
Chapter 4 Discussion 

 The first section of this chapter is the application of Schiffrin’s discourse model 

to the analysis of the conversations of Waiting for Godot. The next is the discussion of 

what the audiences expect and assume when they are involved in the context of 

theater. The third part contains three layers of meaning interpretation in 

communication, including the literal meaning, the inferred meaning, and the 

constructed meaning. The first two layers concerns mainly about daily 

communication, while the third one aims at literary interpretation. In the fourth 

section, the persistence principle and two conditions are proposed. In the last part of 

this chapter, a communication model in literature interpretation is presented, showing 

the differences between daily communication and literary interpretation. 

4.1 Application of Discourse Model 

The linguistic behaviors in Waiting for Godot (and all other absurd plays) are not 

common either in daily conversations or in traditional plays. Conversations in Waiting 

for Godot are, compared to conversations of traditional plays, disordered, chaotic, and 

without apparent logic, which is, as discussed in chapter three, a result of flouting 

pragmatic principles. Conversations in daily life and traditional plays do have some 

seemingly irrelevant exchanges, however, in these conversations we could, with the 

assistances of information from the conversational environment, the shared 



knowledge between interlocutors, and the introduction of the characters and settings, 

successfully infer the meaning for most of the time, though it is not impossible that 

we might fail. But in Waiting for Godot, inferring the meaning from the characters’ 

conversations and the immediate conversational environment of the play is almost 

impossible, and this makes the conversations incomprehensible and finally turn out to 

be absurd ones. 

 Conversations in Waiting for Godot, unlike the ones in daily conversations, are 

delicately designed by the author, Samuel Beckett, who tries to combine the form, 

content, and theme of his plays to express the idea of absurdity. Playwrights 

belonging to the camp of the theater of absurd believe that only through absurd forms 

could they convey the idea of absurdity. Therefore, absurd playwrights adopt the 

linguistic forms which are not common in traditional plays as the way to express the 

theme of absurdity, so that it is not surprising that the criterion, norms, and principles 

in people’s cognition of daily conversation collapse in Waiting for Godot.  

 In chapter 2, Schiffrin’s model of discourse is introduced for illustration of 

different structures of a discourse and how cohesion is established through the 

interaction between the components. In chapter 3, various types of violation cases of 

pragmatic principles are demonstrated, showing Beckett’s linguistic strategy to 

achieve the effect of absurdity. The present study applies Schiffrin’s model to the 



analysis of the violation cases to see why the conversations of the play are considered 

disordered and incoherent. Schiffrin’s model is presented again for the convenience of 

discussion. 

 

Figure 2 Schiffrin’s discourse model (Schiffrin, 1987) 

The arrows show the connection between units within a structure and between 

structures, i.e. between turns, acts, propositions, and between the exchange structure, 

the action structure, the ideational structure, the information state, and the 

participation framework.  

The conversations of Waiting for Godot do not fit in with Schiffrin’s model of 

discourse in almost every structure. The violation cases could be found in the 

exchange structure, the action structure, the ideational structure, and the information 
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state. The exchange structure includes the concept of turns and adjacency pairs. This 

structure is thus fulfilled with a well-constrained form of conversation. That is, the 

interlocutors take turns, which conform to the concept of adjacency pair, in a well 

order. Although the present study does not include the issues of turn taking or 

adjacency pair, we still need to point out that the concept of the two is not fulfilled in 

the conversations of Waiting for Godot. The characters shift from having a 

conversation to a long monologue, and such shifting is without hint and is out of our 

expectation. The example of this kind is presented below.  

(10) 
VLADIMIR: Let's go.  
ESTRAGON: But take the weight off your feet, I implore you, you'll catch your 

death.  
POZZO: True. (He sits down. To Estragon.) What is your name?  
ESTRAGON: Adam.  
POZZO: (who hasn't listened). Ah yes! The night. (He raises his head.) But be a 

little more attentive, for pity's sake, otherwise we'll never get anywhere. 
(He looks at the sky.) Look! (All look at the sky except Lucky who is 
dozing off again. Pozzo jerks the rope.) Will you look at the sky, pig! 
(Lucky looks at the sky.) Good, that's enough. (They stop looking at the 
sky.) What is there so extraordinary about it? Qua sky. It is pale and 
luminous like any sky at this hour of the day. (Pause.) In these latitudes. 
(Pause.) When the weather is fine. (Lyrical.) An hour ago (he looks at 
his watch, prosaic) roughly (lyrical) after having poured forth even since 
(he hesitates, prosaic) say ten o'clock in the morning (lyrical) tirelessly 
torrents of red and white light it begins to lose its effulgence, to grow 
pale (gesture of the two hands lapsing by stages) pale, ever a little paler, 
a little paler until (dramatic pause, ample gesture of the two hands flung 
wide apart) pppfff! finished! it comes to rest. But…(hand raised in 
admonition)… but behind this veil of gentleness and peace, night is 
charging (vibrantly) and will burst upon us (snaps his fingers) pop! like 



that! (his inspiration leaves him) just when we least expect it. (Silence. 
Gloomily.) That's how it is on this bitch of an earth.  

Long silence.  

(Waiting for Godot, Act I, Line 904 to 927) 

At the beginning the three characters have conversations, but soon Pozzo occupies the 

turn and shifts the conversation into a monologue about a night. Right before the 

monologue, Pozzo and Estragon have a question-answer pair, but Pozzo does not give 

feedback or evaluation to Estragon’s answer as people usually do in daily life. Asking 

someone’s name often serves as an opening of a conversation, but somehow Pozzo 

seems to ignore it and arbitrarily shift the conversation into his own monologue. 

Example (10) thus shows how the exchange structure of Schiffrin’s model is 

destructed.  

 The next structure is the action structure, and the units of the action structure are 

also constrained in a linear sequence: what precedes the action, what action is 

intended, what action is intended to follow, and what action actually does follow are 

all located in the structure (Schiffrin, 1987). In Waiting for Godot, fourteen violation 

cases of speech act theory, namely the mismatch between verbal and nonverbal 

behavior or the violation of felicity conditions, are found. The violation cases show 

that the constrained sequence of the action structure is ruined: what is intended to 

follow the utterance does not necessarily follow, and no reason is given to explain it. 

