1. MORTALITY 

None of the characters in Waiting for Godot shy away from the fact that death is inevitable. In fact, death becomes at times a solution for the inanity (emptiness, pointlessness) of daily life. The main characters contemplate suicide as though it were as harmless as a walk to the grocery store, probably because there’s nothing in their life worth sticking around for anyway. They ultimately do not commit suicide because they claim not to have the means, but also because they are uncertain of the result of their attempt (it may work, it may fail). Because they can’t be sure of what their action will bring, they decide on no action at all.
Questions About Mortality

1. Why do Estragon and Vladimir want to kill themselves? (See pages 9-10) 
2. Why don’t they? (10)
3. If death is inevitable and ever-impending, as Pozzo points out, how do we live our lives with any sense of purpose? Does Waiting for Godot propose a solution to this problem?

Pozzo: “…behind this veil of gentleness and peace, night is charging (vibrantly) and will burst upon us (snaps his fingers) pop! like that! (his inspiration leaves him) just when we least expect it. (Silence. Gloomily.) That's how it is on this bitch of an earth” (29).
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2. FRIENDSHIP

Friendship is tricky in Waiting for Godot, as each character is fundamentally isolated from every other. Relationships teeter between a fear of loneliness and an essential inability to connect. This tension is central to the play. The problems that keep characters apart vary from physical disgust to ego to a fear of others’ suffering.

Questions About Friendship

1. What is the best term to describe Vladimir and Estragon’s relationship? Are they friends? Companions? Master and slave? Mere acquaintances?

2. Vladimir and Estragon constantly ask whether they would be better off without each other. So…would they?

Page 8:

ESTRAGON:
(coldly.) There are times when I wonder if it wouldn't be better for us to part.

VLADIMIR:
You wouldn't go far.

ESTRAGON:
That would be too bad, really too bad. (Pause.) Wouldn't it, Didi, be really too bad? (Pause.) When you think of the beauty of the way. (Pause.) And the goodness of the wayfarers. (Pause. Wheedling.) Wouldn't it, Didi?
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3. RELIGION

Religion is incompatible with reason in Waiting for Godot. Characters who attempt to understand religion logically are left in the dark, and the system is compared to such absurd banalities as switching bowler hats or taking a boot on and off. Religion is also tied to uncertainty, since there is no way of knowing what is objectively true in the realm of faith.

Questions About Religion

1. Who has a better understanding of religion, Vladimir or Estragon?

2. We’ve said that in Waiting for Godot, religion is incompatible with logic. If this is true, what’s the next step? Does the play argue that we should accept religion despite its lack of rationality, or that we should reject it for the same reasons?

3. If Godot is a representation of God, what do Vladimir and Estragon expect will happen if he does finally show up?
Page 4:

VLADIMIR:
Did you ever read the Bible?

ESTRAGON:
The Bible . . . (He reflects.) I must have taken a look at it.

VLADIMIR:
Do you remember the Gospels?

ESTRAGON:
I remember the maps of the Holy Land. Coloured they were. Very pretty. The Dead Sea was pale blue. The very look of it made me thirsty. That's where we'll go, I used to say, that's where we'll go for our honeymoon. We'll swim. We'll be happy.

VLADIMIR:
You should have been a poet.
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4.TIME

Time presents a slew of problems in Waiting for Godot. The very title of the play reveals its central action: waiting. The two main characters are forced to whittle away their days while anticipating the arrival of a man who never comes. Because they have nothing to do in the meantime, time is a dreaded barrier, a test of their ability to endure. Because they repeat the same actions every day, time is cyclical. That every character seems to have a faulty memory further complicates matters; time loses meaning when the actions of one day have no relevance or certainty on the next.

Questions About Time

1. Characters in Waiting for Godot repeatedly forget the events of yesterday. If memory is faulty and one cannot remember past actions, do these actions have any meaning?

2. Can we trust Vladimir and Estragon’s memories of events that have supposedly occurred before the start of the play?

3. Does time pass any differently in Act II than it does in Act I?
Page 28: 

ESTRAGON: Come come, take a seat I beseech you, you'll get pneumonia.

POZZO: You really think so?

ESTRAGON: Why it's absolutely certain.

POZZO: No doubt you are right. (He sits down.) Done it again! (Pause.) Thank you, dear fellow. (He consults his watch.) But I must really be getting along, if I am to observe my schedule.

VLADIMIR: Time has stopped.

POZZO: (cuddling his watch to his ear). Don't you believe it, Sir, don't you believe it. (He puts his watch back in his pocket.) Whatever you like, but not that.

ESTRAGON: (to Pozzo). Everything seems black to him today.
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5.EXISTENTIALISM

The portrait of daily life painted by Waiting for Godot is a dismal one. It is repetitive and stagnant. It lacks meaning and purpose and entails perpetual suffering. The solution (which none of the characters take) would seem to be action and choice despite the ever-presence of uncertainty, and an awareness of one’s surroundings and past actions. As one character says, "habit is a great deadener" – our actions should stem from conscious choice rather than apathy.

