
Chapter 3 Data Analysis 

     This chapter includes a brief introduction and relevant background information 

about Waiting for Godot, and the description of the procedure of data analysis, which 

includes the identification of absurd language use, the criterion of categorization, the 

determination of the minimum unit, and result of quantitative analysis. Examples of 

absurd language use, the explanations from pragmatic point of view, and the numbers 

of each type of violation case will be presented. 

3.1 Data 

     The data of this study is the full script of the English version of the play, 

Waiting for Godot, which was originally written in French and soon translated into 

English by Samuel Beckett. As we mentioned in the literature review, Waiting for 

Godot is part of the Theater of the Absurd, which implies that it is not meant to be 

presented in rational and logical ways. Plays of absurd theater actually overlook the 

traditional concepts of drama, like chronological and linear plot, logical language, 

themes, and recognizable settings.  

The plot of the play is simple, and some critics even describe the play as “no real 

plot” compared to traditional plays. Martin Esslin explains in The Theater of the 

Absurd, “Waiting for Godot does not tell a story; it explores a static situation.” (Esslin, 

1969) Kenner (1996) indicates that “the substance of the play is waiting, amid 



uncertainty….To wait; and to make the audience share the waiting; and to explicate 

the quality of the waiting: this is not to be done with plot.” It could be inferred, from 

the critics, that the story itself is not the reason that makes Waiting for Godot a 

masterpiece of literature, but the theme, image, and feeling it brings to the audiences. 

The summary of Waiting for Godot is that two men, Vladimir and Estragon, meet 

near a tree. They converse on various topics and reveal that they are waiting there for 

a man named Godot. While they are waiting, two other men enter. Pozzo is on his 

way to the market to sell his slave, Lucky. Pozzo pauses for a while to converse with 

Vladimir and Estragon. Lucky entertains them by dancing and acting his thinking, and 

then Pozzo and Lucky leave. After that, a boy enters and tells Vladimir that he is a 

messenger from Godot. He tells Vladimir that Godot will not be coming tonight, but 

that he will surely come tomorrow. Vladimir asks him some questions about Godot 

and the boy departs. After his departure, Vladimir and Estragon decide to leave, but 

they do not move as the curtain falls. The next night, Vladimir and Estragon again 

meet near the tree to wait for Godot. Lucky and Pozzo enter again, but this time Pozzo 

is blind and Lucky is dumb. Pozzo does not remember meeting the two men the night 

before. They leave and Vladimir and Estragon keep on waiting. Soon, the boy enters 

and once again tells Vladimir that Godot will not come. After the boy leaves, 



Estragon and Vladimir decide to leave, but again they do not move as the curtain falls, 

ending the play.  

The structure of the plot makes Waiting for Godot different from traditional 

concept of drama: Waiting for Godot has no dramatic climax which every traditional 

play has. Traditional plays with linear plot could be basically divided into three parts: 

the rising action (preceding the climax), the falling action (following the climax), and 

the climax, which is the turning point in the action of a play, or the point of the 

greatest interest. The climax of traditional plays is usually featured with special 

arrangement for the readers/audiences to recognize. Take rhetoric device as an 

example, the climax is usually with the greatest amount of description or conversation. 

Other examples include a crowded stage and shifting of the tempo. The climax 

usually appears near the end of a play. In Waiting for Godot, we do not find the 

features of dramatic climax, not even in the conversation between Godot’s messenger 

and the two protagonists near the end of the two acts. In this action in which the boy 

comes to tell the two protagonists that Godot will not show up (Godot’s not coming 

indicates the two characters’ deferred salvation and endless misery, so that it is 

considered significant), there is supposed to be a climax. However, the play is against 

our expectation. Take the conversation between Estragon, Vladimir, and the boy 

(Godot’s messenger) for example again, the conversation has ninety-one turns, and 



only three turns directly refer to Godot’s not coming. No word is about the two 

protagonists’ disappointment, anger, or about the reason why Godot can not make it. 

The rest of the conversation is, however, mainly about how Godot treats the boy 

(whether Godot fed the boy well, for example) and if the boy has seen two 

protagonists before. All are trivial issues and far less relevant to the theme of the play. 

No linguistic device that features dramatic climax in traditional plays is found. In sum, 

the plot of Waiting for Godot is not a linear and traditional one (plays with linear plot 

have a identifiable beginning and a result of the play), but is circular (the end of the 

play is the same with the beginning) and without climax. 

 Besides the plot, the characters and settings do not follow the traditional concept, 

either. The introduction to the characters in traditional plays usually includes the age, 

gender, personality, job, and relationship with other characters. The introduction to the 

character of traditional plays is like the one presented below. 