Also, the connection between the action structure and the ideational structure is also 



blocked or cut down: the utterances lose their force of performing action, and 

therefore the incoherence between words and behaviors emerges. 

 The next structure is the ideational structure, which consists of ideas or 

propositions as its basic units. The ideational structure is the most important structure 

of the model because it concerns what is talked about in a discourse. According to 

Schiffrin, the relationship between the units is built up according to their semantic 

association with each other. That is, ideas or propositions need to be connected in the 

structure for cohesion to be constructed in a discourse. However, in the conversations 

of Waiting for Godot, we find 106 violation cases of the maxim of relation, which 

indicate that the relation between the units of the ideational structure is not built up. 

The ideas within the ideational structure are not connected with each other in the play, 

so that cohesion could hardly exist between utterances. Without the coherence 

between ideas, a discourse is likely to break down. 

 The next part is the information state, which concerns about what a speaker 

knows, what a hearer knows, and their knowledge about what their interlocutors know. 

The following case shows the break down of information state is found in the 

violation of the maxim of quantity, in which Estragon assumes too much about what 

Vladimir knows. The example is presented again. 

 
 



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) 

Besides, the information state includes the connection between the speakers and their 

utterances. That is, it concerns about what they know about their propositions in the 

ideational structure. A likely violation case is Lucky’s speech (shown in the 

Appendix). Lucky’s speech is without punctuation, but with many non-existing words, 

and words that repeat themselves for no apparent reason. It is a reasonable doubt of 

whether Lucky knows what he is talking about, and if the answer is negative, the 

information state between the speaker and the proposition of his own utterance is not 

connected.  

 The participation framework concerns the interaction between the components of 

the discourse model. However, as shown above, many of the connections between the 

components within a structure and between structures are blocked, cut down, or even 

do not exist at all in the conversations of Waiting for Godot. Without the connections, 

the components could scarcely interact with each other. The speakers and hearers 

could hardly relate themselves to the idea, act, and turn or their own talk. The 



participation framework, therefore, could hardly function. 

 After applying Schiffrin’s discourse model to the analysis of the violation cases 

of Waiting for Godot, we find out that the play does not fit into the model at all. The 

violation cases show that the connections between the units of the structures as well as 

between the structures themselves are cut down. So the language use of the play is 

perceived as disordered and incoherent. The characters speak, behave, and interact in 

an unusual way. All the factors make the play an absurd one.  

 Schiffrin’s model offers a framework for the analysis of Waiting for Godot; 

however, it cannot explain why the readers could still understand and interpret the 

play with breakdowns of connections between the components. It implies that literary 

reading and interpretation does not merely rely on the information provided in the text, 

and the readers treat the communication in daily life and in literary reading in 

different ways. As shown in chapter three, the absurdity is constructed through the 

deviation from pragmatic principles, but there is still one question left unresolved: in 

what way do the readers/audiences and the critics find out the theme and interpret the 

theme of the play, if the surface form of the play is so incomprehensible and absurd? 

Flouting pragmatic principles, like the cooperative principles and its maxims, for 

some reasons or purposes (such as politeness) is common in daily exchanges and is 

not considered as absurd at all because there are ways obtaining the implied 



meaning/implicature to fill the gap between exchanges. Exchanges in Waiting for 

Godot (and other absurd plays) are, however, written for the effect of absurdity and 

thus no one is expected to be able to interpret the violation cases from the information 

provided in the play because if there is reasonable explanation for the violation cases, 

there is no space for absurdity. What is surprising is that, though the conversational 

norms of communication are not observed for most of the time in Waiting for Godot, 

readers/audiences are still able to interpret the play, regardless how different their 

interpretations are. It is obvious that the readers/audiences do not judge the play as 

merely a pile of words of nonsense, but a play with deep thought and profound 

meaning, as Waiting for Godot has gained great appreciation all over the world, and 

Samuel Beckett was awarded with Nobel Prize for Literature. The interesting points 

are why and how. 

4.2 Context, Expectation and Assumption 

It is common and natural that, when talking to different people in different 

situations about different topics, people would have different assumption, expectation 

and accordingly respond differently. Compared to daily conversations, going to a 

theater to enjoy a play is quite a different type of communication between the author 

and his audiences. The audiences know that they are watching a play, in which the 

characters are fictional and the words are designed before uttered. The audiences 



probably have no idea about what they are going to view; yet quite likely they may 

have read introduction or criticism about the play, and may have made their own 

judgment on the play before they actually see it. Audiences going to different plays 

would have different expectations: a man who chooses a comedy just wants to be 

entertained, and he would assume to see clown-like actions and hear witty exchanges. 

A man who selects a tragedy probably wants to release his emotions or learn a lesson 

from the play. Audiences tend to have their own purposes and interpretations on what 

they see in the play. Even an audience without any expectation would try his best to 

construct his own interpretation because going to a play is by nature an activity of 

guesswork that requires the audience’s imagination to get ideas from the play. 

Therefore, it is reasonable to say that the audiences of Waiting for Godot may have 

prepared themselves to see a play which contrasts with every single concept of 

traditional plays. In other words, audiences who choose to go to Waiting for Godot 

would expect to face something extraordinary and absurd, and therefore it is not 

surprising that the absurd characters, settings, and conversations of Waiting for Godot 

do not prevent the audiences from searching for the meaning of the play. 

 Here we present some extractions from literature criticisms, in which the 

audiences describe what they feel and get in the play. 

 
 



I do not think the play is obscure except as any rich piece of writing 
is obscure. No doubt there are meanings that will disengage 
themselves in time as one lives with such a work, yet enough is clear 
from the first not only to arouse interest but to communicate a sense 
of a unified and intelligible image of life (Bentley, 1956).  
 

