
Chapter 1 Introduction 

The theater of the absurd, rising during the 1940’s and the early 50’s, is one of the 

most important movements in the history of dramatic literature for its 

non-conventional form and content. Unlike traditional dramatists who write plays 

about interpersonal relationship, the playwrights grouped under the label of the absurd 

endeavored to convey their sense of bewilderment, anxiety, and wonder in front of the 

face of an inexplicable universe through nearly disordered and incomprehensible 

forms of their plays (Esslin, 1969). The idea of absurdity in human condition was first 

raised by Jean Paul Sartre and Albert Camus, who used the word “absurd” to define 

human conditions in his work The Myth of Sisyphus. However, the idea of absurdity in 

The Myth of Sisyphus was expressed through the form of traditional drama which 

includes identifiable characters, settings, comprehensible conversations, and clear plot. 

In contrast with the form of traditional theater, the most significant characteristic of 

the absurd plays is that the form of the absurd plays is designed in a way to reflect the 

theme of absurdity, making the form and the content look nearly chaotic and messed 

up. That is, the absurd playwrights believe that it is only with the absurd form, such as 

the language use and the action, could they convey the theme of absurdity. 

Among all the absurd plays, Waiting for Godot is considered one of the most 

successful for its profound theme and the form that matches it. On the surface, the 



play is very anti-traditional and it seems that no one could understand it; still, it gains 

appreciation in the field of drama, meaning that the play is not simply a farce, but a 

play with deep thought. The author, Samuel Beckett, was awarded the Nobel Prize for 

Literature in 1969. In Waiting for Godot, plenty non-conventional language uses are 

found, making the form far away from the tradition of drama. An example is 

presented below: 

(1) 

 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.  
 VLADIMIR: Come in? On our hands and knees? 
 ESTRAGON: As bad as that?  

(Waiting for Godot, Act I, line 325 to 334) 

 

In this example, one of the main character, Estragon initiated a new topic starting with 

a question “And we?” after a silence which is preceded by conversations about their 

memory of Godot. Obviously, his interlocutor, Vladimir, does not understand the 

statement “And we?” at all. However, in the following turns Estragon does not make 

his statements clear enough for Vladimir to have a better understanding of what he is 

talking about. That is, they do not spend time and energy to repair the conversation as 



people usually do in daily life, and the topic “And we” does not go to a conclusion of 

what it is exactly about in the play. The dialog of this kind, like many others in this 

play, seems to end with no clear conclusion and go nowhere, resulting in the effect of 

confusion both to the characters in the play and to the audiences. 

In Waiting for Godot, there is no enough background information to facilitate the 

readers’ comprehension of the play. The introduction of the characters and description 

of the settings are barely mentioned, which results in insufficiency of the context for 

the readers. Without enough background information, the readers/audiences find it 

difficult to access the meaning of many dialogs, and conversations with no sufficient 

context are extremely difficult to be analyzed. A play without clear plot, logical 

conversations, sufficient information about characters and settings would be nothing 

but a piece of farce. Yet, people could still appreciate the play without much difficulty 

(Waiting for Godot is performed around the world and gained great appreciation), 

even though they are not provided with enough context. It proves that the absurd style 

of Waiting for Godot is accepted by readers/audiences, and gives us a hint that 

literature reading is different from the communication in daily life. 

In daily life people communicate and understand each other through the 

manipulation of pragmatics. Speakers do not always say what they mean, and they 

frequently mean much more than their words actually say. They could also mean 



something quite different from the surface meaning of their words, or even just the 

opposite. For example, someone who intends to produce an ironic expression would 

probably say “I am so lucky today!” when he realizes that he accidentally steps on a 

piece of dirty stuff, such as animal dropping. Language has different layers in 

meaning, and pragmatics deals with language in actual use as well as the meaning in 

interaction: it concerns the negotiation of meaning between the speaker and the hearer, 

and the context of utterance (physical, social and linguistic). Pragmatics could give 

explanations to the gap between the literal meaning of an utterance and the intended 

meaning. Also, pragmatics is about the relationship between the utterance and it force 

(“I am thirsty” may serve as a request of water, for example), the language use that 

mark interpersonal relationship, and so on.  

The language uses in daily communication and literary works are quite different 

in nature. Language use in daily communication is aimed at the delivery of message, 

for interlocutors to build up interpersonal relationship, and to reach to an agreed 

conclusion. Language use in literary works is much more condensed (such as poetry) 

and sometimes more indirect than it is in daily communication for the sake of various 

dramatic effects, such as suspension, ambiguity (the effect of puns), irony, or 

absurdity. Unlike daily communication in which interlocutors expect to have mutual 

understanding, literature allows open interpretation, which increases the joy of 



reading and makes the literary works rich in meaning and survive through generations 

because different generations have different point of view. Readers could interpret the 

text from different angles, and the diversity of interpretations is tolerated, even 

welcomed. 

Since both the communications of daily life and literary interpretation involve 

human language use, we expect pragmatics applied to all of them. However, not much 

attention is paid to the language use in literary works, or how people create and 

comprehend them. In the field of literary critic, the author’s opinion about his own 

work is not important. What matters is how the readers interpret the text. Such a 

phenomenon is very different from the communication in daily life in which 

interlocutors tend to reach to an agreed conclusion. The uniqueness of literary 

interpretation and the language use in literature indicates that different pragmatic 

principles are needed, and to look for the principles is a major goal of this study. 

The conversations in plays are not the same with the ones in daily 

communication, and it is even much more different in absurd plays. What gives rise to 

the absurdity in the absurd plays might be the result of deviation from common 

language use, which is tightly related to pragmatics. Among all the literary works, 

Waiting for Godot is chosen because it is the most famous and successful one among 

absurd plays, which belong to a unique category in the dramatic history for its theme 



and the forms used to express the idea of absurdity. The language use in literary works 

is not the same as that of daily communication, and it is even more different in absurd 

plays. This research attempts to explain the absurdity in Waiting for Godot from the 

pragmatic point of view. The focuses are how pragmatic principles are applied in the 

play to achieve the effect of absurdity, and how the readers/audiences understand the 

play with the help of pragmatic principles.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 


