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This research paper is a study of flouting of co-operative principles in  
Beckett’s “Waiting for Godot” Act – I. The study examines the dialogues of the 
characters from pragmatic perspective. The study seeks to give more insights on those 
assumptions in the existing critical literature which insists on the devaluation of 
language and meaninglessness in Waiting for Godot Act –I. The analysis in this study 
is based on Grice’s theory of Co-operative Principle. The observations about the 
dialogues focus on the various ways in which the characters fail to observe the co-
operative principle and its four maxims, namely the maxim of quality, quantity, 
manner and relation.  
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Introduction -  
The scope of pragmatics as an area of language studies is a wide one. According to 
Levinson (1983) because its scope covers both context dependent aspects of language 
structure, and principle of language usage and understanding that have little to do with 
linguistic structure, it may be difficult to forge a definition that will cover both of 
these aspects. Despite this, however, scholars in the area generally explain that 
pragmatics accounts for the specific meanings of utterances in particular social and 
situational contexts, In particular, Leech and Short (1981:290) write:  

The pragmatic analysis of language can be broadly understood to be the 
investigation into that aspect of meaning which is derived not from the formal 
properties of words and constructions, but from the way in which utterances are used 
and how they relate to the context in which they are uttered. 
Co-Operative Principle -  
In social science generally and linguistics specifically, the cooperative principle 
describes how people interact with one another. As phrased by Paul Grice, who 
introduced it, it states, "Make your contribution such as it is required, at the stage at 
which it occurs, by the accepted purpose or direction of the talk exchange in which 
you are engaged." Though phrased as a prescriptive command, the principle is 
intended as a description of how people normally behave in conversation. 

The philosopher Paul Grice proposed four conversational maxims that arise 
from the pragmatics of natural language. The Gricean Maxims are a way to explain 
the link between utterances and what is understood from them. The Maxims are based 
on his cooperative principle, which states, ‘Make your conversational contribution 
such as is required, at the stage at which it occurs, by the accepted purpose or 
direction of the talk exchange in which you are engaged,’ and is so called because 
listeners and speakers must speak cooperatively and mutually accept one another to be 
understood in a particular way. The principle describes how effective communication 
in conversation is achieved in common social situations and is further broken down 
into the four Maxims of Quality, Quantity, Relevance and Manner. 
 
 
 

Abstract 
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Flouting of Co-operative Principle in Waiting for Godot - ACT – I 
The analysis of conversational behaviour on the basis of Grice’s theory of Co-

operative Principle shows that characters in the play are violating the co-operative 
principle from the beginning of the play till its end. In the first utterance, for example, 
Estragon requests to Vladimir to help him in taking off his boot, but Vladimir initiates 
a very unusual reply to Estragon’s request. He also gets busy in playing with his hat. 
He violates the co-operative principle, as he remains busy in his hat. More than this, 
he also replied to Estragon that there is nothing to be done, though he has been 
offered a help from Estragon. By doing this, he fails to fulfil relevance maxim. The 
reply of Vladimir is not relevant to Estragon’s request in taking off his boots. Thus, 
Vladimir violates the relation maxim, as laid down by Grice with his irrelevant 
behaviour to Estragon’s help. Through this flouting, Vladimir is revealed as a rude 
person who doesn’t pay attention to Estragon’s request. 
 
Estragon: Why don’t you help me? 
Vladimir : (he takes off his hat again, peers inside it). Funny. (He knocks on the 
crown as  

though to dislodge a foreign body, peers into it again, puts it on again.) 
Nothing to be done. (Estragon with a supreme effort succeeds in pulling off 
his boot. He peers inside it, feels about inside it, turns it upside down, 
shakes it, looks on the ground to see if anything has fallen out, finds 
nothing, feels inside it again, staring sightlessly before him.) Well? 