Amanda Wingfield (the mother). A little woman of great but confused vitality 
clinging frantically to another time and place. Her characterization must 
be carefully created, not coped from type. She is not paranoiac, but her 
life is paranoia. There is much to admire in Amanda, and as much to love 
and pity as there is to laugh at. Certainly she has endurance and a kind of 
heroism, and though her foolishness makes her unwittingly cruel at times, 
there is tenderness in her slight person. 

(Tennessee Williams, The Glass Menagerie) 

The description of the characters helps the readers, the actors, and the directors to 

have a basic understanding of who the characters are, and the relationship with other 



characters. Also, it saves the readers lots of energy in identifying the characters, so 

that they could pay more attention to the development of the story of the play.  

In Waiting for Godot, there are five characters on stage; however, all of them 

have neither specific description nor clear background information. In fact, at the very 

beginning of the play, there is only a name list of all the characters (Godot is excluded 

since he never appears on stage). No detail or further information about the characters 

is given as traditional plays usually do.  

On the other hand, the description of the setting is much less as in traditional 

plays. The stage description of traditional plays is very detailed, even the weather is 

included. The following is the stage description of The Cherry Orchard. 

A room which is still known as the nursery. One of the doors leads to 
Anya’s room. Daybreak; the sun will be rising soon. It is May. The 
cherry trees are in blossom, but it is cold in the orchard. Morning frost. 
The windows of the room are shut. Enter Dunyasha, carrying a candle, 
and Lopakhin with a book in his hand.  

(Anton Pavlovich Chekhov, The Cherry Orchard, Act I) 

The same with the description of the characters, the description of the settings help 

the readers to understand the play in a much easier way. The description assists the 

readers to imagine the scenes which have direct impact on the dramatic effect. In 

addition, it helps the director of the play to construct the physical setting of the play. 

In Waiting for Godot, the stage description of Act I is “A country road. A tree. 

Evening” and “Next day. Same time. Same place.” for Act II. The introduction to the 



characters and the description of the settings of Waiting for Godot are too simple to 

provide the audiences with enough background information. That is, the play is 

without much context clues, so that inference is quite difficult.  

However, the most important and relevant aspect to this study and is most 

frequently mentioned in the critics of literature about Waiting for Godot is the 

language use for the dramatic effect of absurdity. One of the traits of absurd plays is 

that the forms are irrational in order to match and express the theme of absurdity. 

Language uses that violate linguistic principles could be easily found in Waiting for 

Godot. By violating the pragmatic principles, the speech of the whole play becomes 

incoherent, and the exchanges of a conversation become irrelevant. The present study 

thus aims to analyze from the pragmatic point of view the unusual language use, the 

relation between the language use and the effect of absurdity, and at last how 

readers/audiences interpret the play.  

Waiting for Godot has two acts, and there are 1740 turns in the play (the stage 

instruction is not calculated), and the length of each turn ranges from one word to 731 

words (here refers to Lucky’s “thinking,” which includes many non-existing words). 

Every line of the play, including the stage instruction, will be investigated in order to 

find the types of the language use relating to pragmatic principles.  

 



3.2 Procedure of Data Analysis 

     In this study, the absurd forms that are related to the violation of pragmatic 

theories will be discussed. The procedure of data analysis includes the definition of a 

basic unit, the identification and categorization of absurd language use, and the 

calculation of each type of absurdity. 

3.2.1 Definition of Unit 

 Different studies adopt different unit to parse language data. Some studies (Chui, 

2001; Givon, 1983; Sacks, 1974) use topic chain as a unit. But the problems are that a 

topic is a discourse concept, which is without clear and precise definition in nature, 

and sometimes it is not easy to recognize two different topics because the difference 

between the two is a degree of relevancy. A topic is thus not appropriate to be a unit in 

this study because it lacks precise definition and concrete boundary marker. Some 

studies use turns as analysis unit, but the problem is that a turn may contain one or 

more sentences. Therefore, violation of pragmatic principles (such as the violation of 

the maxim of relation) between sentences within a turn would be neglected if a basic 

unit is a turn. A typical example is presented below. 

POZZO: He's stopped crying. (To Estragon.) You have replaced him as it 
were. (Lyrically.) The tears of the world are a constant quantity. For 
each one who begins to weep, somewhere else another stops. The same 
is true of the laugh. (He laughs.) Let us not then speak ill of our 
generation, it is not any unhappier than its predecessors. (Pause.)  



Let us not speak well of it either. (Pause.) Let us not speak of it at all. 
(Pause. Judiciously.) It is true the population has increased.  