Waiting for Godot captures this “nothing happens” which 
constitutes our daily existence. For this reason, it is a familiar picture, 
a radiographic plate in which we recognize ourselves with horror. 
The story of Waiting for Godot is precisely the story of our lives. 
(Pronko, 1958) 

There are still plenty other criticisms on Waiting for Godot and almost every piece of 

them mentions that the audiences are just like the characters in the play, which is, as 

shown in chapter two, exactly the reflection of Samuel Beckett and other absurd 

playwrights intend to express in their plays. It shows that violating the pragmatic 

principles and deviation from the convention of traditional plays is, surprisingly, not 

ended in a blend of nonsense words, but is a successful expression of the idea of 

absurdity.  

 It is definite that the form and content of Waiting for Godot are designed to 

convey the thought of absurdity, and thus piles and piles of fragmental conversations 

that flout the principles of pragmatics are presented to the audiences. Now we have 

shown that such approach is, though different from traditional plays, effective and 

successful. Sperber and Wilson (S&W) mention that “the speaker must make some 

assumptions about the hearer’s cognitive abilities and contextual resources, which 

will necessarily be reflected in the way she communicates…” (Sperber and Wilson, 



1986). If S&W’s description is general phenomenon in human communication, 

Samuel Beckett must have assumed that his audiences could understand Waiting for 

Godot, in which the theme is conveyed in a very implicit way. In other words, Beckett 

believes that his audiences somehow can manage to infer the meaning, so that he 

communicates with his audiences through such a non-traditional way.  

4.3 Meaning Interpretation in Communication 

Communication could be seen as a process of encoding and decoding messages, 

and the goal of communication is try to understand as well as to be understood (S&W, 

1986). The language is the major access to achieve the goal, and therefore the 

manipulation and interpretation of the language plays an important role in 

communication. Roughly speaking, to understand the meaning of an utterance or a 

sentence, one needs to know the meaning of the words and the morphemes that 

compose them, the meanings of words, phrases, and sentences in the context they are 

made. There are several levels of utterance meaning. First, the literal meaning 

represents the exact semantic content of an utterance or a sentence, and no pragmatic 

principle is applied in this level of meaning interpretation. The real language use is, 

however, far more complicated than what the first level of meaning interpretation 

illustrates, and thus the first level of meaning interpretation is not enough. It is 

impossible to catch up with the flow of communication with merely the literal 



interpretation of utterances. People do have implied and additional meaning in their 

utterances. To get the implied meaning, we need the second level of utterance 

meaning, which depend a lot on the assistance of the contextual elements as well as 

the pragmatic principles, such as CP, the relevance theory, and the speech act theory, 

etc. It is without doubt that the second level of meaning interpretation is more 

complicated than the first one, but the first two levels of meaning interpretation are 

both widely used in daily conversations. 

4.3.1 The Literal Meaning in Communication 

The first level of interpreting meaning in communication is the literal meaning. 

Roughly speaking, the literal meaning of a complex sequence of words is determined 

by its grammatical properties and the meanings that are conventionally assigned to 

those words. In the literal meaning of communication, the speaker observes only the 

basic and conventional (dictionary-authorized) meaning of the linguistic devices. No 

additional meaning is added to the utterances, and no pragmatic principle is applied at 

this level of meaning interpretation. Here an example of this kind is presented. 

A: What time is it now? 
B: Three P.M. 

In the exchanges of this kind, the interlocutors can access the meaning without much 

processing effort because the meaning is clearly presented. Speaker B’s speech 

directly answers speaker A’s question. The four maxims of CP, the quality, quantity, 



relation and manner, are all satisfied, and thus no inferring work is needed. It costs the 

speakers almost no effort to find out the relevancy between utterances. At this level, 

the effort that the interlocutors need to offer is quite small. 

The literal interpretation of meaning has many valuable aspects in 

communication. The literal meaning of words is based on the dictionary definition, 

thus there is no room for personal interpretation and it will not change as context 

varies. In certain cases where the fixed mutual agreement on the interpretation of 

language, like law language, might lead to ambiguity or misunderstanding, it is the 

literal meaning that counts. For example, the content of a contract is typically 

represented by the literal meaning of the terms of the contract, and if there is a dispute 

about the contract it is normally settled according to the literal meaning of the terms, 

and not by what one or the other party thinks was implied. However, it is not enough 

in dealing with everyday linguistic exchanges with only the literal meaning. At the 

first level of meaning interpretation, it leaves no space for creative use of language. 

To make up for the insufficiency of the literal meaning in communication, the 

meaning interpretation needs to expand to the next level. 

4.3.2 The Inferred Meaning 

The second level of meaning interpretation in communication is the inferred 

meaning, which means that speakers do not simply mean the literal meaning of their 



utterances, they can imply something in their utterances in addition. The hearers need 

to do the inference job to get the implied meaning. There are several ways for the 

speaker to mean more than what he says. For example, he may flout the maxims of 

the cooperative principle deliberately, and the hearer needs to infer the meaning with 

the assistance of immediate context. An example from the researcher of interpreting 

verbal communication of the second level is presented. 

A: What time is it now? 
B: The mailman just left. 

In this example, the maxim of relation is flouted because speaker B’s utterance does 

not answer speaker A’s question. Speaker B does not point out any specific moment of 

time. It is apparent that the proposition of speaker B’s utterance is not relevant to that 

of speaker A’s utterance. Therefore, speaker A, with the assistance of immediate 

context, needs to infer the implied meaning from speaker B’s utterance. If in the 

condition in which there is no reason for speaker B not to be cooperative, speaker A 

would consider speaker B’s reply as relevant to his question, and accordingly start to 

do the inference. In the context that the mailman delivers the mails at three P.M., 

speaker A could get the inference that speaker B is telling him that the time is three 

P.M. Based on the same reason, the time that speaker B indicates would differ in 

different contexts. In such exchanges, the interlocutors need to pay more effort to get 

the meaning than they do at the first level because the meaning is not directly 



conveyed. Interlocutors need to firstly judge that the exchanges do not merely belong 

to the literal level, and then do the inference, which requires, according to the theory 

of the cooperative principle, a series of deductive reasoning. Meaning interpretation 

of the second level, though requires more effort to reach the meaning than the first 

level, are still common in daily verbal communication and the effort is worthy to pay 

for the communicative goal. People acquire the ability to infer the meaning at very 

young age. It demonstrates that people could afford such effort, and the cooperative 

principle could be applied to explain the mismatch between the literal meaning and 

the implied meaning without failure.  

