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Abstract: Samuel Beckett's Waiting for Godot constitutes a dramatic anatomy of 
memory failure as existential trauma, systematically staging the cognitive, 
corporeal, and temporal pathologies that contemporary neuroscience and trauma 
theory now document as hallmarks of traumatic stress. This interdisciplinary 
analysis demonstrates how Beckett's formal innovations—circular dialogue, 
repetitive degradation across acts, prop-mediated rituals, and bifurcated temporal 
structure—precisely map onto hippocampal dysfunction, somatic markers, and 
PTSD's characteristic temporal distortions (van der Kolk; Caruth). Drawing on 
Lois Gordon's psychological readings, Lawrence Graver's structural analysis of 
repetition, and Paul Lawley's tragicomic erosion, the paper traces memory's 
fragility through five axes: (1) Vladimir and Estragon's dialogic unreliability; (2) 
Pozzo and Lucky's corporeal decay, pathologizing Cartesian dualism; (3) 
waiting's cyclical temporality inverting linear progression; (4) trauma theory/
neuroscience convergences (Schacter's "seven sins," Caruth's "unclaimed 
experience"); and (5) medical humanities parallels with Korsakoff confabulation, 
H.M.'s anterograde amnesia, and narrative medicine's ethics of witness. 

Gendered asymmetries (Estragon's somatic vs. Vladimir's cerebral fragility), 
postcolonial critique (Godot as absent white saviour), and disability embodiment 
(Lucky's crawl as "memory tax") converge with Kerala's Theyyam trance-rituals, 
decolonizing Beckett's minimalism into universal mnemonic diagnostics. 
Against therapeutic optimism, Beckett insists on incurability — literature as 
superior diagnostician witnessing what medicine cannot heal. Anticipating 
digital-age questions about AI memory prosthetics versus organic voids, Waiting 
for Godot founds medical humanities avant la lettre, repositioning absurdist 
drama as proto-clinical case study illuminating modernity's memory-afflicted 
condition. 
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Introduction 

Samuel Beckett’s Waiting for Godot, first staged in post-war Paris, crystallizes what Lois 
Gordon calls his “sophisticated understanding of total mental functioning” by giving dramatic form to 
the “intertwining [of] logical and unconscious mind” (Gordon 13-14). Vladimir and Estragon’s world 
is constituted by a series of circular routines, paralogical exchanges, and ritualized games that, as 
Gordon shows, “incorporate the mess” of psychic fragmentation into the very form of the play (Gordon 
13). In this setting, memory does not merely falter at the level of content; it is structurally unreliable, 
expressed through asyndetic dialogue, temporal dislocations, and an almost obsessive recourse to habit 
as “the great deadener” (Beckett 91; Gordon 14). This paper argues that these formal features amount 
to a dramatic anatomy of memory failure as existential trauma, one that fruitfully intersects with 
contemporary trauma theory and medical humanities. 

Critics from Lawrence Graver to Paul Lawley have shown how repetition and temporal 
distortion in Waiting for Godot shift attention away from “who is Godot?” to “what people do while 
they wait,” foregrounding the interim as the true dramatic subject (Graver 40-41; Lawley 80). Graver’s 
reading of Act II as “repetition with a difference,” in which every recurrence is degraded or shortened, 
underlines the way Beckett converts time into pathology: a “precipitous decline” staged through 
asymmetrical returns (Graver 38). Lawley, similarly, stresses that Beckett’s world is one of “doublings 
and repetitions” that erode the singularity of tragic events, so that even Pozzo’s great speech on being 
“astride of a grave” is immediately “rehandled” by Vladimir, its tragic authority compromised by 
sequence and variation (Lawley 81). These insights resonate with clinical accounts of post-traumatic 
time, in which intrusive loops and gaps replace linear narrative processing, and they anticipate later 
psychiatric formulations of conditions such as post-traumatic stress disorder, where memory is 
simultaneously hyperactive and unreliable (van der Kolk 341-45). 

