
Chapter 2 Literature Review 

 In this section, the characteristics and the history of the theater of the absurd will 

be discussed for better understanding of the historical background for the absurd plays. 

In addition, the pragmatic theories relating to this study, including the communicative 

competence, the Cooperative Principle, the speech act theory, the relevance principle, 

and models of communication, will also be reviewed for the theoretical background of 

the analysis 

2.1 The Theater of the Absurd 

The term of theater of the absurd, coined by Martin Esslin, refers to tendencies in 

dramatic literature that emerged in Paris during the late 1940s and early 50s in the 

plays of Arthur Adamov, Fernando Arrabal, Samuel Beckett, Jean Genet, Eugene 

Ionesco, and Jean Tardieu, etc. The main idea of the theater of the absurd is to present 

a view of absurdity of the human condition. In their point of view, human beings are 

born from the nothingness and die in the nothingness through an existence marked by 

anguish, perplexity, and absurdity. They also assert that there is no way for human 

beings to establish association between themselves and the environment (Esslin, 1969; 

Holtan, 1976; Holman and Harmon, 1992). The playwrights grouped under the label 

of the absurd endeavor to convey their sense of bewilderment, anxiety, and wonder in 

the face of an inexplicable universe. They rely heavily on poetic metaphor as a means 



of projecting their ideas and inner states of mind. 

The origins of the theatre of the absurd are rooted in the avant-gardism 

experiments in art during the 1920s and 1930s. Also, it is strongly influenced by the 

atrocious experience of the horrors of the Second World War, which shows the total 

impermanence of any value, shakes the validity of any conventions and highlights the 

precariousness of human life. It seems that the loving God does not pay any attention 

to the bloody destructions that are done by the supposedly most civilized and 

Christian Europeans. The World War II makes it increasingly difficult for men to 

maintain their old religious faith and to think themselves as children of God. These 

questions and problems naturally become of enormous importance to artists and 

intellectuals who have witnessed the horrors, and it is believed that it is the postwar 

atmosphere that generated the style of the theater of the absurd (Holtan, 1976). 

The playwrights of the camp of theater of the absurd view human life as a matter 

of existentialism and they express their perception of human existence by abandoning 

rational literary skills. However, the word “absurd” was not first used to define human 

condition by absurd playwrights, but by Jean Paul Sartre and Albert Camus (1942). 

Camus adopted traditional literary techniques, such as life-like characters, linear and 

clear plots, and conventional dialogue in his work The Myth of Sisyphus to express the 

idea of absurdity. However, while the playwrights of the theater of the absurd insisted 



that to effectively express the vision of absurdity, the methods of expression needed to 

be absurd. In other words, the absurd playwrights attempted to match the form of the 

drama with its theme and content. They believe that if life is meaningless and absurd, 

its absurdity can only be expressed through a form that is equally meaningless and 

absurd (Esslin, 1969; Holtan, 1976). The theater of the absurd openly rebel against 

convention of the traditional theatre: absurd plays are surreal, illogical, conflictless 

and plotless. The dialogue seems totally meaningless and sometimes nearly 

incomprehensible; very few background information about the characters is offered to 

the audience, and therefore it makes the characters almost unidentifiable. The 

description of the settings, the same as that of the characters, are often too insufficient 

to help the audiences understand the play. As Martin Esslin claims that “the means by 

which the dramatists of the absurd express their critique—largely instinctive and 

unintended—of our disintegrating society are based on suddenly confronting their 

audiences with a grotesquely heightened and distorted picture of a world that has gone 

mad” (Esslin, 1969). 

One of the most important aspects of absurd drama is its distrust of language as a 

means of communication. Language is considered as a vehicle of conventionalized, 

stereotyped, and meaningless exchanges in the absurd dramatists’ point of view. 

Therefore, in the absurd plays, language does not express the essence of human 



experience in the conventional way, and is not intended to represent the meaning that 

is accepted in the real world. The theatre of the absurd constitutes the first and the 

foremost attack on the essence of language, treating it as a very unreliable and 

insufficient tool of communication. For example, the language of the absurd is often 

in conflict with the immediate action, or, the topics of an absurd play do not have any 

concluding point but simply repeat ideas again and again in an infinite circle. 

Therefore, the audiences often face characters speaking chaotic, disordered, and 

bizarre dialogues with no apparent logic at all (Esslin, 1969; Gassner and Quinn, 

1969).  

