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ABSTRACT 

This thesis interprets Samuel Beckett’s negative narrative from a historicist point of view. 

Chapter One reconstructs the Viconian elements in Beckett’s early critical work, “Dante … 

Bruno . Vico .. Joyce.” Beckett’s Viconian interpretation of the overlap between historicity and 

individuality in Joyce’s narrative forecasts Beckett's own narrative experiments. Chapter Two 

explores Beckett’s aesthetic construction of non-identity in Three Novels. The negativity is 

oriented in the post-traumatic experience of Beckett’s narrators. As their psychological and 

physiological conditions degenerate, their narrations become increasingly abstract in the 

temporospatial structure, morphology, and causation, but remain concrete in representing 

worsening corporeal experience through stream of consciousness. The overlap between 

concretion and abstraction turns the corporeal experience into a signifier that potentially signifies 

various possible historical conditions. Chapter Three seeks the perfection of Adorno’s historicist 

interpretation of Beckett’s narrative with the readings by Badiou and McNaughton. Adorno 

initiates a historicist reading of Beckett. However, Adorno’s historicist reading potentially 

contains nihilism that contradicts his dialectics of history. Badiou liberates the voidness in 

Beckett’s narrative from nihilism. McNaughton’s reading of Endgame reveals its concrete 

historicity by focusing on language and rhetoric form in Beckett’s narrative and thereby 

establishes an immediate connection between Beckett’s narrative and historicity. In this way, a 

historicist interpretation of Beckett’s narrative becomes independent of a conceptual mediator 

and retains the priority of historicity.   
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INTRODUCTION 

Samuel Beckett’s novels and plays usually contain a worsening narrative about a 

marginal experience. Beckett’s protagonists, such as Malone in his final days, Molloy in his 

post-traumatic madness, Clov and Hamm in a post-catastrophic room, suffer from gradual 

decomposition of selfhood in their physiological, psychological, and social conditions. Beckett 

usually subtracts concrete temporality, spatiality, morphology, and causation of the marginal 

experience so that his narrative about suffering becomes an abstract narrative. The abstraction in 

the Beckettian narrative appears to be modernist. Beckett’s readers experience extreme difficulty 

in trying to understand what happens because of the aesthetic subtraction of narrative elements. 

For example, in The Unnamable, the narrator is between human and non-human. In Not-I, the 

entire theatrical movement is a speaking mouth in the darkness. In How It Is, sentences are 

grammatically fragmented into non-sentences. I categorize these textual phenomena in Beckett’s 

narrative as negative narratives. It is the aesthetic construction of non-identity by a series of 

negative elements including non-temporality, non-spatiality, and non-personality. The negative 

narrative abstracts a set of physiologically and psychologically concrete narratives about a 

marginal individual, and it becomes a narrative signifier that potentially signifies human 

experience in various historical conditions. This research explores the historicity in Beckett’s 

negative narrative. In this introduction, I discuss the origin of problem awareness in the tradition 

of Beckettian scholarship. First, I introduce major forms of historicism in the Beckettian circle, 

and then I review a critical debate, namely Theodor Adorno’s divergence with György Lukács 



 2 

on the historicity and non-historicity in Beckett’s works. Finally, I introduce the structure of this 

research.  

In the tradition of Beckettian interpretation, there are two major forms of historicism: 

biographical research and political reading. Biographical research is an important research 

approach after the 1990s and it was mainly stimulated by the public release of Beckett’s diaries 

and notebooks. Important works in biographical research include James Knowlson’s Damed to 

Fame: The Life of Samuel Beckett (1996), John Pilling’s A Samuel Beckett Chronology (2006), 

Andrew Gibson’s Samuel Beckett (2009), Katherine Wiess and Seán Kennedy’s compilation of 

Samuel Beckett: History, Memory, Archive (2009), Mark Nixon’s Samuel Beckett’s German 

Diaries 1936-1937, etc.1 From Beckett’s biography, it becomes obvious that his narrative 

experiments were influenced by his experience in post-colonial Ireland, Nazi Germany, and 

participation of French resistance in Paris. The biographical research also established a historicist 

theme in Beckett’s interpretation: Beckett and Ireland. As stated by Declan Kiberd, “No wonder 

that the boy Beckett was terrified by what he saw of the burning city of Dublin from Three Rock 

Mountain. He would bear the stigmata of all that history on his body and in his texts.”2 Kiberd 

suggests that Beckett’s aesthetic presentation of the Irish question is an important source of 

influence for contemporary Irish writers such as Frank O'Connor, Richard Power, Seamus 

Heaney, Brian Friel, and so on. “More than any other modern Irish writer, Beckett registered the 

blasted, hollowed-out landscape of a country after holocaust and trauma.” 3 For Kiberd, Beckett’s 

negative narrative historically signifies the traumatic Irish experience under the exploitation of 

imperialism and colonialism. 

 
1 (Knowlson 1996; Pilling 2006; Gibson 2009; Weiss and Seán 2010; Nixon 2011) 
2 (Kiberd 2018, 13) 
3 (Kiberd 2018, 15) 
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Moreover, Beckett’s visit to Nazi Germany introduces the German problem in the scope 

of Beckettian interpretation. Between September 1936 and March 1937, Beckett widely traveled 

around Germany and closely observed the everyday life and cultural atmosphere under the Nazi 

regime. His correspondences and diaries during this visit indicate that Beckett’s empathy with 

modernist arts contains a critical consciousness against the ideology of Nazi Germany. In 

Lukács’s critique against Beckett and narrative modernism, he assumes that Beckett’s narrative 

experiments are the aesthetic representation of existentialism, especially Heidegger’s philosophy. 

This is a popular misreading of Beckett in the 1950s and 1960s. From a biographical point of 

view, Beckett’s correspondence with Karl Ballmer, a modernist painter, and philosopher, 

indicates that he maintains a critical reflection upon the ideological aftermath of Heidegger’s 

philosophy.  

When [Max] Sauerlandt pronounces . . . on the case of the great unknown painter that is 

Ballmer, where does that leave us? That does not concern me, Ballmer would say, that 

the writings of Mr. Heidegger would make one suffer cruelly.4 

According to Mark Nixon, Beckett reads Ballmer’s “Aber Herr Heidegger!” and Deutschtum und 

Christentum because of aesthetic interest in Ballmer’s painting. “Aber Herr Heidegger!” is a 

critique against Heidegger’s inaugural speech at the University of Freiburg in 1929, “What is 

Metaphysics.” 5 The biographical research creates a historical coordinate for the political 

interpretation of Beckett’s narrative. For example, Adorno’s disagreement with Lukács’ 

existentialist reading of Beckett can be supported by biographical materials. The historicity 

revealed through biographical research becomes the foundation of a political reading of Beckett.  

 
4 (Nixon 2011, 155) 
5 (Nixon 2011, 155, 216) 
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In recent research of Beckett, political reading gradually becomes an important approach. 

According to William Davis and Helen Bailey,  

The notion that Beckett’s life and work can be understood in political terms has, for many 

decades, seemed a difficult and even contradictory prospect. His writing frequently 

depicts human pain, subjugation, isolation, and disintegration—the collapse, even, of 

meaning itself—yet it often appears removed from the overtly political, positioning itself 

both textually and authorially as an exercise in atemporal, ahistorical, and even apolitical 

utterances.6 

Political reading reveals the historicity in Beckett’s seemingly apolitical narrative and takes its 

narrative historicity as the object of socio-political analysis. Thus, political reading is grounded 

in the historicist analysis of Beckett’s narrative. One of the major forms of Beckett’s narrative 

historicity is the Irish question, which is the theme in Vivian Mercier’s Beckett/Beckett (1977), 

David Lloyd’s Anomalous States: Irish Writing and the Post-Colonial Moment (1993), Seán 

Kennedy’s compiled anthology Beckett and Ireland (2010) and so on.7 Moreover, some political 

readings also concern the German question and the modernity problem. For example, Theodor 

Adorno (1958), Thomas J. Cousineau (1984), Alain Badiou (1995, 2003), H. Porter Abbott 

(1996), Tyrus Miller (2000), Shane Weller (2009), James McNaughton (2005, 2018), Emile 

Morin (2017). The analysis of historicity in these political readings can be either concrete or 

abstract. A concrete analysis of historicity reveals the immediate connection between Beckett’s 

narrative and a historical event. In the abstract analysis, historicity refers to the general condition 

of modernity. In Adorno’s analysis of Endgame, he applies both concrete and abstract analyses. 

Concerning the concrete historicity, he argues that the dialogic pattern in the conversation 

 
6 (Davies and Bailey 2020, 1) 
7 (Mercier 1977; Harrington 1991; Lloyd 1993; Kennedy 2010) 
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between Clov and Hamm about a death event contains political rhetoric that covers up violence 

and evil. This rhetoric corresponds with the way how German people talk about the holocaust. 

Concerning the abstract historicity, Adorno interprets the absurdity in Beckett’s textual space as 

a diagnostic representation of the totality of modernity problem, and this interpretation is 

grounded in Adorno’s negative dialectics and theory of history. With the revelation of historicity, 

political readings liberate Beckett’s narrative from the early existentialist interpretations.  

Early critics of Beckett, such as Huguette Delye and Maurice Nadeau, usually classify his 

negative narrative as existentialist literature, which constructs a humour noir to signify the 

absurdity and voidness in the condition of humanity and in the universe itself. Existentialist 

readings prevail in the 1950s and 1960s. Delye’s Samuel Beckett, Ou La Philosophie de 

l’absurde (1960) is one of the earliest monographs on Beckett.8 Maurice Nadeau’s critical essays 

on Beckett directly influenced Lukács’ critique of Beckett in The Ideology of Modernism 

(German edition 1957, English edition 1961). Before turning to the debate between Adorno and 

Lukács, I want to emphasize the non-existentialist elements in early existentialist readings. 

Although Delye argues that Beckett’s works serve for the idea of absurdity in existentialism, he 

also highlights the historical consciousness in Beckett’s authorship, namely the Irish question. 

Nadeau reads the process of self-destruction in Molloy as a modernist depiction of the non-

human condition, in which hope and its possibility are radically absent. However, he also 

reminds that the negation within Beckett’s narrative constitutes a type of “non-work,” which 

ultimately turns “any attempt to interpret the author’s meaning impossible.”9 These early critics 

are aware of the theoretical limit in existentialist interpretations.  

 
8 (Delye 1960) 
9 (Nadeau 1965, 35) 
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Based on the existentialist interpretation, Lukács labels Beckett’s narrative as narrative 

modernism, opposite to realism. For Lukács, the primary feature in narrative modernism is the 

negation of historicity in exterior reality in order to reveal the ahistorical interiority.  

Lack of objectivity in the description of the outer world finds its complement in the 

reduction of reality to a nightmare. Beckett’s Molloy is perhaps the ne plus ultra of this 

development, although Joyce’s visions of reality as an incoherent stream of 

consciousness had already assumed in Faulkner a nightmare quality. In Beckett’s novels, 

we have the same vision twice over.10 

For Lukács, modernist writers such as Thomas Mann, Joyce, and Beckett favor stream of 

consciousness and they aesthetically construct an absolute division between the internal and the 

external realms with the monologue intérieur. To present immanence, they usually abstract the 

exterior world. In the absence of exterior objectivity, a character’s interiority becomes a domain 

of non-historical individuality, which is endowed with “an epic structure which is static.”11 

Lukács argues that narrative realism is grounded in an Aristotelian understanding of humanity as 

zoon politikon. Thus, for narrative historicism, historicization is the first principle for the 

depiction of individual immanence. From a historicist point of view, Lukács is right in 

maintaining that human individuality and its immanence are not abstract condition of humanity 

but located in concrete social and historical environments.12 However, Lukács problematically 

categorizes modernism as ahistorical and apolitical, and thereby as an antithesis to realism. 

Lukács reads the worstward tendency in Beckett’s negative narrative as incognito, namely not-I-

 
10 (Lukács 1962, 31-32) 
11 (Lukács 1962, 18) 
12 (Lukács 1962, 94) 
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think, an aesthetic antithesis to the Cartesian cogito. With regard to the incognito, Lukács 

considers as the metaphysical source of the German problem in the 20th century.  

This philosophy attained remarkable popularity after the Second World War – proof that 

even the most abstruse theories may reflect social reality. Men like Martin Heidegger, 

Ernst Jünger, the lawyer Carl Schmitt, Gottfried Benn and others passionately embraced 

this doctrine of the eternal incognito which implies that a man’s external deeds are no 

guide to his motives. In this case, the deeds obscured behind the mysterious incognito 

were, needless to say, these intellectuals’ participation in Nazism […]13 

According to Lukács, the negativity in modernist narrative constitutes a non-historical idea of 

selfhood. It deprives individuals of their critical capability, especially moral reflection, and 

responsibility, in concrete socio-historical environment and thereby constitutes a political self-

deception.  

In “Trying to Understand Endgame” (1958), Adorno opposes Lukács’ reading and 

highlights the historicity in Beckett’s narrative as the political reflection upon the post-

Auschwitz modernity. With regard to the absence of external objectivity, Adorno considers it as 

a negative representation of historicity.  

History is kept outside because it has dried up consciousness’s power to conceive it, the 

power to remember. Drama becomes a mute gesture, freezes in the middle of dialogue. 

The only part of history that is still apparent is its outcome -- decline. What in the 

existentialists was inflated into the be-all and end-all of existence here contracts to the tip 

of the historical and breaks off. True to official optimism, Lukács complains that in 

Beckett human beings are reduced to animal qualities. His complaint tries to ignore the 

 
13 (Lukács 1962, 27) 
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fact that the philosophies of the remainder, that is, those which subtract the temporal and 

contingent element of life in order to retain only what is true and eternal, have turned 

into the remains of life, the sum total of the damages.14 

For Adorno, Lukács’ misreading lies in his failure to recognize the non-philosophical use of 

philosophical elements in Beckett’s narrative. Adorno argues that Beckett uses the philosophical 

elements merely as the material in constructing a narrative experience, rather than the form in 

creating narrative meaning. In Beckett’s narrative, the narrative experience is usually the 

experience of self-decomposition in a marginal status. Thus, it becomes a parody of philosophy 

to use philosophy as material in representing these experiences.  

Following Adorno’s analysis, I supplement with a specific example of philosophical 

parody. For example, the basic structure in Malone Dies is grounded in Malone’s solitude, his 

experience with his selfhood in his final days before death. This structure resonates with 

Heidegger’s “being-toward-the-end” (Sein-zum-Ende), which calls forward the authenticity and 

conscience within the existential structure of Dasein. In Beckett’s narrative, Malone’s near-death 

solitude satisfies the formal elements in this semi-transcendental structure. He withdraws from 

the everyday cares and idle talks; he comes to a resolution by reflection upon his own death. 

However, Malone’s status is by no means an exemplar of authenticity in the Heideggerian sense. 

Malone’s resolution is a writing plan, in which he decides to write till death. However, the 

intentionality and content in his writing do not seem to be transcendental in an existentialist 

perspective. He considers writing as playing. “When I completed my inventory, if my death is 

not ready for me then, I shall write my memoirs. That’s funny, I have made a joke. No matter.”15 

Malone’s writing is a biographical story about Sapo, who grows from a boy into a madman. 

 
14 (Adorno 1991, 247-248; emphasis added.) 
15 (Beckett 1958, 178) 
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From an Adornian point of view, the parody constitutes a critique against the jargon of 

authenticity. Authenticity is a key concept in Being and Time, and it is initiated by a reflective 

experience toward death. In Jargon of Authenticity, Adorno considers Heidegger’s “being-

toward-the-end” and its authenticity as dependent upon a transcendental vision of death, which is 

“a reactionary response toward the secularization of death.”16 In Beckett’s depiction of Malone’s 

psychological and physiological experience in his near-death status, death is radically 

secularized. Thereby, Beckett deprives the rhetoric potentiality of death in constructing 

transcendental discourse. Hence, the similarity between Beckett’s narrative and existentialism 

does not automatically imply that Beckett’s narrative is existentialist. On the contrary, Beckett 

merely uses existentialist elements as narrative material. Furthermore, the worsening tendency in 

Beckett’s narrative ultimately negates the transcendental implication of the existentialist 

elements and structures. This constitutes Beckett’s non-philosophical use of philosophical 

elements and the independence of his work from philosophical interpretations.  

Adorno’s critical debate with Lukács becomes the beginning of the political and 

historicist reading of Beckett. It is also the ground for the current research. In this research, I 

concentrate on a sub-topic in this debate that the historicity in Beckett’s narrative is not 

metaphysical but poetic in its essence. With poetic historicity, Beckett’s narrative space bears an 

immediate continuity with historical reality. Concerning metaphysical historicity, there are 

various conceptual expressions, such as historical progressivism in Enlightenment, Hegel’s 

historical theodicy, Social Darwinism, and so on. A typical example of metaphysical historicity 

is Heidegger’s identification of the nihilistic nature of western history. 

 
16 (Adorno 1973, 162) 
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Nihilism is a historical movement, not just any view or doctrine held by just anyone. 

Nihilism moves history in the way of a scarcely recognized fundamental process in the 

destiny of Western peoples. … Nihilism is the world-historical movement of the peoples 

of the earth who have been drawn into modernity’s arena of power.17 

Heidegger’s philosophy also highlights historicity, but the Heideggerian historicity is grounded 

in metaphysics, especially nihilism. In my interpretation of the historicity of Beckett’s 

historicity, I argue that Beckett’s negative narrative subtracts concrete elements in textual space 

so that readers are compelled to restore the morphology and causation in narrative events with 

imagination. The imagination on readers’ end cannot be fully satisfied within the textual space, 

thus they are compelled to use their own historical experience to perceive the possible cause and 

external environment to Beckett’s protagonists’ psychological and physiological experience. 

Thus, the imagination creates a continuity between the textual space and readers’ life-worlds. 

Beckett’s characters are often located in anonymous suffering and they are ignorant about 

spatiality, temporality, and causation of the occurring. Thus, in trying to understand the text, 

readers have to question where, how, and whence suffering in the textual space occurs. These 

questions are exactly the way how we reflect upon the traumatic experience in real history. 

Furthermore, Beckett uses a series of historical elements from 20th-century history to construct 

suffering and its power structure, and this endows a critical potentiality in readers’ consciousness 

of question. Through the historicity in the negative narrative, the maze constructed through 

Beckett’s negative narrative becomes mimesis of historical reality.  

Significantly, the perspective of suffering overlaps with most ordinary people’s 

relationship to history. In the flow of history, ordinary people suffer from nescience about the 

 
17 (Heidegger 2002, 163-164) 
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causation and morphology of the occurrence of a historical event. However, the nescience is not 

essentialist and absolute. It can be possibly answered by critical observation and reflection. The 

historicity of Beckett’s negative narrative arouses the self-awareness in readers to the historical 

nescience and the need for critical thought. In this sense, Beckett’s narrative constitutes a critical 

historicism. In other words, critical historicism is not merely a hermeneutic perspective but also 

an aesthetic dynamism in narrating historicity. 

With regard to the structure of the research, Chapter One discusses the Viconian elements 

in Beckett’s interpretation of Joyce in “Dante … Vico. Bruno .. Joyce” to suggest that historical 

consciousness is central to young Beckett’s understanding of literature. Chapter Two explores 

the aesthetic construction of negativity or non-identity in Beckett’s Three Novels and its 

historical consciousness. Chapter Three discusses three major political and historicist readings of 

Beckett’s Endgame, and argues that Beckett’s negative narrative contains a historical 

transparence that is not mediated by theories or concepts.  
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CHAPTER 1:  

HISTORICITY IN “DANTE … BRUNO. VICO .. JOYCE”:  

CORPOREAL POETICS AND HISTORICAL IMAGINATION 

 

For a historicist reading of Samuel Beckett, his early critical essay on Joyce, namely 

“Dante … Bruno. Vico .. Joyce,” is an important document because it demonstrates that young 

Beckett consciously places historicity in the center of his understanding of literature. In this 

chapter, I try to highlight a number of important principles and ideas in this critical essay that 

later become part of the aesthetic dynamism in Beckett’s authorship. Vico’s New Science (La 

Scienza Nuova, 1725), a modern classic in historical science, is a theoretical framework by 

which young Beckett justifies Joyce’s narrative experiments in Work in Progress, later known as 

Finnegans Wake. Work in Progress was little appreciated in its early reception, and young 

Beckett was among the first to recognize its aesthetic value. This work, along with other of 

Joyce’s works, bears an important narrative pattern that later recurs in Beckett’s own narrative 

experiments. The narrative pattern is an interesting overlap between contrary poles, namely the 

great versus the small. Both Joyce and Beckett focus on presenting individual experience with 

abundant details in psychological and physiological experience, which can be ruthlessly 

categorized as ordinary people’s stories in contrast to Homeric epics. However, as reflected in 

the title of Joyce’s Ulysses, there seems to be something like Homeric greatness, which echoes 

with the universal humanity or a great historical movement, inherent in these seemingly minor 
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stories. The overlap between the ordinary individuality and the great epic theme is theorized by 

Beckett with Vicoism.  

In a Viconian frame, Beckett perceives the individuality in Joyce’s protagonists as the 

concretion of universality. The universality functions as super-individuality within individuality. 

The super-individuality is initially framed by Vico’s concept of Divine Providence, but Beckett 

turns it into a social-historical category. Beckett’s use of Viconian language is based on the 

principle of demystification. According to Beckett, “[Vico’s] treatment of the origin and 

functions of poetry, language and myth, as will appear later, is as far removed from the mystical 

as it is possible to imagine.” 18 In other words, as Beckett adopts Viconian concepts, such as 

Divine Providence, he simultaneously demystifies their theological or semi-theological 

significance to transform them into “social and historical” categories. 