4.3.3 Insufficiency of the First Two Levels 

The previous sections briefly illustrate how the literal and inferred meaning 

interpretation work in communication. The literal meaning represents the basic 

meaning of linguistic devices, and the inferred meaning allows people to express the 

idea in an indirect way. Generally speaking, these two levels of meaning interpretation 

serve well in daily communication, yet, they may not be sufficient for literary works: 

How do the audiences of Waiting for Godot infer the implied meaning if immediate 

context provides only few clues in the play? As we mentioned, there is no 

introduction of the characters, very little description of the settings (far less than 

required in traditional plays), and the conversations are filled with fragmental 



exchanges which make it difficult for the audiences to catch what the play conveys. In 

other words, the theme of Waiting for Godot is conveyed in an extremely implicit and 

indirect way. It is so implicit that one could hardly neglect the language use which 

shadows the embedded meaning. Here are extractions of criticisms on Waiting for 

Godot about the language uses. 

The characters toss out a theme, a kind of verbal montage, and then 
they abandon it. (Cohen, 1960) 
 
The beings grow pale because they need one another, and they do not 
succeed in communicating. They send out an SOS. No one answers. 
Neither Godot, nor his fellow man…(Pronko, 1958) 

 
This can also be seen in the structure of the dialogue, which is full of echoes. 
Estragon and Vladimir use language as tennis players use a ball. Examples 
are so numerous that the whole play is minted in echoes…(Cohn, 1965) 

The similar point of the three pieces of excerpt above is that they all notice the 

irrelevance between the utterances in the play. On the surface the characters 

seem to have conversations, but in fact they merely exchanges sounds, and 

what is talked about is not clear. 

Here is probably a good example of what the criticism describes: 

(11) 

VLADIMIR: I'm curious to hear what he has to offer. Then we'll take it 
or leave it.  

ESTRAGON: What exactly did we ask him for?  
VLADIMIR: Were you not there?  
ESTRAGON: I can't have been listening.  
VLADIMIR: Oh . . . Nothing very definite.  



ESTRAGON: A kind of prayer.  
VLADIMIR: Precisely.  
ESTRAGON: A vague supplication.  
VLADIMIR: Exactly.  
ESTRAGON: And what did he reply?  
VLADIMIR: That he'd see.  
ESTRAGON: That he couldn't promise anything.  
VLADIMIR: That he'd have to think it over.  
ESTRAGON: In the quiet of his home.  
VLADIMIR: Consult his family.  
ESTRAGON: His friends.  
VLADIMIR: His agents.  
ESTRAGON: His correspondents.  
VLADIMIR: His books.  
ESTRAGON: His bank account.  
VLADIMIR: Before taking a decision.  
ESTRAGON: It's the normal thing.  
VLADIMIR: Is it not?  
ESTRAGON: I think it is.  
VLADIMIR: I think so too.  

Silence.  

(Waiting for Godot, Act I, Line 299 to 325) 

The play is filled with conversations of this kind, which is not similar with 

conversations in daily life or in traditional plays. It seems that the characters merely 

toss out words but do not care about the content. On the surface they have 

conversations, but in fact they do not. It is obvious that the second level is not enough 

in dealing with such language use because the context offers few clues for the 

audiences to infer the meaning. However, the audiences of Waiting for Godot would 

naturally assume that the author is cooperative in communication. That is, they 

assume the author conveys something in the play. Therefore, the audiences try to 



search the meaning from the play. However, no matter how hard the audiences try, 

they cannot discover it either at the literal level or the inferred level of meaning 

interpretation. Such a result is inevitable, for if the audiences could get the underlying 

meaning in the second level of meaning interpretation, the play is not absurd at all. In 

other words, the form of Waiting for Godot is considered as absurd because the 

audiences/readers cannot get the inferred meaning, not as they usually do in daily 

conversations. As we show in chapter three, the maxims of the cooperative principle 

and the speech act theory are both violated for the effect of absurdity. The underlying 

meaning is obscure even considering the manipulation of pragmatic theories. 

Therefore some criticism states that the characters are actually not acting and 

speaking at all. The extraction of the criticism is presented.  

From beginning to end, the audience follows; it may lose countenance 
sometimes, but remains somehow compelled by these two beings, who 
do nothing, who say virtually nothing, who have no other quality 
than to be present (Robbe-Griliet, 1965).  

However, it is interesting that the audiences do not give up searching for the meaning 

even the first two levels of meaning interpretation fail to offer assistance. The critics 

show that the audiences are still able to comprehend the theme of the play, although at 

the same time many of them agree that the play does not virtually convey anything. 

The critics thus conclude that language is not trustable in absurd plays, and yet, the 

theme of absurd plays is still conveyed through words rather than action. Such 



paradox is, in the researcher’s opinion, the result of the third level of meaning 

interpretation and the outcome of other pragmatic application. 

4.3.4 The Constructed Meaning 

 It has been shown that the first two levels of meaning interpretation are not 

enough to offer assistance in understanding the meaning of Waiting for Godot. If the 

interpretation stops here, the absurd plays would be considered merely piles of 

incomprehensible conversations and nonsense, which is apparently not true. The 

audiences of Waiting for Godot do notice and capture the connection between the 

unique language use and the theme of the play. The following is an excerpt of Esslin 

about the connection between the language use and the content of the play. 

Language in Beckett’s plays serves to express the breakdown, the 
disintegration of language. Where there is no certainty, there can be 
no definite meanings—and the impossibility of ever attaining 
certainty is one of the main theme of Beckett’s plays (Esslin, 1969). 

