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The Emergence of Absurd Theatre and Its Characteristics 

Introduction 

The Theatre of the Absurd emerged in the mid-20th century as a radical shift 

from conventional theatrical forms. Born out of the existential crises following 

World War II, this genre challenges traditional narrative structure, character 

development, and logical dialogue. The term “Theatre of the Absurd” was 

coined by critic Martin Esslin in 1961, highlighting the works of playwrights 

such as Samuel Beckett, Eugène Ionesco, and Jean Genet, who explored the 

senselessness and meaninglessness of human existence in a fragmented world. 

Emergence of Absurd Theatre 

The movement drew heavily on existentialist philosophy, particularly the 

writings of Albert Camus and Jean-Paul Sartre, who grappled with the absurd 

condition of humanity — the conflict between humans’ search for meaning 

and the universe’s silence. Absurd theatre rejects the idea of coherent plots or 
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linear progression, opting instead for cyclical, fragmented, or non-sequential 

scenes. It portrays a world where communication breaks down and traditional 

values lose their meaning. 

Characteristics of Absurd Theatre 

1. Non-linear, Illogical Plot Structures 

Absurdist plays often dispense with beginning-middle-end structure. 

Instead, they employ repetitive, cyclical, or disjointed scenes that reflect 

the disorientation and confusion of human existence. Time and space 

are fluid, often defying realistic logic. 

2. Minimal or Nonsensical Dialogue 

Language in Absurd theatre is frequently reduced to clichés, nonsense, 

or silence. Characters speak in fragmented or circular patterns, 

emphasizing the failure of communication and the isolation it produces. 

3. Lack of Clear Character Motivation 

Characters are often undefined, anonymous, or symbolic. Their goals 

and desires are ambiguous or nonexistent, highlighting the futility of 

human action in an indifferent universe. 

4. Symbolism and Metaphor 

The plays rely heavily on abstract symbols and imagery to convey 

existential themes. Objects, gestures, or repeated motifs often have 

ambiguous interpretations, inviting the audience to find their own 

meaning. 

5. Themes of Alienation and Existential Anxiety 

Absurd theatre powerfully expresses human loneliness, anxiety, and the 

search for identity amid a meaningless world. It dramatizes the tension 

between the desire for order and the chaos of existence. 

6. Dark Humor and Irony 

Despite bleak themes, these plays often include dark, satirical humor 

and irony that critique societal norms and human folly. 
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Conclusion 

The emergence of the Theatre of the Absurd marked a profound 

transformation in drama, responding to the disillusionment of the post-war 

world and philosophical skepticism. Its experimental techniques challenge 

audiences to rethink the nature of reality, communication, and human purpose. 

The legacy of Absurd theatre continues to influence contemporary drama, 

theatre, and literature. 
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