Following Beckett’s secular reading of Vico, I will highlight two structures of meta-

narrative in the New Science, which I name as corporeal poetics and dialectics of history. The so-

called corporeal poetics refers to a hypothesis on the origin of language and poetry in “The 

Principles of This Science Concerning Language.” Vico traces the origin of language and poetry 

back to the corporeal experience accumulated in labor activities by early people. This hypothesis 

entails an aesthetic approach to perceive history from an individual stance, and this approach 

corresponds with Isaiah Berlin’s categorization of Viconian imagination as a historical 

methodology parallel to logical deduction and empirical observation. Interestingly, Vico’s 

corporeal poetics sheds a light on Joyce’s “epic of the human body,” in which he seeks to present 

a macroscopic theme of universal humanity from microscopic individual experience, such as the 

descriptions of bodily experiences in characters. 19 Take for example Leopold Bloom’s thinking 

 
18 (Beckett 1984, 20) 
19 (Budgen 1972, 21) 
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about the prospect of washing: “Enjoy a bath now: clean trough of water, cool enamel, the gentle 

tepid stream. This is my body.” 20 In the lens of corporeal poetics, these sorts of trivial, everyday, 

humble, and sometimes dirty experiences with an individual’s body are aesthetically justified to 

be a poetic endeavor to access a pre-reflective realm in the lifeworld that is ultimately continuous 

with the origin of language and history itself. Beckett also practices the Viconian imagination of 

corporeal poetics in his own works, especially the Three Novels, namely Molloy, Malone Dies, 

and The Unnamable. This becomes the topic in section one.  

In section two, I will discuss the dialectic nature of Vico’s concept of providence. The so-

called dialectics of history refers to the circularity in Vico’s concept of providence. Beckett 

emphasizes the last stage in Vico’s circle of providence, which is a dualistic process of 

destruction and rebirth.  

The last stage is a tendency towards inter-destruction: the nations are dispersed, and the 

Phoenix of Society arises out of their ashes. … At this point Vico applies Bruno – though 

he takes very good care not to say so – and proceeds from rather arbitrary data to 

philosophical abstraction. There is no difference, says Bruno, between the smallest 

possible chord and the smallest possible arc, no difference between the infinite circle and 

the straight line. The maxima and minima of particular contraries are one and indifferent. 

Minimal heat equals minimal cold. Consequently, transmutations are circular. The 

principle (minimum) of one contrary takes its movement from the principle (maximum) 

of one another. …21 

In Vico’s circular vision of history, the last stage prepares for the beginning of the next circle. 

Therefore, the destruction becomes simultaneously a potential rebirth. The Viconian dialectics of 
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history is characterized by Beckett as Bruno’s principle of “identified contraries.” I find it 

interesting because it will shed a light on the darkness in Beckett’s works, especially the 

worsening experience of individuals who are on the edge of destruction. In the lens of Vico’s 

dialectics, the failure of an individual is sometimes the rebirth of the universal as the super-

individuality within an individual. Thus, Beckett’s darkness is the absolute absence of light, but a 

sort of “grey dark” in Badiou's’ words. And most importantly, Beckett’s demystification of 

Vico’s theory differentiates the optimism inherent in historical dialectics from a historical 

theodicy like in Hegel’s philosophy. I will further develop this argument in Chapter Three. 

Then, in section three, I reconstruct Beckett’s reading of Joyce. Following Beckett’s 

Viconian emphasis on the super-individuality in individuality, I try to introduce a historicist 

reading of Joyce to highlight how the Irish question on the national level can be miniatured as 

the question of conscience. This historicist reading also tries to illuminate the meta-narrative 

structure of corporeal poetics, in which an individual’s bodily experience turns out to be a 

historical locale where various ideological forces interact with each other.  

In the last part, I will discuss the continuity behind a seeming divergence between Joyce 

and Beckett. Joyce’s narrative space is mainly located in Dublin, but Beckett’s is anonymous. To 

some extent, Beckett’s narrative is simultaneously “smaller” and “greater” than Joyce’s. 

Beckett’s narrative explores the depth of individual subjectivity so that its exterior connections to 

specific events and activities become blurred and fragmented, and Beckett’s historical 

consciousness moves beyond the scope of Ireland into the global experience of modernity, which 

can be named as the “post-Irish” question.  
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1. Vicoism in Beckett: Corporeal Poetics as Historical Imagination 

Although Beckett grounds his reading of Joyce mainly on Vico’s concept of providence, I 

argue that another Viconian element underlies his reading: corporeal poetics. Corporeal poetics 

refers to Vico’s theory of the origin of language and poetry. In this section, I try to reconstruct, 

rather than to repeat, the Vicoism in Beckett’s reading of Joyce, from the perspective of his own 

literary works, especially Three Novels. Corporeal experiences lie in the center of Beckett’s 

narrative. It is inherited from Joyce’s “epic of body.” However, I argue that the similarity 

between Beckett and Joyce is grounded in their Viconian understanding of the triangular relation 

among language, body, and history. In this part, I will first introduce Vico’s hypothesis on the 

origin of language and then identify its methodological ground as a historical imagination, which 

creates an abstraction based on corporeal experience and functions through the intertextuality 

between poetics and history. Viconian imagination as a historical abstraction with corporeal 

experience will be a key to historicist reading of Joyce and Beckett.  

 

1.1 Vico’s corporeal poetics 

What is corporeal poetics? It is a hypothesis about the origin of language and ideas. For 

Vico, the root of poetry is identical to the origin of language itself, and it can be traced back to 

the bodily experience of being in the world. Abstract ideas, such as in metaphysics and ethics, 

are rooted in ordinary language, and the latter can be ultimately reduced to signs that signify the 

corporeal experience in the primitive or pre-linguistic status. In other words, abstract ideas are 

rooted in concrete sensory phenomena. As stated by Vico, “Thus we discover the important 

principle that every language, no matter how copious and learned, encounters the hard necessity 
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of expressing spiritual things by means of relationships with corporeal things.” 22 With regard to 

the pristine relationship between language and corporeal things, Vico’s hypothesis is as 

following:  

[…] poetry originated because these first men, utterly devoid of language, must have 

expressed themselves, like mutes, either by mute actions or by using bodies that were 

naturally related to the ideas they wished to signify. … In this mode, our discovery of the 

things themselves shows that the poetic tropes that were later rediscovered and classified 

as kinds of metonymy were all born by nature among the first nations and not through the 

caprice of particular men skilled in poetry.23 

Vico illustrates it with the concept of “year.” According to him, early people perceive the cycle 

of a “year” with astronomical observations on the motion of the sun through the zodiac. The 

periodic motion of the sun is further related to seasonal farming activities. Thus, in early people's 

understanding of “year,” there evolves a symbolic web that encompasses a series of bodily 

perceptions of stars, seasons, and laboring. That is to say, the birth of a word entails a series of 

inter-related metaphors. They are the natural foundation of poetic creativity. In other words, 

poetic creativity is grounded in the topological relations among words and things. From a 

Viconian point of view, a poet’s imagination is not arbitrarily generated but rooted in the 

corporeal experience of early people with the universe. If we take this hypothesis as a guide for 

poetic praxis, then it reveals an aesthetical possibility that descriptions about the corporeal 

experience can resonate with the root of language in a pristine status. This possibility is essential 

to Beckett as a Joycean reader and as a narrative experimenter himself.  

 

 
22 (Vico 2002, 175) 
23 (Vico 2002, 178-9) 
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1.2 Sensibility, historical science, and poetics 

Vico’s hypothesis with the origin of language assumes two methodological elements, 

namely sensibility and imagination. They can potentially turn it into a poetics that guides 

aesthetic praxis to seek historical knowledge.  

Sensibility is endowed with epistemological priority in Vico’s historical science. Vico’s 

paradigm of science takes a metaphysical assumption that the body is continuous with the mind. 

Sensibility allows a subject to perceive the world from a corporeal perspective. With the mind-

body monism, the realm of sensory phenomena is esteemed with ontological identity with the 

exterior world. Thus, for Vico, sensibility is an important approach to historical knowledge and it 

is even prior to the faculty of reason. In this transition of epistemological priority, Vico 

challenges the Aristotelian paradigm of science which relies on reason to understand the natural 

law governing the physical world like a machine. According to Paul Avis,  

[f]or Vico, the study of rational thought was not a point of departure; it was its point of 

arrival. … Vico would be rather bemused by current attempts to take the study of the 

mind ‘out of the body,’ because for him the mind took its origins from the body: ‘the 

human mind is naturally inclined to see itself externally in the body, and only with great 

difficulty does it come to understand itself by means of reflection.’(NS: 236)24  

In Vico’s idea of science, however, the human body, with its access to sensory phenomena, 

becomes the first locale of scientific research. Sensibility is esteemed as the center of intellectual 

faculties. Sensibility allows a subject to perceive the world as a body. From the perspective of a 

mind-body monism, the realm of sensory phenomena is identical to the world in itself. Vico tries 

to restore corporeal experience as the origin of abstract ideas, which is often neglected in 

 
24 (Danesi 1993, 47-8) 
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academic discourses. His theory of language and poetry disenchants alienated academic language 

to seek a pristine relationship to the world. Beckett identifies this intellectual gesture as a 

“utilitarian” attitude.  

Vico’s hypothesis bears a potentiality to function as poetics because he assumes the 

origin of language as identical to that of poetry. In New Science, the history of early people is 

intertwined with mythology and epic poetry. Thus, Vico’s theorization of the pristine status of 

language is also a poetics about the root of poetry. This allows Beckett to use it as a theoretical 

frame to analyze Joyce’s works and to guide his own creativity. From a Viconian point of view, 

when Joyce and Beckett experiment with corporeal narratives to explore the sensory phenomena, 

they are trying to bring the idea of history from academic discourses, like in Hegel’s philosophy 

of history, back to the real-life experience that is exposed to the everyday experience of 

individual humanity.  

 

1.3 Imagination, historical faculty, and corporeal abstraction 

Imagination is central to Vico’s The New Science because it is established as a cognitive 

faculty. Isiah Berlin, who contributed to the rediscovery of Vico’s significance in historical 

science and political philosophy, esteems Viconian imagination as an epistemological category.  

This type of knowledge is yielded by ‘entering’ into the mental life of other cultures, into 

a variety of outlooks and ways of life which only the activity of fantasia – imagination – 

makes possible. Fantasia is for Vico a way of conceiving the process of social change 

and growth by correlating it with, indeed, viewing it as conveyed by, the parallel change 

or development of the symbolism by which men seek to express it; since the symbolic 
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structures are themselves part and parcel of the reality which they symbolize, and alter 

with it.25 

According to Berlin, traditional knowledge mainly depends on two epistemological methods, 

namely a priori-deductive and a posteriori-empirical. However, Viconian imagination is a type 

of “reconstructive imagination,” and it leads to the third type of knowledge that is beyond the 

above dichotomy.  

Imagination reveals historical reality by restoring the pre-reflective status of sensibility 

within the corporeal experience. In traditional historical knowledge, the division between 

rational deduction and empirical induction assumes the separation between two realms, namely 

spirit and matter. This dichotomy is ultimately rooted in Cartesian dualism of mind and body. 

Paolo Fabiani emphasizes the metaphysical significance in Viconian imagination as an anti-

Cartesian category. It reveals a pristine status of thinking that becomes alienated from modern 

rationality. According to Fabiani,  

The process of abstraction of the imagination from the representative contents presented 

to conscience by sensitivity. […] The study of imagination compels the study of the 

human conscience.”26  

In this analysis, Viconian imagination a methodology of abstraction that is oriented in the 

sensory phenomena.  

I will name this sort of abstraction as corporeal abstraction, and it will be a significant 

lens to perceive the historical conscious in Joyce’s and Beckett’s narrative with individual 

corporeal experience. Corporeal abstraction creates a new type of universality which is 

heterogeneous to conceptual universality. As suggested by Fabiani,  
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rational universality, so much important in philosophy and sciences, in the mind of 

people is lurking, and has no real weight. On the contrary, the universality of the 

imagination determines the life of all individuals and society. It is not the negative copy 

of the universality of rationality, it stands at a different dimension of thought; it follows a 

different logic. 27  

Following Berlin and Fabiani, I would like to suggest that imagination is an intellectual approach 

leading toward a new type of historical knowledge that is beyond the scope of empirical 

observation and conceptual speculation. This new type of historical knowledge is exactly what 

Joyce and Beckett explore in their narrative experiments and aesthetic creativity.  

For Vico, “la Scienza Nuova” is ultimately a science about the nature of humanity. In an 

early modern perspective, it is considered identical to divine knowledge. According to Paul Avis, 

Vico intends to “open up unlimited horizons for the understanding of man in society in a way 

that would demand comparison with what Bacon had done for the study of the physical world.”28 

In other words, Vico considers history as a field in which human nature becomes visible and 

actualized. The relation between history and human society parallel to physics and the physical 

world. However, for Vico, human experience is heterogeneous to physical experience, because 

the former is intertwined with sensory phenomena. Thus, poetics coincides with historical 

science in its researching method (imagination) and object (sensory phenomena).  

 

1.4 Vico, Hegel, and Joyce 

Vico’s emphasis on aesthetics in historical science influenced German Idealism and 

Romanticism. This potentially brings Hegelian philosophy close the reading scope of Joyce and 
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Beckett, though their understandings of historical dialectic are fundamentally different. 

According to Benedetto Croce, Vico’s poetics transforms imagination into an academic 

methodology shared by historical science and “aesthetic science.” “German (but not only 

German) Romanticism echoed Vico in the formulation of its theories when it celebrated the 

fantasy as original creative power.” 29 In Phenomenology of Spirit, Hegel reveals the 

intertextuality between history and poetics through his discussion on the religion of art 

(Kunstreligion). In Hegel’s lectures on fine arts during the 1820s, he further reveals how poetry 

echoes with the historical development of spirit. Joyce is familiar with Hegel's philosophy. In 

“Drama and Life,” a speech by Joyce addressed to the audience in University College Dublin, he 

proposes a Hegelian concept of drama that is oriented in truth rather than in beauty. 

By drama I understand the interplay of passions to portray truth; drama is strife, 

evolution, movement in whatever way unfolded; it exists, before it takes form, 

independently; it is conditioned but not controlled by its scene.30 

Robert Baines argues that Joyce’s reception of Hegel’s aesthetics is also intermediated by 

Richard Wagner, whose idea of aesthetics is influenced by Hegel’s Philosophy of History.31  

In the theoretical frame shaped by Vico and Hegel, the concept of truth in Joyce’s 

“Drama and Life” is essentially historical, even though Joyce uses a series of apparently 

religious expressions. Joyce emphasizes that drama reflects the eternal truth in human society, 

which functions as a “changeless law” and “as the roaming air, little susceptible of change.”32 

Thus, a literary writer is like a pilgrim, who “forgoes his very self and stands as a mediator in 
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awful truth before the veiled face of God.”33 However, in Vico’s The New Science, the 

transcendence in Divine Providence is revealed as identical to the immanence of humanity. In 

Hegel’s philosophy, the spirit is perceived as the collective rationality of human self-

consciousness which struggles for recognition and grows into public institutions through the 

progress of history. Thus, in a theoretical scope shaped by Vicoism and Hegelianism, religious 

transcendence and even mysticism is disenchanted, and it turns out to be a “utilitarian” approach, 

following Beckett’s unique usage of the word, to reveal the origin of history, language, and 

poetry. Vico’s historical science as poetics opened the domain of sensory phenomena, and 

thereby reveals human existence in the world from a corporeal point of view, which rebels 

metaphysically against Cartesian dualism. This monist stance, if placed in the tradition of 

German Idealism, quests for the ultimate reconciliation in a series of dichotomies, including time 

and eternity. The so-called “utilitarianism” in Beckett’s reading of Vico can be understood 

dialectically. By overlapping history and eternity, it becomes simultaneously the disenchantment 

of mysticism and transcendentalization of temporal experience itself.  

The Viconian scope in Beckett’s reading of Joyce later evolves into a writing dynamism 

in Beckett’s own authorship, especially in the Three Novels. For example, The Unnamable 

reveals a transcendental dimension in Beckett's deep reflection on the sensibility of corporeal 

experience, and it opens access via individual immanence toward the root of language and 

history.  
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2. The Aesthetic of Providence 

Vico’s concept of providence is Beckett’s theoretical frame in his interpretation of Joyce. 

In reconstructing Beckett’s argument, I try to highlight two aesthetic aftermaths in this concept, 

namely the super-individuality within individuality and a dialectics of history. These two aspects 

of providence become the theoretical background for Beckett’s reading of Joyce and for 

Beckett’s creation of his own narrative experiments. In this part, I first introduce Vico’s concept 

of providence, especially its underlying dialectics of history. It also contains a problem of 

historical theodicy that later become an issue in Adorno’s and Badiou’s reading of Beckett, 

which will become a theme in Chapter 3. Then, I focus on the super-individuality within 

individuality. This aspect in Vico’s concept of providence can shed a light on how individual 

experience can function as a historical locale in Joyce and Beckett. Finally, in Beckett’s emphasis 

on the non-philosophical nature of Vico’s concept of providence, I develop a concept of 

historical abstraction, which echoes with the corporeal imagination in the previous section.  

 

2.1 Vico’s concept of providence 

Providence is the theme of The New Science. According to Vico, “[…] in conformity with 

the present order of things that Providence laid down, this Science comes to be an ideal eternal 

history, in accordance with which the histories of all nations proceed through time.” 34 Vico’s 

concept of providence is a theoretical attempt to achieve a universal knowledge about history.  

Vico’s concept of providence consists of four essential elements, which are totality, 

circularity, transcendence, dialectics. The totality refers to the eternal and universal history of 

humanity, which is not limited to a particular nation or historical phase. With regard to the 
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circularity, Vico periodizes universal history into multiple stages, including Theocratic, Heroic, 

and Human. The last phase is both the end and rebirth of history. For Beckett, Joyce’s narrative 

style in Works in Progress reflects the Viconian circularity.  

There is an endless verbal germination, maturation, putrefaction, the cyclic dynamism of 

the intermediate. This reduction of various expressive media to their primitive economic 

directness, and the fusion of these primal essences into an assimilated medium for the 

exteriorization of thought, is pure Vico, and Vico, applied to the problem of style.35  

On the sentence level, the end is simultaneously the beginning and preparation for the next, and 

the overlap between the end and the beginning creates an endless continuity. Joyce’s Ulysses 

represents this kind of continuity in Molly Bloom's soliloquy. With regard to transcendence, the 

concept of providence moves beyond the particularity of an individual’s will, and it is esteemed 

as the embodiment of the Divine will. This leads to a historical theodicy. Vico orients the failure, 

destruction, and, in particular, evil conditions to universal history. He thereby reconciles the 

former failures through the general tendency toward good in the latter.  

All of these four essential elements are reflected in “The first principle of nations is 

Providence.” 

We began our principles with the idea that is the first in any work whatsoever: divine 

Providence, who is the architect of this world of nations. For men cannot unite in a 

human society unless they share a human sense that there is a divinity who sees into the 

depths of their hearts since a society of men can neither begin nor remain stable without a 

means whereby some rely upon the promises of others and are satisfied by their 

assertions in secret matters. … But this can be nothing other than the idea of God in the 

 
35 (Beckett 1984, 29) 



 26 

attribute of Providence, i.e. an eternal and infinite mind that penetrates and foresees 

everything. And, since it is relevant to our argument, [let us here reflect how], through 

her infinite bounty, Providence disposes the things that particular men or peoples order 

for their own particular ends, things that would lead them principally to their own ruin, 

towards a universal end, beyond, and very often contrary to, their every intention; and 

how, through this universal end, but using these same particular ends [of men and 

peoples] as her means, she preserves them. It will be shown throughout the whole of this 

work that, with this foresight, Providence governs the natural law of the nations in its 

entirety.36 

Significantly, the totality of providence, which is its universal effect upon all humanity, is 

actualized through the immanence of human consciousness in “particular men or peoples.” For 

Vico, providence governs the eternal and universal history by moving human hearts secretly. In 

other words, the Viconian dynamism of historicity is immanent. Through the immanent effect, 

providence exhibits a dialectical shape. As the particular ends fail in individuals’ ruins one after 

another, the universal end of providence moves towards its actualization.  

 

2.2 Providence and historical dialectics 

By Vico’s concept of providence, Beckett sheds an optimistic light on Joyce’s narrative 

of failure by revealing its underlying historical progress. By witnessing the experience of 

individual failure, readers are invited to speculate upon its significance in the macroscopic 

situation of history. In Beckett's analysis of Joyce's works, Beckett introduces a dialectical 

reflection upon the relation between individuality and universality: 
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Individuality is the concretion of universality, and every individual action is at the same 

time superindividual. The individual and the universal cannot be considered as distinct 

from each other. History, then, is not the result of Fate or Chance – in both cases the 

individual would be separated from his product – but the result of a Necessity that is not 

Fate, of a Liberty that is not Chance (compare Dante’s ‘yoke of liberty’). This force is 

called Divine Providence, with his tongue, one feels, very much in his cheek. … 

Humanity is its work in itself. God acts on her, but by means of her. Humanity is divine, 

but no man is divine. This social and historical classification is clearly adapted by Mr 

Joyce as a structural convenience – or inconvenience. His position is in no way a 

philosophical one. […]37 

This reflection is about both history and Joyce’s works. Beckett makes three noticeable points 

about Joyce’s works and history: individuality as the concretion of universality or the super-

individual elements, the relationship between providence and individuality, and the irreducibility 

between Joyce’s narrative and philosophy. The former two shapes a dialectical perspective of 

history. In this section, I mainly discuss this underlying dialectics with Vico’s concept of Divine 

Providence.  