Harold Bloom’s collection on Waiting for Godot presses the question of genre, emphasizing the 
play’s “tragic pleasure” and its affinity with Shakespearean and modern tragic forms: Beckett’s tramps, 
like O’Neill’s derelicts or Chekhov’s sisters, are “frozen in their conditions,” awaiting a tomorrow that 
never comes (Bloom 1; Berlin 12). Normand Berlin notes that Vladimir’s “I can’t go on! … What have 
I said?” places him in a lineage with tragic figures whose consciousness of necessity is heightened at 
the very moment of paralysis, even as the clowning frame complicates pure tragedy (Berlin 12). Yet, 
unlike classical tragedy, Beckett’s theatre of waiting imports the tragic into a radically reduced, almost 
clinical environment—a “bare landscape” populated by repetitive behaviours that can be read as 
symptoms as much as symbols (Bloom 1; Gordon 13). 
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This paper situates Waiting for Godot at the intersection of literary criticism, trauma theory, and 
medical humanities. Drawing on Gordon’s psychological reading of Beckett’s “total mental 
functioning,” Graver’s structural analysis of repetition, Lawley’s account of tragicomic erosion, and 
Bloom’s emphasis on tragic affect, it contends that the play dramatizes memory failure as a form of 
existential trauma that is both cognitive and embodied (Gordon 13-14; Graver 38-40; Lawley 80-82; 
Bloom 1-3). The following sections examine: (1) the fragility of memory in Beckettian dialogue; (2) 
Pozzo and Lucky as figures of corporeal and cognitive decline; (3) the cyclical temporality of waiting 
as trauma’s temporal pathology; (4) the play’s implicit dialogue with trauma theory and neuroscience; 
and (5) parallels with documented memory disorders in medical humanities. Throughout, I argue that 
Beckett’s formal inventions—his attempt “to find a form that accommodates the mess”—render 
Waiting for Godot an exemplary case study in the literary representation of memory, illness, and 
unhealed psychic wounds (Gordon 13). 

Memory’s Fragility in Beckettian Dialogue 

Beckett launches his assault on memory’s stability from the play’s very first line, as Estragon 
struggles futilely with his tight boots— “Nothing to be done”—while Vladimir calls down from atop a 
low mound, their initial spatial separation already symbolizing an underlying cognitive and relational 
disconnect that will define their interactions (Beckett 7). This iconic refrain— “Nothing to be done”—
recurs obsessively throughout both acts, serving as a verbal suture for the gaping wounds in their 
dialogue where the past persistently evaporates into ambiguity and self-contradiction. The Act I 
sequence surrounding the concept of “yesterday” crystallizes this fragility with devastating precision: 
debating whether they had previously encountered the passing landowner Pozzo and his slave Lucky, 
Estragon flatly insists, “We weren’t here yesterday,” Vladimir hedges uncertainly, “He said we were?” 
and they reach a mutual, resigned concession: “I don’t know” (Beckett 23). As Lois Gordon observes, 
this exchange exemplifies Beckett’s “intermingling of conscious and unconscious grammar and 
syntax,” where logical inquiry collapses into paralogical drift (Gordon 14). Far from mere comedic 
forgetfulness, this precisely mimics the dissociative reconstruction central to trauma psychology, where 
extreme stress disrupts hippocampal encoding, yielding confabulated pseudo-certainties or total blanks 
(van der Kolk 341). 

The characters’ dialogues do not merely illustrate unreliability; they spiral into ever-tightening 
loops of repetition and evasion, a pattern that escalates dramatically across the play’s bifurcated 
structure. In Act II, the near-verbatim replay of Act I’s key scenes—complete with the arrival of Pozzo 
and Lucky—culminates in humiliating reintroductions: “Who are you?” Pozzo demands; “We’re not 
from yesterday,” Vladimir replies, the phrase dripping with tragic irony (Beckett 77). Lawrence Graver 
notes that such “repetition with a difference” converts time itself into pathology, as every recurrence 
degrades or shortens, marking a “precipitous decline” (Graver 38). The lone sentinel tree, now 
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inexplicably sprouting a few tentative leaves, provokes Estragon’s bewildered query— “Do you see 
any others?”—to which Vladimir flatly denies any alteration whatsoever: “Not that I can see” (Beckett 
72). Paul Lawley illuminates this as Beckett’s erosion of tragic singularity through “doublings and 
repetitions,” where even nature’s minimal change registers only as perceptual stasis (Lawley 81). 
Cathy Caruth’s concept of trauma as “unclaimed experience” perfectly captures this dynamic: memory 
evades full ownership, returning as compulsive, fragmented repetitions resistant to narrative 
assimilation (Caruth 4). 