 Besides the language, the action of the absurd dramas is not designed to tell a 

story in a usual sense. In traditional plays, the action is often close to real life 

experience, and could help the audiences to understand the characters’ emotion and 

the theme of the play. The action in absurd plays, on the contrary, is planned to 

present a pattern of images designed to communicate the perplexity and anxiety that 

root in the recognition that human beings are surrounded by an indecipherable 

universe (Gassner and Quinn, 1969). Sometimes the characters do not say anything 

but repeating the same action, such as exchange hats with one another again and again, 

and in some absurd plays the characters do not move their feet through the entire play 

(The Happy Days by Beckett). In sum, the action, like the language use, of the absurd 



plays is against what we experience in traditional plays. The action is designed for the 

effect of absurdity as well. 

 Though meaningless, chaotic, illogical, and incomprehensible the plays of the 

theater of the absurd may look like on the surface, the absurd playwrights do try to 

convey serious and profound ideas to their audiences. It is not true that the absurd 

playwrights would merely intend their spectators to see the plays as a combination of 

incomprehensible dialogues and actions. As Esslin marked:  

“The theater of the absurd speaks to a deeper level of the 
audience’s mind. It activates psychological forces, releases and 
liberates hidden fears and repressed aggressions.” “…the theater 
of the absurd is concerned with communicating an experience of 
being, and in doing so it is trying to be uncompromisingly honest 
and fearless in exposing the reality of the human condition……” 
(Esslin, 1969).  

As for the audiences, they are compelled to recall their life experiences associated 

with what they see on stage. The stage supplies them with a number of disjointed 

clues that they have to fit into a meaningful pattern. In this manner, they are forced to 

make a creative effort of their own, an effort of interpretation and integration (Esslin, 

1969). Thus, instead of being provided with an answer, the spectator must formulate 

questions that will unfold the meaning of the play. In fact, the manipulation of 

language for free association, similes, and metaphor is often found in traditional 

literature works, not only in absurd plays. The fantastic and the nonsensical elements 

have quite a respectable and generally accepted tradition in theater (Esslin, 1969). The 



difference lies on the basis that in the theater of the absurd, the audiences play a more 

active role than in the traditional theater in searching the underlining meaning of the 

plays. 

2.2 Pragmatic Theories 

 In this section, the pragmatic theories relating to this study will be reviewed, 

including the communicative competence, the cooperative principle, the speech act 

theory, the relevance principle, and the models of communication. The reviewed 

theories build the framework for the analysis of the present study. 

2.2.1 Communicative Competence 

     Hymes (1966) observes that people who can produce grammatical linguistic 

forms do not necessarily use the language appropriately. That is, acquiring a language 

includes not only the grammatical forms of a language, here referring to Chomsky’s 

(1965) definition of linguistic competence, but also Hymes’ definition of 

communicative competence. Hymes indicates that to survive well in a society, one 

must possess not only linguistic competence, but also communicative competence, 

which is tightly connected with the social and cultural background knowledge a 

speaker must have. In other words, a speaker who is equipped with the 

communicative competence of a language knows when and how to say what to whom, 

and when to keep silence. Communicative competence is mainly concerned with the 



speaker’s ability to consider the conversational environment in which the speaker is 

involved, and accordingly produce proper linguistic forms. To use language properly 

also involves social and cultural appropriateness. In different societies and cultures, 

the communicative skills would change in order to match the social and cultural 

norms. Furthermore, the language use still differs in different occasions even within 

one single community. A speaker with communicative competence must share the 

background knowledge with his/her interlocutors in order to communicate with 

appropriate language forms.  

Muriel Saville-Troike (1982) reviews Hymes’ communicative competence, and 

generalizes the essential components of communication. The first class is the 

linguistic knowledge, which contains verbal elements, nonverbal elements, patterns of 

elements in particular speech events, and the range of possible variants (in all 

elements and their organization). The second category is the interaction skills, which 

contains the perception of salient features in communicative situations, the selection 

and interpretation of forms appropriate to specific situations, roles, and relationships 

(rules for the use of speech), the norms of interaction and interpretation, and strategies 

for achieving goals. The last one is the cultural knowledge, which has the concept of 

the social structure, values and attitudes, cognitive map/schema, and the enculturation 

processes (transmission of knowledge and skills). A similar analysis by Canale and 



Swain (Canale and Swain, 19820) indicates that the communicative competence 

consists of four components, which are the grammatical competence (words and 

rules), the sociolinguistic competence (the appropriateness of utterance), the discourse 

competence (the coherence between utterances), and the strategic competence 

(appropriate use of communicative strategies). These studies point out the essential 

elements of the communicative competence, including the grammatical ability and the 

ability to use the language appropriately according to the context. 