(Waiting for Godot, Act I, line 771 to 777) 

In the excerpt above there are three cases of violation of the maxim of relation out of 

nine units. Pozzo shifts the topic from the issue of crying and laughing to speaking ill 

or well of the generation, and at last to the population. If we take a turn as a basic unit, 

we have only one case, which does not reflect the real number of violation cases. 

Therefore, a turn is not appropriate unit in this study.  

 The punctuation, on the other hand, has the advantage of having definite 

identifiable boundary markers with which we could count more correctly. Punctuation 

thus serves as clearly indicator of the real number of violation cases. Take Pozzo’s 

monologue for example again, if we adopt the punctuation method, there are nine 

units in this monologue, and three cases of violation of the pragmatic principle.  

However, not all kinds of punctuation could be the boundary markers of a unit. 

An utterance is counted as a unit only when it is ended with: 

(1) A period (.) 
(2) A question mark (?) 
(3) An exclamation mark (!) 
(4) Suspension periods at the end of a turn (…) 

Utterances ended with a period, a question mark, and an exclamation mark are 

considered as complete in meaning or proposition, thus the three punctuations serve 

as ending marks of a unit. The suspension periods may appear within or at the end of 



a turn, but they are counted as a unit only when they appear at the end of a turn 

because the suspension periods within a turn indicate hesitation or stammer, but 

suspension periods at the end of a turn mean a close of a turn or a turn-taking. In other 

words, a unit may contain commas or suspension periods within it. The following 

utterances are considered as a unit respectively. 

(I) Estragon: Me too. (a unit ends with a period) 
(II) Vladimir: It hurts? (a unit ends with a question mark) 
(III) Estragon: (feebly). Help me! (a unit ends with an exclamation mark) 
(IV) Estragon: (trying to remember the name). Er… (a unit ends with suspension 

periods at the end of a turn). 
(V) Vladimir: Oh no, Sir, not for an instant, Sir. (a unit ends with a period and has 

commas within) 
(VI) Vladimir: Oh he’s a…he’s a kind of acquaintance. (a unit ends with a period 

and has suspension periods within) 

A very special monologue of Lucky’s “thinking” composed of 731 words including 

many non-existing words is considered as a unit since we find no unit markers like 

periods, question marks, and exclamation marks in the monologue. This example is 

presented in Appendix. In the rest of the data, no violation case is found within a unit, 

and it supports that punctuation serves as good unit marker in this study. 

3.2.2 Categorization of Language Data 

After the determination of a unit, the analysis will continue with the 

identification and categorization of absurd language use which violates pragmatic 

principles. Once the cases of violating pragmatics are identified, they are categorized 

in terms of the pragmatic principles and theories they violate. The pragmatic 



principles and theories, as mentioned in chapter 2, are the Cooperative Principle and 

its maxims, and the speech act theory. The reason why the two theories are selected is 

that most of the cases of absurd language use are based on these principles.  

The following is an example of the violation of the maxim of quantity.  

(a) 

Silence 
Estragon: (anxious). And we? 
Vladimir: I beg your pardon? 
Estragon: I said, And we? 
Vladimir: I don’t understand. 
Estragon: Where do we come in? 
Vladimir: Come in? 
Estragon: Take your time.   

 (Waiting for Godot, Act I, line 325 to 332) 

Estragon’s question “And we?” actually means “And where do we come in.” 

Estragon assumes that Vladimir can understand his quantitatively insufficient 

utterance, but in fact, Vladimir can’t. Vladimir’s first reply “I beg your pardon?” is a 

normal response since Estragon’s question is not as informative as required. 

Vladimir’s reply can be seen as a cue for further information, but Estragon’s reaction 

to the cue flouts the maxim of quantity again because he simply repeats the question 

without adding any information. Vladimir’s second response, “I don’t understand”, 

clearly and directly expresses his being confused with Estragon’s question. Estragon’s 

reaction, though clearer than the original question, is still not informative enough to 

make Vladimir understand the question. In other words, Estragon assumes that 



Vladimir can understand his utterance; but in fact, Estragon assumes too much. 

Vladimir does not share the background knowledge with him; moreover, Estragon 

neglects Vladimir’s cue for further information. Estragon, without obvious reasons, 

flouts the maxim of quantity for three times in such a short conversation and thus 

makes his speech sound absurd in the interaction. 