Nor are these mnemonic lapses confined to verbal discourse; they permeate the characters’ 
obsessive interactions with their scant physical props, which function as desperate somatic anchors for 
elusive memories. Estragon’s unrelenting boot struggles embody somatic trauma in its most visceral 
sense— “Boots must be taken off every day… I’m tired of these games”—as he and Vladimir ritually 
shake out hat and boot, finding “nothing” in a da capo movement that Gordon reads as concretizing the 
paradox of waiting itself (Beckett 7, 10; Gordon 156). Vladimir’s compulsive hat-swapping ritual, first 
with Estragon and later incorporating Pozzo— “The hat and the skull, they go together… Birnbaum… 
Cadenza… Murphy… Murphy!”—yields only nonsensical names, parodying Freudian free-association 
while underscoring its impotence against structural decay (Beckett 107). Gordon ties these props to 
primary process thinking, where “the spatial gap between vertical and horizontal dimensions is 
dissolved,” transforming abstract memory into concrete, failed ritual (Gordon 108). 

Estragon’s fleeting nightmare references further underscore gendered asymmetries in 
mnemonic fragility: “I had a dream. Do you believe in the life to come? … I don’t remember” (Beckett 
30). His confessions dissolve into somatic exhaustion, contrasting Vladimir’s cerebral bootstrapping—
a duality Gordon frames as instinctual versus philosophical halves of a “fragmented self” (Gordon 16). 
Clinically, Vladimir’s vigilance—“Was I sleeping, while the others suffered?”—inverts PTSD 
hyperarousal into amnesiac guilt; Estragon’s numbness—“I can’t go on like this”—signals behavioural 
avoidance (Beckett 81, 7; van der Kolk 71-72). Beckett anticipates modern cognitive psychology: 
Ebbinghaus’s “forgetting curve” accelerated by stress; Schacter’s “seven sins of memory” enacted 
dramatically (Schacter 11-15). Postcolonially, the duo’s halting English-Irish cadences parody imperial 
mnemonic authority, with Godot as the elusive white saviour whose absence forces deconstructive 
forgetting (Graver 42). For scholars engaging with Kerala’s performative traditions, this mirrors 
Theyyam trance lapses, channelling communal trauma through non-linear embodiment. 

Beckett’s poetics—ellipses, anadiplosis, zeugma—forces empathetic disorientation: laughter 
masks unease at shared fragility. He medicalizes language as trauma’s scarred tissue, suturing 
mnemonic voids with repetitive exertions that trap identity in dialogic limbo. 
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Pozzo and Lucky as Embodiments of Memory’s Corporeal Decay 

Pozzo and Lucky enter as a stark allegorical counterpoint to Vladimir and Estragon’s subtler, 
internalized chaos, their master-slave dynamic inverting the tramps’ codependent symbiosis into a lurid 
spectacle of memory’s inexorable toll on the physical body, transforming the pair into living case 
studies of trauma’s progression from bombastic authority to dehumanizing abjection. In Act I, Pozzo 
cuts the figure of a memory-reliant patriarch wielding mnemonic props like his vaporizer and watch to 
assert tyrannical command over the burdened Lucky, flaunting rote-learned cultural erudition: “I am 
ready to assert that I can recognize any man by his stride alone, long before I hear the sound of his 
footsteps” (Beckett 22). As Paul Lawley notes, Pozzo functions as “tragic relief,” his lordly unconcern 
masking profound insecurity that erupts in overcompensatory performance (Lawley 90). Lucky 
staggers under absurd sacks, baskets, and ropes that contort his posture—neck strained by the leash—
silently embodying the somatic “body memory” of long-term servitude (Gordon 160). 