The communicative competence is the necessity in communication. It enables 

interlocutors to judge the context, produce proper utterances, and respond in an 

appropriate way. The idea of communicative competence could serve as a 

measurement of appropriateness in communication of real life and of literary works 

(mostly plays) because very often the characters are the reflection of real people. A 

character would also be evaluated in terms of the degree of appropriateness of his 

interaction (mostly verbal) with other characters. However, the absurd theater treats it 

in different ways. Take the dialogues between the two characters as the examples that 

show the author of Waiting for Godot manipulates the communicative competence to 

achieve the effect of absurdity. The two characters, Estragon and Vladimir, show 

unusual deficiency of communicative competence, mainly the unreasonable lack of 

interactional skills. The following example shows the two main characters’ lack of 



interactional skills when they first meet Pozzo. That is, both Vladimir and Estragon 

seem to ignore what Pozzo says and not to cooperate with Pozzo when they have 

face-to-face communication for the first time.  

 (2) 
ESTRAGON: (undertone). Is that him?  
VLADIMIR: Who?  
ESTRAGON: (trying to remember the name). Er . . .  
VLADIMIR: Godot?  
ESTRAGON: Yes.  
POZZO: I present myself: Pozzo.  
VLADIMIR: (to Estragon). Not at all!  
ESTRAGON: He said Godot.  
VLADIMIR: Not at all!  
ESTRAGON: (timidly, to Pozzo). You're not Mr. Godot, Sir?  
POZZO: (terrifying voice). I am Pozzo! (Silence.) Pozzo! (Silence.) Does 

that name mean nothing to you? (Silence.) I say does that name 
mean nothing to you?  

Vladimir and Estragon look at each other questioningly.  
ESTRAGON: (pretending to search). Bozzo . . . Bozzo . . .  
VLADIMIR: (ditto). Pozzo . . . Pozzo . . .  
POZZO: PPPOZZZO!  
ESTRAGON: Ah! Pozzo . . . let me see . . . Pozzo . . .  
VLADIMIR: Is it Pozzo or Bozzo?  
ESTRAGON: Pozzo . . . no . . . I'm afraid I . . . no . . . I don't seem to . . .  

Pozzo advances threateningly.  
VLADIMIR: (conciliating). I once knew a family called Gozzo. The 

mother had the clap.  

(Waiting for Godot, Act I, line 438 to 460) 

There are several points showing that Estragon and Vladimir are lack of expected 

communicative competence. First, the two main characters show inappropriate 

response to Pozzo at their first meeting. Estragon ignores Pozzo’s self introduction for 



two times, which rarely happens in real life. Second, the two parties did not greet each 

other as people usually do in the real world or as characters do in other plays. In 

addition, the reason of Estragon and Vladimir’s inability to articulate Pozzo’s name, 

which is regarded impolite in real life encounter, is not explained. Third, it is not 

reasonable for Estragon to forget Godot’s name because Godot is very important to 

the two characters, and the name of Godot is mentioned for many times in the play. 

Finally, Vladimir’s final statement “I once knew a family called Gozzo. The mother 

had the clap” is also not appropriate because it is against the social norm to mention 

one’s embarrassing event (the mother had the clap) when introducing someone. 

Estragon and Vladimir’s behavior does not match conventional interaction skills and 

they fail to produce adequate linguistic forms based on the context.  

However, the main feature of Waiting for Godot is that there is no good reason to 

explain why the characters do not have the adequate communicative competence. In 

Waiting for Godot, it is not clear why the characters speak, act, and interact in such an 

outré way through the whole play. Esslin states “the readers/audiences are forced to 

make a creative effort of their own, an effort at interpretation and integration (Esslin, 

1969)”. It indicates that the audiences are not provided with enough clues to reach an 

acceptable interpretation of the play, and to integrate the play with their life 

experiences. No clue could be found in the characters’ conversations, and no evidence 



indicates that the characters are mentally disabled so that they do not behave (either 

verbally or physically) in a common way. Maybe the characters choose not to perform 

the communicative competence (still, there is no evidence to support this point, and 

no explanation for their purpose, if the characters really choose not to perform it). 