The theme of Waiting for Godot seems to be conveyed only through absurd ways, 

which includes no certainty and no definite meaning of language. It is thus remained 

unsolved that how such language use could be understood. According to the previous 

discussion, there must be a third level of interpretation of meaning since the first two 

are not deep enough, and, this third level of interpretation must be based on principles 

other than the maxims of CP and the speech act theory.  

 The third level of meaning interpretation is the (audiences) constructed meaning. 



The audiences construct the meaning based on the message they receive from the play 

as well as their life experience. The audiences are led to construct their own 

interpretation of the play because Waiting for Godot, from the aspect of traditional 

plays, does not clearly convey anything with the language. What the play offers, as 

mentioned in the literature review of the theater of the absurd, is the image and the 

impression of how the author feels about the existence of human beings. Moreover, 

the play is filled with fragmental conversations and discontinued topics, and must be 

comprehended as a single unit. Esslin (1969) points out that the play could not be 

parsed into small units, and the following is his explanation. 

Beckett’s plays lack plot even more completely than other works of the 
Theater of the Absurd. Instead of a linear development, they present 
their author’s intuition of the human condition by a method that is 
essentially polyphonic; they confront their audience with an 
organized structure of statements and image that interpenetrate 
each other and that must be apprehended in their totality, rather 
like the different themes in a symphony, which gain meaning by their 
simultaneous interaction (Esslin, 1969). 

The “organized structure” refers to the circular plot, meaning that there is no definite 

starting or ending point of the story of the play. Since the play cannot be divided into 

small sections, the style is not traditional. Furthermore, the language of the play is not 

trustful, and the audiences would probably feel that the play does not convey anything, 

which makes the following criticism famous. 

“Nothing happens, nobody comes, nobody goes, it’s awful.” this 
line, spoken by one of the characters in the play, provides its best 



summary (Cohn, 1965). 

However, it is not true that the actors are simply present on stage for two acts and 

doing “nothing.” The audiences know this, but somehow could not draw a clear figure 

of what the entire play looks like, which is probably the result of abundant incoherent 

and fragmental conversations. The audiences assume and believe that the author does 

convey something through Waiting for Godot, and they thus try to do the inference 

based on whatever message they could collect to interpret the play. It is natural 

phenomenon in communication that (either interlocutors in daily conversation or the 

author and audience in the theater context) tend to believe that the interlocutors are 

cooperative, and thus people tend to believe that every language form would bear 

meaning, otherwise it is not produced. In other words, whatever the speaker says is 

meaningful, no matter how meaningless it seems to be on surface. And conveying 

meaning through a play which seems to be absurd is actually a kind of 

communication. 

4.4 Persistence Principle 

 It is true that the way absurd dramatists adopt in their plays is not the most 

accessible method in communication, and thus their audiences need to pay a lot more 

effort in search of the relevance between the linguistic form and the underlying 

meaning. On the surface, the absurd dramatists’ style is not economic in 

communicating with their audiences, but in fact, it is the only way for the audiences 



to feel the absurdity. Thus, all the effort that the audiences pay for the relevance and 

meaning is worthy if the audiences think they find the meaning behind. The 

constructed meaning cannot be achieved at the first two levels of meaning 

interpretation (the literal meaning and the inferred meaning) because the functions of 

the pragmatic principles are blocked for the effect of absurdity. The audiences are 

urged by the desire to search for the relevance of the input. Sperber and Wilson 

(Sperber and Wilson, 1986) indicate two extended conditions that explain how the 

audiences look for the relevance in the play: the audiences would look for a context in 

which the speech and the action of the characters make sense. Here we propose an 

additional principle to explain why the audiences of Waiting for Godot would, when 

the first two levels of interpretation fail to offer assistance in the comprehension of 

the play, still try to comprehend the play rather than simply give up. The principle is 

given the title as “persistence principle” because the audiences persist on searching 

for the meaning of the text, which the first two levels of meaning interpretation could 

not handle. The principle is presented below: 

Persistence principle: when the first two levels of meaning interpretation fails to 
help the hearer/audience to get the meaning, the hearer/audience would not give up 
but continue to construct the meaning. 

This additional principle explains why the audiences of Waiting for Godot keep going 

on searching for the theme of the play and construct their own meaning. What needs 

to be emphasized in this new principle is that the hearer/audience have to bear the 



assumption that the author has information and meaning to convey in his works, 

otherwise the principle would cease to function, and the communication, no matter in 

what form, would break down.  

This additional principle is not designed for daily conversations in which the 

first two levels of meaning interpretation are quite enough to handle the flow of 

meaning. The persistence principle is for text interpretation. The language use in 

Waiting for Godot, as the criticism mentioned, is without certainty, not reliable, and 

not trustful, the way left for the readers/audiences/hearers to understand the play is to 

construct their own interpretation. Thus, the persistence principle is applied only 

when the following conditions are fulfilled. 

1. The meaning in language is not interpretable at the first two levels of meaning 

interpretation. 

2. The addressee believes the addressor tries to convey meaning through his 

linguistic productions. 

It is commonly agreed that the readers of plays, poems, fictions, or other forms 

of literature works would expect the authors to have something to say in their works. 

The literary text could thus be viewed as the media through which the authors and the 

readers have conversations. However, the language use in literature works is different 

from the language use in daily life, and the readers would activate different 



mechanism to deal with the information they receive in literature works and interpret 

them. The language use in literature works is much more elaborated, complicated, and 

profound in meaning. Also, it must be associated with the theme of the literature work, 

and no irrelevant and extra unit would be included. The audiences who actively 

choose to go to a play (or any other form of art) would bear the assumption that the 

author tries to convey something in his work. Therefore, when they encounter the 

unusual language use which the first two levels of meaning interpretation could not 

solve, the audiences, instead of giving up, activate the third level of meaning 

interpretation because they believe the author has something to say. However, hearers 

in daily conversations would not tend to do the same thing because the conditions of 

daily conversation usually do not make them activate the persistence principle. In 

other words, no one would spend the effort that is more than necessary to search for 

the meaning of message which is believed to be simple and clear. But in reading 

literary works, the extra assumption of effort to search for an imaginative 

interpretation is usually tolerated, even welcomed. 