 Violation of speech act theory happens when the stage instruction is against the 

illocutionary act of the utterance. The illocutionary act is focused on the speaker’s 

intention of making utterance, promise, or offer, and the conventional force associated 

with it. That is, a person who says “I must call my friend right now” is supposed to do 

what he says because the conventional force and expectation addicted to his utterance 

expresses a future volitional behavior, unless there is evidence indicating his 

statement is a lie or his inability to do what he has said. The actual behavior, in this 

play, is the action that the stage instruction indicates. Taking the stage instruction into 

consideration, we see the mismatch of illocutionary act of an utterance and the 

accompanying nonverbal behavior in the example below. 

(b) 

Estragon: Well, shall we go? 
  Vladimir: Yes, let’s go. 
      They do not move. 

(Waiting for Godot, Act I, line 1450 to 1452) 

The mismatch of verbal and non-verbal behavior is against the felicity condition of 



the speech act theory. The felicity condition describes the situations when producing 

utterances is more than producing utterances, but is performing action with words. 

The felicity condition contains the following situation. 

A: (i) there must be a conventional procedure having a conventional effect. 

  (ii) the circumstances and persons must be appropriate. 

B: The procedure must be executed (i) correctly, (ii) completely. 

C: Often 

(i) the persons must have the requisite thoughts, feelings and intentions and 

(ii) if consequent conduct is specified, then the relevant parties must do it. 

Conditions A and B are both satisfied in example (b): there is conventional force 

associated with the characters’ utterances (“shall we go” and “let’s go” express the 

speaker’s strong volition of leaving), and the two characters have good reason to 

express that they want to leave since Godot is not going to meet them. The characters’ 

utterances are correct and complete. However, condition C is not satisfied. The 

“often” in condition C means if condition A and B are established, they usually lead to 

condition C. But in this play, condition C does not sustain because Estragon, who 

makes the suggestion, did not move, which indicates that he does not have the 

thoughts and intention when making the proposal. The behavior is absurd in daily life 

because if one does not intend to do one thing, there is no motivation to propose doing 



it. The same reason goes to Vladimir’s reply and not acting. Vladimir’s reply (Yes, 

let’s go.) also violates felicity condition C because he does not move as his reply 

indicates. In short, the two protagonists do not have the requisite intention in what 

they say, and they do not perform the action after the consequent is conducted. No 

reason is given in the play, and thus results in absurdity. 

3.2.3 Counting Cases of Absurd Language Use 

In addition to the detecting of linguistic data that violates the pragmatic theories, 

the numbers of violation cases are also put into consideration. By counting the 

frequencies of the cases of absurd language use of each category, we may find out the 

author’s preferred strategy, and, if possible, the core of linguistic device of absurdity. 

 The examples of (a) and (b) mentioned in the previous discussion are taken to 

illustrate how we count the numbers of violation. In example (a), Estragon makes 

three utterances which do not provide enough information as expected; thus the 

number of the violation of the maxim of quantity is three.  

(a) 

Silence 
Estragon: (anxious). And we? (1) 
Vladimir: I beg your pardon? 
Estragon: I said, And we? (2) 
Vladimir: I don’t understand. 
Estragon: Where do we come in? (3) 
Vladimir: Come in? 
Estragon: Take your time.   



In example (b), the number of the violation of speech act is one because only one unit 

is against the stage instruction.  

(b) 

Estragon: Well, shall we go? 
  Vladimir: Yes, let’s go. (1) 
      They do not move.    

The counting of the rest examples in the play will follow the method described in this 

section. 

3.3 Quantitative Analysis 

Detailed description of each type of absurd language use will be presented. 

Examples from the play are given to illustrate how the pragmatic principles are 

flouted for the effect of absurdity. The numbers of each type of absurd language use 

will be presented in section 3.4. 

3.3.1 Flouting of Cooperative Principle 

     The cooperative principle and its maxims make communications successfully 

keep going on if the interlocutors observe them. There are two methods to work out 

the cooperative principle: one is to obey the maxims, and the other is to flout the 

maxims. When the second method is adopted, the mechanism of implying-inferring 

must be activated simultaneously for the interlocutors to get the underlying meaning. 

Therefore, any flouting of the maxims must have a reason behind it. However, the 

author of Waiting for Godot, in order to achieve the effect of absurdity, make the 



characters flout the maxims of CP without leaving sufficient clues for the readers to 

infer the meaning. Thus, the absurdity rises from the flouting of the maxims. 

However, not every maxim is manipulated for the dramatic effect of absurdity. 