Vico’s concept of providence is the foundation for Beckett’s dialectical reflection on the 

individual and the universal. For Beckett, the phrase “tongue in cheek” is an Irish idiom meaning 

irony. Thus, in Beckett’s reading, “Divine Providence” is secularized by Joyce as an idea about 

the interaction between individuality and universality. For Beckett, the divine force upon 

individuality in Vico’s theory means that the immanence of human individuality becomes a 
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historical locale. This turns out to be a historical dialectic between the particularity in the 

individual will and the universality of historical movement. 

However, the so-called historical dialectics seems similar to the historical theodicean in 

Hegel. In a historical theodicy, the failure and destruction of an individual’s particular end are 

perceived as an intermediatory step toward the realization of the universal end. How is Beckett’s 

use of the historical dialectic different from it? At this point, their difference is almost invisible, 

and it even endows Beckett’s reading of Joyce with a theological appearance.  

In Beckett’s interpretation of Joyce, Vico’s theory is semi-theological. The prototype of 

historical dialectics lies in theodicy. Theodicy argues for the non-contradiction between the fact 

that evil exists in the world and faith in God. Although we can literally find a theological 

significance in the concept of Divine Providence, its conceptual extension in The New Science 

refers to the immanence in the movement of universal history. Providence operates through 

human minds in every singular individual agent, and thereby it creates a collective effect as 

universal and eternal history. According to Vico, it is “the long and deceptive labor of 

Providence.”38 The interior dynamism of historical movement turns out to be a dialectical 

movement because the failure of particular individuals leads to the rebirth of the universal in a 

macroscopic sense. 

The theodicean dimension in Vico’s theory foreshadows Hegel’s “cunning of reason” 

(List der Vernunft). 39 For Hegel, the particular wills in individuals are constantly struggling 

against each other in the progress of history, but the universal reason on the most general level 

shall ultimately be realized through the failures in these struggles out of particularity. As stated 

by Hegel,  
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The particular has its own interests in world history; it is of a finite nature, and as such, it 

must perish. Particular interests contend with one another, and some are destroyed in the 

process. But it is from this very conflict and destruction of particular things that the 

universal emerges, and it remains unscathed itself. For it is not the universal Idea which 

enters into opposition, conflict, and danger; it keeps itself in the background, untouched 

and unharmed, and sends forth the particular interests of passion to fight and wear 

themselves out in its stead. It is what we may call the cunning of reason that it sets the 

passions to work in its service so that the agents by which it gives itself existence must 

pay the penalty and suffer the loss.40 

Hegel’s cunning of reason is developed from the theodicean dimension in Vico’s concept of 

providence, and it turns out to be a historical dialectic. After Auschwitz, Adorno questioned the 

theoretical validity of the Hegelian dialectic. However, we can at least maintain a minimalist 

reception of its optimism, with hope that is detached from historical theodicy. A Viconian scope 

of reading reminds us that there is always some kind of hope and even reconciliation in the 

catastrophic narrative by Joyce and Beckett. In Chapter 3, I will discuss how Beckett’s historical 

dialectic is different from the historical theodicy in Hegelianism.  

 

2.3 Individuality and super-individuality 

The existence of super-individual elements in individuality indicates that the immanent or 

psychological movement of an individual is not a purely subjective domain. Sometimes, the 

immanence of an individual can turn out to be a locale where various socio-historical factors 

interact with each other. Thus, a deduction from Vico’s concept of providence is that 
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individuality is revealed as the localization of socio-historical interactions. This sort of super-

individuality is embodied through Joyce’s novels as various cultural factors, which are from 

mythology, history, theology, and material aspects of life-world, in the stream of consciousness.  

Beckett’s narrative embodies super-individuality more symbolically. For example, 

Molloy and Moran feel the stiffness in their legs without recognizable causes; Malone suffers 

from nescience of his selfhood during his near-death-experience. In The Unnamable, the 

immanence that is unfolded through the stream of consciousness entails a series of super-

individual elements, so that the immanence undergoes metamorphosis toward alterity as the 

negation of individual selfhood. From the perspective of historicism, the super-individuality or 

alterity within selfhood is under the influence of the historicity and materiality of the life-world.  

In Joyce’s Dubliners, Eveline experiences a sort of emotional numbness and agential 

paralysis upon the possibly permanent parting with her lover, and its underlying dynamism, or 

loss of dynamism, appears as the control and suppression of individuality by super-individuality. 

As a woman living in the late 19th century and early 20th century, Eveline is located in a socially-

economically disadvantaged, if not fragile, position. Her considerations for her personal future 

are largely dependent on her estimation of her prospective husband's moral reliability and her 

ethical commitment to her father and brother. Patriarchy as a social power in the material 

structure of the family relationship is internalized as a moral calling. For Eveline, the role of her 

husband exceeds far beyond the scope of a romantic relationship into the material domain of 

social-economic security which directly influences her physical existence in the world. Her 

hesitation and failure to make a leap at the port is the result of the interaction of various super-

individual considerations that are materially grounded in the social-historical structure of her 
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surrounding life-world.41 Her considerations at the port move far beyond her passion for erotic 

love. She has to estimate and calculate her loyalty to patriarchy, her social and economic status in 

the prospective marriage overseas, and the risk of becoming a victim of the sex trafficking. These 

socio-historical conditions actually, rather than metaphorically, paralyze her capability of making 

a choice, and disable her autonomy as a woman. “She set her white face to him, passive, like a 

helpless animal. Her eyes gave him no sign of love or farewell or recognition.” 42 She looks “like 

a helpless animal” because of her loss of autonomy as a human being. The failure is, however, 

not due to self-imposed immaturity or fear of exercising her own reason, but due to the 

composition of various forces in the social-historical reality. The composition of forces deprives 

her capability of making a choice, deprives her of liberty. Noticeably, the capability of choice is 

understood as rational choice, which shall be matched with one’s capability of risk-bearing rather 

than remaining purely imaginative, reckless, abstract. Eveline looks “like a helpless animal” 

because her personhood is jeopardized or paralyzed by the super-individual elements within her 

individuality.  

 

2.4 Historical abstraction 

Beckett emphasizes that Joyce’s narrative stance “is in no way a philosophical one.”43 In 

other words, Beckett identifies Joyce’s narrative stance as the super-individual within 

individuality. As opposed to individuality, the super-individual is considered as “the concretion 

of universality.” Thus, Beckett actually implies the existence of a sort of universality that is not 

philosophical, a universality that cannot be conceptualized. This seems to be a paradoxical 
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argument unless there is a sort of non-conceptual universality. How is it possible? We may put it 

this paradox another way: in history, what is “the result of a Necessity that is not Fate, of a 

Liberty that is not Chance,” and the universality that is not philosophical? In Viconian 

providence, this question directs to history itself, which is unfolded between humanity and 

divinity. We cannot propose a simplified answer here. However, the question itself seems to be 

the key to Beckett’s interpretation of Joyce, and, I will argue, his subsequent aesthetic 

experiments.  

With regard to the above question, this sort of universality calls for a new concept, which 

I intend to name as historical abstraction or abstract historical narrative. Historical abstraction is 

narrative rather than conceptual. It refers to the morphology of human existence in the world. It 

is the mimesis of real human situations. How can the mimesis work abstractly? Beckett and 

Joyce place the focus of narrative on the immanence of protagonists. The protagonists often 

suffer from alienation or estrangement from the surrounding world, which blurs the shape of 

external actions and events. Thus, in their narratives, psychological, and sometimes even 

spiritual, experiences are detached from specific actions and events, and they are empowered 

with the potentiality to be linked with a great variety of existential situations. Thereby, their 

narratives become inclusive signifiers. For example, in Fear and Trembling, Kierkegaard 

exhibits the existence of such a type of narrative, namely Abraham’s binding of Isaac (Ha-

Aqedah). It signifies the general spiritual shape of faith, but it cannot be transformed into a 

philosophical concept as Hegelianism assumes. There is an incommensurability between 

Abraham’s narrative of faith and a philosophical system. Beckett and Joyce transform this sort of 

meta-narrative from the religious to the historical domain, and thereby coin a sort of historical 

meta-narrative. Joyce’s naming of Ulysses discloses this sort of intellectual ambition.  
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The abstract historical narrative as a signifier is constructed in the following way: it 

focuses on the immanent stream of consciousness; it blurs the external action and event 

accompanied to it in the textual space; thereby, this stream of consciousness can move beyond 

the specificity of time and space. How is it irreducible to the concept? Historical existence 

belongs to the realm of time, and the concept is atemporal. The transition from existence to a 

concept is a leap from temporality to a-temporality, which yields to an irremediable loss of 

meaning. Since temporality is the ground of historicity, historicity is also irreducible to 

conceptualization. As narrative is approaching history, it constructs a sort of pre-reflective reality 

that is closer to history itself than philosophy or conceptualized thought. Literary writers’ 

mimesis and abstraction of historical reality entail their dignity as intellectual equals to 

philosophers. The significance of such intellectual dignity is vital to historicism. A literary work 

does not become meaningful because it can be reduced to a certain sort of theory; rather, what 

really matters is its connectivity with the historical reality itself. The abstract narrative in Joyce’s 

work functions as the myths and epics in ancient times, which are esteemed as the meta-narrative 

of experience about humanity and the world itself.  

 

3. Joyce’s Heritage in Beckett in a Viconian Lens 

3.1 Historical dialectics: particularity versus universality 

With a Viconian concept of history, we can read Joyce in double perspectives. Failing 

onto death overlaps with struggling for life, and destruction entails rebirth. Donald Philip Verene 

gives a classic interpretation of the dualism in Joyce.  

Joyce’s golden bough is Vico’s providence, the divine perceived or heard within history. 

Joyce transforms the three ages of gods, heroes, and humans of Vico’s ‘ideal eternal 
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history’ of corso and ricorso into a structure of four, with providentiality as the fourth – 

the stage of dissolution, heralding renewal at the end of a cycle.44 

Noticeably, Verene reveals another type of dualism: the overlap between universality and 

particularity. According to him, “Joyce’s truth is derived from Dublin. Truth is double truth – 

‘doublecressing twofold truths’ (288.3). […] Joyce is always ‘Dublin existents’ (578.I4). The 

double of Dublin is Dublin, Georgia, ‘by the stream Oconee’ (Oconee River) on the first page of 

Finnegans Wake.” 45In other words, there are two types of dualism in Vico’s theory of history, 

namely the dialectics of rebirth and the particular-universal dialectics. The particularity in local 

experience is connected with the global universality in humanity. Joyce presents the problem of 

modernity itself through the local life-world in Dublin. For Joyce, Dublin is a particular 

historical locale that entails super-individual universality. In New Science, this sort of narrative 

strategy is traced back to Homer. According to Vico’s interpretation of the Iliad, “reflecting upon 

the corruption of his times, [Homer] organized the whole system of the Iliad on the basis of 

Providence, which we established as the first principle of the nations, and on the religion of the 

oath.” 46 Homer’s narrative reveals the realization of providence itself in the flow of time by 

describing the particular shapes of heroes’ lives. 

In sum, following Vico’s concept of providence, Beckett presents a reading route that 

connects the ordinary individuals’ experience in Dublin with universal history and reveals an 

optimistic possibility piercing through the dark atmosphere permeating Joyce’s textual space. 

From a Viconian point of view, historical narratives can become narrative abstractions by 

configuring a series of inter-related dualistic relations, such as the individual versus the super-
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individual, the immanent versus the exterior, the local particularity versus the world-historical 

universal, failure and rebirth through destruction. How Beckett reads Joyce’s works foreshadows 

his subsequent modernist experiments with narratives.  

 

3.2 Corporeal poetics: individual experience as historical episteme 

In the theoretical lens of corporeal poetics, Beckett perceives Joyce’s aesthetic project as 

questing for an inherent unity between language and the world.  

Here form is content, content is form. You complain that this stuff is not written in 

English. It is not written at all. It is not to be read – or rather it is not only to be read. It is 

to be looked at and listened to. His writing is not about something; it is that something 

itself. […] When the sense is sleep, the words go to sleep. (See the end of Anna Livia.) 

When the sense is dancing, the word dance. … The language is drunk. The very words 

are tilted and effervescent.47 

For Beckett, Joyce immersed his writing so deeply in sensory phenomena that the writing 

becomes “drunk” and moves beyond its boundary. The experience of intoxication refers to the 

unity between language and sensory experience at its acme, through which writing becomes 

“something itself.” Poetic intoxication opens the gate of sensory phenomena with imagination so 

that the world in itself, as the alterity against human consciousness, becomes open to textual 

space.  

In contemporary Joycean scholarship, post-colonialism is an important hermeneutic 

branch, and the intertextuality between body and history is already an interesting reading 

perspective within this tradition. In the last part of this section, I shall turn to Maud Ellman’s 
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work to illustrate the connection between Joyce’s corporeal narrative and history, especially the 

Irish question.48 Ellman reveals an exchanging mechanism in Joyce’s textual space. According to 

Ellman, “although Molly often thinks about the body, in all its glory and abjection, this is a body 

woven and unwoven in her words. For all the fleshliness of her imaginings, she epitomizes the 

incorporeal thinking substance that Descartes imputed only to the angels. I think, her monologue 

implies, and thought is what I am.”49 Molly’s corporeal experience is intermediated through 

language, and thereby endows words, and the thought behind them, with “fleshliness.” In the 

exchanging process of Molly’s words and her corporeal experience, Joyce shapes a narrative 

sample of how imagination actually works in consciousness and sub-consciousness. His narrative 

thereby demonstrates connectivity between body and mind in the textual space as well as the pre-

reflective domain of consciousness. Ellman suggests that it becomes a metaphysical sublation of 

Cartesian dualism. In this sense, Joyce echoes Vico.  

With regard to the exchanging mechanism, Ellman emphasizes “circulation” as its 

corporeal embodiment in Ulysses. In the microscopic scope, circulation refers to digestion and 

reproduction in the physiological shape of individual experience. The microscopic circulation in 

Joyce’s text signifies the macroscopic circulation in sociohistorical experience. In Ulysses, there 

are three types of macroscopic circulation, namely ethical, political, and universal. In this bodily 

language, Stephen’s ethical passion to be united with his nation is reflected in his need for 

circulation between his own body and his race through the umbilical cord. 50 Circulation also 

reflects the economic role of Ireland in the British Empire in the 19th century.51 In Ellman’s 
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reading, Joyce’s narrative reflects the failure of political autonomy and cultural independence in 

the 19th-century Ireland, so that “its circulatory systems operating independently of both its heads 

– one in Rome and one in London …”52 Moreover, the circulation in Joyce's text also echoes 

with “the movement of return” in the Homeric epics and thereby becomes meta-narrative 

signifying universal human experience in history.  

Following Ellman’s interpretation, we can further deduce that Joyce endows three poetic 

functions to his corporeal narrative, namely reflective, observational, and re-evaluative. With 

regard to the reflective function, Joyce’s corporeal narrative presents the exchanging relationship 

between the symbolic and the material. With regard to its observational function, it reflects the 

degeneration of individual autonomy on a microscopic level due to the oppression of imperialism 

and colonialism in the Irish life-world. With regard to its re-evaluative function, it creates a 

meta-narrative of returning, which entails the potentiality to reevaluate and thereby rebuild 

civilizational value. The re-evaluative function in Joyce’s corporeal narrative corresponds with 

the circularity or dialectics in Vico’s concept of providence. From a Nietzschean point of view, 

reevaluation is explosive, and the possibility of rebirth becomes visible only in destruction. In 

Ellman’s words, whoever aspires to return home must leave home in the first place. “Not to be at 

home is also crucial to Joyce’s conception of morality; only the detachment of the exile enables 

him to write his chapters in the moral history of his country.” 53 In my understanding, the 

nostalgia in the Joycean textual space moves beyond the scope of the Irish question into the 

modernity problem, which entails a historical need for reconciliation after the modern alienation. 

In the perspective of Vico’s corporeal poetics, Joyce's narrative of bodily experience is a 

narrative strategy to reveal historicity and it is metaphysically grounded. With the imagination 
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that is justified by Vico as a historical episteme, Joyce reflects and observes how historical 

movement takes place materially in individual experience, social space, and language. In this 

way, the corporeal narrative is transfigured from empirical observation and record of individual 

consciousness to an abstract narrative signifying historical experience. In sum, Joyce creates a 

Viconian type of historical knowledge, which is imaginative, pre-reflective, and narrative. This is 

the lesson in Beckett’s interpretation of Joyce, and it also becomes Beckett’s own writing 

principle.  

 

4. A Historical Reflection on Joyce’s Heritage: From the Irish to the Post-Irish 

In the perspective of the Viconian science of history, Joyce’s works exhibit an overlap 

between the small and the great. The small in Joyce refers to the deep sensory experience of 

individual beings’ corporeal existence in the world. The great, on the other hand, refers to the 

Irish question as a particular variant of the modernity problem. For Joyce, historicity, first of all, 

refers to the historical conditions in Ireland. Beckett interprets Joyce with Vico’s theory of 

history and thereby discovers a writing method that bridges individuality and historicity. This 

becomes the aesthetic dynamism in his own writing. However, for Beckett, historicity seems 

closer to Vico’s concept of providence, which is abstract enough to be a universal and eternal 

history for all humanity. In other words, Beckett develops the Joycean overlap between the small 

and the great. He is looking after a type of signifier that is “greater” in extension and more 

abstract in intension. However, the signifier is nevertheless connected to the actuality of the Irish 

experience to some extent. Beckett’s narrative as this type of signifier refers to what can be 

named as “post-Irish question.” In this part, I present the historical logic that connects Joyce’s 

Irish question and Beckett’s post-Irish question. 
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4.1 Joyce’s Irish question 

In Joyce's aesthetic construction, the Irish question is presented in two ways. The Irish 

question is evolved from a series of political struggles that exist for centuries between Ireland 

and Britain. However, it also refers to the problem of conscience on the level of civilization. For 

Joyce, the rediscovering of conscience directs to the rebuilding of cultural experience for the 

Irish nation-state, so that Irish individuals can become independent of colonialism and 

imperialism to experience the world in a fully autonomous and independent way.  

What is the political expression of the Irish question? For Joyce, it refers to Ireland’s 

deficiency in autonomy or self-determination in politics, economics, and ideology. In a social 

review, Joyce highlights the complexity of the Irish question. 

 Indeed, the Irish question is still unresolved today, after six centuries of armed 

occupation and over a hundred years of legislation that reduced the population of the 

unhappy island from eight to four million, quadrupled the taxes, and further entangled the 

agrarian problem with many extra knots. Truly, there is no question more entangled than 

this. The Irish themselves understand little of it, the English even less, and for other 

peoples, it is complete darkness.54 

Although the Irish question seems to be remote for non-Irish people, Joyce’s narrative is not 

merely for Irish people. For Joyce, the Irish question is grounded in the logic of the modernity 

problem which moves beyond the locality of the Irish experience. Thus, Joyce’s narrative 

becomes an aesthetic actualization of the dialectics between particularity and universality in 

Vico’s concept of providence. Another type of Viconian dialectics occurs between transcendence 

 
54 (Joyce 2008c, 146) 



 40 

and secularity in history. In Joyce’s textual space, the transcendental or divine dimension is 

inherent in the aesthetic construction of the Irish historicity. In “Ireland: Ireland of Saints and 

Sages,” Joyce reveals the transcendental potentiality in the symbolism of Ireland. According to 

Joyce, “Festus Avienus in the fourth century was the first to name it the Insula Sacra. Later, 

having suffered invasions by Spanish and Gallic tribes, and having been converted without any 

bloodshed to Christianity by St Patrick and his followers, Ireland once again became deserving 

of the name of ‘Holy Island’.”55 Christianity engages with political reality in Irish history, in 

which the transcendental dimension is deeply intertwined with the secular ideology. For many 

Irish people in Joyce’s time, their faith in Roman Catholicism functions simultaneously as a form 

of political struggle against British colonialism. In Joyce’s observation of the public space in 

Ireland, religion often reflects the material sides of secular experience. The Irish problem extends 

beyond the ecopolitical activities in public space and permeates ordinary people’s life in private 

space. Thus the political expression of the Irish question is essentially ideological.  

Religion lies at the heart of ideological tension. In Ireland, the difference between 

Catholicism and Protestantism reflects the struggle of local identity against British imperialism. 

According to Joyce, “a moral separation already exists between the two countries. I never 

remember the English anthem, ‘God Save the King’, being sung in public without a storm of 

whistles, yells, and shushes that render the solemn and stately music absolutely inaudible.”56 In 

Hegel’s analysis of Protestantism, Luther's principle of “Sola Fide,” namely justification by faith 

alone, is esteemed as the origin of modernity, because it is a prototype for the autonomy of 

conscience. Hegel emphasizes, “It was with Luther that the freedom of spirit began, and its form 
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became captured in its kernel.”57 However, Protestantism, which is the theological foundation in 

Anglican Church in Britain, seems to be a threat to Irish autonomy. Thus, contrary to Hegel’s 

analysis, Joyce’s fellow citizens’ commitment to Roman Catholicism becomes a quest for the 

autonomy of conscience. This shapes the complexity of the Irish question. The quest for 

autonomy is intertwined with another form of dependence. This kind of historical dilemma, 

however, is not solely Irish. From Tocqueville to Adorno, modernity itself is perceived as a 

paradoxical process in which freedom is achieved at the cost of new servitude. 