Questions About Life, Consciousness, and Existence

1. What is the value of life in Waiting for Godot?

2. Pozzo claims that life has no meaning because it is fleeting; Vladimir counters that life has no meaning because we deadened it with habit. Which statement, if either, does the play support?

3. Vladimir wonders towards the end of Act II whether or not he is even awake. Why does it take him until now to ask this question? What has happened over the course of the play that might have led him to this doubt? Does asking this question symbolize any sort of transition for him?
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VLADIMIR:Was I sleeping, while the others suffered? Am I sleeping now? Tomorrow, when I wake, or think I do, what shall I say of today? That with Estragon my friend, at this place, until the fall of night, I waited for Godot? That Pozzo passed, with his carrier, and that he spoke to us? Probably. But in all that what truth will there be? (Estragon, having struggled with his boots in vain, is dozing off again. Vladimir looks at him.) He'll know nothing. He'll tell me about the blows he received and I'll give him a carrot. (Pause.) Astride of a grave and a difficult birth. Down in the hole, lingeringly, the grave digger puts on the forceps. We have time to grow old. The air is full of our cries. (He listens.) But habit is a great deadener. (He looks again at Estragon.) At me too someone is looking, of me too someone is saying, He is sleeping, he knows nothing, let him sleep on. (Pause.) I can't go on! (Pause.) What have I said?
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6.TRUTH
Waiting for Godot is a play driven by a lack of truth – in other words, uncertainty. Characters are unable to act in any meaningful way and claim this is so because they are uncertain of the consequences. Without the presence of objective truth, every statement is brought to question, and even common labels (color, time, names) become arbitrary and subjective.

Questions About Truth

1. After the debate over whether or not to attempt suicide, Estragon concludes in Act I, "Don’t let’s do anything. It’s safer" (10). Is doing nothing safer?

2. Vladimir and Estragon are constantly faced with uncertainty of consequence, and as such choose not to choose. But what is the consequence of not choosing in this play? Can we even be certain of this?
VLADIMIR:
(in anguish). Say anything at all!

ESTRAGON:
What do we do now?

VLADIMIR:
Wait for Godot.

ESTRAGON:
Ah!

Silence.
VLADIMIR:
This is awful!

ESTRAGON:
Sing something.

VLADIMIR:
No no! (He reflects.) We could start all over again perhaps.

ESTRAGON:
That should be easy.

VLADIMIR:
It's the start that's difficult.

ESTRAGON:
You can start from anything.

VLADIMIR:
Yes, but you have to decide.
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7.THEATRE OF THE ABSURD

Waiting for Godot is hailed as a classic example of "Theatre of the Absurd," dramatic works that promote the philosophy of its name. This particular play presents a world in which daily actions are without meaning, language fails to effectively communicate, and the characters at time reflect a sense of artifice, even wondering aloud whether perhaps they are on a stage.

Questions About Philosophical Viewpoints: The Absurd

1. Vladimir and Estragon’s situation is so absurd that it doesn’t resemble any reality we’re familiar with. How is it possible, then, that the play can comment on our own lives? Does Beckett suggest a level of absurdity in the real world?

2. Do Estragon and Vladimir recognize that their actions are absurd? Or does everything seem "normal" to them?

3. How do the absurd characters of Pozzo and Lucky comment on Gogo and Didi? Who seems more rational?

4. At what moment is the play meta-fictional? In other words, where do the characters seem to reveal an understanding (or at least a suspicion) that they are part of a contrived reality? How does this affect the way we see the play?
VLADIMIR. We wait. We are bored. (He throws up his hand.) No, don't protest, we are bored to death, there's no denying it. Good. A diversion comes along and what do we do? We let it go to waste. Come, let's get to work! (He advances towards the heap, stops in his stride.) In an instant all will vanish and we'll be alone once more, in the midst of nothingness! He broods
7.THEATRE OF THE ABSURD

Waiting for Godot is hailed as a classic example of "Theatre of the Absurd," dramatic works that promote the philosophy of its name. This particular play presents a world in which daily actions are without meaning, language fails to effectively communicate, and the characters at time reflect a sense of artifice, even wondering aloud whether perhaps they are on a stage.

Questions About Philosophical Viewpoints: The Absurd

1. Vladimir and Estragon’s situation is so absurd that it doesn’t resemble any reality we’re familiar with. How is it possible, then, that the play can comment on our own lives? Does Beckett suggest a level of absurdity in the real world?

2. Do Estragon and Vladimir recognize that their actions are absurd? Or does everything seem "normal" to them?

3. How do the absurd characters of Pozzo and Lucky comment on Gogo and Didi? Who seems more rational?

4. At what moment is the play meta-fictional? In other words, where do the characters seem to reveal an understanding (or at least a suspicion) that they are part of a contrived reality? How does this affect the way we see the play?