Therefore, a more possible outlet for the audiences’ confusion is to view the form of 

the play as absurd. 

One the other hand, the authors and the audiences of the absurd plays who 

communicate with each other with the absurd plays as the only media must have 

profound and mature communicative competence because their communication is 

through a very unusual form of language use. Compared to pure linguistic exchange, 

communication through one of the forms of art, i.e. plays, is more difficult, not to 

mention that the theater of the absurd does not belong to the style of traditional form 

of theater. The authors create characters who seem to lack communicative competence 

and speak in an unusual way; furthermore, they do not offer the audiences enough 

information for a reasonable explanation to the characters’ extraordinary utterances. 

As for the audiences/readers of the absurd plays, their communicative competence 

make them know that such unusual utterances are designed for certain dramatic effect, 

and thus try to search for clues outside the play, such as their life experience, for a 

reasonable interpretation. Without communicative competence, communication in 



such a unique way cannot be achieved. 

2.2.2 Cooperative Principle 

     Grice’s Cooperative Principle (1975, 45) provides guidelines for 

communicative language use. The definition of the Cooperative Principle is to make 

the interlocutors as contributive as possible based in the context it occurs. According 

to the Cooperative Principle, one must contribute the desired information in the right 

amount and in the proper way. In an ideal conversation, therefore, one must follow the 

Cooperative Principle in order to communicate with his/her interlocutor successfully; 

namely, to make both parties effective in conveying meaning is the goal of the 

Cooperative Principle. In fact, in daily conversation most people unconsciously 

assume the interlocutors to be cooperative, and a conversation without observation of 

the Cooperative Principle would likely be unsuccessful in conveying information or 

meaning. 

To define the Cooperative Principle, Grice offers four maxims: the maxims of 

quantity, quality, relation, and manner. The maxim of quantity is for interlocutors to 

make contribution as informative as required. There are two sub-maxims attached to it: 

the first one is to make the contribution as informative as is required for the current 

purposes of the exchange, and the second one is not to make the contribution more 

informative than is required. The maxim of quality is to make true contribution to the 



communication. There are also two sub-maxims attached to it. The first one is not to 

say what the speaker believes to be false, and the second one is not to say something 

that lacks adequate evidence. The third maxim of relation is relatively simple: to be 

relevant. Leech interprets the relevance as “An utterance U is relevant to a speech 

situation if U can be interpreted as contributing to the conversational goal(s) of s or h” 

(Leech, 1983). One point that is significant is that the s or h’s conversational goal(s) 

needs to be understood or inferred by the interlocutor; otherwise the utterance would 

still be considered as irrelevant. The last maxim is manner, and there are four 

sub-maxims attached to it. The first two are to avoid obscurity and avoid ambiguity, 

and the last two are to be brief and be orderly. Among the four maxims, the maxim of 

relation is the most important maxim because the semantic relation between 

utterances is the key for communication to keep going on. Sperber and Wilson (1986) 

even conclude that the four maxims could be condensed to just one: the relevance 

principle. S & W’s principle will be presented later.  

There are two ways to make the Cooperative Principle work: one is to conform 

the maxims, and the other is to flout the maxims. To conform the maxims means to 

follow the maxims, and the hearer can understand the speaker without difficulty 

because the speaker contributes the desired information in the right amount and in the 

proper way. On the other hand, the speaker can make the Cooperative Principle work 



by flouting the maxims. That is, the speaker implies the meaning by flouting the 

maxims, and if there is no reason for the hearer to believe that the speaker is not 

cooperative, the hearer would assume that the speaker’s flouting of the maxims is a 

cooperative behavior in communication, and accordingly the hearer infers the 

meaning based on the same set of maxims and on the information from the context. 

When the implied meaning equals to the inferred meaning, the Cooperative Principle 

still works.  

In Waiting for Godot, however, the maxims of CP do not work for most of the 

time in the characters’ conversations. That is, the conversations are sometimes 

incomprehensible to the audiences, and sometimes even the characters do not 

understand each other’s utterances because the Cooperative Principle and its maxims 

are violated for no obvious reason, such as teasing or ironing. As a result, the 

incomprehensibility leads to be the sense of absurdity.  

