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Face to Face with the Irrational: The Value of Absurdism in a Hopeless Society
We are all going to die. At least humanity can cling to that one certainly when living in a world of overwhelming confusion, manipulation and fear. But what does one do knowing this certainty? What if we are not willing to be the curator of our own premature demise, and alternatively believe there is no God handing out rules to live our lives by? How do we simply accept a meaningless reality? The absurdists that will be explored in due course have approached these questions in many ways, although the perspectives of the dramatist and the philosopher will be central. They each approach absurdism from very different life experiences, but with very similar thematic emphases, the two of which that will be examined: time and memory. How time and memory are represented through absurdist theatre and philosophy, showing why absurdist thought and its influence are as important to today's society as they were in years past. We live in a society where time passes but is not experienced, where moments are distorted and elaborated for instant approval, where they are uploaded or erased rather than being retained and learned from. If people lost that memory, if those moments disappeared from their past, would it still matter? The value of time and memory for the individual of the 21st century has been lost and with it we are losing the individual. Humanity’s need for memory is becoming obsolete and time is being spent frivolously. 
There is a human crisis, because in today’s world we can contemplate the death or the torture of a human being, with a feeling of indifference, friendly concern, scientific interest or simple passivity…since human suffering is a boring obligation in par with standing in line or getting butter (Camus, 2016).
Today we are confronted with worldwide traumatic events on repeat. We have no time to think about the situation, we just take a plethora of "facts" at face value and move on. Traumatised, indifferent or opinionated, but without any real understanding or consideration of how we really feel towards this trauma. In the history of absurdism, there are many people who have experienced individual or societal trauma. They use absurdism to not only cope with their own existential crisis but to hold a mirror to society, hoping others will find a connection and explore further. In addition, for many of us the opportunity to further develop the understanding of absurdism is dismissed, since it is often misinterpreted as nonsensical. This essay will show how the absurdists explored time and memory, through plays, characters, novels and language and how a society can become stronger when individuals can recognise the absurdist qualities within themselves and use them to find meaning in a meaningless world.
___________________________________
The Absurd
Absurdism is defined as “a philosophy based on the belief that the universe is irrational and meaningless and that the search for order brings the individual into conflict with the universe” (Merriam-Webster, 2022). To summarise the absurdist mindset in one sentence does a disservice to the value of such a belief. Absurdism is a powerful state of mind that can be achieved by accepting the fragility and futility of the human condition. In taking responsibility for one’s own actions, it is a way of seeing the world and society through a whole new lens, harnessing the newfound perspective and using it for personal development. Many people think of the word absurd as something odd or illogical. In fact, it is a deeply personal experience that individuals share with society in a variety of ways, whether it philosophy, art, poetry, theatre, or film, for example. It does, however, usually stem from deeper seated states of anxiety, depression or trauma and develops into its own individual growth pattern based on each person’s reaction to such events.
The concept of time and memory, as well as how the absurdist perceives them, can be highly personal. It is not uncommon for the absurdist mind to draw inspiration and learn from the past in order to determine how to proceed in the future. Dramatists of the absurd use the ideas of time and memory to create a sense of isolation, disorientation, and doubt towards identity and purpose. Characters from Samuel Beckett's Waiting for Godot, like Vladimir and Estragon, are constrained by unending cycles of repetition, struggling to remember anything other than the present, which hinders their advancement both physically and psychologically. Philosophers like Albert Camus, like so many others, were profoundly impacted by the atrocities of World War II and the human suffering. Following deep reflection, he addressed his feelings toward this through works such as The Plague, a novel about a devastating disease that has taken over society. “They came to know the incorrigible sorrow of all prisoners and exiles, which is to live in company with a memory that serves no purpose” (Camus, 1960, p.73).
Although the absurdity of existence is the main preoccupation in both the works of the absurdist philosopher and dramatist, their perspectives are very diverse. Camus conveys his perception of absurdism as,
the irrationality of the human condition in the form of highly lucid and logically constructed reasoning while the Theatre of the Absurd strives to express its sense of the senselessness of the human condition and the inadequacy of the rational approach by the open abandonment of rational devices and discursive thought (Esslin, 1980, p.24). 