VLADIMIR. We wait. We are bored. (He throws up his hand.) No, don't protest, we are bored to death, there's no denying it. Good. A diversion comes along and what do we do? We let it go to waste. Come, let's get to work! (He advances towards the heap, stops in his stride.) In an instant all will vanish and we'll be alone once more, in the midst of nothingness! He broods.
8.CHOICES

Waiting for Godot consists of two men unable to act, move, or think in any significant way while they kill time waiting for a mysterious man, Godot. The characters fail to realize that this very act of waiting is a choice; instead, they view it as a mandatory part of their daily routine. Even when these men manage to make a conscious decision, they can’t translate that mental choice into a physical act. They often "decide" to leave the stage, only to find that they are unable to move. Such inaction leads to stagnancy and repetition in the seemingly endless cycle of their lives.

Questions About Choices

1. What is the barrier between the decision to act and action itself in Waiting for Godot? Why are the men unable to move after they’ve decided to do so?

2. Are Vladimir and Estragon condemned to wait for Godot, or is the act of waiting a choice itself?

3. Does Lucky’s position as a servant seem to be a choice on his part?
VLADIMIR: Was I sleeping, while the others suffered? Am I sleeping now? Tomorrow, when I wake, or think I do, what shall I say of today? That with Estragon my friend, at this place, until the fall of night, I waited for Godot? That Pozzo passed, with his carrier, and that he spoke to us? Probably. But in all that what truth will there be?
(Estragon, having struggled with his boots in vain, is dozing off again. Vladimir looks at him.) He'll know nothing. He'll tell me about the blows he received and I'll give him a carrot. (Pause.) Astride of a grave and a difficult birth. Down in the hole, lingeringly, the grave digger puts on the forceps. We have time to grow old. The air is full of our cries. (He listens.) But habit is a great deadener. (He looks again at Estragon.) At me too someone is looking, of me too someone is saying, He is sleeping, he knows nothing, let him sleep on. (Pause.) I can't go on! (Pause.) What have I said? He goes feverishly to and fro, halts finally at extreme left, broods. Enter Boy right. He halts. Silence.
BOY: Mister . . . (Vladimir turns.) Mister Albert . . .

VLADIMIR: Off we go again. (Pause.) Do you not recognize me?
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9.SUFFERING
Suffering is a constant and fundamental part of human existence in Waiting for Godot. Every character suffers and suffers always, with no seeming respite in sight. The hardship ranges from the physical to the mental, the minor to the extreme. It drives some men to find companionship (so as to weather the storm together), causes others to abuse their companions (to lessen the suffering of the self), and for still others leads to self-isolation (since watching people suffer is a kind of anguish on its own).

Questions About Suffering

1. What is the worst kind of suffering we see in Waiting for Godot?

2. Have Estragon and Vladimir ever been happy? How do they define "happy?"

3. Is there any purpose served by Gogo and Didi’s suffering? Do they learn from it?

ESTRAGON:
I wasn't doing anything.

VLADIMIR:
Then why did they beat you?

ESTRAGON:
I don't know.

VLADIMIR: You're not unhappy? (The Boy hesitates.) Do you hear me?

BOY:Yes Sir.

VLADIMIR:Well?

BOY:I don't know, Sir.

VLADIMIR:You don't know if you're unhappy or not?

BOY: No Sir.

VLADIMIR:You're as bad as myself. (Silence.) Where do you sleep?

ESTRAGON:I'm unhappy.

VLADIMIR:Not really! Since when?

ESTRAGON:I'd forgotten.

VLADIMIR: Extraordinary the tricks that memory plays! (Estragon tries to speak, renounces, limps to his place, sits down and begins to take off his boots. To Boy.) Well?

BOY:Mr. Godot—

VLADIMIR:I've seen you before, haven't I?

BOY:I don't know, Sir.

VLADIMIR: You must be happy too, deep down, if you only knew it.

ESTRAGON:Happy about what?

VLADIMIR:To be back with me again.

ESTRAGON:Would you say so?

VLADIMIR:Say you are, even if it's not true.

ESTRAGON:What am I to say?

VLADIMIR:Say, I am happy.

ESTRAGON:I am happy.

VLADIMIR:So am I.

ESTRAGON:So am I.

VLADIMIR:We are happy.

ESTRAGON:We are happy. (Silence.) What do we do now, now that we are happy?
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10.FREEDOM & CONFINEMENT

Every character in Waiting for Godot seems to live in a prison of his own making. Each is confined to a state of passivity and stagnancy by his own inability to act. The one character who is literally the slave of another is no more restricted than those who are technically free; in fact, he may be more free because he is at least aware of his imprisonment.
Questions About Freedom and Confinement

1. Does Lucky choose to be a slave?
2. What is interesting about Lucky’s name? Is Lucky the only one in the play with a “purpose”?
3. Why does Vladimir want to play the part of Lucky when he’s pretending with Estragon?
VLADIMIR:(triumphantly). It's Godot! At last! Gogo! It's Godot! We're saved! Let's go and meet him! (He drags Estragon towards the wings. Estragon resists, pulls himself free, exit right.) Gogo! Come back! (Vladimir runs to extreme left, scans the horizon. Enter Estragon right, he hastens towards Vladimir, falls into his arms.) There you are again again!

ESTRAGON:I'm in hell!
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Samuel Beckett’s Waiting for Godot: Practice Discussion Questions
Directions: Record noteworthy ideas and responses based on discussion questions (jot down key quotes from the play when applicable!)
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