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Abstract

This study investigates the ontology of absence in two major contemporary plays,
Samuel Beckett's ‘Waiting for Godot’ and Suzan-Lori Parks's ‘The America Play’,
by proposing a novel theoretical framework termed "hauntological ontology."
This framework cross-pollinates three distinct concepts: Andrew Sofer's
“"theatrical dark matter," Karen Barad's "agential realism," and Cathy Caruth's
“trauma theory." Executed through a posthumanist, materialist theoretical
methodology and a "diffractive reading" approach (which maps patterns of
difference and interference rather than seeking mirror-like similarities), the
study analyzes "scene-object” and "repetition-event" units in both texts. The
findings demonstrate that absence is not a semantic void but a material force
with gravitational agency that actively reconfigures dramatic structure,
spectatorial perception, and the intra-active boundaries between presence and
absence. Onstage properties (boots, a tree, a hole, a television) become temporal
sedimentations that physically register the history of suffering, while repetition
serves as a performative mechanism for materializing trauma. The pivotal
divergence between the two plays lies in the operative physics of iteration:
Beckettian repetition triggers temporal depletion and existential fatigue, whereas
Parksian repetition (through ‘repetition and revision") generates material
accumulation and historical weight within the performer's body. The study
concludes that understanding absence requires an ontological paradigm shift
away from representational semiotics toward a material ontology-a realm where
the audience, through embodied engagement with absence, achieves primary
ethical responsibility toward history's absent figures.
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

Absence is a foundational constituent of
contemporary drama, manifesting
through characters who never appear,
events left unspoken, and spaces that
remain hidden. While conventional
scholarship  predominantly  decodes
absence within a semiotic framework,
treating it as a signifier pointing toward a
missing signified, this study argues that in
Samuel Beckett’s ‘Waiting for Godot’ (1954)
and Suzan-Lori Parks’s ‘The America Play’
(1994), absence transcends mere
signification to operate as a structural,
material force. Moving beyond purely
linguistic or representational analyses,
this research develops an integrative
reading that intertwines matter, meaning,
and ethics. Beckett stages existential
absence as endless temporal depletion,
whereas Parks materializes historical and
racial erasure through the dramatic
technique of "repetition and revision." The
central inquiry of this study focuses on
how absence, rather than negating being,
functions as an ontological foundation
that exerts a tangible gravitational pull on
the visible stage reality through what is
conceptualized as “"theatrical dark
matter.".

2. Purpose, Literature

Review, and Method
Purpose: This study aims to elucidate
the "ontology of absence" in the two
selected plays by proposing a novel
theoretical framework termed
"hauntological ontology." This framework
cross-pollinates three distinct concepts:
Andrew Sofer’s "theatrical dark matter,"
Karen Barad’s "agential realism," and Cathy

".Caruth’s "trauma theory
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Literature Review: Existing scholarship
on these plays frequently relies on
semiotic approaches (e.g., Sharifi &
Jalalipour), which remain bound to the
textual-linguistic register. Conversely,
contemporary trauma studies in theatre
(e.g., Schneider) emphasize physical
reenactments but overlook how trauma
sediments within the textual architecture
itself. While new materialist inquiries have
increasingly focused on the vibrant
presence of onstage objects, a critical gap
persists: the lack of a cohesive theoretical
synthesis capable of mapping how
theatrical dark matter, agential realism,
and trauma intersect to govern the
.performative mechanics of absence

Methodology: This research adopts a post-
humanist, materialist theoretical
methodology  executed through a
"diffractive reading" approach (Haraway,
Barad). Distinct from a reflective critique
that searches for mirror-like similarities,
diffraction maps patterns of difference
and interference produced by reading
insights through one another. The
analytical units comprise "scene-objects"
(the boots and the tree in Beckett; the
great hole and the television in Parks) and
"repetition-events" (the boy’s recurring
message in Beckett; the cyclical gunshots
in Parks). The operational procedure
involves:  identifying the  material
coordinates of absence, reading these
coordinates diffractively through the
tripartite theoretical lens, articulating the
resulting interference patterns between
the two texts, and formulating the ethical
implications rooted in Baradic "response-
ability" and Derridean "justice-to-come."

3. Discussion
The diffractive analysis demonstrates that
the titular character of Godot constitutes
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the quintessential manifestation of
"theatrical dark matter." His radical
absence functions as a materialist force
with gravitational agency, warping linear
progression into a cyclical, agonizing
"absolute now." Within this disrupted
intra-active field, stage properties discard
their passive status; Estragon’s boots,
shifting inexplicably from black to yellow,
materialize the weight of empty duration,
serving as temporal sedimentations
embedded within the leather. At each act's
conclusion, the boy's arrival enacts an
"agential cut," momentarily stabilizing the
indeterminacy of existential absence.

In contrast, the "Great Hole of History"
in Parks’s drama materializes a
comparable void, yet yields a radically
different ontological charge. While
Beckettian waiting is characterized by
exhaustion, Parks’s hole is pregnant with
the material possibilities of repressed
historical genealogies and ancestral
ghosts. Her technique of "repetition and
revision," amplified by orthographic
elongations (e.g., "Llllliieeesss"),
transforms spoken language into material-
discursive apparatuses that physically
register historical trauma within the
performer's body. Furthermore, the
mechanical reenactment of gunshots and
canned laughter inflicts direct visceral
pressure on the spectatorial space. The
onstage television, projecting images of
the deceased, re-presents the historical
past not as an ephemeral cognitive
memory, but as an affective, material
intrusion into the immediate present.

Consequently, absence in both works
departs from linguistic abstraction into
the realm of lived matter and bodies. The
divergence lies in the operative physics of
iteration: Beckettian repetition triggers
temporal depletion and existential fatigue,
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whereas Parksian repetition generates
material accumulation and historical
gravity through subversive revision.

4. Conclusion

The diffractive reading of Beckett and
Parks demonstrates that theorizing
absence in contemporary drama requires
an ontological paradigm shift away from
representational semiotics toward a
materialist ontology. The proposed
"hauntological  ontology"  framework
confirms that absence is not an empty void
but an active field of material-agential
gravity that actively reconfigures stage
realities and  spectatorial  bodies.
Comparative application underscores the
framework's diagnostic versatility: in
‘Waiting for Godot’, absence operates in a
metaphysical register to pose an
existential question; in ‘The America Play’,
it serves a historical accountability,
demanding a material answer.

The core ethical contribution of this study
lies in establishing an indissoluble link
between ontology and ethics via the
audience's embodied engagement. The
spectator is never an objective, detached
observer, but an intrinsic component of
the performative apparatus. Accordingly,
"response-ability" is reconfigured not as a
secondary ethical obligation, but as a
primary ontological condition of theatrical
intra-action. A noted limitation of this
research is the conceptual slipperiness
between  physical metaphor  and
ontological claim when translating

quantum  concepts into theatrical
analysis-a ~ boundary  that  future
performance philosophy must

operationalize with greater empirical and
theoretical rigor.
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