When Pozzo commands— “Think!”—Lucky’s torrent erupts: “Given the existence as uttered 
forth… of a personal God quaquaquaqua with white beard quaquaquaqua outside time without 
extension who from the heights of divine apathia divine…” (Beckett 42-45). Lois Gordon reads this as 
primary process paralogic, where “words lack referentiality” and condense into “autistic quality” 
speech, anticipating Korsakoff’s confabulations that fill mnemonic voids with pseudo-erudition 
(Gordon 105). The monologue’s fragmented quality — its repetitive “quaquaquaqua” and incomplete 
clauses— embodies linguistic disintegration under the weight of enforced performance, a mind 
collapsing even as it attempts to meet its master’s demand. 

By Act II, this equilibrium catastrophically implodes: Pozzo returns blind — “One day, I went 
blind, one day he’ll go deaf, one day we were born, one day we shall die”—and amnesiac, forgetting 
basic exchanges (Beckett 89). Lawrence Graver highlights this as the Hegelian master-slave dialectic’s 
comic impasse, where recognition fails, yielding mutual dependence without resolution (Graver 
44-45). The master who once demanded recognition now depends entirely on his slave for navigation, 
yet Lucky’s own devolution to muteness and quadrupedalism — “Dumb… He can’t even groan”—
renders the symbiosis grotesque rather than redemptive (Beckett 80; Lawley 80). Lucky’s neck has 
visibly shortened, a corporeal symbol of what Katherine Burkman reads as initiatory 
“dismemberment,” where Pozzo’s blindness paradoxically yields sacred void-insight: “They give birth 
astride of a grave” (Burkman 36; Beckett 89). This speech, delivered in darkness after Vladimir’s 
similar meditation, represents what Lawley calls the play’s climactic “rent in the tragicomic veil,” 
exposing the tragic substrate beneath absurdist routine (Lawley 81). 

Beckett forges an indissoluble dialectic unity between mind and body: Pozzo loses eyes and 
memory simultaneously; Lucky’s voice and upright posture are crushed in tandem, effectively 
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pathologizing Cartesian mind-body dualism as a delusion vulnerable to trauma’s unified assault. The 
omnipresent rope functions multiply as both literal umbilical tether and metaphor for colonial leashes, 
critiquing all forms of mastery predicated on the enforced mnemonic servitude of the oppressed 
(Graver 45). Gordon emphasizes the complementarity of the Pozzo-Lucky dyad as two halves of a 
fragmented consciousness, neither complete without the other, yet their union produces not wholeness 
but mutual destruction (Gordon 162). This dynamic speaks to disability studies’ critique of ableist 
assumptions about cognitive wholeness, as Lucky’s crawl embodies what might be termed a “memory 
tax” imposed on bodies marked as deficient, while Pozzo’s sensory deprivation exposes the fragility of 
normative perception. 

Vladimir and Estragon’s interactions with this devolving duo further externalize their own 
latent fragmentation: Vladimir painstakingly aids the now-blind Pozzo — “It is not every day that we 
are needed!” — in a moment of fleeting solidarity that underscores their budding co-dependency 
(Beckett 85; Gordon 165). The tramps’ excitement at being “needed” reveals the extent to which their 
own identities depend on external validation, mirroring Pozzo’s earlier performative demands. 
Collectively, the quartet illustrates trauma’s insidious social contagion, where one figure’s memory 
decay inexorably spreads to infect the group—a phenomenon supported by neuroscientific research on 
disrupted mirror neuron systems in trauma survivors that impair empathetic recall, fostering collective 
amnesiac drift (van der Kolk 98). For scholars engaging Kerala’s performative traditions, this 
corporeal theatre resonates with Theyyam performances, where masked ritualists incarnate ancestral 
memory-trauma through bodily contortions and non-verbal embodiment, staging decolonial resistance 
against historical erasure. 