No violation of the maxim of quality is found in this play. An explanation from the 

researcher is that the flouting of quality is too difficult to judge in this play because it 

is hard for the readers/audiences to infer the intention of the characters (whether 

characters have “their own” intentions is still a question). The sub-maxims of the 

maxim of quality are that first, do not say what you believe to be false, and the second 

is not to say something that lacks adequate evidence. That is, before we judge if a 

speaker flouts the maxim of quality or not, we must make clear if the speaker believes 

in what he says and if he has adequate evidence. In Waiting for Godot, such 

conditions are almost impossible to achieve. As presented in the previous sections, 

Waiting for Godot is a play that lacks sufficient description of the characters and 

settings as the sources of background information and context. Thus, the 

readers/audiences know nearly nothing about the characters and the context, which 

makes it almost impossible to judge the truth or falsity of the characters’ utterance. 

Therefore, we can not decide cases of flout the maxim of quality.  

In fact, the truth or falsity may be an irrelevant issue in this play. Absurd 

playwrights presented the absurdity of human condition, which is marked with 



bewilderment, anxiety, wonder, and nothingness in life. They try to shake the 

traditional value of human existence through their works, wishing to convey the 

theme that human beings are from nothing and doomed to end with nothing. Truth or 

falsity is not a focus in the discussion among the school of the theater of the absurd. 

Therefore, it is not surprising that the flouting of the maxim of quality is not found in 

Waiting for Godot. 

3.3.1.1 Flouting of Quantity      

     The definition of the maxim of quantity is to give the exact amount of 

information. According to Grice (1975), there are two sub-maxims under the maxim 

of quantity. The first is “Make your contribution as informative as is required” and the 

second is “Do not make your contribution more informative than is required.” In this 

section, the shortage of required information is the main scope to be discussed 

because it has much wider distribution than over-loaded information. The example of 

flouting the maxim of quantity has been presented in example (a) in section 3.2.2. In 

the example, Estragon utters a syntactically incomplete clause “and we?” to initiate a 

new topic. Apparently Vladimir does not have identical background knowledge with 

Estragon and thus is not clear about what the clause “and we” means. In other words, 

Estragon’s “and we” is not supported by enough information or clues for Vladimir to 

interpret and the communication consequently could not achieve any communication 



effect at all. However, Estragon neglects Vladimir’s cue for further information, such 

as “I beg your pardon”, but simply repeats the clause “and we.” It is obvious, from the 

conversation, that Estragon and Vladimir do not share the knowledge required to 

interpret Estragon’s speech and question. There is no linguistic or extra-linguistic 

evidence showing why Estragon is not able to sense the information gap between him 

and his interlocutor. Thus, Estragon’s utterances are unexplainable from the maxim of 

quantity, and turns out to be absurdity. 

3.3.1.2 Flouting of Relation 

     The brief definition of the maxim of relation is quite simple: “Be relevant” 

(Grice, 1975). In order to calculate the number of violation cases of the maxim of 

relation, every single unit that is not related to the neighboring units would be 

considered as irrelevant and incoherent. Another crucial point is that the violation of 

the maxim of relation (actually, the same with the violation of the maxim of quantity 

and manner) is an issue of degree. Real conversations, especially conversations of low 

formality, are filled with repetitions, repairs, and interruptions. Therefore, sometimes 

the semantic gap between utterances is acceptable. However, in plays, the criteria in 

the judgment of relation must be stricter because plays are written forms in nature. 

Also, the topics of verbal exchanges are often with definite goal for the interlocutors 

to achieve through conversation. The judgment on the degree of relevancy of plays, 



therefore, needs a much stricter standard than on real conversations.  

 In the following example, Vladimir’s four utterances are irrelevant to Estragon’s 

and to Pozzo’s calling for help.  

 (4) 

VLADIMIR: Gogo!  
POZZO: (clutching onto Lucky who staggers). What is it? Who is it?  

 Lucky falls, drops everything and brings down Pozzo with him. 
They lie helpless among the scattered baggage.  

ESTRAGON: Is it Godot?  
VLADIMIR: At last! (He goes towards the heap.) Reinforcements at last!  
POZZO: Help!  
ESTRAGON: Is it Godot?  
VLADIMIR: We were beginning to weaken. Now we're sure to see the 

evening out.  
POZZO: Help!  
ESTRAGON: Do you hear him?  
VLADIMIR: We are no longer alone, waiting for the night, waiting for 

Godot, waiting for . . . waiting. All evening we have struggled, 
unassisted. Now it's over. It's already tomorrow.  

POZZO: Help!  
VLADIMIR: Time flows again already. The sun will set, the moon rise, 

and we away . . . from here.  

POZZO: Pity! 