 

4.2 From the Irish question to the post-Irish question 

The Irish question in Joyce’s textual space is rooted in the logic of modernity, especially 

the quest for identity. In the following part, I will discuss this connection with the theory of 

Empire by Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri. Colonialism operates by establishing a boundary 

against alterity. The colonial subject maintains superiority by repelling the colonized other. In 

the scope of colonial subjectivity, the colonized other is marginalized in civilization and ethics. 

According to Hardt and Negri, colonized alterity becomes “a sort of black hole that can swallow 

up all the capacities for evil, barbarism, unrestrained sexuality, and so forth. The dark colonized 

subject thus seems at first obscure and mysterious in its otherness. This colonial construction of 

identities rests heavily on the fixity of the boundary between metropole and colony.” 58 Alterity 

or otherness in colonialism is an ideological being, which is historically produced in concrete 

ecopolitical conditions. This process is dual. As the colonial subject constructs the colonized 

alterity, it also creates its self-identity, whose essence is ideologically perceived as the 

superiority against alterity. According to Hardt and Negri, “precisely because the difference of 
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the Other is absolute, it can be inverted in a second moment as the foundation of the Self. […] 

The colonizer does produce the colonized as negation, but, through a dialectical twist, that 

negative colonized identity is negated in turn to found the positive colonizer Self.” 59 Therefore, 

colonialism is fundamentally a historical logic that constructs national identity.  

Post-colonialism, as the antithesis against colonialism and imperialism, rebuilds self-

identity beyond the constraints of alterity. In this sense, Joyce considers the essence of the Irish 

question as conscience. In A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, Stephen’s monologue reflects 

the ambition in Joyce’s authorship： 

Welcome, O life! I go to encounter for the millionth time the reality of experience and to 

forge in the smithy of my soul the uncreated conscience of my race.60 

However, Joyce’s stance is different from the aesthetic nationalism in Yeats. For Joyce, the 

solution to the Irish question is not to invert Irishness from the margin into a new center. On the 

contrary, he tries to explore a fundamental solution to transform the colonialist logic which is to 

construct the self-identity by defining alterity. Thus, the Irish question leads to a revolutionary 

new understanding of modern identity. Beckett’s aesthetic construction of non-identity and 

negativity echoes with Joyce in this point.  

Besides the microscopic problem of identity or selfhood, the second tie between 

colonialism and modernity problem, in general, is in the macroscopic order of power. The 

historical end of colonialism is often accompanied by a new hegemony, which is Empire. 

According to Hardt and Negri, “The end of modern colonialisms, of course, has not really 

opened an age of unqualified freedom but rather yielded to new forms of rule that operate on a 
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global scale. Here we have our first real glimpse of the passage to Empire.”61 What is Empire? 

“Empire is the political subject that effectively regulates global exchanges, the sovereign power 

that governs the world.”62 It is the global order of modernity. For Hardt and Negri, “The end of 

the dialectic of modernity has not resulted in the end of the dialectic of exploitation.”63 Empire is 

a trans-national, de-centered, de-territorializing mechanism of power. While Empire terminates 

imperialism and colonialism which are based on traditional nation-state, it creates a new 

mechanism of exploitation on the global scale. 

According to the theory of Empire, colonialism as a set of historical phenomena moves 

beyond the boundary of locality. It calls for the reconstruction of self-identity in individual 

immanence, and it reveals a global mechanism of power in post-colonial modernity. Thus, 

Joyce’s aesthetic exploration of the Irish question is ultimately leading toward the modernity 

problem in the universal sense, which becomes the so-called “post-Irish question.” This seems to 

be where Beckett starts to write. Contrary to Joyce’s focus on Dublin, Beckett aesthetically 

subtracts the geo-historical shape of the locale in The Three Novels. Molloy is nescient with 

where he is so that his narrative itself is placed on the boundary between reality and fantasy. 

“And all the time she never stopped talking, whereas I only opened my mouth to ask, at long 

intervals, more and more feebly, what town we were in”64 Malone is isolated in an anonymous 

room. At the end of The Unnamable, the anonymity of space is reiterated passionately.  

[…] where I am, I don’t know, I’ll never know in the silence you don’t know, you must 

go on, I can’t go on, I’ll go on.65 
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The negative spatiality is antithetical to Joyce’s Dublin, as the aesthetical construction of the 

historicity in the Irish question. In the theoretical frame of Empire, Beckett’s non-space denotes 

the post-colonial condition. According to Hardt and Negri,  

The striated space of modernity constructed places that were continually engaged in and 

founded on a dialectical play with their outsides. The space of imperial sovereignty, in 

contrast, is smooth. It might appear to be free of the binary divisions or striation of 

modern boundaries, but really it is crisscrossed by so many fault lines that it only appears 

as a continuous, uniform space. In this sense, the clearly defined crisis of modernity gives 

way to an omni-crisis in the imperial world. In this smooth space of Empire, there is no 

place of power – it is both everywhere and nowhere. Empire is an ou-topia, or really a 

non-place.”66 

Thus, Beckett’s non-space becomes a post-Joycean and post-Irish type of historical signifier, as 

the aesthetical construction of the post-colonial historicity which is subject to a de-territorializing 

mechanism of power. From Joyce to Beckett, the transformation of concreteness to abstractness 

in narrative space is nevertheless a contemporary aesthetic strategy to represent historicity. This 

sort of abstract historicity can be traced back to the concept of providence in Vico’s historical 

science.  
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CHAPTER 2:  

BECKETT’S AESTHETIC CONSTRUCTION OF NON-IDENTITY:  

THREE NOVELS AND ABSTRACT NARRATIVE WITH HISTORICITY 

 

Samuel Beckett’s Malone meurt was initially published in 1951 and then translated by 

Beckett into English in 1956. Malone, the protagonist and narrator in this novel, believes that he 

is approaching death and therefore decides to write as a way to play with himself during his final 

days. The narrative structure of Malone Dies consists of two intertwined parts. One is Malone’s 

narrative about the physiological and psychological experience of dying during his isolation in 

an anonymous room. The other is a biographical story that Malone himself creates, writing in 

bed. Its protagonist is Sapo, who is later renamed Macmann. 67 Although the narrative sequences 

of the two parts are intertwined, their content seems to be irrelevant to each other. However, in 

this paper, I argue that there is a common aesthetic trait underlying the two narratives. What they 

have in common is the process of non-identity, or the transformation from I to not-I. In Malone’s 

dying experience, he gradually experiences a series of failures in his tempo-spatial perception, 

social relationship with other people, and physical agency. The biography of Sapo/Macmann is 

also a narrative of failure. Sapo gradually destroys his entire life because of his endless need for 

wandering. In this chapter, I will first analyze the narrative traits in Beckett’s aesthetic 

construction of non-identity. There are five sub-types of non-identity, which are non-temporality, 
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non-spatiality, non-agency, non-empathy, and non-personhood. Then, I try to extend the 

aesthetic traits of non-identity from Malone Dies to the entire Three Novels. They can also be 

found in other works by Beckett. Thus, experimenting with non-identity is revealed to be part of 

the narrative dynamism in Beckett’s authorship. By negating the empirical shape of time, space, 

event, and subject, Beckett’s narrative becomes an abstract narrative. The negativity in abstract 

narrative stimulates a reading interest in readers. In Beckett’s textual space, empirical clues that 

would restore the empirical shape of an abstract narrative seem to be absent. However, the 

absence compels readers to turn to extra-textual space, which is the reality on readers’ end, and 

thereby the boundary between Beckett’s textual space and a reader’s surrounding reality 

disappears. In this way, Beckett opens a historical dimension in his narrative by the aesthetic 

construction of non-identity.  

 

1. Non-temporality: Remaining Time and Growing Time 

In Malone’s narrative of his own near-death experience, time becomes remaining time. 

The lapse of time becomes visible as Malone’s physiological condition deteriorates. In Sapo’s 

biography, time is subjectified as growing time, but it also turns out to be a remaining time when 

young Sapo becomes old Macmann whose living circumstance is similar to Malone’s. In 

Malone’s final days, he increasingly suffers from somnolence so that the measure of time 

becomes vague. The disappearance of temporal scale is also a significant metaphor in other 

modernist novels. In The Magic Mountain, Thomas Mann blurs the flow of time by extending 

Castrop’s original plan for a short stay in a sanatorium into seven years. Thus, the non-

temporality in Malone’s self-narrative refers to the subjectification of time as remaining time and 

the disappearance of temporal scale.  
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Malone’s remaining time visualizes time by physiological deteriorating and dying. In 

Malone’s stream of consciousness, the futurity of time is defined by the approaching of death.  

I feel/ I feel it’s coming. How goes it, thanks, it’s coming. I wanted to be quite sure 

before I noted it. Scrupulous to the last, finical to a fault, that’s Malone, all over. I mean 

sure of feeling that my hour is at hand. … Strange, I don’t feel my feet anymore, my feet 

feel nothing anymore, and a mercy it is.68 

He measures time by the degree of losing bodily self-perception and physical agency. Malone’s 

subjectification of time is mediated by the objectification of his own body, which in its 

deteriorating numbness and paralysis becomes increasingly alien to his ego. Thus, Malone’s non-

temporality is accompanied with the alienation of body or non-body. The negation of bodily 

experience distorts Malone’s perception of the surrounding world. The loss of temporal scale is 

among the most significant symptoms. In Malone’s final days, he cannot differentiate between 

day and night.  

But the light, instead of being the dawn, turned out in a very short time to be the dusk. 

And the sun, instead of rising higher and higher in the sky as I confidently expected, 

calmly set, and night, the passing of which I had just celebrated after my fashion, calmly 

fell again. 69 

As Malone increasingly gets lost in somnolence, day-time significantly reduces so that the 

transition from day to night occurs almost in one moment. The disappearance of time 

symptomizes self-loss However, Malones perceives the disappearance of time with a victorious 

mentality. He identifies the self with time and marks time with numbers. “That passed the time, I 
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was time, I devoured the world.” 70 Thus, the negation of time and selfhood in non-temporality is 

transfigured into the negation of the exterior world. In Malone’s self-consciousness, the death of 

the self becomes the death of the world. In general, the aesthetic construction of non-temporality 

in Malone Dies signifies the negation of the self, the world, and their inter-relationship.  

 Another symptom of Malone’s perception of non-temporality is his nescience with his 

age. “I know the year of my birth, I have not forgotten that, but I do not know what year. But I 

think I have been here for some very considerable time.” 71 In the second half of 

Sapo/Macmann’s biography, Macmann encounters Moll, a senior nurse in the psychiatric 

hospital, and begins a romantic relationship. The romance with Moll is almost the only light in 

Sapo/Macmann’s life. In the best moment of their love, time becomes blurred.  

... Oh would we had but met sixty years ago! 

Ah would we had met but seventy years ago! 72 

The temporal distance to their youth varies between sixty and seventy years, which blurs their 

current ages. In the previous part of the biography, namely the narrative about young Sapo, there 

is an interesting dialogue between Sapo’s parents about his age.  

What age is he now? asked Mr. Saposcat. His wife provided the information, it being 

understood that this was of her province. She was always wrong.73 

The vagueness of age blurs the objective lapse of time. This invites readers to perceive textual 

time with events and activities. In this way, time in the protagonist’s life becomes subjectified. 

While Malone’s time is remaining time, Sapo’s time is measured by his growth, growing from a 

young man with great prospects into an old madman with miserable memories. Both Malone’s 
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remaining time and Sapo/Macmann’s growing time are subjectified as the expansion of darkness 

in life, which signifies the non-temporality in Malone Dies. 

 

2. Non-spatiality: Anonymous Place and Escape 

Malone’s nescience with time is also reflected in his experience with the surrounding 

space. He cannot remember when he came into this anonymous room. As his stay-time becomes 

vague, the initial purpose of his coming into being in the room becomes mysterious. The 

anonymous room signifies Beckett’s aesthetic construction of non-spatiality. Malone has no idea 

about the location of the room and the affiliation of the entire building. He only knows, “[i]t is an 

ordinary room” and “[i]t is not a room in a hospital, or in a madhouse, I can feel that.”74 Beckett 

adds some clues in Malone’s stream of consciousness, such as children’s voices from downstairs, 

but these clues are so sparse that they seem to increase the mystery. Malone’s nescience with the 

room, which is immediately the surrounding world neighboring his existence, seems to be a 

metaphor of existence that incurs a radical skepticism toward selfhood. According to Malone, 

“There is naturally another possibility that does not escape me, though it would be a great 

disappointment to have it confirmed, and that is that I am dead already and that all continues 

more or less as when I was not.”75 Like non-temporality, non-spatiality reflects the progress of 

self-loss in Malone.  

Macmann’s final days in a madhouse are similar to Malone’s being in an anonymous 

room. Macmann does not know where he is. He constantly seeks an answer but no one, not even 

Moll, responds to his question. Lemuel’s response to Macmann sounds like a metaphor for the 

administration of modern life. 
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It usually ended by his saying he did not know. But he was subject to almost 

hypomaniacal fits of good-humor. Then he would add, But I’ll enquire. And taking out a 

notebook as fat as a ship’s log he made note, murmuring, Private or state, mad or like me, 

how out, etc.76 

Lemuel’s professional manner alludes to the bureaucratic nature of the spatiality to which 

Macmann’s room belongs. The anonymous institution exerts systematic power invisibly yet 

materially upon Malone’s life. This renders Macmann’s existential condition a metaphor of 

modern alienation. 

However, in the earlier part of Sapo/Macmann’s biography, the spatiality seems to be 

diametrically different from Malone’s, because they are always traveling. If we read it as a 

projection of Malone’s desire to escape the room, then the trajectory of their movements seems 

to be constantly breaking through the spatial boundary of Malone’s surrounding world. Escape as 

the negation of boundary seems another type of spatial negativity. For young Sapo, the desire for 

escape seems to be a desire which is driven by itself rather than for any external purpose. As a 

kid, he loves to wander in the fields. As an adolescent, he feels alien to the surrounding people 

when visiting the Lamberts and wants to escape the room, even though he seems to be fond of 

the daughter of the Lamberts. As a young man, he travels around almost without purpose. His 

wanderlust ends him up in a madhouse. However, in his final days, he still tries to move 

elsewhere, and this leads to his journey of death. Sapo’s or Macmann’s every attempt to escape 

from where he is signifies the spatial negation of one’s presence in the surrounding world. 

Escape is another aesthetic construction of non-spatiality in Beckett’s novelistic experiment.  
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3. Non-agency: Wanderlust and Petrification  

The third type of aesthetic construction of non-identity in Beckett’s narrative is the 

failure of agency. Malone gradually loses the physical agency in the development of his self-

narrative. He is petrified. “My body is what is called, unadvisedly perhaps, impotent. There is 

virtually nothing it can do.”77 Beckett represents non-agency in three ways, namely reifying the 

will of action, limiting the scope of action, and transforming an active agent into a passive suffer. 

With regard to the reification of will, Malone is obsessed with his cane, just as in the first novel 

in Three Novels Molloy is obsessed with his bicycle. Malone’s cane becomes an extension of his 

body. “When I want to eat I hook the table with my stick and draw it to me.”78 In Malone’s final 

days, his physical activities are totally limited in his bed. The bed is by a window, from which he 

likes to observe the external world. The observation reflects a desire inside him to escape, to 

move beyond the physical boundary of his bed, his room, and the building into the real world. In 

this sense, observation becomes a hidden type of reification of his will of activity. However, 

Malone’s physical agency is totally lost. His subjectivity becomes a purely passive suffer. The 

suffering is boundless. “The pain is almost unbearable, upon my soul it is. Incandescent 

migraine. Death must take me for someone else.”79 Malone’s sensibility remains sharp while he 

loses physical agency. The inert flesh turns out to be a perfect suffer, in which the ego is 

surrounded by suppressed sensibility. “I feel within I the glow of that old frenzy, but it will set 

me on fire no more.”80 The “glow of that old frenzy” burns Malone’s ego into nothingness.  

In Sapo/ Macmann’s narrative, the physical agency remains active. He seems to be 

suffering from wanderlust in his entire life. He travels around purposelessly. In the absence of 
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teleological structure, Sapo’s physical movement fails to lead to his self-fulfillment. On the 

contrary, the wanderlust destroys every important moment in his life. If he had not been so 

obsessed with wanderlust, he would have been able to realize his parents’ wish to become 

bourgeoise by passing exams. Sapo’s first romance was destroyed after he told his lover that “he 

was going away and would not come back.”81 The essence of the wanderlust, however, is 

petrification. In the expansion of his physical activeness, his interiority petrifies into “a 

motionlessness akin to that of a stone.”82 Before Macmann ends up in a madhouse, his works as 

a cleaner. The excessiveness in his physical activity drives him to work almost incessantly “as if 

a demon had driven him to collect.” 83 However, his activity is purposeless like his every decision 

to escape. The excess of physical activity finally fails his capability to complete the work. 

According to Malone,  

[b]ut it was truly as if he were not master of his movements and did not know what he 

was doing, while he was doing it, nor what he had done, once he had done it.84 

Macmann’s failure in the agency is caused by the loss of interiority, while Malone’s failure in 

the agency is caused by exteriority.  

 

4. Non-empathy: Failure of Love and Friendship 

The social aspect of Beckett’s narrative of non-identity is reflected in non-empathy, 

which is symptomized in Malone’s failure of love and friendship. The absence of empathy 

occurs firstly in the reader-text relationship. Malone’s dying condition is miserable, and this is 

supposed to arouse sympathy in readers. However, Beckett seems to suspend the sympathy for 
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Malone by revealing his antisocial and murderous past through a stream of consciousness. In 

Malone’s recollection of a discussion with Jackson on conation, namely will and intentionality, 

he refers to a series of failures in friendship such as with Jackson, Wilson, Nicholson, Watson, 

and so on. He tried to become a friend to them, but they found him “disgusting.”85 A few pages 

later, another piece of recollection indicates that he was an experienced murder.  

Then it will be over with the Murphys, Merciers, Molloys, Morans, and Malones, unless 

it goes on beyond the grave. But sufficient unto the day, let us first defunge, then we’ll 

see. How many have I killed, hitting them on the head or setting fire to them? Off-hand I 

can only think of four, all unknowns I never knew anyone.86 

These recollections reveal Malone’s murderous past. The pitiful dying man now turns out to be a 

remorseless and possibly unpunished killer. This surprising finding can dissolve the instinctive 

sympathy on the reader’s end, or at least make it somehow difficult. The fragmentariness in 

Malone’s stream of consciousness makes his social role mysterious to readers. This uncertainty 

also leads to the failure of empathy between readers and the protagonist. 

In Sapo’s biography, non-empathy is reflected in his failure to communicate with parents, 

friends, and lovers. Sapo seems to be isolated from the surrounding people and he almost never 

communicates with them. The solitude in Sapo and later in Macmann symptomizes negativity in 

his self-consciousness, which never actualizes itself in the social world. In Macmann’s erotic 

relationship with Moll, the absence of communication finally leads to its failure. He seeks to be 

recognized by Moll as a lover, which seems to be the only effort to quest for recognition in his 

entire life. However, he expresses his need for love by torturing himself in order to control the 

other. “… writhing and crying out, in the hope perhaps she would take pity on him and come and 
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comfort him and dry his tears…”87 Macmann wants to find evidence of love in Moll’s attention, 

caring, and comfort. However, it is a futile attempt. The failure of communication destroys the 

self-esteem and capability of love in Macmann.  

 

5. Non-personhood: Alienation of the Selfhood 

The above four types of narrative non-identity ultimately lead to the negation of 

personhood. In Beckett’s aesthetic construction of Malone, the non-personhood is reflected in 

negating the protagonist’s proper name, social relation, material possession, and physiological 

health. Malone’s name becomes increasingly mysterious in his self-narrative. “Malone” is 

gradually revealed as a code name that nurses and visitors use to name Malone in the room. He is 

not sure if it is his own name, but he recalls that Jackson used to call him “the merion,” which 

also seems to be a pseudonym.88 Malone’s social relation is also mysterious. Readers can not 

ascertain his profession and his relationship with the institution to which the room affiliates. 

Malone’s possessions in this room are merely a pen, a missing cane, and a pair of boots in the 

cabinet. Despite the scarcity of his material possession, Malone insists on making an “inventory” 

in his writing plan. 89 If we consider material possession as an extension of personhood, then the 

loss of possession reflects the negation of identity at least on the social level. In his final time, 

Malone’s physiological status is so weak that he becomes like a child. “Yes, an old fetus, that’s 

what I am now, hoar and impotent …”90 His physiological degeneration further changes his 

behavioral pattern. “I pat my lips, now I have the pillow in my mouth. I have, I have. I suck. The 

search for myself is ended. I am buried in the world, I knew I would find my place there one day, 
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the old world cloisters me, victorious. I am happy, I knew I would be happy one day”91 He acts 

like a baby but thinks like a man. The negation of adulthood is perceived as a triumph of 

personhood, which means he finds his place in the world. The overlap between the beginning 

and the end of life leads to nihilism in Malone.  

But what matter whether I was born or not, have lived or not, am dead or merely dying, I 

shall go on doing as I have always done, not knowing what it is I do, nor who I am, 

where I am, nor if I am.92 

The non-identity is completed in Malone’s nihilism, in which there is no difference between 

being and nothingness, or rather having-been and having-not-been.  

In Sapo’s biography, the disappearance of personhood is reflected in his alienation of 

selfhood. According to Malone, Macmann’s final collapse is foreboded in a series of early signs. 

These early signs are also constructed by the above three aesthetic strategies. Firstly, Malone 

arbitrarily changed the name of Sapo to Macmann.93 The change of proper name raises a 

question concerning the identity of the protagonist. Is Macmann the same person as Sapo? Is old 

Macmann the same person as young Macmann? Malone indicates the possibility of non-identity 

between them.  