The maxims are the criteria to lead the participants to converse efficiently, 

rationally, and cooperatively. The conversation in which the cooperative principle and 

its maxims are observed is unmarked case. As Grice (1975, 47) and Brown and 

Levinson (1987) indicate, the essential assumption of an unmarked conversation is 

“no deviation from rational efficiency without a reason.” On the surface, the absurdity 

in Waiting for Godot is the deviation from the cooperative principle and its maxims 



without obvious reasons. However, all the deviations found in the play are designed 

for a certain purpose: the effect of absurdity. In other words, the conversations in 

absurd plays are designed to communicate with the audiences. Therefore, there must 

be underlining reasons under the seemly disordered language.  

The deviation from CP and its maxims is the source of absurdity. In order to 

infer the meaning which is under a non-conventional, untraditional, and even weird 

form of play, the audiences at first activate the mechanism of CP and its maxims, but 

fail to get the meaning. The present study finds CP and its maxims may not suffice the 

needs for literary interpretations, so we aim at exploring pragmatic principles.  

 2.2.3 Speech Act Theory 

     Speech act, as the term suggests, is about “doing things with words.” Before 

Austin’s speech act theory (1962), the logical positivist philosophers of language 

insist that only “meaningful” sentences are worth discussing. Thus, the sentence “the 

King of France is bald” is completely meaningless since we cannot find the referent 

in the real world. However, Austin examines that we do not just use language to 

convey meaning, in referring to its realization in the world, but also to perform 

various types of actions. As a result, he develops the theory, which we call the speech 

act theory.  

Austin mentions three acts which reflect to different tasks performed when a 



speech is delivered.  

(i) Locutionary act: the utterance of a sentence with determinate sense and   

reference 

(ii) Illocutionary act: it is focused on the speaker’s intention of making a 

statement, offer, or promise through utterance, and the conventional 

force associated with it. 

(iii) Perlocutionary act: the bringing about of effects on the audience by 

means of uttering the sentence. In other words, it emphasizes on the 

addressee’s reaction to the performatives. 

The same locutionary act may have different illocutionary acts, and different 

locutionary acts may share the same illocutionary act. Thus, the interpretation of the 

three acts is context-dependent, and any discussion without the context would be 

invalid. Among the three acts above, the illocutionary act is considered as the most 

important one because it is concerned with the speaker’s intention of making 

utterances. It seems that there is no utterance without illocutionary act, and it is the 

illocutionary act that performs the action of words.   

The locutionary act in Waiting for Godot has no much difference from other 

plays: the characters communicate with each other with spoken linguistic forms they 

produce. As for the illocutionary act, most absurd parts share one similarity: the 



absence of the speaker’s illocutionary act. That is, the characters’ intention of verbal 

utterance does not seem to exist, at least it is not easily detected in the play. What 

makes the play even more absurd is that without illocutionary act, the characters can 

still have conversations and interactions for two acts. As for the perlocutionary act, 

which involves the effect on the listeners, is not conventionally achieved just by the 

speaker’s uttering a particular utterance (Levinson, 1983). It indicates that the hearer’s 

responses might be irrelevant to the perlocutionary act. Therefore, sometimes the 

perlocutionary act in Waiting for Godot does not have much to discuss since the 

illocutionary force of the speaker’s utterance does not exist. On the other hand, 

sometimes the speaker’s illocutionary force exists in his utterances, but somehow the 

hearer fails to sense it. Thus, there is no perlocutionary act following what the speaker 

intends in the speech. The mismatch between the illocutionary act and the 

perlocutionary act would result in absurdity if no acceptable reason is provided in the 

play. 

In the speech act theory, the concept of the felicity conditions is tightly related to 

this study, and thus the felicity conditions are the focus of this part. Performing 

actions with words will be felicitous and successful only under some conditions, and 

Austin states his felicity conditions as follows (1962, 14 to 15): 

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. 

In the felicity conditions, we only see abstract description, such as “conventional” and 

“appropriate.” There is no concrete and operational definition. The possible reason 

might be that the flexibility of the condition for different cultures makes it not feasible 

to decide fixed conditions. Thus, Austin added an “often” before listing the felicity 

condition C.  

     In Waiting for Godot, the absurdity comes mainly from the failure of meeting 

the felicity conditions C (i); that is, the characters do not have the requisite thoughts, 

feelings, and intentions to do what they say. For example, the characters may make a 

suggestion, but do not have any intention to carry out the suggestion at all. 