Camus was no stranger to suffering; his father passed away in World War I, he suffered from tuberculosis for most of his life, joined the French Resistance during World War II, where he learned of the atrocities that humans could commit, and died in a suspicious car crash at the age of 46 in 1960. Camus saw human existence for what it truly was, in crisis.
Camus utilized the figure of Sisyphus, who is condemned to eternally push a boulder up a hill only to see it roll back down again, as a metaphor for the intense conflict of the individual against the absurdity of existence in one of his most significant works, The Myth of Sisyphus. He examines the notion of achieving contentment in the face of absurdity, and how our negative recollections of the past should not dictate how we respond to such occurrences in the future. We must alter our view of the circumstance rather than merely repeating automatic behaviours derived from our previous experiences. 
When the images of earth cling too tightly to memory, when the call of happiness becomes too insistent, it happens that melancholy rises in a man’s heart; this is the rock’s victory, this is the rock itself. The boundless grief is too heavy to bear (Camus, 2005, p.117). 
This idea of attaining liberation from within and finding acceptance of the human predicament caused a schism between Camus and existentialist philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre. Both of which had been close friends prior. 
Many of Sartre's and Camus' viewpoints were compatible, both striving for freedom and justice, but it was Camus' book The Rebel that introduced the notion that freedom is subjective and cannot be attained through revolutionary violence. This being a viewpoint with which Sartre profoundly disagreed, arguing that violence was the only method for defeating oppressive forces. This collision of perspectives and struggle for freedom has also been observed in the writings of the absurdist theatre at that time. After World War II, society was longing for the world they once knew. But how were people to move on with such dark memories of the past and a newfound anxiety toward the future? They could have turned to faith or considered suicide, or they could look to the voices of theatre for guidance and comfort, as many have done for years previously. 
Martin Esslin coined the term "The Theatre of the Absurd" to identify the collective works of dramatists who approached theatre with an absurdist mentality. The absurdist theatre could project the different dramatist's personal narrative, and so plays were developed from a vast scope of memories and experiences. As such, some were formed over years of planning and development, whereas others were created as an instantaneous guttural reaction, written within a matter of days. Among these playwrights was Harold Pinter, renowned for his ’Memory Plays’ which disrupted the presumptive structural notions of time and memory. Pinter’s plays 
…rest on the premise that memory, when expressed in language, is a way of transforming the self, of negotiating one’s relations to others and defining a place within the objective world. Collectively, the 'memory' plays are often seen as a kind of extended mediation on damaged consciousness” (Begley, 2002).
Pinter’s Old Times (1971) depicts the paradoxical nature of memory, is one such memory play. We could all have a similar encounter with life events, but as time passes on, our recollections of it change and take on new meanings from various perspectives. Pinter portrays, as the play opens, two individuals talking about their memories, although each recollection they reveal is varied and lacking context. A jarring and perplexing attitude is maintained throughout the play, and there is never a definitive conclusion or affirmation regarding who is right or wrong. This is a characteristic of absurdist theatre, where we learn very little about the characters' pasts or potential futures, there is no chronological progression, we encounter a wide range of divergent viewpoints coexisting at the same moment. Absurdist plays
…have no logical plot or characterization in any conventional sense, the characters lack the motivation found in realistic drama, and so emphasize their purposelessness. The absence of plot serves to reinforce the monotony and repetitiveness of time in human affairs (Styan, 1981, p.126). 
Even though this form of theatre does not follow the traditional structure of beginning, middle and conclusion, arguably it is considerably more authentic and truer to reality than most other styles of realistic theatre, even that of Henrik Ibsen, the main influential practitioner of realism theatre. The Theatre of the Absurd is more realistic because it showcases the dramatist's inner range of consciousness unapologetically. Using “…instinct and intuition rather than, by conscious effort, to overcome and resolve. The Theatre of the Absurd has renounced arguing about the absurdity of the human condition; it merely presents it in being – that is, in terms of concrete stage images” (Esslin, 1980, p. 25).
