Beckett shows a way to waste life and
escape from the captivating truth of the concept of absurd. In fact, his works not
only express the absurdity and meaninglessness of life and society but also
consider art as meaningless. In this respect, Beckett's works are different from
other writers of the modernist era. The characters of the plays in this research
depict a kind of parody and contradiction of Albert Camus’ concept of ‘rebellion’.
They are characters who are replaced by objects. They neither have the power to
commit suicide nor can they respond to their own ego and think freely. They
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remain only as objects in the environment, wasting their time, and waiting for a
savior in Waiting for Godot or death as in Endgame. For characters in Beckett’s
works, in general, the only existing truth is waiting in vain. The importance of
communication is also diminished by the lack of mutual understanding of the
characters involved. There is no dialogue in its traditional form, because none of
the characters are able to communicate with the other. The words they utter is
another way by which Beckett wants to show the futile expectation and boredom of
their owners in a world where living has the lowest value.

4. Discussion and Conclusion

Unlike Camus’ The Myth of Sisyphus wherein the meaning of life for the hero is
created by himself, these two plays contend that there is no better option in one’s
living. Nothing really changes and remains the same. The difference in thinking
and finding meaning is nothing more than an illusion. A disillusioned and senseless
death is the only savior of its inhabitants. Camus’ rebel is also aware of the world's
sufferings and oppressions. And he never gives up and always uses his strength to
organize this absurdity and rebels against the meaninglessness and chaos of life
(Rezaei & Safian, 2013). The characters of Beckett’s works, however, take an
opposite route to Camusian philosophy. In Camus' philosophy, man uses art to
create meaning and uses it as a shield against the emptiness of the world so as not
to get lost in the acute aspects of the human condition (Kamber, 2006). In contrast,
Beckett always tries to use art against itself, for example by equating his characters
with static objects (Mansouri, 2021). As passive subjects, they play a role in
representing a kind of existential uncertainty and verbal castration, the purpose of
which is not to establish a relationship, but only to waste time and life. For
example, Vladimir and Estragon always endure the pain and suffering of life while
waiting for a savior. In Endgame, there is a similar situation in which Hamm and
Clov have destroyed all the traces of life and are desperately waiting for death.
Beckett’s characters are completely different from Camus’ definition of the rebel,
they parody all Camus’ philosophical assumptions about the active nihilist. The
statements of Thomas (2014) also confirm this claim, where he calls Beckett a
great artist who used art as a weapon against itself to “shock man with the brutal
reality” (Thomas, 2014, p. 36). Therefore, it can be said that according to this
study, the field of art can form a large part of the tyrannical territory of the absurd
world as far as it relates to the matter of creation, turning into a place for violating
its own rules.
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