An example is presented below: 

 (3) 

 Silence.  
ESTRAGON: Well, shall we go?  
VLADIMIR: Yes, let's go.  

 They do not move. 

(Waiting for Godot, Act I, line 1449 to 1452) 



The illocutionary act of the two characters’ utterances is not acted upon; thus, the 

procedure of making a suggestion “let’s go” is not complete. In usual situation, when 

a suggestion is made, the speaker has to perform the action of his words. In this play, 

there is no obvious reason to explain the mismatch between the characters’ utterances 

and action, and “leaving” seems not to be a difficult action to perform for the two 

characters. The characters act in violation of speech act theory for several times in the 

play, but no clue is offered to explain such violation of the principle relating language 

and action. Without explanation, the mismatch between utterance and action turns out 

to be a source of absurdity. 

2.2.4 Principle of Relevance 

 In section 2.2.2, the maxim of relation is presented, and we point out that it is the 

most important maxim because it is relation that builds up the connection between 

utterances. However, Grice’s illustration of the maxim of relation, “be relevant”, is 

not specific enough. It gives no description to how interlocutors decide the degree of 

relevance, nor to how the hearer infers the speaker’s intended meaning. No 

operational step is offered, and thus the maxim of relation is not capable of giving 

explanation to how the readers/audiences of Waiting for Godot interpret the play. 

Therefore, the Principle of Relevance, which gives more details to the process of 

inference, is needed in this study.  



The Principle of Relevance, proposed by Sperber and Wilson (1986), includes 

deductive inferential process, effects and effort, the choice of context, and mutual 

manifestness. The deductive inferential process indicates that the addressee cannot 

deduce and prove exactly what the interlocutor’s communicative intention is, but 

rather construct an assumption or a hypothesis and confirm it. In other words, the 

process is a constrained guesswork in which both hypothesis formation and 

hypothesis confirmation are involved. Hypothesis formation and confirmation are 

related to the conversational context and subjective judgment by which the hearer can 

infer the meaning of the speaker with the assistance of the context and individual 

knowledge. 

 There are two extended conditions of the Principle of Relevance (S & W, 1986): 

 Extent condition 1: an assumption is relevant in a context to the extent that its 
contextual effects in this context are large. 

 Extent condition 2: an assumption is relevant in a context to the extent that the 
effort required to process it in this context is small. 

The degree of relevance of an utterance is thus counted through the effect an utterance 

brings to the context and the effort which the processing requires. The more the 

contextual effect is, the more relevant the utterance is. The less the effort is required, 

the more relevant the utterance is. Based on the extent conditions, utterances, once 

being uttered, are relevant; the difference is the degree of relevance. 

 One of the important points of the Principle of Relevance is the choice of context, 



which probably brings the insight of literary interpretation. The choice of context is a 

crucial step to achieve relevance. When new information is added, it is significant, for 

the sake of relevance, for the communicator to select a set of assumptions or contexts 

in which the new information is relevant. The process of choosing the context has 

different directions, such as adding new information to assumptions previously used 

or derived, to encyclopedic entries of concepts already present, or to immediately 

observable physical environment. To sum up, communicators would try to search for 

a context which leads to the maxim relevance. Notice that the sources of the context 

include the “encyclopedic entries” (Sperber and Wilson, 1986), not merely limited to 

the immediate environment of the utterance. Therefore, the hearer could search for the 

context from his life experience or even imagine one that makes the input relevant.  

 Some dialogue in Waiting for Godot requires too much effort to process, and the 

contextual effect is not easily detected even the readers/audiences try to search for the 

maxim of relevance. In fact, there is no much context inside the play since very little 

introduction of the character and settings are given, the language use is against the 

convention, and the choice of context is limited in the play. The Principle of 

Relevance, like CP and speech act theory, seems not helping the readers to understand 

the dialogues. However, the audiences/readers could still have their own interpretation. 

The main point of the relevance principle is that it does not limit the reader/audiences 



to search for the relevant context “in the play.” Instead, the choice of context 

encourages the readers of Waiting for Godot to turn to information outside the play. 

That is, the readers can search for the maximum relevance both from the information 

that Waiting for Godot provides, and from the real world and their personal life 

experiences.  

2.3 Models of Communication 

 In this section two models of communication are presented as an illustration of 

the components of an ideal discourse, the functions of components, the relation 

between components, and how coherence is built up. Plays are composed with 

conversations, and the models of communication could be applied to the analysis of 

them. The conversations of Waiting for Godot are not ideal ones: we could easily find 

utterances which are incoherent and confusing through the entire play. The models 

could demonstrate the sources of the problems of the conversations by the way of 

showing which part of the model of communication is ruined. 