(Waiting for Godot, Act II, line 675 to 693) 

Obviously, Vladimir notices that Pozzo and Lucky appear on stage, so he says 

“Gogo!” to warn Estragon that someone is approaching. However, soon Vladimir 

ignores Estragon’s questions and Pozzo’s crying for help and falls into a monolog-like 

utterance. Though on the surface Vladimir still has exchanges of turns with Estragon 

and Pozzo, the content is not relevant to Estragon’s questions “Is it Godot?” and “Do 

you hear him?” which attempt to ask for confirmation and to draw intention.  



One thing that needs to be emphasized is that it is not purely the irrelevance 

between the utterances of Vladimir, Estragon, and Pozzo that results in the effect of 

absurdity. It is the irrelevance between utterances and the density of irrelevance (four 

cases of irrelevance in a conversation with only nineteen units) that make the 

conversation in example (4) absurd. Moreover, the reason why Vladimir flouts the 

maxim of relevance is almost non-detectable for there is no evidence in the play 

indicating that Vladimir’s flouting the maxim is to achieve certain purpose, for 

example, to show humor or malice. Therefore, the flouting of the maxim of relevance 

with high density results in the effect of absurdity. 

Another kind of example of flouting the maxim of relation is found in the 

character’s monologue in which the content of each unit is not relevant. The example 

is presented below.  

(5)  

POZZO: ①He's stopped crying. (To Estragon.) ②You have replaced him as it 
were. (Lyrically.) ③The tears of the world are a constant quantity. ④
For each one who begins to weep, somewhere else another stops. ⑤
The same is true of the laugh. (He laughs.) ⑥Let us not then speak 
ill of our generation, it is not any unhappier than its predecessors 
(1). (Pause.) ⑦Let us not speak well of it either. (Pause.) ⑧Let us 
not speak of it at all. (Pause. Judiciously.) ⑨It is true the population 
has increased (2).  

(Waiting for Godot, Act I, line 771 to 777) 

In example (5), there are nine units (numbers in circles), and the topics in Pozzo’s 

monologue violate the maxim of relation for two times. The topic is from referring to 

the crying to speaking ill of the generation, and to the increasing population. The 

semantic relation between the three topics is too weak to be coherent, and thus the 



monologue in example (5) is considered as absurd.  

3.3.1.3 Flouting of Manner 

     According to Grice (1975), the definition of the principle of manner is to be 

perspicuous, with four sub-maxims—“Avoid obscurity of expression”, “Avoid 

ambiguity”, “Be brief (avoid unnecessary prolixity)” and “Be orderly.” The following 

example presents Vladimir’s story with simple plot: one of the four Evangelists says 

that the Savior will save one of the two thieves, and one of the rest of the Evangelists 

thinks that the Savior will not save the two thieves because the two thieves abused the 

Savior. However, Vladimir tells the story in a very ambiguous way by using the 

pronouns that have more than one potential referent, and thus make the story 

confusing. 

 (6) 

     Vladimir: Ah yes, the two thieves. Do you remember the story? 
Estragon: No. 
Vladimir: Shall I tell it to you? 
Estragon: No. 
Vladimir: It’ll pass the time. (Pause.) Two thieves, crucified at the 

same time as our Saviour. One— 
Estragon: Our what? 

Vladimir: Our Saviour. Two thieves. One is supposed to have been 
saved and the other…(he searches for the contrary of 
saved)…damned. 

Estragon: Saved from what? 
Vladimir: Hell. 
Estragon: I am going. 

            He does not move. 
Vladimir: And yet…(pause)…how is it—this is not boring you I 



hope—how is it that of the four Evangelists only one 
speaks of a thief being saved. The four of them were 
there—or thereabouts—and only one speaks of a thief 
being saved. (Pause.) Come on, Gogo, return the ball, 
can’t you, once in a way? 

Estragon: (with exaggerated enthusiasm). I find this really most 
extraordinarily interesting. 

Vladimir: One out of four. Of the other three two don’t mention 
any thieves at all and the third says that both of them 
abused him. (1) 

Estragon: Who? 
           Vladimir: What? 
           Estragon: What’s all this about? Abused who? 
           Vladimir: The Saviour. 
           Estragon: Why? 
           Vladimir: Because he wouldn’t save them. (2) 

(Waiting for Godot, Act I, line 101 to 128) 

 

In this example, Vladimir flouts the maxim of manner twice since his story-telling is 

not clear enough to make Estragon understand. Thus, in the process of story-telling, 

Estragon interrupts for several times and forces Vladimir to repair the missing parts. 