When the conditions are met and the persistence principle is activated, what does 

the reader do to construct meanings of the play? Though the persistence principle and 

the third level of meaning interpretation provide ground for the reader to interpret the 

input, the meaning construction is not without limit. The constructed meaning has to 



be based on the clues found in the input. Take Waiting for Godot as an example, the 

audiences’ interpretations of the play have great in common. Almost every cited 

criticism mentions that the issue of waiting is the main theme of the play, and Godot 

represents what the audience desires in his/her life. The possible reason for this 

consistent interpretation between different groups of audiences might be that the 

theme represents the universal problems of human beings. The two main characters 

(Estragon and Vladimir) have to come back to the same spot to wait, and though they 

keep having funny dialogues and exchanging almost meaningless conversations in the 

whole play, they unremittingly remind themselves (and the audiences) that they are 

waiting for Godot, whose coming represents the end of their waiting. Waiting is 

common human experience, and thus the audiences could easily associate the play 

with their own life experience. In other words, as the principle of relevance mentions, 

the audiences would pursue the maxim relevance of the input, and one of the method 

is to search for the context in which the input is relevant. Since waiting is a common 

human experience, it is easy for the audiences to recall the scenario of waiting in their 

lives. And the process of searching for the context makes the play meaningful and 

relevant. 

“The subject of the play is not Godot but waiting, the act of waiting as 
an essential and characteristic aspect of the human condition. 
Throughout our lives we always wait for something, and Godot simply 
represents the objective of our waiting—an event, a thing, a person, 



death (Esslin, 1969).”  

Esslin’s remarks point out the fact that nobody in the world could escape from the act 

of waiting, no matter what we wait for. The experience of waiting is thus shared by all 

human beings: we wait for the sunrise, the sunset, the beginning of a show, the ending 

of a class, the birth of a newborn baby, and the death of our own. Waiting is 

everything, and is everywhere. “Moreover,” Esslin adds, “it is in the act of waiting 

that we experience the flow of time in its purest, most evident form. If we are active, 

we tend to forget the passage of time, we pass the time, but if we are merely passively 

waiting, we are confronted with the action of time itself (Esslin, 1969).” Throughout 

the entire play, the characters as well as the audiences wait for the coming of Godot, 

who represents the ending of everyone involved in the play. The process of watching 

the play is, as Esslin states, “an experience of the flow of time in its purest, most 

evident form” since the characters “are doing nothing, and saying virtually nothing” 

for the audiences. Waiting for Godot reminds us, in a most concinnous way, the time 

of waiting. 

Based on the waiting-context, diverse interpretations are constructed. Some 

interpret the play from religious point of view, some focus on the different 

personalities of characters, and some mention the symbol that Godot represents. The 

reason why there are different interpretations may be that the not all the audiences 

share the same background knowledge and experience, and therefore they construct 



their own interpretation of the play based on their backgrounds.  

Sometimes the interpretations are not just different, but contradictory to others. 

For example, many religious interpretations view Godot as the representation of God, 

and thus the coming of Godot represents the salvation and the final point of endless 

waiting of Vladimir and Estragon. However, some interpreters seem to disagree with 

it. The following critical interpretation is from Esslin, whose articles about Waiting 

for Godot are most widely quoted.  

Vladimir and Vladimir and Estragon’s waiting is explained as signifying 
their steadfast faith and hope, while Vladimir’s kindness to his friend, 
and the two tramps’ mutual interdependence, are seen as symbols of 
Christian charity. But these religious interpretations seem to overlook a 
number of essential features of the play—its constant stress on the 
uncertainty of the appointment with Godot, Godot’s unreliability 
and irrationality, and the repeated demonstration of the futility of 
the hopes pinned on him. The act of waiting for Godot is shown as 
essentially absurd (Esslin, 1969). 

The quotation above is to show how different interpretations may be, not to show that 

differences are not allowed. As the previous discussion demonstrates, difference 

between interpretations is the result from different background knowledge and points 

of view of interpreters, and the researcher’s opinion about interpreting literary works 

is that all the literary works should be open to any kind of interpretation, even the 

author has no right to make judgments on interpretations which are against his 

intention. The following quotation illustrates the characteristics of literary 

interpretations. 



This insistence on the pragmatic characteristic of meaning is encapsulated 
in a quotation from Northrop Frye: “It has been said of Boehme that his 
books are like a picnic to which the author brings the words and the 
reader the meaning. The remark may have been intended as a sneer at 
Boehme, but it is an exact description of all works of literary art without 
exception.” The quotation makes it clear that the origin of meaning is to 
be found in a pragmatic transaction, and that the transaction takes 
place neither between author and reader nor between author and text, 
but between text and reader (Lecercle, 1999). 

Daily conversations and literary interpretations both involve human language 

use, yet, they are quite different in nature. Pragmatists have proposed principles and 

theories to explain how language works in daily exchanges, but very little attention is 

paid on literary interpretation. The previous discussion has shown that the current 

pragmatic theories do not cover every angle of human language use, and thus the 

persistence principle is given as an attempt to explain the uncovered part, that is, the 

literary interpretation, and to build connection between linguistics and literature. 

4.5 Communication Model in Literature Interpretation 

In the previous section we pointed out that the first two levels of meaning 

interpretation is not sufficient to cover all types of human language use, and proposed 

the persistence principle for literary interpretation. In this section we further elaborate 

the uniqueness of literary interpretation and present a communication model of 

literature. 

Communication through literary works is different from communication through 

verbal exchanges in daily life. In daily conversations we focus on the content of 



information, the agreed message and the social function our utterances perform. The 

immediate context, including the gender, age, social distance, the formality of topic 

and environment, and the numbers of audiences/interlocutors, etc, has great impact on 

the content and forms of the speech. Any slight change of the variant of immediate 

context would cause great effect in the language. The most important point of verbal 

communication that is different from literary reading is that daily exchanges enable 

the interlocutors to have immediate and constant feedback from each other. It is a two 

directional communication in which the speaker and the hearer exchange their roles 

constantly and everyone involved could contribute to the communication. 