Can it be then that it is not the same Macmann at all, after all, in spite of the great 

resemblance (for those who know the power of the passing years), both physical and 

other wise.94 

The breakage in narrative identity invites readers to reflect upon the question of personal identity 

in time itself. In the final stage of Macmann’s story, Malone shifts the narrative focus from 
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Macmann to Lemuel. The transition occurs after Moll’s death and begins with an introduction by 

Lemuel.  

My name is Lemuel, he said, though my parents were probably Aryan, and it is in my 

charge you are from now on. Here is your porridge. Eat while it is boiling. 95 

Macmann’s loss of status as the protagonist in the final part echoes with the transformation of his 

subjectivity from an active agent to a passive suffer.  

 

6. Aesthetic Construction of Non-Identity as Abstract Narrative with Historicity 

According to Susan Sontag, “the function of criticism should be to show how it is, what it 

is, even that it is what it is, rather than to show what it means.”96 For Sontag, the question of 

“how it is” is prior to “what it means.” In this theoretical orientation for criticism, I try to 

conclude the above discussion with a critical experiment to extend the so-called non-identity in 

Malone Dies to the general scope of Beckett’s oeuvre. In this part, I read Beckett’s other works, 

especially Molloy, with the aesthetic scope of non-identity that is revealed in Malone Dies. The 

aesthetic traits of non-identity exist, to a different extent, in Three Novels and they can even be 

perceived as inherent in Beckett’s general authorship. This comparative reading aims to present 

the quest for non-identity or negativity as the structural dynamism in Beckett’s modernist 

experiment with the narrative. The character-building narrative in the Three Novels is oriented in 

the aesthetic construction of non-identity, and the plots in two parts are so abstract that the event 

is “non-event.” Following John Deamer, Andrew Gibson uses the concept of “non-event” to 

describe the absence of time, agency, and happiness in the textual world in Beckett’s plays, 
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especially Waiting for Godot and Endgame.97 In my reading, Beckett’s negative narrative is 

traced back to his early novelistic experiments. 

In Molloy, the narrative of non-identity is typically embodied in the two to three pages 

before and after Molloy’s release from the police station (i.e. “It was late after when they told me 

I could go.”98). At this point, Molloy is on the edge between madness and sobriety. His need to 

yell seems to be both a post-traumatic symptom and playful excitement. In this hyperactive 

moment, there appears a series of negative tendencies in Molloy’s consciousness with regard to 

temporality, spatiality, and subjectivity.  

To decompose is to live too, I know, I know, don’t torment me, but one sometimes 

forgets. And of that life too I shall tell you perhaps one day, the day I know that when I 

thought I knew I was merely existing and that passion without form or stations will have 

devoured me down to the rotting flesh itself and that when I know that I know nothing, 

am only crying out as I have always cried out, more or less piercingly, more or less 

openly. Let me cry out then, then another time perhaps, then perhaps a last time. […] I 

began to play […]99 

In Molloy’s monologue, there seems to be a sort of family resemblance between his 

consciousness and Malone’s, especially in temporality. Time is perceived as a degenerating 

process, in which futurity is identified as coming to an end. In their premonition of death, both 

Malone and Molloy decide to play to kill time. Besides, the apocalyptic time in Molloy leads to 

an interesting idea of the present, which is “the mythological present.” 
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I went. I had forgotten where I was going. I stopped to think. It is difficult to think riding, 

for me. When I try to think and riding I lose my balance and fall. I speak in the present 

tense, it is so easy to speak in the present tense, when speaking of the past. It is the 

mythological present, don’t mind it. I was already settling in my raglimp stasis when I 

remembered it wasn’t done.100 

In the overlapping between the past and the present, the flow of time ceases, and runs off a linear 

and one-way course. The mythologic present unites the past and the present and thereby opens a 

cyclical time. The negation of linear time intrigues the metamorphosis of the entire life-world.  

In Molloy’s narrative, space becomes anonymous, mysterious, and uncertain. In his 

monologue, the place where he exists is merely called “the town,” whose name is inaccessible to 

him. Molloy repeatedly emphasizes his discomfort with the anonymity of where he exists. “[…] I 

beg you pardon, Sir, this is X, is it not?, X being the name of my town. And this name that I 

sought, I felt sure that it began with a B or with a P, but in spite of this clue, or perhaps because 

of its falsity, the other letters continued to escape me.” 101 The spatiality or non-spatiality in 

Molloy appears similar to Malone Dies. Molloy’s spatiality appears to be between virtuality and 

reality, and this endows a mysterious atmosphere to his narrative. In Molloy, there is also an 

enclosed room, whose care-takers or guards are the “they.” This room appears after Molloy’s 

encounter with Lousse.  

I fell asleep. I woke up in a bed in my skin. They had carried their impertinence to the 

point of washing me, to judge by the smell I gave off, no longer gave off. I went to the 
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door. Locked. To the window. Barred. It was not yet quite dark. What is there left to try 

when you have tried the door and the window? The chimney perhaps.102 

At the beginning of this monologue, Molloy’s condition is similar to Malone’s. Both of them 

find themselves in an anonymous and enclosed room. If readers assume a linear temporal frame, 

then Molloy is supposed to be in Lousse’s house at the moment when he wakes up, because he 

was burying Lousse’s pet immediately before this monologue and comes back to Lousse around 

ten pages later. However, in the nine pages in-between, he seems to be abruptly placed in another 

narrative space. Molloy’s narrative of the enclosed room is temporally discontinuous with his 

narrative of his encounter with Lousse. The temporal dislocation is reflected in his observation of 

lunar phases. In Lousse’s room, the moon in his observation is in the first quarter. However, in 

this enclosed room, 103“the moon seen two nights before […] was on the eve of being full.”  That 

is to say, Molloy is trapped in a rabbit hole. In Ulysses, Joyce often creates a tempo-spatial 

transition in a character’s stream of consciousness, such as in recollection. The transition can be 

so abrupt that a reader can be unaware of the change until a few sentences later. In Molloy’s 

monologue, the transition seems so subtle and undetectable. The overlap of temporality 

dislocates narrative spatiality and this becomes the non-spatiality in Molloy. 

Besides the negation of time and space, Molloy also experiences a series of negations in 

agency, sociality, and personality. In Molloy’s stream of consciousness, a repetitive description 

of the corporeal experience is the stiffness in his leg, which malady is also repeated in Moran’s 

narrative, the second part of Molloy. The stiffness in Molloy’s and Moran’s legs seems to be 

similar to Malone’s paralysis in representing the loss of agency. Both Molloy and Moran 

experience some sort of social degeneration, like Molloy’s violence to strangers passersby, 
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cruelty to his mother, and Moran’s coldness to his son. With regard to non-personality, Molloy 

has a hard time recalling his name. “And suddenly I remembered my name, Molloy. My name is 

Molloy, I cried, all of a sudden, now I remember.”104 In Three Novels, Beckett is experimenting 

with various methods to distort the connection between a proper name and the individuality that 

is denoted by it. In Malone Dies, Malone changes the name of Sapo to Macmann in the middle of 

the narrative for no reason. In The Unnamable, the absence of name becomes thematic and it is 

reflected in the changing names of the narrator or perhaps narrators. In Molloy, the identity of the 

narrator is torn apart from within by the distorted temporality and spatiality so that the name of 

Molloy becomes a question. Is Molloy truly Molloy? Beckett places the individuality behind a 

proper name on the edge of non-existence. In Moran’s reflection upon the name of Molloy, the 

uncertainty in a proper name is oriented on the level of narrative.  

Two remarks. / Between the Molloy I stalked within me thus and the true Molloy, after 

whom I was so soon to be in full cry, over hill and dale, the resemblance cannot have 

been great. / I was annexing perhaps already, without my knowing it, to my private 

Molloy, elements of the Molloy described by Gaber. / The fact was there were three, no, 

four Molloys. […] I will therefore add a fifth Molloy, that of Youdi.105 

For Moran, “Molloy” as a proper name is dependent on its narrative. For Moran, different 

narrators construct narratives for the same proper name, and this diversity will change the 

inherent connotation of the proper name and thus turns its singularity into multiplicity. When a 

narrator is revealed to be an uncertain narrator, like Molloy himself in his self-narrative, then the 

identity of the proper name to which the narrative is attached becomes questionable. In other 

words, the uncertainty of a narrative extends to its related proper name.  
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This problem refers to the stability of proper names in historical narratives. Thus, in 

Beckett’s aesthetic construction of non-personality, especially the negation of singularity within 

a proper name, he is trying to invite readers to reflect upon the reliability and validity of the 

narrative itself and its limit. Moran’s reflection upon the relation between narrative and narrator 

is structurally similar to the reflection of history itself. In Molloy’s situation, his reflection upon 

the reliability of self-narrative is fundamentally related to his sense of reality. For both Moran 

and Molloy, the absence of reliable historical narrative turns one’s present endeavor and even 

existence into a questionable status, and the crisis is not limited to the textual space of Molloy.  

All of the five narrative strategies of non-identity in Malone Dies have their counterparts 

in Molloy. They are also present in Beckett’s other works. In The Unnamable, the distortion and 

absence of linear time occur on the sentence level. Its final part is similar to the Soliloquy in 

Ulysses in which one sentence is extended to the length of multiple pages. If we read a sentence 

as reflecting the consciousness in one moment, then a sentence with that length can be perceived 

as a moment that is enlarged by multiple times. Thus, human consciousness in one moment 

becomes a mythological present, in which the traces of the past recollection and future 

expectation are closely examined. For Beckett’s protagonists, the distortion of time is caused by 

a narrative turning from external events to internal consciousness. Paradoxically, it is right 

because the narrative is so closely confronted with the self, the self becomes questionable. The 

final part of The Unnamable denotes a set of fundamental questions toward selfhood.  

[I]f all has been said, all this long time, all must have been said, but it’s not my turn to 

know what, to know what I am, where I am, and what I should do to stop being it, to stop 

being there […]106 

 
106 Beckett, Samuel. 1958. Three Novels: Molloy, Malone Dies, The Unnamable. New York, NY: Grove Press. 405. 
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The exploration of a protagonist’s or a narrator’s self-consciousness creates a mythological 

present, in which past, present, and future are merged into one moment, which becomes the 

negation of linear time. The negation of linear temporality leads to a fundamental skepticism 

against the continuity in space and selfhood. This narrative skill of negativity is also applied in 

How It Is, Not-I, and Company.  

In the scope of aesthetic construction, the negativity within non-identity can be perceived 

as the abstraction of narrative form. Once the abstraction reaches its acme, the narrative turns out 

to be a pure stream of consciousness that is extracted from temporality, spatiality, and the 

concreteness of events, people, and relationships. However, the abstraction retains concrete 

possibility because it connects to the narrator’s bodily consciousness. The concrete possibility is 

that which invites readers to imagine a set of material conditions that can impact an individual in 

a certain way so that his or her consciousness can coincide with the abstract narrative in 

Beckettian textual space. For example, in Not I, the agent is totally absent, and the narrator is de-

substantiated to such an extent that it becomes a narrating mouth under the focus of stage 

lighting against a dark and blank background. In Billie Whitelaw’s performance, which was 

admired by Beckett as “miraculous,” a repetitive fragment in the script, namely “what? … 

who? .. no! .. she! …,” is endowed with strong post-traumatic emotion. Once we can restore the 

absent protagonist, event, relationship by imagination or our own experience, then the stream of 

consciousness as the highly abstract narrative will become concretely possible and 

understandable. In other words, the understandability in Beckett’s negative narrative relies on a 

reader’s capability to restore the possible historical cause that leads to a set of psychological 

phenomena. In this sense, Beckett’s aesthetic construction of negativity becomes a kind of 
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abstract narrative, which isolates consciousness from concrete events, so that it becomes a 

signifier that potentially signifies various possible historical conditions. 
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CHAPTER 3:  

BECKETT’S ENDGAME AND CRITICAL HISTORICISM:  

ADORNO, BADIOU, AND MCNAUGHTON 

 

Although historicism is a major approach in contemporary literary criticism, it remains 

relatively marginal in Beckettian scholarship. This is mainly because of the modernist traits in 

Beckett’s narrative. Beckett often abstracts the temporality and spatiality in the narrative, and 

focus on the physiological and psychological experience of protagonists so that the exterior 

morphology of actions and events becomes obscure and uncertain. Hence, there seems to be a 

gap between Beckett’s abstract narrative and historical readings’ need for historicity. The 

reception of Beckett’s works is highly reliant on philosophy, such as existentialism, 

psychoanalysis, and post-structuralism. Historicism is relatively marginalized. In this part, I try 

to discuss the Beckettian interpretations by Theodore Adorno, Alain Badiou, and James 

McNaughton, in order to describe a hermeneutic historicism that is grounded in critical 

perspective, which can be called critical historicism. In Beckett’s readership, critical historicism 

opens the boundary between the textual space and historical reality, so that the intellectual 

curiosity in reading Beckett will be transformed into a critical reflection upon social-historical 

reality itself. Critical historicism does not negate the validity of other hermeneutic frames but 

insists on the priority of historicity over theory.  
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The concept of historicity has multiple meanings in Adorno, Badiou, and McNaughton. 

For Adorno, Beckett’s works reflect the modern conditions after Auschwitz, thus the historicity 

in Beckett refers to the nature of a historical stage, namely modernity, and its stage 

characteristics are reflected in a set of concrete historical events. Adorno diagnoses the entire 

modern civilization through the scope of 20th-century political tragedies. “All post-Auschwitz 

culture, including its urgent critique, is garbage.” 107 For him, Endgame echoes with this 

historical condition. “Beckett has given us the only fitting reaction to the situation of the 

concentration camps—a situation he never calls by name, as if it were subject to an image ban. 

What is, he says, is like a concentration camp. At one time he speaks of a lifelong death penalty. 

The only dawning hope is that there will be nothing anymore. This, too, he rejects.” 108 In 

Adorno’s reading, the modernity in Beckett’s modernism is grounded in a historical reflection 

the post-Auschwitz modernity. 

In Badiou’s interpretation, historicity does not refer to factuality but a mental gesture that 

explores dimension futurity within dim reality. Badiou challenges the existentialist reading of 

Beckett, especially its emphasis on nihilism and pessimism. The fin-de-siècle nihilism deprives 

the futurity within historical consciousness. The pessimistic mentality toward history is 

fundamentally metaphysical rather than historical because the loss of futurity renders its 

temporality incomplete. Badiou tries to reveal that there is a sort of indestructible hope beyond 

the despairing pessimistic appearance of Beckett's works. According to Alberto Toscano and 

Nina Power, “In stark contrast to prevalent readings of Beckett’s work by either Anglo-American 

or (the majority of) other European commentators, Badiou conceives of Beckett’s oeuvre as, in 
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toto, more hopeful than hopeless, and optimistic than nihilistic.” 109 The dialectical duality 

echoes with the fourth stage in the Viconian concept of history, where the destruction breeds 

rebirth. In this sense, Badiou opens a Viconian dialectics in the concept of historicity from the 

perspective of critical theory. Noticeably, this dialectic toward futurity does not assume a 

Hegelian theodicy that assumes a utopian future. On the contrary, the dynamism of dialectics is 

inherent in the subjective mentality that never surrenders to evil. It is called courage by Badiou. I 

try to take Badiou’s emphasis on Beckettian courage as an amendment for the nihilistic and 

pessimistic tendency in Adorno’s historical reading.  

James McNaughton is an important historicist interpreter of Beckett. He reveals how 

Beckettian narrative space is built by historical material. This brings the concreteness in 

historical analysis to a new level. For McNaughton, the historicity in Beckett’s text refers to 

concrete historical experience rather than an abstract idea of the historical stage, namely 

modernity, so that the historicity can be totally independent of a metaphysical frame. For 

Adorno, the connection between Beckett’s text and the post-Auschwitz modernity is mediated by 

the absurd atmosphere in the textual space, which is conceptualized by a metaphysics of 

nihilism. While the historicity in Adorno’s reading of Endgame is a relatively vague and abstract 

historical phase, McNaughton’s work reveals a concrete relationship between the signifier and 

the signified. “In Endgame, the atrocity invoked is not the camp, but famine. Famine was the 

rhetorical warning of the ecological devastation that spurred along with World War II, and 

famine was the actual outcome of prophecies of plenitude: this horrific politics of food is deeply 

embedded in Beckett’s play.”110 The famine politics is part of Nazi Germany’s policy for seeking 

control over Ukraine. Thus, the atrocity of Nazism is not perceived in a somehow over-
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generalized scope of the so-called barbarism underlying western modernity or rationality, but the 

concrete history of famine politics in Nazism. In other words, the sinner is not a set of abstract 

principles of modernity that is revealed by metaphysical reflection, but a set of concrete policies 

that are revealed by historical observation.  

On the other hand, McNaughton’s reading maintains the futurity in historicism, which 

means Beckett’s text can also function as a historical lens to perceive the contemporary reality 

on a reader’s end. How is it possible to perceive the future by reflecting upon the past? In 

Peloponnesian War, Thucydides as the historical writer records and observes the past event in 

order to shape an intellectual preparation responding to future challenges. The empirical 

mechanism within historical phenomena is a sort of abstract historicity that potentially bears the 

dimension of futurity. In other words, the dialectics between the concrete past and the abstract 

future is mediated by a posteriori reflection upon historical events. This reflection is made 

possible by critical analysis of historical reality, or more specifically by its narrative. In the case 

of Endgame, Beckett’s narrative becomes a narrative signifier that captures the phenomenal 

mechanism of famine politics and its ideology.  

The overlap between the concretion and abstraction makes Beckett’s narrative a historical 

signifier that bears a future dimension. McNaughton also recognizes the Adornian abstract 

historical signifier like an emotion or atmosphere. According to him, “On every level, Beckett 

keeps history blowing through Malone’s failures. Stylistically, ‘darkness’ threatens almost every 

sentence of the book.” 111 However, for him, the abstraction is not a priori to the concretion. The 

historicity is not deduced from metaphysics. Rather, the priority of historicity is irreducible to 

theories. This is potentially a Viconian stance as indicated by Beckett’s “Dante … Bruno. Vico .. 
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Joyce.” How can Beckett’s novelistic narrative become a pre-reflective existence that is similar 

to historical reality itself? By historical imagination. According to Isaiah Berlin, Vico identifies 

imagination as a third approach to historical knowledge that is different from a priori-deductive 

and a posteriori-empirical approaches. 112 Beckett’s narrative experiment, in my understanding, 

is the application of historical imagination to build a type of historical signifier that is concretely 

grounded in historical reality and abstractly connected to the maximally possible human 

experience. 

With this retrospection, I argue that reading Beckett with a theoretical frame of critical 

theory will ultimately lead to historicism. Similarly, the approach of historicism is grounded in 

the critical reflection upon historical reality itself.  

 

1. Adorno’s Critique of Existentialist Absurdity: On Beckettian Individuality 

1.1 Historicism: the priority of historicity over theory 

Historicism is not an enclosed set of hermeneutic operations or a particular school. What 

can be categorized as historicism in the history of aesthetics and literary theory is highly 

diversified and heterogeneous. The complexity in the idea of history itself also rejects the 

tendency to reduce historicism to a standardized methodological procedure. In Peloponnesian 

War, Thucydides presents the complexity of historicity by revealing a series of underlying 

antitheses, such as narrative/fact, memory/imagination, past/future, locality/universality, 

possibility/actuality.  

[…] and it may well be that the absence of the fabulous from my narrative will seem less 

pleasing to the ear; but whoever shall wish to have a clear view both of the events which 
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have happened and of those which will some day, in all human probability, happen again 

in the same or a similar way – for these to adjudge my history useful will be enough for 

me. And, indeed, it has been composed, not as a prize -essay to be heard for the moment, 

but a possession for all time.113 

However, what differentiates historicism from other hermeneutic methodologies is a 

fundamental consensus that insists on the priority of history itself. According to Paul Hamilton,  

What is historicism? Historicism (or ‘historism’ in this translation of Curtius’ 

Historismus) is a critical movement insisting on the prime importance of historical 

context to the interpretation of texts of all kinds. […] The most prominent late 20th-

century critical fashions, poststructuralism, and postmodernism, have ended up being 

understood through the images of history they imply.114 

In contemporary interpretations, historicists’ emphasis on the priority of history is 

simultaneously a critical reflection and reevaluation of a certain type of theory-oriented 

interpretation.  

 

1.2 Adorno’s historicist reading of Beckettian absurdity 

Thus, in reading Adorno’s interpretation of Beckett as belonging to historicism, I do not 

assume that Adorno’s work meets the criteria of a prototype of historicism. In Adorno’s 

interpretation of Beckett, especially “Trying to Understand Endgame,” the characteristic of 

historicism is reflected in his critique against the existentialist interpretation which reduces 

Beckett’s work to the illustration of a metaphysically transcendent subjectivity. Adorno 

emphasizes the historicity within the characters’ subjectivity. According to him, “In Beckett, 
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history swallows up existentialism.” 115 Specifically, Beckett relocates the concept of absurdity 

from the context of existentialism to the historical experience of post-Auschwitz modernity.  