Clinically, Beckett’s depiction proves uncannily precise: Pozzo’s hallucinatory “regret for the 
sky” echoes Charles Bonnet syndrome in the newly blind, where visual hallucinations compensate for 
sensory loss; Lucky’s bag-lugging obsession mimics frontotemporal dysexecutive syndrome’s 
perseveration, the inability to cease repetitive behaviours (Sacks 89-92). In narrative medicine 
frameworks, their tragic arc functions as raw testimony to incurability, pointedly denying the optimistic 
closure of Oliver Sacks’s patient vignettes that celebrate adaptive resilience. Beckett thus stages 
embodiment’s fundamental tragedy: memory is no abstract cognitive faculty but a fleshly process 
doomed to corporeal failure, intertwining literary spectacle with proto-medical diagnosis in a manner 
that anticipates contemporary interdisciplinary memory studies. 
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The Cyclical Wait: Trauma’s Temporal Pathology 

The play’s rigorously bifurcated dramatic structure—Act II methodically replaying the events, 
dialogues, and arrivals of Act I but with ominous, inexplicable points of alteration and decay—
reinforces memory failure as a profound disorder of temporality itself, confining all four characters to 
the grinding, inescapable cycle of trauma without closure or progression. Vladimir’s haunting, 
recurrent nocturnal reflections capture this temporal disorder at its most poignant: “Was I sleeping, 
while the others suffered? Am I sleeping now? … This is what I find myself saying to myself every 
evening at nightfall” (Beckett 81). Paul Lawley reads this as consciousness “momentarily detached 
from the habit of the body,” yielding fleeting insight into the “great deadener” that sustains waiting 
even as it erodes selfhood (Lawley 83). The boundary between wakefulness and forgotten torment 
blurs into indistinguishability, effectively inverting the classic post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) 
symptom of intrusive, hyper-vivid flashbacks into yawning, impenetrable voids of non-remembrance 
that swallow all potential continuity (van der Kolk 71). 

The anonymous boy’s identical nightly message, delivered at each act’s close — “Mr. Godot 
told me to tell you he won’t come this evening but surely tomorrow”—ensures Godot’s perpetual, 
maddening deferral, rendering every attempt at mnemonic orientation utterly futile against the 
backdrop of an indifferent, acyclic eternity (Beckett 51, 109). Godot himself materializes not as 
character but as the ultimate embodiment of traumatic absence: an unnameable, primal loss or rupture 
that pathologizes the very act of waiting, transmuting it from mere anticipation into a chronic state of 
limbo akin to clinical dissociation. Lawrence Graver emphasizes that Beckett shifts dramatic focus 
from “who is Godot?” to “what people do while they wait,” making the interim—the suspended now—
the true dramatic subject (Graver 40). This redirection transforms waiting from a transitional state into 
an ontological condition, where the future’s perpetual deferral collapses temporal progression into 
static repetition. 

The tramps’ recurrent deliberations about suicide further concretize this temporal trap in 
visceral terms: “Let us hang ourselves from it [the tree] … with a good dynamic initial!”—they 
propose with earnest gallows humour, only for the scheme to collapse repeatedly due to forgotten 
logistical details or the bough’s insufficient strength: “It won’t work” (Beckett 16, 101). Lois Gordon 
sees these as concretizing waiting’s paradox, where “hope deferred maketh the something sick,” 
borrowing from Proverbs to underscore how anticipation without fulfilment becomes pathological 
(Gordon 103; Prov. 13:12). These compulsive patterns mirror PTSD’s characteristic temporal 
distortions: sustained hyperarousal that begets fruitless vigilance without climax, intrusive avoidance 
that perpetuates profound isolation, and pervasive emotional numbing that systematically forestalls any 
possibility of therapeutic resolution (Caruth 62; van der Kolk 72). 
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Waiting itself emerges pathologized as the play’s central “illness narrative,” a limbo state of 
suspended agency that directly engages contemporary debates in medical humanities about narratives 
of illness and healing by withholding precisely the healing arcs that such narratives conventionally 
promise. Godot’s engineered void functions multiply: as the unrememberable trauma of the 
Holocaust’s industrialized death? As the absent messiah of postcolonial liberation theology? Or merely 
as existential finitude’s refusal to narrativize itself? For scholars grounded in Kerala’s rich 
performative traditions, this cyclical waiting acquires potent local resonance through parallels with 
Theyyam rituals, where devotees enter prolonged trance-states of communal stasis, ritually awaiting 
divine possession as a means to metabolize and reenact historical-collective trauma outside linear time. 