Communication through literary works is another story. Literary works are for 

entertainment and the expression of feeling and emotion, thus not everyone may feel 

the same way. Most readers have no chance to meet the author to check what exactly 

the author means in his works. Therefore, what the readers face is the text, and the 

role of author is excluded in literary interpretation. The main point is how the readers 

treat the text, not the author. But even if the readers do have the opportunity to have 

face-to-face discussion with the author, in the researcher’s point of view, it does not 

make much help to the reader because interpretation is the reader’s job. In sum, 

literary reading is single directional communication in which the readers make their 

contribution to the text. That is, it is the text, not the author, that the readers 



“communicate” with. Such difference is inevitable because literary works will be 

passed down through generations, and readers of different generations have different 

backgrounds. Therefore, it is impossible to have an “absolutely correct” answer or 

interpretation of any text. The freedom that allows the readers to construct their own 

interpretation/meaning is exactly what human beings do and will keep doing. The 

following quotation makes a good summary of the reader’s “constructed meaning.” 

The author is always-already absent when interpretation takes place, and 
the feedback of oral conversation is impossible. This means—the 
contentiousness of this statement does not escape me—that even if by a 
fluke the author is still available for comment and willing to discuss 
her text, she is one interpreter among others, whose interpretations 
of her own text may, or again many not, help me to construct mine 
(Lecercle, 1999). 

Beckett, according to the following quotation, is fully aware of that interpretation is 

his readers’ job, and thus does not give an answer of what exactly Godot means.  

When Alan Schneider, who was to direct the first American production of 
Waiting for Godot, asked Beckett who or what was meant by Godot, he 
received the answer, “if I knew, I would have said so in the play.” 
This is a salutary warning to anyone who approaches Beckett’s plays with 
the intention of discovering the key to their understanding, of 
demonstrating in exact and definite terms what they mean (Esslin, 1969). 

Relying on the interpretations of the author not only sets a frame which easily limits 

the readers’ space of association, but also ruins the pleasure of reading. Pragmatic 

competence leads the readers to assume that the author conveys meaning in their 

works, and thus what they need to do is to search for the context which makes the text 

meaningful and relevant to the maximum (It is worthy our attention that pragmatics 



only leads the readers to believe that the author has meaning to convey in his work, 

not to search exactly what the author means in his work). Therefore, it is not 

surprising that the readers of Waiting for Godot find the play rich in meaning. No 

matter how much “absurd language use” they encounter, they could always transit 

absurdity into something meaningful. It is a natural result of the manipulation of 

innate pragmatic competence which were observed and proposed by linguists in their 

theories (CP, speech act theory, and the relevance principle) and in this study (the 

persistence principle). Though interpretations are different from each other, most of 

them share great part in common, which reflects the core and central idea of the play.  

 In the previous discussion we have shown that the first two levels of meaning 

interpretation are quite different from the third one in that the first two are generally 

applied in daily communications while the third one is mainly for the interpretations 

of literature works. Communications through daily exchanges and literary works, 

though both are under the umbrella of human language use, have different quality in 

nature. In daily conversations, the immediate context has influential impact on the 

speaker’s language use. The immediate context includes two parts: the characteristics 

of the interlocutors, and of the setting. The characteristics of the interlocutors include 

the age, gender, attitude, level of education, and social status of the speaker and the 

hearer. The setting includes the time, location, culture, numbers of audiences, and 



formality of topic, etc. It is important for the speaker to recognize different variants of 

the characteristics of interlocutors and setting, and accordingly adjust his speech to fit 

the immediate context. The speaker’s cognition of these variants of daily 

conversations is reflected and projected on the styles or registers of speech, which are 

tailored to mark specific social roles and social circumstances. Style or register is a 

way of speaking that a speaker develops when he/she is involved in communication 

situations. Style or register includes a similar pattern of vocabularies, features of 

intonation, characteristics of syntax and phonology, etc. In daily life communications, 

it is important to recognize different registers and what determines their choice in the 

larger speech community. Communication in daily exchanges clearly does not come 

in just one variety: the current social role the speaker holds, the role of the addressee 

in the current setting, and any relation that holds between the two (e.g., different 

kinds of interaction, different types of setting, different membership or solidarity) 

should be taken into serious consideration and would affect the choice of linguistic 

forms (Clark, 2003).  

Any slight change of the variant of the immediate context causes differences in 

the speaker’s choices of linguistic forms. For example, an adult would use simple 

vocabulary, short sentence, and more exaggerated tone when he/she speaks to a child, 

but not to another adult. A speaker would speak slower and have clearer articulation 



when he/she speaks to lots of audiences in formal public speech than to just one 

hearer in casual conversation. Other factors, such as gender, would influence the 

linguistic form as well, but are not mentioned in detail here. 

Moreover, as mentioned in the section of the second level of meaning 

interpretation, the inferred meaning depends crucially on the immediate context. The 

most important point of daily life communication is, perhaps, the speaker’s intention, 

which could determine the inference to be correct or wrong. In other words, the 

hearer’s (inference) job is not blind guess-work, but has a definite target. Once the 

hearer misses the target, misunderstanding occurs, or the speaker and the hearer could 

repair the flaw through immediate feedback and negotiation. Both the speaker and the 

hearer play important and indispensable roles in communication and meaning 

interpretation.  

The following is a diagram of dialogue which demonstrates the participating 

roles and necessary elements in daily communication. 