Estragon: Nothing. (Waiting for Godot 7) 
The first exchange between Estragon and Vladimir sets a model of interaction 

for the rest of the conversations in which the characters alternately are violating the 
cooperative principle and exploiting the maxims. Vladimir asks Estragon that does he 
read the Bible. Estragon replied that he has just taken a look at the Bible. Vladimir 
asks another question that does he remember the Gospels from the Bible. Instead of 
giving proper reply to Vladimir’s question, Estragon adds some irrelevant information 
in his utterance and talks about the maps of Holy Land and the Dead Sea. Thus, 
Estragon violates the relation maxim with his irrelevant talk. Estragon also violates 
the quantity maxim in his utterance. The information given by Estragon is much more 
than what is needed for Vladimir’s question. Estragon adds more description of the 
Holy Land, though it is unnecessary in Vladimir’s question. Thus Estragon violates 
relation maxim and quantity maxim in his single utterance.  
 
Vladimir : [...] Did you ever read the Bible? 
Estragon: The Bible... (He reflects.) I must have taken a look at it? 
Vladimir : Do you remember the Gospels? 
Estragon: I remember the maps of the Holy Land. Coloured they were. Very pretty. 
The  

Dead Sea was pale blue. The very look of it made me thirsty. That’s where 
we’ll go. I used to say that’s where we’ll go for our honeymoon. We’ll 
swim. We’ll be happy. (Waiting for Godot 8) 

Estragon’s nature is always baffled. Most of the time, he doesn’t remember 
what they have to do and what they have done. Here is an example in which Estragon 
behaves in a confused manner. With this confused behaviour, he violates the manner 
maxim. Estragon is confused whether it is the same evenings in which they are 
suppose to meet Godot. Vladimir replied to him that it is Godot, who has informed 
about the day. Estragon creates obscurity in the day and he is also not sure regarding 
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the day as well. He is confused whether it is Saturday or Thursday. Estragon baffled 
in his own statement. At first, he said both of them were present yesterday in waiting 
for Godot but later on he changes his statement and says that both of them weren’t 
present yesterday. Estragon accepts his mistake, when Vladimir points out what he 
was saying. Thus, Estragon violates the manner maxim in which his utterances are 
confused and it is not clear and orderly.  
 
Estragon: You’re sure it was this evening? 
Vladimir : He said Saturday. (Pause.) I think, I must have made a note of it. (He 
fumbles in  

      his pockets, bursting with miscellaneous rubbish.) 
Estragon: (very insidious). But what Saturday? And is it Saturday? Or Thursday? 
Vladimir : What’ll we do? 
Estragon: If he came yesterday and we weren’t here you may be sure he won’t come 
again  
             today.  
Vladimir : But you say we were here yesterday. 
Estragon: I may be mistaken. (Pause.) Let’s stop talking for a minute, do you mind?  

     (Waiting for Godot 11) 
Vladimir and Estragon gets bored in waiting for Godot. Most of the time, their 

conversation is irrelevant in the situation. The violation of relation maxim can be 
observed through the following conversational exchange. Vladimir asked a question 
to Estragon that what we do now as both of them get bored. Estragon replies him in an 
obscure way that they will wait. Vladimir again asked him that what we do while 
waiting. In response to Vladimir’s second question, Estragon violates the relation 
maxim by reciting another question to Vladimir. The reply given by Estragon is 
irrelevant in the situation. Thus, Estragon violates the relation maxim and gives 
provides the irrelevant answer that what about hanging ourselves, so that they can 
pass the time.  
 
Vladimir : [...] What do we do now? 
Estragon: Wait. 
Vladimir : Yes, but while waiting. 
Estragon: What about hanging ourselves? (Waiting for Godot 12) 

Estragon’s impatience and greediness increases when he saw Pozzo eating the 
chicken bones. Pozzo was eating the chicken and throwing the bones in front of 
Lucky on the ground. It was Lucky who was supposed to eat the bones. Estragon goes 
towards Lucky and asks him that does he want the bones. Lucky in a reply to 
Estragon’s question, he just looks at him and doesn’t give any reply. Even Pozzo also 
ask the same thing to Lucky but still he doesn’t reply. Pozzo orders to Estragon that 
these bones are yours and he can take it. Pozzo adds some more irrelevant talk in his 
utterance. Thus, adding irrelevant talk in his utterance, Pozzo violates the quantity 
maxim. By violating the quantity maxim, Pozzo is revealed as a dominating and 
impulsive character. He dominates not only on Lucky but also on Estragon as well. 
 