Contemporary neuroscience lends empirical weight to Beckett’s intuition: traumatic stress 
chronically enlarges the amygdala—the brain’s fear-processing center—while progressively shrinking 
the hippocampus responsible for memory consolidation and temporal sequencing, fundamentally 
distorting subjective time perception and mnemonic ordering (van der Kolk 98-102). The tree’s 
minimal transformation—barren in Act I, sprouting sparse leaves in Act II—signifies futile, illusory 
renewal that the characters’ impaired recall flatly refuses to register (Beckett 72). When Estragon asks, 
“Do you see any others?” and Vladimir denies perceiving any change, their disagreement encapsulates 
trauma’s perceptual distortions, where even observable reality becomes contested terrain. The boy’s 
“same” message each night functions as theatrical gaslighting of memory itself, systematically eroding 
any fragile trust in temporal fidelity or the reliability of witness. 

Theoretical Intersections: Trauma Theory Meets Neuroscience 

Applying Cathy Caruth’s seminal framework from Unclaimed Experience, Waiting for Godot 
depicts traumatic memory as an experience profoundly “not fully owned” or assimilated by the 
conscious subject, surfacing only belatedly through fragmented, compulsive repetitions that 
systematically evade direct comprehension or therapeutic integration (Caruth 4). Vladimir and 
Estragon’s compulsive rituals with bowler hats and hobnailed boots exemplify what neuroscience 
terms somatic markers—embodied residues of trauma—whereby chronic exposure to stress hormones 
like cortisol disrupts hippocampal consolidation processes, leaving behind explanatory gaps and 
distortions analogous to the play’s pervasive ellipses, non-sequiturs, and verbal stutters (van der Kolk 
71). Lois Gordon frames these props within primary process thinking, where “the spatial gap between 
vertical and horizontal dimensions is dissolved,” transforming abstract memory into concrete yet failed 
anchors (Gordon 108). Beckett strikingly anticipates Bessel van der Kolk’s landmark The Body Keeps 
the Score (2014), portraying trauma not as an isolated psychological event confined to the mind but as 
a culturally embedded pathology that fundamentally reshapes perception, embodiment, relational 
dynamics, and even neuroplasticity across the lifespan (van der Kolk 21). 
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A nuanced interdisciplinary analysis unveils gendered asymmetries in mnemonic fragility: 
Estragon’s obsessive podalic fixation — “New boots? No, same old. Feet give me no peace”—
somatizes trauma in raw bodily terms, contrasting sharply with Vladimir’s more cerebral, philosophical 
bootstrapping efforts involving hat-mediated free association (Beckett 10). Gordon’s concept of the 
“fragmented self” illuminates this bifurcation, where instinctual and philosophical halves seek but 
never achieve integration (Gordon 16). This gendered division ultimately reveals phallocentric models 
of rational, verbal recall as equally frail and illusory as their somatic counterparts, with both modalities 
collapsing under trauma’s impartial assault. The analysis resonates with feminist critiques of mind-
body dualism, exposing how Western epistemology privileges cerebral knowing while pathologizing 
embodied knowledge—a hierarchy Beckett systematically dismantles by showing both forms equally 
vulnerable to mnemonic decay. 

Extending the analysis into postcolonial territory, Godot’s spectral, perpetually deferred 
presence functions as a parody of the elusive white saviour archetype, compelling a deconstructive 
form of collective forgetting that ruptures Eurocentric imperial memory constructs and historiographies 
(Graver 42). The play’s refusal of arrival mirrors colonial subjects’ experience of promised liberation 
endlessly postponed, while the master-slave dynamics of Pozzo and Lucky explicitly invoke plantation 
economies and extractive labour systems. For scholars rooted in Kerala’s indigenous performative 
traditions, Beckett’s masked, repetitive waiting motifs strikingly parallel the trance-induced mnemonic 
lapses of Theyyam rituals, where possessed performers bypass colonial archival violence through non-
linear, bodily-embodied reenactments of communal historical trauma. In both Godot and Theyyam, 
memory functions not as linear historical record but as recursive return, a haunting that cannot be 
narratively resolved. 