2.3.1 Leech’s Model 

Halliday (Halliday, 1973) proposes three functions of language, and treats them 

as being intrinsic to grammar. The three functions are presented below: 

The ideational function:   language functions as a means of conveying and 
interpreting experience of the world. 

The interpersonal function: language functions as an expression of one’s 
attitudes and an influence upon the attitudes and 



behavior of the hearer. 
The textual function:  language functions as a means of constructing a text, 

such as the spoken or written realization of 
language. 

Leech (Leech, 1983) adopts Halliday’s concept of the functions of language, but treats 

them differently. Leech interprets the ideational function as grammar (such as 

phonology, semantics, and syntax), but the interpersonal and the textual functions as 

pragmatic. Leech states that the interpersonal rhetoric and the textual rhetoric are 

characterized as “input constraints” and the “output constraints” of grammar 

respectively in the speaker’s point of view of encoding process, while in the hearer’s 

point of view, the textual rhetoric constrains the input, and the interpersonal rhetoric 

constrains the output in the decoding process. To show how the linguistic 

communication is realized in a means-ends analysis, Leech proposes a diagram in 

which Halliday’s three functions of language form hierarchy of components. 

Figure 1 Leech’s model of communication (Leech, 1983) 
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The components are considered as hierarchical because the discourse transaction is 

the whole transaction of the model. The figure indicates that the discourse is by means 

of the message, which is by means of the text. The communication is successful when 

the speaker’s intended proposition or illocutionary force in state 1 is understood by 

the hearer in state 6. To achieve this goal, the speaker needs to transfer his 

interpersonal rhetoric into a message (state 1 to 2) which is encoded into the text 

(state 2 to 3). This process imposes the speaker’s ability of grammar, i.e. phonology, 

semantics, and syntax, to transfer a thought into the physical form of language. The 

hearer who receives the text (state 3 to 4) starts to interpret it in the opposite process 

of decoding which goes from the state 4 to 5 to 6.  

Leech’s diagram represents not only a functional model of language, but also a 

processing model in which the stages of linguistic production and interpretation are 

parsed into a means-ends chain. It is important to know the different layers of 

functions of language and how they work in internal process of communication. 

However, Leech’s model does not mention some other important parts of 

communication, such as how coherence is built up in a discourse, which plays an 

important role in the connection between utterances. The present study needs a more 

detailed illustration of different layers of structures of communication, such as the 

turns, the forces of the utterances, the coherence between utterances, the relation 



between the speaker and the hearer, the relation between speakers and their utterances, 

and so on. The conversations of Waiting for Godot are problematic not in the internal 

process of encoding or decoding (in fact, it is impossible to investigate the characters’ 

psychological state), but in the incoherence between utterances and the discrepancy 

between the force of speech and the physical behavior. Therefore, we need another 

model which presents us different aspects of discourse and shows how the cohesion is 

established between utterances.  

2.3.2 Schiffrin’s Discourse Model 

Schiffrin’s model (Schiffrin, 1987) is to illustrate the coherence in discourse. The 

model focuses on local coherence between turns and could also be expanded to global 

dimensions of coherence in a discourse. The model includes five major parts: the 

exchange structure, the action structure, the ideational structure, the participation 

framework, and the information states. 

 



 

Figure 2 Schiffrin’s discourse model (Schiffrin, 1987) 
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what action is intended, what action is intended to follow, and what action actually 

does follow are all located in the structure. Moreover, the action structure involves the 

interpersonal requirements of talk which is concerned with the management of 

interlocutors so each of the interlocutors would not produce inappropriate speech. The 

exchange structure and the action structure, as Schiffrin states, belong to the type of 

non-linguistic structure because they do not involve the proposition or the semantics 

of speech. The first two structures are much more concerned with the interaction norm, 

not the idea, of talk. 

 The next structure of discourse is the ideational structure. The units of this 

structure are propositions or ideas, which are semantic in nature. There are three 

relations between the propositions to the configuration of the ideational structure: the 

cohesive, the topic, and the functional relations.  