In Adorno’s interpretation of Endgame, the problem of absurdity occupies the central 

position. What is the absurdity? The problem of absurdity points to the existence of individual 

selfhood. In the tradition of existentialism, the problem of absurdity reflects the dilemma of 

choice in individual situations that cannot be externally supported by public reasoning. For some 

existentialists, this reveals that an individual human being’s fundamental commitment to a value 

system is rooted in passion rather than reasoning. A typical case of such a dilemma is Abraham 

in Fear and Trembling. According to Johannes de Silentio (John of the silence), Kierkegaard’s 

pseudonym author in the work, “[Abraham] had faith by virtue of the absurd, for all human 

calculation ceased long ago.”116 The passion in Abraham’s situation is radically different from 

the ethical passion in Sophocles’ Antigone. The principles by which Antigone and Creon make 

decisions in their respective situations are fundamental to the ethical communities to which they 

belong, namely family and state. Hence, in Antigone, subjectivity as the principle of individual 

agency can be supported by substantiality as the social reasoning in an ethical community. In this 

classic case, the individual existence of Antigone can be oriented in the domain of universality 

and idea. However, in Kierkegaard’s aesthetic construction of Abraham’s situation, his choice 

and passion are not identical to that of a tragic hero’s, because it is solely oriented in the inner 

commitment of a single individual rather than a social role within a community. The 

irreducibility of individual choice to the universal reasoning in the public space reveals the 

absurdity in the ground of Abraham’s decision-making. Some contemporary scholars (e.g. C. S. 
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Evans) try to reveal the possibility of moral rationalization in Fear and Trembling.117 However, 

in the existentialist tradition, one’s individuality becomes fully revealed through a private 

passion that is incommensurable to public reasoning and this incommensurability renders the 

passion as absurdity.  

After Kierkegaard, another meaning of absurd lies in the individual experience of 

alienation or estrangement, which reflects the radical contingency of the universe that renders the 

human need for existential meaning fundamentally insatiable. The meaningless of the world in 

itself turns a human being into a stranger even to himself. According to Camus, “This world in 

itself is not reasonable, that is all that can be said. But what is absurd is the confrontation of the 

irrational and the wild longing for clarity whose call echoes in the human heart. The absurd 

depends as much on man as on the world.” 118 The fundamental absence of meaning estranges a 

human individual from the surrounding world. Once one becomes conscious of alienation, it 

challenges the stability of one’s relationship with the world and even with oneself. “[T]he 

stranger who at certain seconds comes to meet us in a mirror, the familiar and yet alarming 

brother we encounter in our own photographs is also the absurd.”119 For Camus, absurdity refers 

to the feeling of being a stranger in the world. The experience of estrangement reflects the 

absence of meaning in the world itself and the abundance of need for meaning in the human 

immanence.  

However, Adorno argues that the absurdity in Endgame is not existentialist. According to 

him, 
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[f]or Beckett absurdity is no longer an ‘existential situation’ diluted to an idea and then 

illustrated. In him, the literary method surrenders to absurdity without preconceived 

intentions. Absurdity is relieved of the doctrinal universality which in existentialism, the 

creed of the irreducibility of individual existence, linked it to the Western pathos of the 

universal and lasting.120 

In the scope of existentialism, absurdity reveals the irrationality of the individual existence itself 

and of the world itself. Adorno is skeptical of these universal statements on humanity or the 

world itself. On the contrary, for Adorno, absurdity is not universal but historical. It reflects 

ideological morphology in a specific social and historical condition. Thus, Beckettian absurdity 

reveals a historical condition rather than a universal truth about humanity or the universe that is 

metaphysical and non-historical. The second aspect in Adorno’s critique against existentialists is 

grounded in Adorno’s idea of the relationship between literature and philosophy. For him, 

Beckett’s narrative is not an aesthetical illustration of a ready-made set of philosophical concepts 

or doctrines. It remains independent of theory. Perhaps, it can be captured by a certain theory a 

posteriori, but Beckett’s narrative itself operates in a pre-reflective domain that is independent 

and prior to theories. 

However, for Adorno, how is absurdity inherent in Endgame? Firstly, Adorno suggests 

that the absurdity in Beckett’s narrative is inherent in its independence from concepts and 

theories, which means it is resistant to explanation. In Adorno’s reading, absurdity is not the 

meaning or essence of Beckett’s narrative but the absence of meaning. “Meaning nothing 

becomes the only meaning.”121 Secondly, the absence of meaning in Beckett’s textual space 

historically signifies the absence of meaning or rationale in the 20th-century social and political 
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reality. For Adorno, the absence of meaning in Beckett is different from the Camusian absurdity 

which assumes an intellectual hunger for ultimate telos or meaning. “The last absurdity is that 

the peacefulness of the void and the peacefulness of reconciliation cannot be distinguished from 

one another.” 122 Adorno discovers in Beckett a sort of peacefulness or resignation through which 

the absence of meaning and reconciliation becomes the ultimate meaning and reconciliation. 

 

1.3 Adorno’s historicization of individuality 

So, what does the absurd as the absence of meaning mean? In Adorno’s interpretation, 

the absurdity in Endgame is related to the question of individuality. With regard to the question 

of individuality, Adorno argues that the fundamental divergence between Beckett and 

existentialism is oriented in Beckett’s historical understanding of individuality. For Adorno, 

Beckett liberates individuality from the metaphysical scope of the transcendental self. In 

Endgame, individuality is transformed into the locale where historicity unfolds. Thus, the 

essence of individual existence is beyond the scope of individuality. According to Adorno, 

“Endgame takes place in a neutral zone between the inner and the outer, between the materials 

without which no subjectivity could express itself or even exist and an animation which causes 

the materials to dissolve and blend as though it had breathed on the mirror in which they are 

seen.” 123 In Endgame, individual interiority is continuous with its surrounding world. The 

audience can perceive the non-human darkness in the locus of the textual space as reflecting the 

psychological immanence of characters. The mirror relationship of interiority-exteriority alludes 

to a critical idea that a human individual’s essence is shaped through social relationships in 

concrete historical conditions. Adorno argues, “The whole content of subjectivity, which is 
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inevitably self-hypostatizing, is a trace and a shadow of the world from which subjectivity 

withdraws in order to avoid serving the illusion and adaptation the world demands. Beckett 

responds to this not with a stock of eternal truths but with what the antagonistic tendencies will 

still – precariously, and subject to revocation – permit.” 124 In existentialists’ theorization of 

absurdity, individuality is detached from historical context so that the individual situations are 

perceived as an ahistorical illustration of transcendental subjectivity. Adorno transforms the 

transcendental individuality in existentialism into the localization of selfhood” in history. Every 

individual is perceived as the locale where concrete historical factors interact and develop. Thus, 

a specific individual’s interiority becomes a contingent outcome in the historical process of 

various factors and forces.  

In Beckett’s narrative, the environmental impact on individuality is aesthetically 

represented in the corporeal experience as the result of some precedent, often traumatic, events. 

However, such causes are located exterior to Beckett’s textual space, so that readers are coaxed 

into guessing what caused the characters’ status quo. In Endgame, the representation of absurdity 

is attached to the characters’ images. Beckett embodies the principle of negativity as the aging, 

illness, disability, dirtiness, and vulgarity in characters’ physical conditions. Their bodily 

negativity reflects the evil in their surrounding world. With regard to this mirror relationship, 

Adorno suggests, “subjects thrown completely back upon their own resources, worldlessness 

become flesh, they consist of nothing but the wretched realities of their world, which has 

shriveled to bare necessity. They are empty personae, truly mere masks through whom sound 

merely passes.” 125  
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In my understanding, Adorno’s interpretation of Beckettian individuality as the 

localization of historical movement demystifies the experience of absurdity in Endgame. The 

absurdity in Endgame is generated through the absence of reason which can, nevertheless, be 

traced back to some anonymous cause. In other words, the absurdity in Endgame is morally 

unreasonable but materially understandable. For example, in Hamm’s commands over Clov to 

adjust the location of his seat to the center of the room, there is absolutely no reason behind these 

commands because Hamm is blind so that his commands for adjustment are almost totally 

groundless. However, although there seems to be no reason behind these commands, there is at 

least one obvious cause behind them, namely Hamm’s possession of power. Thus, the 

unreasonableness itself becomes understandable, because the arbitrary way of commanding is 

how Hamm experiences superiority of being in power. In Endgame, the general representation 

for the absence of justification is reflected in the images of characters. In Beckettian textual 

space, an individual’s body becomes the field where the flow of history passes by. This aesthetic 

strategy can be traced back to Joyce. In Ulysses, an individual character’s stream of 

consciousness becomes a field where ideological factors interact with each other. An individual’s 

body and psyche become the locale where biopolitics in history operates. To highlight the 

material aspect underlying human consciousness, Beckett radically peels off the spiritual shape 

in average human experience, so that the baseness in his character becomes an intuitive 

representation of the lowly material aspect of the so-called human nature. In Endgame, the abject 

poverty and failure of moral sentiments in characters are the general representation of absurdity 

and they are obviously connected with their surrounding environment, namely an enclosed room 

that is somehow isolated from the surrounding world. The irrationality in their relationships, 
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such as paralyzed Hamm’s mastership over healthy Clov, is sustained by a series of material 

causes, such as Hamm’s possession of keys to the locker with food.  

Beckett keeps a subtle balance between irrationality and understandability in Endgame. 

Every irrational symptom in the text, at least theoretically, can be possibly retraced to an anterior 

cause. For example, Hamm’s cruelty to his father is absolutely unjustifiable in moral reasoning. 

However, in a dialogue with Hamm, Nagg’s insistence on his role as Hamm’s father recalls a 

seemingly dark past in Hamm’s childhood.  

Whom did you call when you were a tiny boy, and were frightened, in the dark? Your 

mother? No. Me. We let you cry. Then we moved you out of earshot, so that we might 

sleep in peace. […] Yes, I hope I’ll live till then, to hear you calling me like when you 

were a tiny boy, and frightened, in the dark, and I was your only hope. 126  

In Nagg’s seemingly moral reasoning for reciprocal kindness between father and son, he 

emphasizes the physical dominance that he used to enjoy when Hamm was “a tiny boy, and 

frightened, in the dark.” Nagg’s mentality of possessing power over the other seems to be the 

prototype for Hamm, who relentlessly governs over whom he is supposed to love and take care 

of. It seems that Beckett spreads hints and clues in the text in order to remind the audience that 

the entire irrationality can be explained in terms of causation. However, to avoid the revelation 

of causation overshadowing the moral irrationality, Beckett keeps the chain of causation broken 

and incomplete. The ultimate cause of the micro-ecology in the textual space of Endgame is 

prior to the chronological beginning of the narrative so that it remains unknown to the audience. 

However, this absence is empirical rather than transcendental. Thus, although Endgame remains 

absurd, its absurdity is empirically oriented in a set of missing historical causes.  
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2. From Adorno to Badiou: On Beckettian Courage 

Why does a historicist reading of Beckett matter? When a reader releases the darkness of 

human experience in Beckettian space from an essentialist theory, the darkness becomes a 

human condition that is shaped in history. In this historicization, the reading experience extends 

to a dimension of aesthetic praxis for two intellectual needs. Firstly, there seems to be a set of 

causation in concrete social reality that brings forward a specific historical condition. Thus, there 

is an intellectual need to discover the causation. Secondly, historicization assumes 

temporalization, and in time there is a dimension of futurity. With regard to future history, there 

comes an intellectual duty to respond to evils in history and explore a way to avoid their 

repetition in the future. Although Adorno emphasizes historicity in Beckett’s narrative, he seems 

to neglect the dimension of futurity in history because of his nihilistic interpretation of absurdity. 

In Badiou’s interpretation, the nothingness in Beckett is not nihilism. He emphasizes the futurity 

and hope in Beckett’s narrative. In this section, I first review how Adorno develops nihilism and 

even pessimism in his interpretation of Beckett that potentially contradicts with Adorno’s 

dialectics of history. Then, I will turn to Badiou’s interpretation to reveal the futurity of 

historicist interpretation that actualizes Adorno’s revelation of the possibility of redemption in 

the darkness of catastrophic history. The futurity of history is oriented in a dialectics that 

transcends the pessimism of the miserable past. Following Badiou’s reading, I argue that the 

historical dialectics toward the future is oriented in Beckettian courage, rather than a Hegelian 

theodicy.  
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2.1 Historicity in Adorno’s historicist reading: irrationality as modern experience 

According to Adorno, the absence of meaning in Beckett’s narrative constructs a signifier 

that reflects the historical conditions of modernity. The absence of meaning and reconciliation 

denotes the limitation of bourgeois society which lacks the capability and willingness to 

understand the structural problem within modernity.  

Beckett shrugs his shoulders at the possibility of philosophy today, at the very possibility 

of theory. The irrationality of bourgeois society in its late phase rebels at letting itself be 

understood; those were the good old days when a critique of the political economy of this 

society could be written that judged it in terms of its own ratio. For since then the society 

has thrown its ratio on the scrap heap and replaced it with virtually unmediated control. 

Hence interpretation inevitably lags behind Beckett.127 

For Adorno, the absurdity in Endgame refers to “the irrationality of bourgeois society.” Beckett 

tries to build a narrative that is irreducible to theory so that modern people’s deficiency of self-

knowledge, in reality, can be intuitively perceived in the textual space. The ignorance of being 

ignorant becomes such radical nescience that it appears absurd. In Endgame, this is reflected in 

the characters’ feeling of being-at-home with the inhuman environment. In this way, the 

mediator between the text and the reality turns out to be a semi-theoretical connotation that 

reveals the inner logic of a historical situation.  

How is “the irrationality of bourgeois society” related to the irreducibility between 

philosophy and narrative? Adorno’s historicization of Beckett’s narrative dissolves the necessity 

within the logic of history. In existentialism, the historical conditions of individual experience, 

like absurdity, are reduced into metaphysics. Thus, a specific individual’s experience with 
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alienation becomes the temporalization of atemporal metaphysical truth. From a historicist point 

of view, this mystifies the concrete causation of alienation, solidifies its persistence, and renders 

its negation or sublation (Aufhebung) impossible.  

Adorno’s historicization is a theoretical strategy of disenchantment. He proposes to 

explain human experience, especially, with concrete social-historical causation. In Negative 

Dialectics, Adorno introduces a historicist perspective on the origin of evil.  

The trouble is not that free men do radical evil, as evil is being done beyond all measure 

conceivable to Kant; the trouble is that as yet there is no world in which – there are 

flashes of this in Brecht’s work – men would no longer need to be evil. Evil, therefore, is 

the world’s own unfreedom. Whatever evil is done comes from the world.128 

For Kant, the source of evil is rooted in the limitation of rational faculty in humanity as finite 

rational agents. However, Adorno relocates the source of evil in “the world,” which means the 

totality of concrete social interactions. Thus, there is no radical evil that is connected to human 

nature and therefore theoretically unavoidable. In Adorno’s externalization of the source of evil, 

the solution to each specific problem is always theoretically possible, though the process of 

praxis can be endless. With regard to the problem of absurdity, Adorno also tries to externalize 

and historicize its origin. For Camus and Sartre, the experience of alienation comes from the 

temporalization of universal truth or absence of truth in an individual’s existence. The ahistorical 

source is insurmountable. However, in Adorno’s interpretation of Beckettian absurdity, he rejects 

the existentialist approach that translates the human experience in history with non-temporal 

metaphysical language. The metaphysical translation tends to substantialize a set of contingent 

historical conditions. “Endgame destroys such illusions. The individual himself is revealed to be 
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a historical category, both the outcome of the capitalist process of alienation and a defiant protest 

against it, something transient himself.” 129 The alienation in Endgame is revealed to be a 

historical experience that is developed in concrete social-political conditions.  

 

2.2 Problem of pessimism in Adorno’s historicism 

Adorno’s pessimistic reading of Endgame implies that he substantializes absurdity as a 

historical experience in some sense. Adorno emphasizes that meaninglessness and non-

reconciliation become the meaning and reconciliation in Beckett.130 In this step, Adorno 

solidifies the absurdity and turns it into something unavoidable and perhaps unsolvable. 

According to Adorno,  

[t]he historical inevitability of this absurdity makes it seem ontological: that is the 

delusoriness of history itself. Beckett's drama demolishes it. The immanent contradiction 

of the absurd, the nonsense in which reason terminates, opens up the emphatic possibility 

of something true that cannot even be conceived of anymore. It undermines the absolute 

claim of the status quo, that which simply is the way it is. Negative ontology is the 

negation of ontology: it was history alone that produced what the mythical power of the 

timeless and eternal has appropriated .131 

In this argument, Adorno tries to historicize “inevitability” with the concept of “historical 

inevitability. However, it retains “inevitability” itself. Thus, “the negation of ontology” becomes 

a new ontology, which is “negative ontology.” This historicization only theoretically demystifies 

the inevitability, but loses its potentiality for praxis, and therefore remains nihilism and 
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pessimism. In Negative Dialectics, Adorno reads Beckett’s narrative in general as preaching 

apocalyptic nihilism for modern history.  

Such nihilism implies the contrary of identification with nothingness. To Beckett, as to 

the Gnostics, the created world is radically evil, and its negation is the chance of another 

world that is not yet. As long as the world is as it is, all pictures of reconciliation, peace, 

and quiet resemble the picture of death.132 

For Adorno, Beckett's narrative space seems to be absolutely hopeless. The only possibility for 

reconciliation is other-worldly for Beckettian characters, and therefore individual endeavors 

within this world become absurd and meaningless. The only possible exit is death itself. The 

other-worldliness in Adorno’s reading might denote a utopian future, which is grounded in the 

radical negation of the status quo. However, this grand narrative cannot sublate the absence of 

hope in an individual’s scope. Thus, it renders individual praxis impossible and meaningless in 

the general picture of death.  

However, Adorno’s nihilistic reading of Beckett is not coherent with his dialectics of 

history that ultimately moves beyond the nihilistic and pessimistic emotion as the aftermath of 

historical catastrophe. In the “Finale” of Minima Moralia, Adorno writes,  

The only philosophy which can be responsibly practiced in face of despair is the attempt 

to contemplate all things as they would present themselves from the standpoint of 

redemption. Knowledge has no light but that shed on the world by redemption: all else is 

reconstruction, mere technique. Perspectives must be fashioned that displace and estrange 

the world, reveal it to be, with its rifts and crevices, as ingredient and distorted as it will 
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appear one day in the messianic light. To gain such perspectives without velleity or 

violence, entirely from felt contact with its objects – this alone is the task of thought. 133 

Here, Adorno presents a possibility of redemption of the despair of history, and this messianic 

moment reveals the underlying hope within his idea of history. For Adorno, history never dies. 

134 Thus the seeming pessimism in Adorno’s idea of negative universal history is essentially a 

catastrophic picture of history that potentially calls forward a perspective that seeks redemption 

that transcends darkness.  

 

2.3 Badiou on Beckettian courage 

Badiou’s emphasis on courage in Beckett’s works can function as a hermeneutic 

actualization of the Adornian dialectics of history. Badiou abandons a nihilistic caricature of 

Beckett, which is “a Beckett convinced that beyond the obstinacy of words there is nothing but 

darkness and void.”135 He suggests that the true spirit in the Beckettian narrative is “a lesson in 

measure, exactitude, and courage.” 136 I try to review Badiou’s interpretation in order to describe 

the Beckettian courage in the worsening narrative.  

What is Beckettian courage? According to Badiou, the courage in Beckett’s narrative is 

an epistemological desire to reveal a kind of generic knowledge about humanity and thereby 

explore the futurity in history. Adorno reveals that the darkness in Beckett’s narrative comes 

from his reflection on 20th-century history. Badiou further reveals that reflection becomes 

possible because of intellectual courage. In the courage to confront the miserable reality of 
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history, there entails hope. The hope as being in real people turns out to be the futurity of history 

itself. But hope is something that is non-historical because it is not dependent on the material of 

the past event and therefore will never cease to be because of the miserableness in the past. In 

light of the hope, history as an intellectual domain is liberated from the inert and empirical 

domain of the past ceasing-to-be into the active and imaginative domain of the active futurity. 

The historicity in Beckett’s narrative empowers readers to imagine, in a Viconian sense, future 

humanity that reconciles with its own irredeemable past. 

In this part, I try to describe the dimension of historicity in Badiou’s interpretation from 

three aspects. Firstly, Badiou liberates the voidness in Beckett’s narrative from Adorno’s 

nihilism, and he redefines it as an intellectual tendency to find the generic. Secondly, Badiou 

identifies the laws and practice of worsening in Beckett’s narrative as courage. The worsening 

process constitutes the substance of Beckett’s abstract narrative, and it embodies a dialectic 

between descent and ascent. Thirdly, the dialectics in Beckett’s narrative is reflected in the poetic 

beauty in the text, and Badiou names it as grey-black (noir gris). Following Badiou’s 

interpretation, we can find that the historicist interpretation of Beckett entails two characteristics 

that are different from an intuitive expectation of historicism. First, Beckett’s narrative quest for 

a sort of abstraction, in which the absence of material factuality constitutes an intellectual 

impulse on the readers’ end to know the reality. Second, a historicist narrative faces the future as 

well as the past.  

 

2.4 Badiou on generic knowledge in narrative abstraction 

For Badiou, Beckett’s narrative entails voidness that is not nihilistic but a narrative 

tendency to quest for the “generic,” which is called “generic desire.” “By generic desire I 
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understand the reduction of the complexity of experience to a few principal functions, the 

treatment in writing of that which alone constitutes an essential determination.”137 Driven by the 

“generic desire,” Beckett practices an economic principle to the extreme. He subtracts concrete 

elements from experience to make the image of his protagonists vague so that their individuality 

becomes infinitely close to the “generic humanity,” which is limited to three basic functions, 

namely “going, being and saying.” In my understanding, Badiou’s “generic desire” is a 

counterpart to the concept of imagination in Vico’s philosophy of history, which is a third 

epistemological concept that is independent of a-priori-deductive and a-posteriori-empirical 

faculties. Both Badiou’s generic desire and Vico’s imagination refers to a historical abstraction 

in the form of narrative. Hence, we can identify the generic narrative as the abstract narrative 

with historicity. In this section, I mainly discuss how abstraction operates within the generic 

narrative in Beckett’s textual space. In the next section, I will discuss its historicity.  