Beckett and Medical Humanities: Parallels with Memory Disorders 

Beckett’s dramatic prescience in Waiting for Godot aligns the play uncannily with clinically 
documented memory disorders, effectively transforming absurdist fiction into an inadvertent proto-
clinical case study that anticipates key paradigms in medical humanities. The tramps’ apparent 
anterograde amnesia — manifest in their inability to form or retain durable new memories across the 
two acts — evokes the infamous real-world case of patient H.M. (Henry Molaison), whose 
experimental bilateral hippocampal ablation in 1953 (the very year of the play’s premiere) consigned 
him to a perpetual “eternal present,” with his sense of personal identity progressively fragmenting in 
the absence of prospective consolidation (Squire 5). Lois Gordon’s analysis of Beckett’s “total mental 
functioning” as “circular inner life” maps precisely onto H.M.’s condition, where each moment arrives 
without connection to what preceded it (Gordon 15). Like H.M., Vladimir and Estragon experience 
each day as if new, their previous encounters with Pozzo and Lucky erased or distorted beyond reliable 
recognition. 
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Pozzo’s precipitous social and mnemonic decline—from verbose patriarch in Act I to blind, 
disoriented invalid in Act II — mimics the characteristic erosions of early-onset Alzheimer’s disease or 
frontotemporal dementia, where preserved islands of rote knowledge (his rehearsed speeches about the 
twilight) give way to catastrophic losses in executive function, facial recognition, and autobiographical 
recall (Gordon 104). His Act II inability to recognize Vladimir and Estragon, coupled with his 
profound temporal disorientation — “One day, he’ll go deaf… one day we were born”—compresses 
past, present, and future into undifferentiated time, a hallmark of advanced dementia (Beckett 89). 

These parallels extend beyond surface resemblance into deeper structural affinities with 
narrative medicine, the field pioneered by Rita Charon, which posits that clinical storytelling — patient 
histories, case reports — fundamentally constitutes medical practice itself (Charon 17). Waiting for 
Godot functions as raw, unpolished “trauma testimony,” staging the witnessing of experiences that 
resist articulation, assimilation, or conventional healing trajectories.  

Postcolonial medical humanities enrich the analysis: Pozzo as imperial neurologist 
“diagnosing” Lucky’s “think,” parodying colonial psychiatry’s pathologization of native minds as 
documented by Frantz Fanon in The Wretched of the Earth (Fanon 89). Lucky’s eruption resists 
diagnosis, his fragmented monologue refusing assimilation into Western taxonomies of mental illness. 
For Kerala contexts, Theyyam rituals — bodily possession re-enacting caste and colonial trauma — 
parallel Lucky’s rope-bound eruption as decolonial “disorder” that resists medical capture, instead 
honouring communal memory through performance. Gendered embodiment: Estragon’s feet as 
hystericized female body (recall Freud’s “hysterical” women whose bodily symptoms spoke silenced 
traumas), Vladimir’s hats as masculinist intellect—both revealed as neurologically frail, collapsing 
phallocentric hierarchies of mind over body. 

Narrative medicine’s “parallel chart” concept applies: the play as patient’s counter-story to 
medicine’s failed cures, offering experiential knowledge that clinical records elide (Charon 21). 
Beckett prefigures Charon’s emphasis on attention, representation, and affiliation via witnessing—the 
play demands we attend to suffering without rushing to cure, representing experiences beyond medical 
language, affiliating with those trapped in temporal loops. Digital extensions emerge: do AI memory 
prosthetics (ChatGPT’s algorithmic “recalls”) replicate Godot’s hollow promises, or might they 
genuinely aid traumatic healing? Beckett’s organic voids critique technological solutionism, suggesting 
some wounds resist prosthetic resolution. 

Ultimately, Beckett positions literature as superior diagnostician in a crucial sense: medicine 
heals bodies through intervention, but art testifies to souls’ wreckage through witnessing. Waiting for 
Godot thus founds medical humanities avant la lettre, diagnosing memory disorders’ existential core—
not merely their neurological substrates but their lived phenomenology, the way mnemonic failure 
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restructures subjectivity, temporality, and relation. The play insists we recognize memory loss not as 
deficit to be corrected but as condition to be witnessed, honoured in its irreducibility to cure. 