Context                    Context 
 
 

Pragmatic principles (CP & Speech act) 
 
 

Speaker (Addressor)       Language    Hearer (Addressee) 
       Message 

Figure 3 Model of conversation 



The diagram shows that both the speaker and the hearer are in the same context where 

the speaker can encode a message with language, and a hearer could decode a 

message with the help of language and knowledge of context. This diagram is a 

revised one of Lecercle’s diagram of conversation (Lecercle, 1999). There are two 

things that the researcher adds to the diagram: the first is the item of pragmatic 

principles (here we refer specifically to CP and speech act theory) with which the 

process of encoding and decoding usually involve. The second is the two-directional 

arrow between the two contexts, which indicates the interlocutors are in the same 

context and share similar knowledge. The context contains every piece of information 

existing in the conversational environment, including the characteristics of participant 

(age, gender, level of education, attitude, social status, purpose of having the 

conversation, etc.) and setting (location, time, culture, topic, etc.). The direction of the 

arrows indicates that both the speaker and the hearer have mutual knowledge of each 

other, and the roles of speaker and hearer may change alternately, showing that turn 

taking is common phenomenon in face-to-face conversations. Through the 

conversations the interlocutors could exchange messages, so that the two parties 

could negotiate the message and finally reach an agreed conclusion.  

 In literary interpretation, however, communication is another story. An author 

does not know the identity (social roles, age, gender, profession, the relation with the 



author, etc.) of his readers, and thus it is much difficult to adjust his language use for 

a specific reader. In the quotation of previous discussion, it is said that literary reading 

is like a picnic in which the author brings the words and the reader the meaning. What 

the researcher needs to add to this simile is that the author definitely does not know 

with whom he/she is going to have a picnic, and therefore how the words will be 

interpreted is not under the author’s control. There is no doubt that personal 

characteristics of an author, such as gender or age, would affect the style. However, in 

the field of literary interpretation, it is not as important as in daily communication.  

In the field of literary critic, interpretation shifts the burden of decision and/or 

meaning from the writer as origin of the text onto the interpreter as interventionist. In 

other words, interpretation is to be evaluated in terms of its efficacy, not its accuracy. 

Interpretation functions as translation (into common language use), and implies a 

fading of intention of meaning as source of the text, the coming to the forefront of 

language, and of the text. In the words of Walter Benjamin, in translating a piece of 

literature into common language, it is language, or the text, that communicates. The 

weakening of the relation between intention and expression (the author’s own 

interpretation of the text may be empty or irrelevant) insures and induces a 

multiplication of translations (Lecercle, 1999). This is the common situation in 

literary interpretation, which leaves much more freedom to the readers. There is no 



fixed target (author’s intention) for the readers to hit. On the contrary, the readers 

need to construct the meaning. As Lecercle states, “interpretation is not condemned to 

the partial recovery of a glorious (intention of) meaning, it provides an increase in 

meaning” (Lecercle, 1999). The meaning of the text is not from negotiation (between 

the author and the reader), not from searching the author’s intention, but from 

construction (from the readers), and “that enables the interpretation to work and 

survive” (Lecercle, 1999).  

The following is the diagram to illustrate the text interpretation. It is not the 

same with the diagram of daily conversation, and is presented below. 

 
Encyclopaedia         Encyclopaedia 
         Pragmatics 

           Pragmatics         Relevance and Persistence  

          Principle 

 

 

Author     Text     Reader 
         

Figure 4  Model of literary interpretation 

In this diagram, there is no arrow point from the text to the author because the reader 

and the author do not really communicate through the text as the media. As Benjamin 

stated, “it is language, or text, that communicates.” Therefore, the two-directional 

arrow between the text and the reader is kept, showing the nature of text 

interpretation: the real communication is between the text and the reader. The two 

？



items of encyclopaedia with a dotted arrow and a question mark in between show that 

the author and the reader’s knowledge of encyclopaedia (or “context”, as Lecercle 

states) may not be the same. As mentioned in the previous discussion, the author is 

not able to decide the identity (age, gender, social status, etc) of his readers, nor the 

setting (time, location, culture, etc) that his readers are involved in. Therefore, it is not 

possible for the author and reader to be in the same context and to share mutual 

knowledge. Moreover, since it is hard to get the author’s intention from the text, the 

reader need to activate pragmatic strategies other than CP and speech act theory. In 

this study, the pragmatic strategies refer to relevance principle and persistence 

principle. 

Differences between daily communication (interlocutors are both involved) and 

literary interpretation (the author vanishes and the readers thrives) force readers to 

trigger different pragmatic principles to interpret the input. In daily communication 

we trigger CP and speech act theory (and other principles that mark interpersonal 

relationship, such as PP), but in literary reading, we adopt relevance principle and 

persistence principle. And accordingly people have different measurement to reach 

the meaning interpretation of the two kinds. In daily communication we focus on the 

uniformity of implied and inferred meaning, and in literary interpretation, we focus 

on the adequacy and the effect of the interpretation.  



The criticism is the reflection of what the readers/audiences feel about Waiting 

for Godot. The main strategy for the effect of absurdity and the violation of the 

maxim of relation result in confusion and uncertainty. The reason why the readers 

conclude that “nothing happens” in the play, and the characters are “doing nothing 

and saying virtually nothing on the stage” is probably because of the irrelevance 

between utterances. No topic is settled down or goes to a definite ending since it is 

apparently abandoned by the characters. Beckett successfully expresses the idea and 

theme of absurdity through the unusual language use. The section of literature review 

of the Theater of the Absurd has stated that the absurd dramatist intended to show 

“the total impermanence of any value, shook the validity of any conventions and 

highlighted the precariousness of human life.” One method to achieve this goal is 

through the language use, as Esslin stated:  

Language in Beckett’s plays serves to express the breakdown, the 
disintegration of language. Where there is no certainty, there can be 
no definite meanings—and the impossibility of ever attaining certainty 
is one of the main themes of Beckett’s plays (Esslin, 1969). 

As mentioned in this chapter, one characteristic of literary interpretation is that the 

meaning of the text is constructed by the readers, and very often the readers relate the 

text to their life experiences. The effect of absurdity is achieved through pragmatic 

manipulation in language use, which is, as illustrated in previous discussion, part of 

the communicative competence. The manipulation of pragmatics makes it possible for 



literary creation and interpretation, for human beings to communicate not just in 

conventional norms, but in a very extraordinary way, and Waiting for Godot is an 

excellent example.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