By subtracting concrete elements, especially specific temporospatial conditions, Beckett 

turns a narrative event into a signifier of the event itself. Badiou is especially interested in the 

abstract spatiality in Beckett’s narrative, which he names as a grey-black. “At the end of its 

fictive purification, we could call the place of being (or the set-up that bears witness to the 

question of being in the form of the place) a ‘grey-black’ [noir gris].”138 Specifically, the 

Beckettian grey-black refers to the transformation of narrative spatiality into two types of 

ontological localization, namely “closed space” and “wandering space.” 139 Both of them are 

deprived of ornament elements so that they become infinitely to the image of an anonymous 

somewhere. The spatial abstraction extends to narrative abstraction. For Badiou, Endgame is a 
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typical example illustrating how Beckett seeks abstraction in the narrative. He detaches “what-

comes-to-pass” from meaning. Badiou highlights a dialogue on “What’s happening?” between 

Hamm and Clov.  

HAMM: What’s happening? 

CLOV: Something is taking its course. 

[Pause.] 

HAMM: Clov! 

CLOV: [Impatiently.] What is it? 

HAMM: We’re not beginning to … to … mean something? 

CLOV: Mean something! You and I, mean something! [Brief laugh.] Ah that’s a good 

one!140 

Badiou interprets the meaning of this dialogue as the negation of every possible meaning. 

“[Beckett] postulates that the existence of an event does not entail that we are subject to the 

imperative of discovering its meaning.”141 For Badiou, Beckett’s negative narrative is an 

aesthetic representation of the absence of meaning in event itself.  

 

2.5 Historicity in narrative abstraction 

Following Badiou, I try to supplement a second layer to the absence of meaning. The 

quest for understanding occurs on multiple layers, including seeking meaning and seeking to 

occur. Hamm raises the question concerning the occurrence in the first place, and then he 

suspends the tendency to seek its meaning. The absence of meaning in the question of “What’s 

happening” narrows the need for understanding to figure out the morphology and causation in 
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the occurrence. On the audience’s end, the need for understanding is also directed to the layer of 

pure occurrence that is detached from the involvement of values. The question of “What’s 

happening” inside the textual space reminds the audience to reflect upon the entire morphology 

and causation in Endgame itself. What happens so that these characters exist and communicate in 

such a distorted way? Beckett’s abstract narrative stimulates an intellectual tendency to question 

the occurring itself, which is a historical curiosity.  

Thus, the absurdity or the absence of meaning in Beckett’s narrative incurs a historical 

curiosity on the readers’ end. The Beckettian absurdity consists of three moments, which are the 

curiosity toward the occurrence, the failure to satisfy the curiosity, and the satisfaction with the 

dissatisfaction. The third moment shapes the absurdity in the textual space. In the above 

dialogue, Hamm ultimately satisfies with his nescience to the occurrence. However, on the 

audience’s end, we come to feel the absurdity or voidness exactly because we are not satisfied 

with the nescience. Thus, the question of “What’s happening” remains with the audience. 

Perhaps, Hamm himself does not authentically reconcile with his nescience. The nescience still 

makes him upset and dissatisfactory. Neither outside nor inside the textual space does the 

absurdity achieve tranquility and substantialize itself to the principle of the life-world. Clov’s 

final desire to leave the room is a gesture to signify a tendency of de-stabilization in the absurd 

room, through which Endgame never ends in absurdity. 

In Molloy and Malone Dies, the experience of nescience and its dissatisfaction is 

embodied in the protagonists’ ignorance and curiosity of where they are.142 As the questioning 

subject in questions like “where am I” and “whence I came here” becomes infinitely abstracted 

from the concrete situation of life, it becomes a universal subject that questions the existential 
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locale of selfhood. Thus, the questions become “where are we?” and “whence we came here?” 

These questions are essentially historical. In everyday experience, people rarely reflect upon 

these questions. Even in the post-Auschwitz historical moment, the intellectual numbness to this 

kind of fundamental reflection still remains in everyday experience. As the numbness gets 

projected in the Beckettian gray dark narrative space, it is finally revealed as absurd. To be 

ignorant of one’s own position in history is absurd. Thus, by awakening the sense of absurdity in 

the audience, Beckett liberates the historical reflection from the suppression of everydayness. 

Thus, following Adorno’s emphasis on absurdity and Badiou’s concept of generic narrative, I 

read the absurdity as the self-conscious dissatisfaction to historical nescience, and the generic 

narrative dissolves the boundary between reality and textual space, which is nowhere and 

therefore everywhere, so as to arouse a questioning subjectivity on the reader’s end. Thus, 

Beckett initiates the universal questioning toward the historical locale of selfhood within and 

without the textual space. As The Unnamable questions, in the end, at the margin of its textual 

space, “… where I am, I don’t know, I’ll never know in the silence you don’t know, you must go 

on, I can’t go on, I’ll go on.” 143 The questioning is forever contemporary to every generation of 

readers. 

 

2.6 Beckettian courage and narrative abstraction 

Beckettian courage is the intellectual resolution to confront the absurdity and voidness. 

Beckett constructs the representation of absurdity or voidness with abstraction in narrative form 

and the worsening tendency in narrative substance. With the narrative abstraction, readers cannot 

differentiate the temporospatial conditions and the specific shape of the narrative event. With the 

 
143 (Beckett 1958, 407) 



 88 

worsening tendency, Beckett’s characters are usually placed on the edge of self-negation. The 

marginal experience of self-negation is typically reflected in Endgame. In Badiou’s reading, 

there is dialectics inherent in its negative representation. The narrative abstraction entails an 

epistemological impulse to seek generic knowledge. With Beckett’s aesthetic principle of 

subtraction, the form and the content become a totality of negativity following “the laws of 

worsening”: “Least never to be naught’ is the law of worsening.”144 Badiou considers the 

worsening tendency through the self-negation of protagonists as echoing the abstract form.  

In the generic narrative, Beckett quests for the “unnullable least,” which is infinitely 

close to the void but remains heterogeneous to it. The heterogeneity constitutes the solidarity 

within the tendency of worstward falling. Badiou endows it with an ethical implication, which is 

the courage that never surrenders. According to Badiou,  

We must hold the worst ward ho. Worstward Ho: the title is an imperative, and not 

simply a description.145 

For Badiou, Beckett’s worstward dialectics exists in the aesthetic form and narrative substance. 

As aesthetic form, the abstractive negation leads toward the revelation of generic knowledge. As 

narrative substance, it is the courage to resist the nothingness on the edge of being. In the 

suffering of Beckettian protagonists, there underlies a gesture to quest for the future.  

Thus, in Badiou’s reading, the Beckettian courage is both an intellectual gesture to seek 

truth and an ethical stance to resist nihilism. “Worsening is a labour, an inventive and arduous 

effectuation of the imperative of saying. Being an effort, holding to the worstward ho demands 

courage.” 146 As intellectual gesture, the Beckettian courage seeks generic knowledge. On the 
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epistemological layer, the process of subtraction reveals the generic existence, which is infinitely 

close and heterogeneous to voidness. As the ethical stance, it insists on hope in the most hopeless 

moment and thereby creates the futurity for the worsening history. This echoes with the concept 

of providence in Vico’s New Science, in which the final stage of providence is simultaneously 

the destruction and the preparation for rebirth. Hegel develops it into historical dialectics based 

on the “cunning of reason” (List der Vernunft). 147 However, for Badiou, the dialectics in history 

is not Hegelian. By revealing the existence of hope and futurity in Beckett’s narrative, we do not 

have to identify the suffering as a preparatory step toward a utopian future and thereby interprets 

the historicity in Beckett’s narrative as a historical theodicy. On the contrary, the “worsening” 

itself is simultaneously the rebirth rather than its anticipating stage. In the Hebrew narrative of 

Job, worsening is suffering and simultaneously the rebirth of spiritual subjectivity. Beckett’s 

narrative demonstrates a similar structure, in which a suffering subject becomes a subject of 

hope. This is infinitely different from Hegel, in which the suffering as the preparatory moment 

becomes meaningless at the final stage of reconciliation. In Beckett, the suffering itself is 

simultaneously the endless end. There is no meaning beyond the suffering, and the suffering is 

not meaningless on its infinite neighboring with the void. Thus, the Beckettian grey dark is not 

dark, because light still remains in the progressively disappearing of light. The grey dark remains 

to be a light that is on the edge of darkness. 

In an aesthetic scope, the grey dark in Beckett’s narrative is embodied in the remaining 

poetic beauty in the worsening narrative. According to Badiou, “[i]t is this beauty that tells us 

what it is that Beckett wishes to save.” 148 This beauty is especially obvious in the Three Novels, 

which is esteemed by Badiou as “a latent poem.” Following Badiou, I think that the poetic 
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beauty is an inherent effect of Beckett’s narrative abstraction, rather than an external addition. 

An obvious poetic characteristic in Beckett’s narrative is that almost on every page readers can 

find some sentences that remain profoundly meaningful after being abstracted from their 

immediate context. Perhaps, the most famous example is the “fail better” in Worstward Ho: 

“Ever tried. Ever failed. No matter. Try again. Fail again. Fail better.”149 Moreover, my personal 

favorite sentence is a sentence describing young Sapo’s wanderlust.  

And of a sudden he is off again, on his wanderings, passing from light to shadow, from 

shadow to light, unheedingly.150  

As an isolated sentence, it becomes a metaphor of modern alienation, through which a modern 

atomic individual becomes a cursed vagabond wandering in the flow of history. Everything that 

is solid disappears so that a modern individual cannot feel being at home with the world. And the 

modern individual is deprived of every innate calling that was solidly attached to ancient roles in 

a given community. A modern individual becomes a homeless and jobless wanderer in the 

secular time and has to play with oneself as Malone does in his final days.  

Some of these decontextualizable sentences are deliberately repeated in the narrative so 

that it becomes intuitively poetic. In Malone Dies, the repetition of “What tedium” and “Mortal 

tedium” echoes a common situation in modern experience.151 The repetition of “something 

wrong there” in How It Is and “I don’t’ know” or “You don’t know” in The Unnamable create 

similar effects. In these instances, the poetic beauty is inherent in the aphorism that 

simultaneously creates a poetic atmosphere inside the textual space and echoes modern 

experience in the reality outside. Thus, the poetic beauty is created by the generic desire to seek 
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infinite abstraction in narrative and it becomes a historical signifier signifying modern 

experience at the same time. In Beckett’s narrative experiment with writing on the edge of 

voidness, he creates a poetics of abstract narrative. The abstraction opens the boundary between 

the text space and reality and endows Beckett’s narrative with the historical transparence. I 

coined the term of “historical transparence” from Susan Sontag’ s definition of “transparence” in 

her critique of traditional interpretations. That is to say, as a result of Beckett’s subtraction of 

concreteness in the narrative event, his works acquire a persisting contemporary validity, which 

becomes a lens for readers to perceive their locale in world history. 

 

3. From Adorno to McNaughton: Beckett’s Narrative as a Historical Signifier 

In Adorno’s interpretation, the historicity in Beckett’s narrative is both concrete and 

abstract. In its concrete sense, it refers to the problem of post-Auschwitz modernity in the 20th-

century European situation. According to him, “Endgame prepares us for a state of affairs in 

which everyone who lifts the lid of the nearest trashcan can expect to find his own parents in it. 

The natural connection between living has now become organic garbage. The Nazis have 

irrevocably overthrown the taboo on old age. Beckett’s trashcans are emblems of the culture 

rebuilt after Auschwitz.” 152 However, in its abstract sense, it refers to the totality of Western 

history. For Adorno, the connection between the concrete and the abstract historicity is mediated 

by absurdity. The absurdity in Endgame is perceived as an ideological critique against modernity 

which is the aftermath of the secularization of Western civilization. Adorno proposes a radical 

re-evaluation of the totality of Western civilization. After Auschwitz, the entire tradition of 

Western civilization is pushed to the edge of nihilism and reconstruction. The dual historicity 
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revealed by Adorno’s reading extends the depth and scope of Beckett’s narrative. However, there 

seems to be a potential problem of nihilism. For Adorno, Beckett’s absurdity is a signifier of 

nihilism, which is antithetical to Hegel’s historical theodicy. In the previous discussion of 

Badiou’s reading, it seems that Adorno’s pessimistic nihilism ignores the courage and futurity 

within Beckett’s narrative. Moreover, in Adorno’s interpretation, the absurdity and its nihilistic 

interpretation also function as a middle term that relates Beckett’s text to history. This 

intermediated connection becomes unstable as the extension of historicity expands. For example, 

the absolute absence of reconciliation in the post-Auschwitz experience is plausible. However, as 

Adorno expands the scope of historicity to entire Western civilization, the absoluteness in such 

absence loses its initial plausibility. If an Adornian reader insists on a dogmatic stance on this 

point, then this stance further assumes an essentialist theory as the mediator between Beckett’s 

text and the history itself. This will in turn deprive the priority of historicity in Beckett’s 

narrative, and thereby give up the approach of historicism as a hermeneutic scope. The 

theoretical mediator for Adorno is the dialectic of enlightenment. However, with this conceptual 

mediator, Adorno’s critical interpretation tends to negate his historicist approach. In order to 

overcome the separation between historicism and critical approach, we need to find an 

immediate connection between Beckett’s text and history.  

 

3.1 Historical transparence 

To respond to the problem in Adorno’s interpretation, this part discusses McNaughton’s 

concrete analysis of the historicity in Beckett’s text. In McNaughton’s historicist reading, 

Beckett’s narrative itself is aesthetically constructed as a historical signifier. Thus, the 

connection between the text and history is prior to theory. Following McNaughton’s work, I 



 93 

argue that the historicity in Beckett’s narrative is inherently connected to its poetics of 

subtraction. Thus, in this section, I will first critically review Adorno’s identification of the 

multiplicity in Beckett’s historicity. Then, I will introduce McNaughton’s analysis of the 

concrete historicity in Beckett’s narrative. By turning from Adorno’s abstract historicist 

interpretation to the concrete analysis of historical imprints in Beckett’s text, McNaughton 

reveals the historical transparence in Beckett’s works.  

The concept of transparence is coined by Sontag in Against Interpretation. According to 

Sontag, “[t]ransparence is the highest, most liberating value in art—and in criticism—today. 

Transparence means experiencing the luminousness of the thing in itself, of things being what 

they are.”153 With the concept of transparence, Sontag criticizes a traditional stance of 

interpretation that assumes the existence of underlying meaning or theory behind the surface of 

the text. With transparence, Sontag emphasizes a purely aesthetic scope within a text that is prior 

to meaning that is attached to a certain theoretical scope. Based on Sontag’s argument, historical 

transparence indicates the intuitive immediacy between text and history, which is prior to any 

interpretation or theoretical meaning. The historical consciousness in Beckett’s text is to intrigue 

the questioning impulse on the reader’s end to reflect upon the “how,” “where,” “whence,” 

“whereto” in the contemporary situation. Beckett’s text does not prepare an essentialist answer 

for a questioning reader. In Beckett’s historical transparence, the questioning leads to the critical 

reflection upon the material and ideological aspects, in reality, thereby the historicism becomes 

critical historicism. Thus, the historical consciousness is critical in itself. In other words, critical 

historicism is not grounded in a certain critical theory, like Adorno’s negative dialectics. 

Although the priority of historicity does not assume a given theoretical frame, it nevertheless 
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does not expel theoretical reflection. For example, for Gilles Deleuze, the theory of desiring-

machine echoes with Molloy’s relationship to his bicycle. 154 However, this is not because 

Beckett narrates as a Deleuzian but because Deleuze theorizes as a Beckettian. The foundation of 

their intellectual resonance lies in the historicity itself. Deleuze use the theory of desiring-

machine to analyze the psychological root of Fascism. Thus, theorizing with Beckett’s narrative 

is possible, but the theorical scope is not prior to but posterior to the historical consciousness by 

the narrative aesthetic. 

 

3.2 Dual historicity in Adorno’s analysis of Beckett’s narrative as the signifier 

In Adorno’s reading, the dual historicity, namely the concrete versus the abstract, is 

reflected in both Beckett’s narrative as the signifier and history as the signified. With regard to 

the signifier, the concrete historicity is embodied in Adorno’s use of ideological language in 

Nazi Germany. In Endgame, a piece of dialogue between Hamm and Clov refers to violence and 

murdering in a veiled way. 

HAMM: […] That old doctor, he’s dead, naturally. 

CLOV: He wasn’t old.155 

Adorno suggests that the dialogism alludes to how ordinary people in Nazi Germany talk about 

the holocaust against Jewish people. “The violence of the unspeakable is mirrored in the fear of 

mentioning it. Beckett keeps it nebulous. About what is incommensurable with experience as 

such one speak only in euphemisms, the way one speaks in Germany of the murder of the 

Jews.”156 Adorno reveals the ambiguity in the dialogism of Endgame as a historical signifier. 
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On the other hand, the abstract historicity within the signifier is embodied in Beckett’s 

use of philosophical concepts as “second-order material” rather than narrative form or meaning. 

According to Adorno, “[…] Beckett accepts the challenge and uses thoughts sans phrase as 

cliches, fragmentary materials in the monologue intérieur that spirit has become, the reified 

residues of culture.”157 I try to further develop Adorno’s argument on this point. In Beckett’s 

materialization of philosophical concepts, the spiritual or formal validity of concepts ceases to 

be, which alludes to the descent of the tradition of Western metaphysics. The deconstruction of 

metaphysics in Beckett’s narrative repeats the way how theological concepts are used in 

metaphysics. In Hegel’s philosophy, the concepts like Spirit or Absolute Spirit are deprived of 

their religious significance in theology. As the variation of Spinozism, Hegel’s metaphysical 

translation of Christianity and its theology is essentially non-religious, if not atheistic. Heidegger 

traces Nietzsche’s metaphysical metaphor of “Gott ist tot,” which is an iconic mark of late 

modernity, to Kant’s Copernican revolution, through which various arguments, especially the 

ontological argument, for theism is invalidated. Thus, Beckett’s materialization of philosophy in 

the marginal experience of humanity, like Malone’s playing toward death as a parody of 

Heidegger’s being-toward-death, can be perceived as a fundamental challenge toward modern 

metaphysics. Beckett avenges theology by materialize philosophy in his negative narrative, and 

thereby he substitutes the metaphysical rumor of “death of God” with the historical evidence of 

death of Man.158 
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3.3 Dual historicity in Adorno’s analysis of the signified of Beckett’s narrative 

The duality also exists in the signified of Beckett’s narrative. With regard to the concrete 

historicity, Adorno considers Beckett’s narrative as representing the post-Auschwitz historical 

landscape. As indicated by Natalie Leeder, “Beckett’s work became for Adorno the paradigmatic 

example of post-Holocaust art, testifying to its acute historical moment in the only way that 

would not betray it: negatively.” 159 Noticeably, in Leeder’s analysis, the connection between the 

signifier and the signified is the metaphysical principle of negativity. This echoes with Adorno’s 

metaphysical orientation of both Beckett’s narrative and post-Auschwitz historicity, namely as 

the negation of identity.  

Genocide is the absolute integration. It is on its way wherever men are leveled off— 

“polished off,” as the German military called it—until one exterminates them literally, as 

deviations from the concept of their total nullity. Auschwitz confirmed the philosopheme 

of pure identity as death. The most far out dictum from Beckett’s Endgame, that there 

really is not so much to be feared any more, reacts to a practice whose first sample was 

given in the concentration camps, and in whose concept—venerable once upon a time—

the destruction of nonidentity is ideologically lurking.160 

In Adorno’s argument, the concept of identity refers to the unity between the subject and the 

substance in Hegel’s dialectics. One of its notorious expressions is the identity between actuality 

and rationality in the Philosophy of Rights. “What is rational is actual; and what is actual is 

rational.”161 In the Hegelian identity, world history is a dialectical process in which rationality is 

ultimately realized at the cost of mistakes and evils in particular moments. In this theodicy of 
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history, violent death that is incurred by historical events becomes so light. Adorno’s critique of 

the pure identity as death echoes Hegel’s comment on death during la Terreur in French 

Revolution, “[…] a death which has no inner extent and no inner fulfillment, for what is negated 

is the unfulfilled empty dot of absolutely free self. It is therefore the coldest death, emptiest death 

of all, having no more meaning than chopping off a head of cabbage or swallowing a mouthful of 

water.”162 In the absolute unity between rationality and actuality in history as a monstrous 

totality, individual subjectivity becomes so light that its death loses the capability to stir fear and 

empathy, and ends in absolute meaninglessness. In Adorno’s critique of Hegelian dialectics, 

death in Auschwitz reveals Hegel’s misassumption with historicity in commenting on death in la 

Terreur. In Auschwitz, the progress of history as heading toward rationalization, or in simple 

words, the Good, is thoroughly revealed as a self-deception of the Enlightenment. “After 

Auschwitz, our feelings resist any claim of the positivity of existence as sanctimonious, as 

wronging the victims; they balk at squeezing any kind of sense, however bleached, out of the 

victims’ fate.” 163 There is absolutely nothing positive, even in the most dialectic sense, in 

Auschwitz, which becomes a decisive counterexample in reductio ad absurdum against the 

Hegelian unity.  