___________________________________

The Dramatist: Beckett and The Prisoners
When responding to earlier theatrical movements that had preceded the absurd, one of the better-known absurdist playwrights, Samuel Beckett, characterised them as “the grotesque fallacy of realistic art…that miserable statement of line and surface, the penny a line vulgarity of a literature of notions” (Esslin, 1980, p.29). Irish Protestant Beckett was born in Dublin in 1906. After being brutally stabbed in an alleyway he joined the resistance movement against the National Socialist government, the rebel group was later invaded and many of its members were detained. Beckett fled and eventually found shelter on a farm and worked as a labourer. Like Camus, these experiences in his life had a significant role in his struggle with identity, humanity, and existential suffering. He began to feel like “…habit and routine was the cancer of time, social intercourse a mere illusion, and the artist’s life of necessity a life of solitude.” (Esslin, 1980, p.33). Beckett set out on a liberating adventure of travel and writing to break free from the chains of a society that treated him with apathy. These experiences and insights into society can be observed in varied degrees across Beckett's works, and why the figure of the dejected traveller or vagabond may also frequently appear, always shown in a manner that is both brutally honest and pure, in keeping with Beckett's style. His work “mirrored his search for freedom and the right to live his own life” (Esslin, 1980, p.35).
Beckett’s work was conceptual and meant to be examined as a piece of art in its entirety. The lack of narrative and anti-theatre structure of his plays baffled the regular theatre goers. Examiner CW Heriot saw Waiting for Godot in 1955 and commented on it in his report to the Lord Chamberlain stating he had “…endured two hours of angry boredom” for “a piece quite without drama and with very little meaning.” In scathing terms, he advised the Lord Chamberlain that he should “allow public opinion to disperse this ugly little jet of marsh-gas” (Flood, 2017).
It is possible to see why the everyday person who saw this type of theatre for the first-time left feeling unsatisfied, perplexed even furious. Society had been conditioned to take comfort in structure, logic and routine; when these comforts were taken away, their visceral response to not understanding was to minimise and reject Beckett's intensely personal work. The universe Beckett creates is irrational, as is the notion of time. Time seems to speed up, slow down, and stand still but, as the characters are indifferent to this, no explanation is ever offered. We are promised that Godot will arrive "tomorrow," a day that never appears to come and yet despite this, we observe unusual happenings such as leaves beginning to appear on the prop tree between acts even though time does not seem to have advanced.
As baffling as this concept of a play seems, when Waiting for Godot was showed to the prisoners at San Quentin Penitentiary two years later in 1957, the response was enlightening.
My cell partner came back from seeing it; he kept me up all night, everyone was high on the experience. I remember him saying "everyone was puzzled until one guy came in with a rope around his neck and another guy whipping him and guess what his name was? Lucky!" That spoke to everyone in the audience. I needed something to relieve the despair. In prison, you're in limbo, trapped in the greyness of your own uniform of flesh. Waiting for Godot resonates with the incarcerated because it depicts a vacant landscape and characters imprisoned within themselves, but with great humour (Dembin, 2019).
‘Lucky’ can be interpreted as a twisted view on humanity. The downtrodden soul that is lucky because he has a master who sets the rules and maintains order. He does not need to think, he is a prisoner and as such, is unburdened with the psychological intensity that the liberated mind must endure. The prisoners of San Quentin understood what Beckett had created. An all-encompassing moving motif of the turmoil, pain and isolation felt by the trapped individual. On discussing Lucky’s situation, the character of Pozzo (his master) says
POZZO:	Why he doesn't make himself comfortable? Let's try and get it clear. Has he not the right to? Certainly, he has. It follows that he doesn't want to. There's reasoning for you (Becket, 2000, p.24).
Beckett was not trapped in prison but felt trapped by society and the absurdity of the human condition. He posits that the confinement experienced is a matter of choice, much like Camus’ Sisyphus. That freedom and happiness can be found in the mind and not from the approval or direction of others.
The prisoners had to face their time incarcerated with only memories from their past, but now, the play had helped them accept their situation and face the futility of waiting. In doing so, this gave a great sense of purpose to many, some of which started their own theatre companies which were greatly supported by Beckett and are still active today. When individuals are stuck, time passes slowly, memories of the past fade. The repetition of anxieties becomes the usual. The prisoners saw the performance as a play not about Godot, but about waiting and the human condition. Most anxieties come from waiting. Absurdist plays are the embodiment of anxieties. Every person's experience of time, waiting, and repetition is unique, yet they all ultimately lead to the same thing: hope.