The ambiguity, the result of flouting the maxim of manner, comes mainly from the 

ambiguous usage of the pronouns. In the line, “Of the other three two don’t mention 

any thieves at all and the third says that both of them abused him”, it is easy for 

readers to think that the single third person pronoun, him, refers to the third Evangelist 

because the last Evangelist is the nearest noun. But in fact, the pronoun’s reference is 

the Saviour. After Vladimir makes it clear that the “him” refers to the Saviour, he 

makes the same mistake again in his next sentence. In the last line of the example, 



“Because he wouldn’t save them”, there are two potential referents of the pronoun 

them. The first are the two thieves, and the second are the two Evangelists. Though 

the semantic property of the verb “save” could offer a solution to the ambiguity of 

reference (only those need to be saved can be saved, thus the reference of “them” goes 

to the thieves only), the syntactic structure of the sentence still make it hard for the 

audiences/readers to process the story. In the story-telling, the “he” in Because he 

wouldn’t save them and the “him” in the third says that both of them abused him refer 

to the same person—the Savior; meanwhile the “them” in Because he wouldn’t save 

them and in the third says that both of them abused him refers to the two thieves. 

However, the pronouns in the story-telling have more than one possible referents, and 

thus makes the conversation confusing. Because of the flouting of the maxim of 

manner, Vladimir and Estragon have to stop in order to clarify the ambiguous parts, 

and thus the plot of the story is interrupted. Though the two main characters seem to 

figure everything out in the long run, it still remains confusing to the readers and turns 

out to be confusion, which is the source of the effect of absurdity. 

3.3.2 Violation of Speech Act Theory 

     Austin (1962) mentions the illocutionary act plays the most important part in 

communication because it focuses on the speaker’s intention of producing utterance to 

make statements, promises, or commands. Generally speaking, people have 



illocutionary act behind utterances, even though the illocutionary act does not mean 

the proposition of the utterance, such as a Chinese style greeting by asking if the 

addressee has eaten or not. That is, every utterance serves certain purpose or is 

produced to achieve a goal. Moreover, it is expected that the verbal utterance and 

illocutionary act associated with the utterance would match the non-verbal behavior in 

sentences like “I’ll get it”, and “Let’s go” in which the speaker shows his volition 

(illocutionary act) of doing what he says, so what follows would be the action of 

leaving. In Waiting for Godot, one trait of absurdity is the mismatch of verbal 

utterance and the following non-verbal behavior: the character’s action does not 

respond to his volition and the illocutionary act of his words. In other words, the 

characters do not have the intention to do what they say, but still keep saying so 

through the play. The mismatch of verbal utterance and non-verbal behavior is an 

example of unfulfilled felicity condition in which “the persons must have the requisite 

thoughts, feelings and intentions.” Here are two examples of this kind. 

(7) 
      Vladimir: (to Estragon). Give him his hat. 

         Estragon: Me! After what he did to me! Never! 
         Vladimir: I’ll give it to him. 
                 He does not move.  

(Waiting for Godot, Act I, line 1048 to 1051) 
(8) 

      Estragon: Well, shall we go? 
         Vladimir: Yes, let’s go. 
                  They do not move.  



(Waiting for Godot, Act I, line 1450 to 1452) 
 

The mismatch is against the speech act theory because first, the characters’ action is 

against the illocutionary act: the character says “I’ll give it to him” and “Yes, let’s go”, 

but does not move at all. Second, as Austin (1962) points out, performing actions with 

words would be successful only under certain conditions (the principle of the felicity 

conditions), and one of the conditions is “the persons must have the requisite thoughts, 

feelings and intentions” and “if consequent conduct is specified, then the relevant 

parties must do it.” However, in the examples above, although the request (let’s go) is 

uttered, neither of the two characters does it (they remain motionless). Normally, once 

an utterance is spoken, the illocutionary force of the utterance is expected to be 

carried out by the speaker. In the play, there is no evidence showing the characters’ 

disability of performing action or understanding the proposition of the utterances, and 

no reason is given to explain why the speaker does not take action even though the 

conditions are met. Therefore, the confusion of why the characters behave in that way 

rises in the audience mind, and if no reason or explanation is found in the play, the 

mismatch of the verbal utterance and non-verbal behavior boosts the effect of 

absurdity. 

 In this play, another type of absurd language use which violates the felicity 

condition of speech act theory is found in Pozzo’s monologue. The principle of 



felicity condition (A) is that “the circumstances and persons must be appropriate” 

which sets restrictions to the condition in which speaking is performing action. In the 

example below, the Pozzo is not expected to refuse if he is not invited or asked to do 

anything. In other words, when no request has been made, there is no condition for 

one to make a refusal. In the following example, Pozzo “refuses”, though no body 

asks (no matter verbally or nonverbally) him to do anything. The circumstance is not 

appropriate for making a refusal; however, Pozzo still performs the action with his 

utterances. 