Thus, Adorno’s critique against Hegelianism by historical reflection upon Auschwitz 

revolutionizes the idea of history itself, which becomes the abstract aspect of historicity. For 

Adorno, the failure of identity is the aftermath of modernity itself. Thus, the abstract historicity 

signified by Beckett’s narrative refers to the failure of modernity. For Adorno, Beckett’s 

narrative reveals the interior failure of modernity and therefore the formative elements of modern 
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ideology, especially philosophy, are reduced to “cultural trash.” 164 The Auschwitz experience 

demystifies the transcendental halo that Hegel’s philosophy endows to “the intramundane and 

historic.” 

 

3.4 Adorno’s “negative universal history”: a problematic frame of interpretation 

However, in Adorno’s critique against the Hegelian idea of world history with the 

Auschwitz experience, he adopts a new vision of universal history, which is the so-called 

“Negative Universal History” in History and Freedom.165 In the critique of history, Adorno 

transforms the negation of Hegelian universal history into negative universal history. In the 

interpretation of Beckett, he transforms the absence of meaning as the only meaning, which is 

called absurdity.166 In the former case, Beckett seems to universalize the counterexample, which 

is logically groundless. The existence of a dark swan, for example, can invalidate the proposition 

that “all swans are white,” but it cannot be transformed into another universal proposition like 

“all swans are black.” The Auschwitz experience is the counterexample to Hegel’s assertion of 

“what is actual is rational,” and thereby invalidates the Hegelian idea of universal history that is 

grounded in this. However, it is not logically deductible to transform the counterexample itself 

into a universal proposition. Similarly, Beckett’s worsening narrative can also be perceived as a 

counterexample against the optimistic theory of humanity. One narrative of marginal experience 

that reflects the fragility in humanity is enough to invalidate the optimistic naivety toward 

humanity. However, it cannot be logically developed into a pessimistic theory of humanity that 

the worsening experience is inevitable, necessary, and universal. For example, even if we can 
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read Sapo’s wanderlust in Malone Dies as a counterexample that indicates freedom can 

sometimes cause miserable aftermath in one’s life, it does not logically follow that the quest for 

freedom will always fail. In Adorno’s interpretation of the abstract and general historicity in 

what is signified by Beckett’s narrative, he tends to generalize and substantialize the critical 

reflection in Beckett’s work into a positive doctrine about history. As a result, his interpretation 

of the historicity of Beckett’s narrative becomes too pessimistic. 

Adorno’s pessimism is contradictory to his stance as a critical theorist. In The 

Destruction of Reason, György Lukács argues that the German problem in the first half of the 

twentieth century is a metaphysically rooted problem of ideology. The fundamental trait of its 

metaphysical root is irrationalism. What is irrationalism? According to Lukács, irrationalism 

“absolutizes the problem, hardens the limitations of perception governed by understanding into 

perceptional limitation as a whole, and indeed mystifies into a ‘supra-rational’ answer the 

problem thus rendered artificially insoluble.”167 As Adorno interprets the absurdity in Beckett’s 

narrative as signifying the absolute absence of meaning and hope in the entire Western history, 

he seems to fall under the category of irrationalism that is criticized by Lukács. The rationale 

behind Adorno’s concept of negative universal history is to incur a fundamental reflection 

toward modernity and its logical connection with the entire civilization with a post-Auschwitz 

scope. His reflection and perspective are justified, but it is problematic to turn this critique into a 

substantialized doctrine of universal history by assuming necessity and inevitability for both the 

past and the future. The idea of historical inevitability is contradictory to a critical theory. In 

Search for a Method, Sartre argues that human history belongs to the category of freedom. 

“What we call freedom is the irreducibility of cultural order to the natural order.”168 In Adorno’s 
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pessimism for the totality of Western history, he hypothesizes a historical fatalism, which 

ignores the possibility of freedom in cultural order. Furthermore, the Auschwitz experience is 

tragic because it could have been avoided and the victims and suffers in Auschwitz could have 

lived happily. It is not the inevitability but preventability that constitutes the tragic nature of this 

historical event. Historical critique is necessary because it aims at preventing the repetition and 

variation of the past tragedy in the future by revealing its underlying origins in ideology. It is 

irrational to interpret history with absurdity because it mystifies solvable questions into 

insolvable inevitability. 

 

3.5 McNaughton’s historicism: toward historical transparence 

The problem in Adorno’s interpretation lies in his identification of the nature of 

historicity in both the signified and the signifier. With regard to the signified, Adorno needs a 

macroscope over the entire history of Western civilization, because he assumes the identical 

nature between two series of historical events, namely the post-Auschwitz modernity and the 

capitalist modernity. In Endgame, he reads the experience of alienation as “the irrationality of 

bourgeois society” where the nature of the external world and internal humanity becomes 

estranged and absent. According to Adorno, “the phase of complete reification of the world, 

where there is nothing left that has not been made by human beings, is indistinguishable from an 

additional catastrophic event caused by human beings, in which nature has been wiped out and 

after which nothing grows anymore.” 169 With regard to the signifier, Adorno seems to identify 

the critique initiated by Beckett’s narrative on the reader’s end with the narrative itself. He 

perceives the aesthetic effects in Endgame as the diagnostic conclusion that is actually a 
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posteriori to the critical reflection by the reader. I agree that the aesthetic effects in Endgame can 

be interpreted with absurdity or similar concepts that highlight the irrationality in characters’ 

existential situations and relationships, but this does not suspend the reasoning process in the 

audience. In my reading experience, the tendency to seek understanding never ceases, and it 

becomes even stronger exactly because of the apparent absence of rationality within the narrative 

space. Why does Clov surrender to the mastership of Hamm, who is blind, old, and paralyzed? It 

indeed appears irrational at first glance. However, in a second thought that is connected with the 

common sense with social reality, there should be some potential mechanism of power and 

exchange in the micro-ecology of the room, which is rooted in a series of past events prior to the 

beginning of the narrative. Thus, intellectual curiosity concentrates on the missing part in the 

text. What happened in the past? What caused the status quo? This becomes a historical 

curiosity. In Three Novels, the need for understanding out of a historical curiosity is the 

dynamism of reading interest on the reader’s end. The highly abstract narrative stimulates a 

historical curiosity, which allures readers to restore the possible causation with their own 

experience with social reality. In this way, the reasoning impulse to seek understanding turns 

away from finding meaning or metaphysical justification to restoring the occurrence and its 

historical causation. This is what historicism means for reading Beckett. McNaughton’s 

historical analysis of the bio-political structure in Endgame is an exemplar for critical 

historicism.  

McNaughton inherits and develops Adorno’s interpretation of the concrete historicity in 

Beckett’s narrative, and thereby avoids the pessimism and nihilism in Adorno’s quest for abstract 

historicity. With regard to the intellectual continuity between McNaughton and Adorno, both of 

them are against the existentialist reading of Beckett’s narrative experiment. McNaughton 
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emphasizes, “[…] many critics, either invested in preserving Beckett as a commonsense 

humanist or still attached to existentialist readings that Adorno dismantles, too quickly dismiss 

Adorno’s interpretations outright rather than engage their limitations.”170 With regard to 

McNaughton’s development of Adorno’s work, he reveals the value in a seemingly marginal 

aspect in Adorno’s interpretation, namely the historical and narrative materiality in Beckett’s 

narrative as the signifier. From a historicist point of view, this is the most valuable part of 

Adorno’s legacy to Beckettian scholarship. The narrative materiality is first of all the 

transformation of philosophical concepts as a cognitive form to constitutive material in the 

narrative event. McNaughton argues that Adorno’s reading of Beckett reveals “the move 

between abstract categories and physicalizing manifestation.”171 The physicalization or bodily 

representation shapes a narrative movement among a series of poles, including abstraction versus 

concretion, transcendence versus temporality, immanence versus exteriority. Physicalization as a 

narrative technique can be traced back to Dante. According to McNaughton, “Beckett’s theater 

often foregrounds how stage directions manipulate and command actors. Fiction can operate 

under a perverse and idiosyncratic Dantean contrapasso, where words or the etymologies of 

words threaten to become embodied, fulfilled, in effect distilling legal, economic, and political 

powers that remain otherwise unrepresented.” 172 For McNaughton, the physicalization as a 

novelistic technique embodies an intertextuality with both theatrical and historical praxes. 

According to McNaughton, the physicalized language in Beckett’s narrative first of all is 

rooted in his experience as a dramatist. The performance in theatre expresses the meaning of a 

text via bodily movements. The relation between language and bodily movements in actors and 

 
170 (McNaughton 2018, 8) 
171 (McNaughton 2018, 82) 
172 (McNaughton 2018, 138) 



 103 

actresses is often mediated by the dictation of a director or playwright. The commanding and 

obeying in the theatric praxis reflects the ideological power of language over the physical 

existence of humanity.  

Thus, the physicalized language embodies concrete historicity. McNaughton develops 

Adorno’s analysis of the concrete historicity in the aesthetic elements in the text as the signifier 

and the history as the signified to a new level, namely in language and rhetoric form.  

What also interests me here – and what I’ll demonstrate at greater length – is that 

Beckett’s postwar writing often presents this procedure in reverse: not by collapsing the 

path from language to practice, but by allowing narrators to restrict the meaning of 

language in such a way that reader observes them cover up references to actual historical 

violence. Or, somewhat contradictorily, Beckett has narrators use writing to aesthetically 

transform history into something more redemptive or palatable.173 

For McNaughton, Beckett’s narrative is a compressed reflection of the actual history of the 20th 

century. A piece of aesthetic text can possibly reflect history because history exerts its violence 

to language and culture. Beckett subtly captures the traces of material violence by the history 

over language.  

With regard to the concretion of the historical signified, McNaughton argues that 

Endgame refers to the famine politics in Ukraine. Generally speaking, McNaughton agrees with 

Adorno’s general identification of the concretion of Beckett’s historical signified as related to 

Nazi Germany during World War II. According to him, “Beckett’s work is radically sensitive 

and deeply attuned to the ethical stakes of universalizing, fictionalizing, or aestheticizing specific 

history, and the history of the historical atrocity of the camps in particular.” 174 However, for 
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McNaughton, Endgame does not vaguely refer to the German problem as the Auschwitz 

experience, but concisely to the Hunger Plan (der Hungerplan) or starvation policy 

(Hungerpolitik) by Nazi Germany in Ukraine, which eventually caused the death and suffering of 

millions of Slavs and Jews in the winter of 1941-1942. 175 By the Hunger Plan, Nazi Germany 

acquires control over Ukraine by manipulating its food supply and distribution. This historical 

event constitutes the concrete historicity of Endgame.  

With regard to the concretion of the historical signifier, McNaughton reveals that the 

prototype of Hamm’s mastership in the room is grounded in his control over the food supply and 

that Beckett’s language reflects the historical imprints of the starvation in Ukraine. In the 

narrative space of Endgame, Hamm’s power is first of all his control of food supply and 

distribution. According to McNaughton,  

Food control, however, casts a darker shadow that extends outwards beyond the stage. 

[…]Hamm, with the code to the locker, keeps Clov codependent by threatening to starve 

him: ‘I’ll give you nothing more to eat,’ he says, or he tries to stun him with the nihilistic 

prophecy of Clov’s own death by starvation: first Clov will go ‘blind,’ then ‘tired’ from 

‘hunger,’ sit down, but unable to ‘get up [you] won’t get anything to eat.’ The hunger 

will become so severe that the walls will fall away.176 

Furthermore, McNaughton identifies the naming pattern in Endgame as part of the constitution 

of the historical signifier. Although Beckett does not directly refer to Germany or Ukraine, his 

naming of characters reflects an obvious reference to Slavic history.  

“Kov,” employed in both French and English versions, is the familiar name ending for 

Ukrainian towns—Kharkov, of course, province and city, and even shorthand for the 
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terror-famine of 1932–3, the “Kharkov famine.” But there is also Zinkov, Vasylkov, 

Chortkov, Ochakov, Zhashkov, Khorostkov. The suffix -ov, occasionally given as -iv, 

commonly denotes possession. Clov’s name, whatever else it might mean, is similarly 

ended, as if he is himself a living subject in the genitive, a man owned. If the initial C is 

hard, then the name echoes Kov; if soft, it echoes Slav.177 

Thus, in McNaughton’s interpretation, the signifier and the signified of Endgame are concretely 

interrelated in the background of historical occurrence. In Adorno’s interpretation, although there 

is an analysis of a linguistic pattern that refers to Nazi Germany, the connection between the 

signifier and the signified is nevertheless mediated by the sentiment of absurdity, which is 

philosophized by Adorno as nihilism. Adorno expands the historical signified to an indefinite 

historical range, including post-Auschwitz modernity, capitalist modernity, and the entire 

tradition of Western civilization as continuous with modernity, so that the concrete historicity 

becomes abstract and mediated by the theory. In reducing concrete historicity to abstract 

historicity, Adorno misses the priority and independence of history itself over theoretical 

interpretation. Thus, McNaughton’s analysis of the concrete historicity in Beckett’s narrative 

restores the stance of historicism.  

McNaughton’s historicism with Beckettian research belongs to the category of critical 

historicism. That is to say, his analysis of the historicity turns Beckett’s narrative into a critical 

lens through which readers are encouraged to reflect upon their contemporary reality. In other 

words, the historical scope in McNaughton’s reading is not limited to the past but bears the 

dimension of futurity. How is the transition from the past to the future possible with the 
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historicist reading of Beckett? The following analysis by McNaughton reveals the hermeneutic 

operation to open the dimension of universality and futurity in Beckett’s narrative.  

Political history of famine suffuses the play not because Endgame represents such history 

realistically and directly, nor even, if more plausibly, in allusions. Hamm refers obliquely 

to the epicenter of modern man-made famine, an area now called Ukraine. He hauntingly 

evokes starvation, and taunts with the dead of the steppe. Clov provocatively diagnoses 

‘whatever has happened’ specifically and repeatedly in terms of grain and oil. Even as 

after-traces, and even among allusions to other historical catastrophes, the parallels to the 

famine politics of Eastern Europe are extensive, indeed central. Yet political engagement 

emerges not from an allegory of these allusions, but rather from how Hamm employs 

rhetorical strategies that justify famine both to compel obedience and to exculpate mass 

murder—models he derives from recent political ideologies.178 

The famine in Ukraine is a particular case in a generic narrative. In McNaughton’s analysis, the 

perception of the generic is by allegory. As Adorno builds a connection between the signifier and 

the signified with the middle term of metaphysical absurdity, Beckett’s narrative becomes an 

allegory in which both history and narrative are placed in an essentialist frame. For McNaughton, 

Beckett’s narrative is not an allegory. What does it mean? In allegory, idea or theory is prior to 

narrative, such as in moral plays of medieval times. Not an allegory means that the historicity of 

Beckett’s narrative is not grounded in an essentialist concept of history. For McNaughton, a 

theoretical reflection upon the generic is not prior to but posterior to narrative. In other words, it 

is possible to develop a theory that describes the common essence in Beckett’s narrative and 

history. For example, Gilles Deleuze’s interpretation of Molloy in Anti-Oedipus coincides with 
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his theory of desire-production. However, this is not how Beckett works in his writing. The 

coincidence between Beckett and Deleuze occurs because, in the biographical sense, Deleuze’s 

philosophical creation was inspired by Beckett. In McNaughton’s turning away from using 

allegory to explain the historicity in Beckett, he is seeking an immediate and pre-reflective 

connection between Beckett’s narrative as the signifier and the history as the signified. This pre-

reflective connection echoes with the mentality of Beckett as the artist in his creation of 

Endgame. McNaughton focuses on the rhetorical patterns in the discourse of Hamm, and he 

traces them historically to the political ideology in the 20th century. Thus, on the layer of 

language, the text and the history shape an immediate connection. The language and its rhetoric 

operation are not the middle terms between text and history, because all of them are 

simultaneously the locale of ideology.  

At the end of this research, I reinterpret the absurdity in Beckett’s narrative with 

McNaughton’s approach to critical historicism. In Endgame, the major representation of 

absurdity is the structure of power in the room. The old, paralyzed, and blind Hamm is the 

master of the room, and Clov is submissive to his order. The seemingly irrational representation 

becomes an intellectual seduction that compels its audience to explore a possible mechanism of 

power that explains dominance and submission. For anyone who is somehow experienced with 

the world of adulthood, it is not too rare to perceive a similar situation to the Hamm-Clov 

relationship, in which a physically and morally unattractive person is able to possess a 

dominance that is empowered by a social mechanism. The absence of explicit reason leads 

readers to explore a set of possible explanations or reasonings. However, the clues provided by 

Beckett are abstract, scarce, and often deliberately marginalized in the dialogues. Since the event 

in the text itself is abstract, the reasoning on the reader’s end becomes possible only by dialogic 
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analysis. Thus, Beckett’s narrative stimulates a reflection upon the language and its rhetoric. The 

temporospatial background in Beckett’s narrative is absent, and readers are free to assume that 

the language within the textual space is continuous with their contemporary reality. Thereby, the 

boundary between the text and reality disappears. In this sense, a historicist reading of Beckett 

opens the scope of critical reflection to reality. The critical aspect in historicist reading is not 

grounded in a set of ready-made social theories, but a passion for social reasoning. Social 

reasoning is not the capitalized Reason that provides metaphysical truth that is prior to concrete 

situations. Rather, it is empowered by observation and reflection on social reality in concrete 

historical conditions. McNaughton’s reading provides a set of social reasoning that analyzes the 

historical relationship between power and ideology. The critical aspect in historicism opens the 

futurity and contemporariness in Beckett’s historicity. In the perspective of critical historicism, 

Beckett’s narrative is open to the endless process of social reasoning to understand reality, and it 

invites readers to observe and reflect on their surrounding social world. 

McNaughton’s reading of Endgame is a reorientation. We can perceive the hermeneutic 

reorientation from two perspectives. First, the text is deprived of its independence and 

closedness, which means the boundary between the textual space and reality is opened. To 

understand Beckett’s text, a reader has to understand reality in the first place. There are two 

intellectual routes in seeking understanding, in reality, namely to understand its meaning and 

rationality and to understand its causation and morphology. In Beckett’s narrative, the need for 

understanding never disappears. Its representation of absurdity, abstraction, and vagueness even 

strengthens the need for understanding. However, because of Beckett’s worsening narrative of 

marginal human experience, readers are not encouraged to expect a set of justifications for its 

meaning or rationality. In this sense, Adorno insists that meaning is absolutely absent in 
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Beckett’s narrative. However, the absence of meaning is not meaningless but compels the 

intellectual need to restore the social causation and morphology that causes the experience of 

failure in Beckettian protagonists. Thus, Beckett’s multiple literary experiments are not repeating 

the existential idea of the absolute absence of meaning in the universe. In other words, reading 

Beckett is not to find a set of literary illustrations for the post-modern “truth” that there is no 

truth. In reading Antigone, readers are seeking meaning, because the causation and morphology 

of the event and its interior conflict are obvious. The quest for meaning leads toward the 

re/justification of the rationale behind passions in protagonists. In Phenomenology of Spirit, 

Hegel provides a set of justifications that are based on the concept of ethical life (Sittlichkeit). 

Antigone and Creon are following different ethical passions according to their roles that are 

attached to family and to state respectively. However, in Endgame and other works by Beckett, 

the external shape of an event is usually vague and almost absent. Thus, readers are invited to 

ask “what is this,” “where is it,” “whence comes it,” and other questions related to the genesis 

and morphology of the occurring, which introduces the presence of historical interest. Given the 

presence of the historical interest, although Beckett constructs a series of representations about 

absurdity, his narrative is not irrational. On the contrary, Beckett invites and even compels 

readers to use their own reasoning faculty to reflect upon reality through the historical interest 

aroused by the abstract narrative. The reflection is open to the contemporary experience on the 

reader’s end, and therefore opens the dimension of futurity in the historicist reading. The futurity 

in historicist refection upon Beckett’s narrative is grounded in a hope of praxis, namely, to avoid 

the repetition of tragedy in history.  

Adorno is the beginning of the historicist interpretation, because he initiates the historical 

analysis of Beckett’s narrative as the signifier, and because he terminates the paradigm of 
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existentialist interpretation. However, in Adorno’s interpretation of the absence of meaning, he 

overemphasizes the absurdity in Beckett. This leads to two kinds of limitations. First, in 

Beckett’s text, the absurdity becomes a new meaning, so that it shapes an early exit for readers to 

leave the Beckettian maze. Second, in the intertextuality between text and history, absurdity 

introduces the concept of Negative Universal History, which leads a historical fatalism and 

pessimism. Badiou’s interpretation reopens the futurity in Beckettian readership. McNaughton 

reorients the basic scope in reading Beckett. The intellectual interest is not to seek the meaning 

behind the narrative but the morphology and causation in the narrative event. With the critical 

analysis of language and its rhetorical operation, McNaughton reveals that Beckett’s narrative 

space is continuous with the actual history. Thus, the questions of genesis and morphology 

(namely whence and how) shapes a historical consciousness that confronts reality itself. This is 

the critical dimension in a historicist reading of Beckett. McNaughton’s critical historicism 

sublates the pessimism in Adorno’s reading. I will end this discussion with the following quote: 

Critics have been slow to accord the play a political aesthetic. True, Endgame occurs, as 

the title suggests, in a zone of irretrievability, a place where the beginning already marks 

the end, and insight is reduced to pathetic admiration for those who retrospectively 

prophesied what has apparently already happened. Nevertheless, Beckett’s play falls 

short of Sartre’s “universal pessimism,” as this apocalyptic play is often still understood: 

rather, the play diagnoses how pessimism works to accrue power and control.179 

McNaughton concludes the origin of the pessimistic atmosphere that permeates Beckett’s 

narrative space as the accumulation of actual power and control in history. To escape the 

Beckettian maze, we need to, first of all, escape the maze of reality itself.   
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