The Theatre of the Absurd and the absurdist mentality was finally brought to the attention of society during World War II. “The global nature of this conflict and the resulting trauma of living under threat of nuclear annihilation put into stark perspective the essential precariousness of human life” (Crabb, 2006). Individuals were confronted with death and the evils that the human was capable of inflicting on one another. People became disillusioned after learning of the concentration camps and how captured prisoners were subjected to a living hell, stripped of their individual identities. Their memories, however, could not be torn away. Memories have the power to anchor us and remind us of who we know we are. Prisoners in these camps clung to anything that would maintain their identity, to save their memory of who they were. They used their memories of their past to support other prisoners through poetry and books recalled and written down from memory by imprisoned teachers, a rebellious act that could have resulted in death, but they understood the importance of memory and how it provided hope for the future. 
[bookmark: _Hlk120721543]Resistance and ways to uphold memory and identity were important coping strategies…Nostalgic memory can be employed in efforts to try to distance oneself from a real and difficult present and, by a selective emphasis on positive contents of the past, suppress it with more life affirming memory (Rydén 2017).
___________________________________

The Philosopher: Camus and Society
[bookmark: _Hlk121672060]Absurdists employ time and memory to help them explore their own worldview, which inevitably is in a constant state of change. Camus stated after the war that he sought to find a common solidarity with shared suffering. We learn of war and become suicidal; we fear death and turn to God. We must convey this absolute experience of emptiness with each other and strive to gain mutual respect towards one other's dignity. To achieve this, the individual must be free, as Camus declared in his speech on the Human Crisis, a master and a slave have nothing in common. We need to sustain the communion between humans and find acceptance from within because “a man’s obedience to his own genius…is faith in its purest form” (Mudge, 2015, p.361).  If you have faith in yourself then everything is in your favour.
We can’t pretend to escape from history for we are in history. We can only aspire to do battle in the arena of history to save from it that part of man which does not belong to it. We want only to rediscover the paths to civilization where man, without turning his back on history, will no longer be enslaved by it. With the obligation each person incurs with regard to others will be balanced by time for reflection, pleasure, and the happiness every person owes themselves (Camus, 2016).
Camus' philosophy supported individuals in grappling with their current condition. Could an individual's life still have worth in a meaningless world? Camus gave society hope as he felt that absolute freedom from oppression was possible from within. Similar values were being examined at the time; existentialism with freedom at its core, and nihilism promoting the meaningless of existence, however, with these beliefs came violence and a lack of hope. This was not how Camus envisioned assisting and empowering society after World War II. Human nature binds us over similar aims, a need for meaning amid arbitrary cruelty, a desire for meaning when the world is mute and indifferent to the individual. The heart of the absurd ideology is life is meaningless and as a result, we must begin to investigate how make sense of such an irrational world. Choosing to live an absurd existence is a true statement of freedom. Unlike Sartre's view, rebellion should be a creative act rather than a destructive one.
[bookmark: _Hlk121582545]Albert Camus was renowned as a philosopher, yet society could more easily apply and connect to his ideas as a novelist. He, like many absurdist writers and dramatists, defined his work as an attempt to comprehend the reality in which he lived. Camus’ 1947 novel The Plague was written as a statement to World War II and the German occupation of France. When the gates to the town are closed and no one is allowed in or out, the people are isolated. Some cling to memories of the past to soothe the anguish of the present, while others live in denial of the severity of the situation. As with absurdist theatre, we are urged to experience and analyse what is occurring rather than predict what may or may not happen. We read of the suffering of a diverse range of people who find themselves in a similar predicament; some contemplate suicide, others lose faith, and many are forced to endure violence and suffering. These feelings were extremely intense and honest sentiments for post-war individuals in society. “Camus took a long view of war and fascism in The Plague, one that enabled him to think about how the individual could come together in the future to form a community that would protect them against forces like nationalism and hate” (Kaplan and Marris, 2022, p.115).