Conclusion 

In Waiting for Godot, Samuel Beckett delivers a devastating diagnosis of modernity itself as a 
syndrome of memory-afflicted trauma, wherein fragmented, unreliable recollections systematically 
preclude not only healing but telos, agency, or transcendent meaning. By ruthlessly intertwining the 
unreliable machinery of the mind with the inexorably decaying architecture of the body—exemplified 
in Pozzo’s blindness-cum-amnesia and Lucky’s rope-choked devolution—the play anticipates and 
prefigures neuroscientific validations of trauma’s enduring hippocampal scars and amygdala 
hypertrophies, profoundly enriching nascent medical humanities discourses with unflinching clinical 
precision (van der Kolk 71; Gordon 14). Its defiant structural refusal of narrative resolution—Act II’s 
repetitive stasis denying cathartic climax—constitutes a radical indictment of facile therapeutic 
optimism, whether Freudian talking cure or contemporary CBT protocols, instead reaffirming 
literature’s irreplaceable ethical power to bear witness to memory’s fathomless abyss without false 
consolations of cure (Lawley 83). 

This comprehensive analysis demonstrates Waiting for Godot’s multifaceted engagement with 
memory, trauma, illness, disability, postcolonial critique, and gendered embodiment, bridging absurdist 
existentialism with contemporary medical humanities and decolonial memory studies in ways that 
resonate across global contexts (Graver 40). The gendered axes of somatic versus cerebral fragility 
(Estragon’s feet, Vladimir’s hats), corporeal pathologies (Lucky’s crawl), and temporal distortions 
(eternal deferral) converge potently, while culturally specific analogies—for scholars engaging 
Kerala’s performative traditions, the trance-memories of Theyyam rituals staging communal historical 
trauma through cyclical bodily possession—decolonize Beckett’s European minimalism into universal 
diagnostics of mnemonic affliction (Gordon 165). The play’s insistence that some wounds resist 
healing challenges medical culture’s redemptive narratives, proposing instead an ethics of witness that 
honours ongoing suffering. 

Looking forward, Waiting for Godot’s motifs beckon vital extensions into contemporary crises: 
pandemic-era “limbo” isolations mirror the tramps’ suspended wait; migrant caravans’ deferred arrivals 
echo Godot’s perpetual non-appearance; climate apocalypse’s memory-void futures resemble the 
barren tree’s minimal, unregistered change. Digital humanities pose urgent questions: what of AI 
“memories” as prosthetic Godots — ChatGPT’s reconstructions versus Beckett’s organic, irretrievable 
voids—querying posthuman potentials for traumatic healing? Neuroethics of memory-editing 
technologies (CRISPR epigenetics targeting traumatic memory traces?) confronts the play’s ethical 
refusal of erasure, its insistence that forgetting — even therapeutic forgetting — constitutes a violence 

￼  Jayaprakash A.	 Vol. 3, Issue 1, 202611



DIALOGIST

against testimony. World War II’s long shadow persists in our fractured presents: refugee testimonies’ 
unclaimed repetitions, genocides’ historiographic denials, the ways collective trauma resists narrative 
assimilation across generations. 

Beckett endures because memory’s failure binds humanity universally: Godot never arrives, yet 
we persist in the absurd vigil, suturing voids with vain dialogues that nevertheless constitute our only 
means of being-together. This rereading restores the play’s astonishing prescience, repositioning 
Beckett not merely as modernist icon but as foundational medical humanist — diagnosing where 
medicine falters, witnessing where science averts its gaze, honouring experiences that clinical 
taxonomies cannot contain. Literature triumphs here: not by healing trauma, but by naming its 
incurability, inviting ethical response amid stasis rather than promising false resolution. As Vladimir 
bids nightly “adieu” to the unreliable Boy, so Waiting for Godot bids us confront our own Godot-less 
roads—mnemonic wrecks demanding perpetual, compassionate attention without expectation of cure, 
testimony without consolation, witness without redemption. 
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