(9) 
POZZO: Except the firmament. (He laughs, pleased with this witticism.) But I 

see what it is, you are not from these parts, you don't know what our 
twilights can do. Shall I tell you? (Silence. Estragon is fiddling with 
his boot again, Vladimir with his hat.) I can't refuse you. 
(Vaporizer.) A little attention, if you please. (Vladimir and Estragon 
continue their fiddling, Lucky is half asleep. Pozzo cracks his whip 
feebly.) What's the matter with this whip? (He gets up and cracks it 
more vigorously, finally with success. Lucky jumps. Vladimir's hat, 
Estragon's boot, Lucky's hat, fall to the ground. Pozzo throws down 
the whip.) Worn out, this whip. (He looks at Vladimir and Estragon.) 
What was I saying?  

(Waiting for Godot, Act I, Line 894 to 903) 

    In this study, the effect of absurdity emerges from the absence of the 

illocutionary act of utterances, which results in the mismatch of verbal and non-verbal 

behaviors. There is no evidence for us to know what effects the characters who violate 

the linguistic principles want to achieve, such as irony or humor. What is even more 



absurd is that without illocutionary act, the characters can still have conversation and 

interaction with each other through the whole play. The collapse of the theory of 

speech act, mainly the illocutionary act, as well as other linguistic principles 

constructs the absurdity of Waiting for Godot.  

3.3.3 Results of Quantitative Analysis 

The following is the results of the number of two major types of language use, 

namely the flouting of Cooperative Principle and its maxims as well as the mismatch 

of verbal and non-verbal behavior. The number of each type of is presented in table 1. 

Table 1: Numbers of Violation Cases 

Types of linguistic 

strategy 

Numbers of 

violation cases 

Typical example Number of 

total units

Flouting of 

quantity 

7 See example (a) on 

page 50 

Flouting of 

relation 

106 See example (4), (5) 

on page 55, 56 

Flouting of 

Cooperative 

Principle and 

its maxims 

Flouting of 

manner 

3 See example (6) on 

page 57 

Violation of Speech Act 

Theory 

14 See example (7), (8), 

(9) on page 60, 62 

 

 

 

 

2701 



 

The most frequently used strategy is the flouting of the maxim of relation, which 

is numbered up to 106 times in the play. The second is the violation of speech act 

theory (fourteen times in total). The last two are the flouting of the maxim of quantity 

and manner, numbered as seven and three times.  

The number of the violation cases demonstrates that the linguistic strategies for 

the effect of absurdity do not share equal jobs. The number of flouting the maxim of 

quantity and manner is, compared to those of the other two strategies, so small that 

these two kinds might easily be neglected. Among the 2701 units of the play, the 

flouting of the maxim of quantity and manner occupy only ten in total, which 

probably is not far from an acceptable number of violation cases in real conversation, 

and thus make us conclude that the flouting of the maxim of quantity and manner are 

not the major strategies in Samuel Beckett’s work.  

The second dominant one is the deviation from the speech act theory. The 

violation case of this kind is fourteen, which is still not impressive if we focus only on 

the number. Truly, the number of the mismatch of verbal and nonverbal behavior is 

not significant, however, the quality is. Almost every violation case of this kind would 

attract the audience’s attention because it rarely happens in real conversations or in 

traditional plays, and if there is any, there must be further explanation saying that the 



violation is because of the speaker’s physical inability, or for the effect of joking, 

threatening, and irony. The cases in Waiting for Godot (the character promises future 

behavior but does not do it, and no further explanation is given in the play) are too 

weird to be accepted, and thus the number fourteen is, in the researcher’s opinion, 

quite enough for the effect of absurdity. 

The flouting of the maxim of relation is, from the number of violation case, 

obviously the most dominant strategy for the effect of absurdity in Waiting for Godot. 

The flouting of the maxim of relation makes the semantic connection between 

utterances break down, and therefore fills the play with confusion and uncertainty 

because what is talked about is always not clear. It seems that the content of 

utterances is not important; it is the action of making utterances that matters. In some 

cases of this kind, the semantic connection of units is so weak that we could hardly 

judge the conversation as relevant even if we search for the maxim of relevance. 

However, being irrelevant, the conversation can still keep on going, which makes the 

play even more absurd because it is against the nature of communication. From the 

quality as well as the quantity of violation cases, we therefore conclude that the 

flouting of the maxim of relation is the major strategy of Samuel Beckett for the effect 

of absurdity, and probably the core of absurdity.  

 
 


