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Abstract 

The rapid development of scientific theories and technological advancements, coupled with economic 

upheavals and the devastation of world wars, led to the emergence of the "Theatre of the Absurd." Inspired 

by the works of Kierkegaard, Nietzsche, Sartre, and Camus, this genre emphasized the purposelessness of 

life and humanity’s existential plight. Notable dramatists such as Samuel Beckett, Eugène Ionesco, and 

Edward Albee explored these themes, creating works that continue to resonate. While the genre’s 

popularity declined in the early 21st century, its legacy endures in the works of later playwrights like 

Harold Pinter. 

Eugène Ionesco’s The Chairs (1951), subtitled "A Tragic Farce," is a seminal work of absurdist theatre. 

This paper analyzes the irrationality and existential despair in The Chairs, emphasizing the characters' 

futile quest for meaning and the absurdity of human communication. 

Introduction 

The term "Theatre of the Absurd" was coined by Martin Esslin in his eponymous book but was inspired 

by Albert Camus’s essay "The Myth of Sisyphus" (1942), which emphasized "death" and "isolation" as 

key aspects of the human condition. Camus argues that humans must confront the absurdity of existence 

and either revolt against it or embrace it by living fully through their passions (Camus 10). 
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Absurdist theatre originated from medieval "sotties" and was influenced by surrealist art, silent films, and 

expressionist theatre. It is not a movement but a style rooted in existentialism, surrealism, and nihilism. 

According to Esslin, absurd theatre draws from diverse traditions—Russian mimes, Italian humor, English 

symbolism, and German inventiveness. This style gained prominence after World War II, a time of social, 

cultural, and political upheaval. Disillusioned with religion and traditional values, humanity faced an 

existential crisis, questioning its place in an indifferent universe. 

Isolation and miscommunication—two hallmarks of absurdist theatre—are prominent in Ionesco’s The 

Chairs. Cap-Bun observes that the absurdity of communication is symbolized in the play by the Orator, 

whose speech turns out to be incoherent gibberish. This paper examines how irrationality and existential 

despair are woven into the fabric of The Chairs, revealing humanity's futile attempts to find meaning in a 

chaotic, purposeless world. 

The Absurd Condition: The Void of Existence 

Eugène Ionesco’s The Chairs reflects the absurdity of the human condition and the inherent irrationality 

of existence. The play’s isolated setting—an island surrounded by water—symbolizes humanity’s 

existential isolation. The Old Man and Old Woman, the play’s protagonists, live in a state of alienation, 

attempting to convey a vital message to the world through an Orator. However, their efforts are futile, as 

the Orator cannot articulate the message. This failure underscores the nihilistic vision of the play, where 

human actions are senseless and purposeless. 

Jean-Paul Sartre’s Being and Nothingness posits that humans are "condemned to be free," tasked with 

creating their own meaning in a meaningless universe (Sartre 353). Similarly, the Old Man and Old 

Woman’s lives culminate in despair as their "grand message" remains undelivered, symbolizing the futility 

of human aspirations. Ionesco’s portrayal of irrational behavior and illogical events reflects the absurdity 

of existence, where characters are stripped of individuality and coherence. 

Ionesco’s use of tragicomedy, as seen in the subtitle "A Tragic Farce," blends elements of tragedy and 

farce to highlight the absurdity of life. This technique parallels Beckett’s Waiting for Godot, where the 

characters' futile wait for Godot mirrors the human search for meaning in an indifferent universe. 
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The Theatre of the Absurd and Ionesco’s Vision 

Ionesco’s absurdist dramaturgy combines realism with surrealism, treating his plays as metaphors. In The 

Chairs, the Old Man and Old Woman embody the post-war generation’s trauma, isolation, and 

psychological exhaustion. Cap-Bun notes that the play’s surrealistic elements—invisible guests, empty 

chairs, and a deaf-mute Orator—serve as metaphors for the emptiness of existence. The dissolution of 

conventional language further accentuates the failure of communication and the absurdity of human 

existence. 