Estragon: (Estragon goes towards Lucky, stops before him.) Excuse me, mister, the 
bones,  

      you won’t be wanting the bones? 
Lucky looks long at Estragon.  
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Pozzo:      Do you want them or don’t you? (Silence of Lucky, To Estragon.) They’re 
yours.  

(Estragon makes a dart at the bones, picks them up and begins to gnaw 
them.) I don’t like it. I’ve never known him to refuse a bone before. (He 
looks anxiously at Lucky.) Nice business if’d be if he fell sick on me! 
(Waiting for Godot 21-22) 

Here is another example in which it is observed that Pozzo’s dominant 
behaviour on Lucky. Vladimir and Estragon were very curious to know why Lucky 
always hold the bags, why doesn’t he put them down. Vladimir, here, wishes to ask 
the same thing to Pozzo, but suddenly he breaks himself and act like carrying heavy 
burden. He doesn’t even complete his sentence. Vladimir fails to fulfil quantity 
maxim by breaking himself in asking the question. Estragon also asks the same 
question to Pozzo but he breaks the question into some pieces like ‘bags’, ‘why’, 
never put down’ etc. By asking the question in this format, Estragon violates the 
manner maxim in the following conversational exchange. The question asked by 
Estragon is not in a proper order and can make it confused to others. Vladimir and 
Estragon may have fear by asking the same thing again and again, which leads to 
violation of quantity maxim and manner maxim.  
 
Vladimir : Why he... 

Vladimir mimics one carrying a heavy burden. Pozzo looks at him, 
puzzled.  

Estragon: (forcibly). Bags. (He points at Lucky.) Why? Always hold. (He sags, 
panting.)  

      Never put down. (He opens his hands, straightens up with relief.) Why? 
Pozzo:       Ah! Why he doesn’t make himself comfortable? Let’s try and get this 
clear. Has  

he not the right to? Certainly he has. It follows that he doesn’t want to. 
(Pause.) Gentlemen, the reason is this. (Waiting for Godot 23) 

It is also noticeable from this exchange that Pozzo, instead of providing the 
relevant answer to Vladimir and Estragon’s question, he talks something unnecessary 
things. He doesn’t provide relevant and suitable answer to them. Both Vladimir and 
Estragon doesn’t get satisfaction from Pozzo’s answer. Thus, Pozzo fails to fulfil the 
relation maxim in the above exchange.  
 
Conclusion - 

As the result indicates, Beckett’s dialogues in “Waiting for Godot ACT I” are 
full of violations of the co-operative principles. In fact, the characters practically flout 
every maxim of conversation in every dialogue in the play. We experience absurdity 
and irrationality in the character’s conversation. However, though the playwright 
induces such a sense of absurdity and irrationality by violating the conversational 
rules in the character’s dialogue and though our certainty about the characters and 
what they say is undermined from time to time in the play, we should assume that the 
playwright attaches a great significance to the character flouting of the conversational 
maxims. This significance appears mainly in the role the characters verbal excess, 
repetitions, digressions, self contradictions, pauses and silences, avoidance and 
evasiveness, play in the creation of the characters identity and establishment of 
violence effects in the play. 

The study reveals various reasons of violation of co-operation principles like 
physical state and psychological aspects or mental state of the characters like Estragon 
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and Lucky in Waiting for Godot.  It also highlights on the characters personality 
which leads towards the violation of maxims like Pozzo’s dominant nature or 
Vladimir’s co-operative, helpful and supportive nature in Waiting for Godot. Apart 
from these, many other personality characteristics are also identified while discussing 
about violation of co-operative principles. The selected conversational exchanges or 
utterances demonstrate the speaker’s attitude to the listener and listener’s move 
towards the speaker. The characters’ attitudes and intentions occupy an important role 
in their conversational activity. 
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