The novel advises readers to resist our natural tendency to suppress unpleasant memories. Our recollections of the past should be clear and not distorted, an uncertain future should be enlightened by actions of common decency. Although we cannot banish evil from the world, we can accept the reality in which evil exists, embrace existence in all its absurdity and find strength in the freedom of acceptance. It is a belief that “…the plague never dies or disappears for good; that it can lie dormant for years and years…and that perhaps the day would come when, for the bane and the enlightening of men, it roused up its rats again and sent them forth to die in a happy city” (Camus, 1960, p. 252).
Ignoring the clear connection between The Plague and the Covid pandemic that paralysed the planet would be foolish. We all became captives, some more so than others, like many before us “no longer were there individual destinies, only a collective destiny, made of plague and emotions shared by all” (Camus, 1960, p.167).  During the lockdown The Plague sold out around the world, and as many had done more than 50 years before, society turned to Albert Camus' words for solace and solutions. At a time when people were frantically seeking understanding, his words found a place in the limitations of our own isolation. Camus was not just a voice for his generation; he also foresaw the emergence of crises and the recurring patterns that mankind exhibits. Camus offers space for thought and pondering rather than solutions. He presents us with slow hope, a concept by Christof Mauch. “What we need, I think, is hope: hopeful narratives that help us think creatively and act unflinchingly. We need to be fully aware of the crises that humans and other animals face on the planet. But we also need to identify starting points and signposts that can direct us into an alternative future” (Mauch, 2019, p.3).
Slow hope, the work of historical memory, reflective thought and action. Camus wants us to respond in this way to the circumstances in life that attempt to steal our happiness. We must carefully examine what holds us back and come up with our own solutions to the existential conundrum. Unfortunately, in modern society, the individual will speak with confidence about realities well outside the scope of their own experiences and understanding, learned through mass social media. These errors of thinking put people at risk of being taken advantage of.  
___________________________________

In Conclusion
The absurdists present a plethora of life insights and suggestions, but looking to the future, in a technologically driven society where time is foolishly wasted and people's private thoughts exist outside of their own minds, “…language has run riot in an age of mass communication. It must be reduced to its proper function – the expression of authentic content, rather than its concealment.” (Esslin, 1980, p. 409). Expressing our authentic human, emotional viewpoints on life intimately with others appears to be dying out. The capacity to fully discover our true personal bliss may be compromised and, as a result we may lose our identity also. Our dependence on the mass media for solutions to issues that it has helped create is reducing us to human shells. We are evolving into absurdist characters, confused and illogical. Today’s society exist knowing endless trauma through perpetual engagement with technology and media. Through instantaneous visions we see everything and know nothing, much like the audience of Beckett and Pinter's plays. Absurdist dramatist Eugene Ionesco states:
As our knowledge becomes separated from life, our culture no longer contains ourselves, for it forms a ‘social’ context in which we are not integrated. So the problem becomes that of bringing our life back into contact with our culture, making it a living culture once again. To achieve this, we shall first have to kill the respect for what is written down in black and white (Esslin, 1980, p. 409). 

Applying the absurdist mindset will help the individual greatly in these circumstances, as it has many times over. We should “believe in meaningless as an achievement, as a task or a quest, as the achievement of the ordinary or the everyday without the rose-tinted spectacles of any narrative of redemption” (Critchley, 2004, p.32). True expression and personal connection are important for us to function productively with clarity and certainty. 
We must learn from the lessons of the past and accept that technology is now deeply ingrained into our society, but not the individual.  We have control over consumption and can create memories in moments of solitude and deep thought, not under restraints of algorithms and trends. Because life has no meaning, we may give it any meaning we wish. We must understand the absurdity of life and embrace absurd values. Utilise the best parts of technology to explore absurdist perspectives in more familiar ways, such as the Netflix documentary on therapist Phil Stutz or the absurdist film Greener Grass, which is filled with brutally honest satire. After the disintegration of self, meaning, and existence, absurdist philosophy emerges. Once someone has given themselves enough time and thought to come to terms with the fact that life is meaningless, they can begin to live life to the fullest. We cannot be devoured by evil and must resist our tendencies to feel empathy for an entire universe of despair and information. We exist joyfully, in accepting that injustice wants to break us, but in knowing that it will fail.

___________________________________
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