Milutinovic observes that the play’s "absence of meaning" is symbolized by the empty chairs, the invisible 

audience, and the Orator’s gibberish. These elements reflect humanity’s delusional search for significance 

in a void of meaning. Ionesco’s rejection of traditional narrative structures and logical dialogue 

underscores the dissonance between humanity’s desire for meaning and the universe’s indifference. 

Absurdity and Meaninglessness in the Play’s Structure 

The structure of The Chairs exemplifies absurdity through its illogical plot and circular progression. The 

Old Man’s grandiose perception of his message contrasts with the mundane reality of his existence. The 

climactic arrival of the Orator, who delivers unintelligible gibberish, shatters the couple’s hopes and 

emphasizes the futility of human communication. 

The play’s structural irrationality mirrors its existential themes. The empty chairs symbolize the void of 

existence, while the invisible guests reflect the illusory nature of the couple’s aspirations. Through these 

elements, Ionesco critiques humanity’s futile attempts to impose meaning on a meaningless universe. 

Language and Communication as Symbols of Irrationality 

Language in The Chairs is circular, repetitive, and nonsensical, reflecting the inadequacy of 

communication in capturing the irrationality of existence. Ionesco employs techniques such as ellipses, 

silence, and nonsensical words to convey unspoken thoughts and emotions. For instance, the Old 

Woman’s rant about the Old Man’s unfulfilled potential ends with an ellipsis, leaving her sentiments 

unexpressed: 

http://www.ijcrt.org/


www.ijcrt.org                                          © 2024 IJCRT | Volume 12, Issue 12 December 2024 | ISSN: 2320-2882 

 

IJCRT2412642 
International Journal of Creative Research Thoughts (IJCRT) 

www.ijcrt.org 
f836 

 

OLD WOMAN: You’re so clever, you could have been at least a Postmaster-General, if you’d wanted 

to... (Ionesco 129). 

Martin Esslin notes that absurdist drama "expresses the bewilderment, uncertainty, and despair that stem 

from the loss of certainties" (Esslin 4). The Orator’s gibberish epitomizes this failure of language, 

emphasizing the futility of human attempts to articulate meaning. Shorts argues that the depth of absurdist 

plays lies in their face-to-face interactions, where meaning is inferred from context rather than explicit 

dialogue. 

Rehman and Larik suggest that the language of absurdist theatre serves as a catharsis for humanity’s 

misery. In The Chairs, the breakdown of communication mirrors the irrationality of existence, leaving the 

characters trapped in a cycle of unfulfilled aspirations and incomprehensible interactions. 

The Existential Despair of the Characters and the Invisibility of Meaning 

The Old Man and Old Woman’s search for meaning is marked by despair and futility. Their suicide, far 

from triumphant, reflects their surrender to the absurdity of existence. Ionesco’s portrayal of death aligns 

with Heidegger’s view of death as an emancipation from worldly anxieties. The Old Man’s final words, 

"My mission is accomplished," reflect a delusional satisfaction, as the message remains undelivered 

(Ionesco 157). 

The invisible guests and empty chairs serve as metaphors for the void of existence. The couple’s reverence 

for these unseen figures underscores their desperate attempt to affirm their own significance. However, 

the absence of these guests reinforces the theme of meaninglessness, highlighting the futility of human 

aspirations. 

Conclusion 

While absurdist plays may seem meaningless on the surface, they convey profound truths about the human 

condition. Bennett argues that these plays should be termed "parabolic drama" rather than "absurd" to 

emphasize their structural depth and societal critique. Absurdist playwrights reveal humanity’s isolation 

and failure to communicate meaningfully, inviting audiences to confront the existential void. 
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In The Chairs, Ionesco masterfully depicts the irrationality and despair of existence. The play’s themes of 

isolation, miscommunication, and meaninglessness resonate with existentialist philosophy, particularly 

the ideas of Sartre and Camus. Through the absurd actions of the Old Man and Old Woman, Ionesco 

critiques humanity’s futile quest for purpose in an indifferent universe. 
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