The cohesive connections are established in the semantic relation between 

clauses: when one element of a clause presupposes information from a prior clause, 

the cohesive relation is build up. The next part of the ideational structure is its 

organization of topics and sub-topics. In short, it is concerned with what is talked 

about, or as a summary of the content of a discourse. The functional relation between 

propositions is about the role an idea plays to another. For example, some 

propositions serve as background information for others in a narrative. Schiffrin 



emphasizes that the ideational structure is different from the first two in that the 

ideational structure consists of linguistic units—the propositions; while the first two 

are composed with units which are realized by the use of language (Schiffrin, 1987).  

The next part of the discourse model is the participation framework, which is 

about the relation between the roles in a discourse, such as the relation between 

speakers and hearers, and the relation between speakers and their utterances. Schiffrin 

lists several points to illustrate that the terms “speaker” and “hearer” are 

over-simplified ones because they ignore and cannot reflect the various levels of 

identity of speakers and hearers which are realized through talk, and defines that the 

participation framework as the different ways in which the speaker and the hearer can 

relate to each other. The speaker and hearer are also related to their utterances. That is, 

they are related to the ideas, the act, and turns of their talk. Such relation is also part 

of the participation framework. Schiffrin, at last, indicates that the participation 

frameworks are pragmatic because they concern the interaction between speakers, 

hearers, and their utterances. That is, the frameworks are about the relation between 

signs and interpreters.  

The last part of Schiffrin’s model is the information state, which is centered on 

the speaker and hearer’s cognitive capacities. The information state could be divided 

into the organization and management of knowledge and meta-knowledge. The 



speaker and the hearer’s knowledge is about what a speaker knows and what a hearer 

knows. The meta-knowledge concerns what the speaker and hearer know about what 

their interlocutors know, and what part of their knowledge the interlocutor is supposed 

to know. The information state vary in terms of its certainty in a discourse because 

both speaker and hearer display what they know gradually through talking, and 

accordingly the speaker and hearer’s knowledge and meta-knowledge changes, or 

evolves, over the course of a conversation.  

Schiffrin’s discourse model consists of two non-linguistic structures (the 

exchange structure and the action structure) and one linguistic structure (the ideational 

structure). The speaker and hearer are related to each other as well as to the utterances 

they produce. The speaker and hearer’s knowledge and meta-knowledge are 

integrated in the information state. Schiffrin points out that the coherence of a 

discourse is built up in the connection between the components. That is, the coherence 

is from the integration of knowledge, meaning, action, and utterance. 

Schiffrin’s model demonstrates the essential roles and elements of a discourse. 

Cohesion is established when the components of the model interact and integrate well, 

and once the utterances are not coherent, we could investigate which part of the model 

breaks down, or between which parts the connection needs to be repaired. This study 

will apply Schiffrin’s discourse model to the analysis of the conversations of Waiting 



for Godot to investigate the language use for the dramatic effect of absurdity. 

2.4 Pragmatics in Literary Interpretation 

 One of the most significant differences between verbal communication and 

literary interpretation is the importance of the addressor’s intended meaning. In verbal 

communication, the speaker’s intended meaning is important, and the hearer’s job is 

trying his/her best to get it. It is also crucial for interlocutors to reach to an agreed 

conclusion in verbal communication. Since people regularly mean more than their 

words say, one of the goals of pragmatics is to explain why it occurs and how the 

hearer get the intended meaning. The pragmatic theories, such as CP and its maxims, 

offer deductive steps to explain how the interlocutors get the intended meaning as 

well as achieve mutual understanding. The literary interpretation, however, is 

completely another story. The author’s intended meaning is not the focus even though 

he/she is the one who creates the literary text. In the field of literary criticism, it is the 

reader’s interpretation that plays the central role. The author’s own interpretation of 

his text may be empty or irrelevant to literary interpretation (Benjamin, 1979; Tejera, 

1995; Lecercle, 1999). Therefore, in literary reading, the reader’s job is not to 

discover the author’s intended meaning, but to develop his own interpretation as the 

feedback to the literary text. Pragmatics has been applied to many aspects of analysis 

of language use, and many theories and principles are generated to explain how 



language is used in communication. The previous pragmatists, however, pay little 

attention to such common situation of literary interpretation, which also belongs to the 

field of pragmatics. Meaning in literary works is not conveyed directly, and the 

process of decoding involves the manipulation of pragmatics. Therefore, one of the 

goals of this study is to apply pragmatics to the field of literature and explore 

pragmatic principles for literary interpretation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 


