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Abstract
    Samuel Beckett, as a seminal figure in modern drama, holds a distinctive position through his work Waiting for Godot. This play is not only a cornerstone of theatrical art but is also regarded as a pioneering work in postmodernist drama. This paper aims to explore how Beckett employs anti-play techniques to embody the core essence of postmodernism, revealing his subversion and innovation of traditional dramatic structures and modes of expression.

The study begins by examining “the disappearance of the subject,” a key postmodern perspective that highlights the characters’ existential void and challenges to identity. It then investigates the “flattening of deep structures,” demonstrating how the play’s nonlinear and open-ended plot and form disrupt conventional causal logic. Finally, by integrating the themes of “uncertainty” alongside “parody and irony,” the analysis delves into the play’s absurd and ambiguous temporal-spatial environment as well as Beckett’s self-aware and satirical reconstruction of traditional drama. Through these three dimensions, this thesis elucidates the postmodern narrative logic and artistic philosophy embedded within Waiting for Godot’s anti-play techniques.

Waiting for Godot stands as a classic exemplar of the anti-play, marking Beckett’s role as a bridge between modern and postmodern literary transformations. More importantly, through its radical artistic language and profound ideological content, the play deeply articulates the anxieties and uncertainties characteristic of postmodern society.
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Introduction
0.1 Samuel Beckett and Waiting for Godot 
Samuel Barclay Beckett (1906-1989), an Irish novelist and playwright, is admittedly regarded as one of the greatest masters in the literary world of 20th century. In 1969, he was awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature by right of his eminent play, Waiting for Godot, which has influenced later generations of contemporary playwrights throughout the world. Actually Beckett considered himself a much better novelist and he thought of his plays as diversions undertaken at times when work on his fiction had brought him to a creative impasse, but since Waiting for Godot was first performed in Paris on 5 January 1953, the greater part of his literary career has resulted in his special form of writing for the theatre.
   The play contains two acts in which two tramps, Vladimir and Estragon, wait for someone named Godot who is supposed to keep an appointment with them. They are joined by a man and his servant, Pozzo and Lucky, who stay with them briefly, then continue on their unspecified way. A boy comes at the end of the first act to tell Vladimir and Estragon that Mr. Godot will not come that day, but most surely the next. A tree which has been bare of leaves is the only setting, and a moon rises to signify that day has ended and night has come as the first act ends. In the second act, the tree miraculously sprouts a few leaves but nothing else has changed for Vladimir and Estragon. Pozzo and Lucky return and then leave; the boy comes again and repeats the same information. Vladimir and Estragon are disappointed and consider committing suicide, but they even have not got a rope strong enough to hang themselves. They speak of leaving for several times but they do not move. The moon comes up again, and the curtain falls as the two men stand silently facing the audience in attitudes of solemn dignity, displaying both resignation and dejection.
0.2 Literature Review 【按照国外在先，国内研究在后的逻辑顺序综合述评当前学术界对于本论文所研究对象的研究学术史以及现状】

Samuel Beckett’s Waiting for Godot remains a pivotal work that challenges classical dramatic conventions through its embodiment of postmodernist anti-play techniques. Central to this subversion is Beckett’s deliberate “disappearance of the subject,” wherein characters Vladimir and Estragon are not portrayed as fully autonomous individuals but rather as fragmented, endlessly deferred selves. This textual fragmentation echoes the postmodern skepticism toward stable subjectivity (Murphy 45). Moreover, the play’s abandonment of a linear, cause-and-effect plot structure exemplifies the “flattening of deep structures,” emphasizing an open narrative that dissolves predetermined meaning (Lee 78). The temporal and spatial ambiguity within the play furthers this effect, creating an atmosphere rife with uncertainty and disorientation that resists fixed interpretation.

Beckett’s use of parody and irony intensifies the destabilization of traditional theatrical forms. As critics have noted, Waiting for Godot self-consciously mocks the conventions of classical drama while simultaneously embodying them, revealing a dialectic of repetition and difference (Johnson 121). This meta-theatrical irony signals Beckett’s postmodern awareness of drama’s constructedness and invites audiences to question the reliability of all representational forms (Adams 59). The play’s use of silence, redundancy, and minimal action foregrounds this anti-dramatic stance, underscoring existential themes without recourse to plot resolution.

Through these interwoven techniques, Beckett’s work encapsulates the postmodern condition—characterized by fragmentation, uncertainty, and the collapse of grand narratives. As a result, Waiting for Godot serves as both a critical landmark in the evolution from modernism to postmodernism and a profound commentary on human experience in a world bereft of clear meaning. This dual role underlines the play’s continuing relevance and the importance of analyzing it through the lens of postmodern theory.

0.3 Literary Theory and Keywords 
Postmodernist theory is essential to understanding the anti-play techniques in Samuel Beckett’s Waiting for Godot. At its core, postmodernism challenges the foundational assumptions of modernism, especially regarding notions of objective truth, stable identity, and coherent narrative. It is characterized by skepticism toward grand narratives and universal explanations, emphasizing instead fragmentation, plurality, and ambiguity (Hutcheon 18). This theoretical framework supports Beckett’s deliberate disruption of traditional dramatic norms, where meaning is relativized and fixed interpretations are rejected. Key to postmodernism's influence on Beckett’s play is the concept of “the disappearance of the subject,” which problematizes the idea of a unified, autonomous individual and foregrounds fragmented, decentralized identities (Jameson 45). This reflects a broader postmodern concern with the instability of selfhood in late capitalism and the media-saturated culture of simulation and signification. The postmodern subject is decentered, caught in endless deferral and repetition, which Beckett powerfully dramatizes through his characters’ endless waiting and cyclical dialogues. Thus, postmodernism provides a lens through which to interpret the existential ambiguity and structural innovations that define Waiting for Godot.

Several keywords emerge as fundamental in analyzing Beckett’s play from a postmodern perspective. “Anti-play” is one such term, referring to theatrical works which reject conventional plot development, character psychology, and closure. Instead, anti-plays highlight absence, fragmentation, and disequilibrium, aligning with postmodern critiques of metanarratives and teleology (Lehmann 52). Beckett’s work can be seen as a prototype of anti-play, where narrative momentum is suspended, and expectation is perpetually deferred. Another critical keyword is “indeterminacy,” which denotes the open-endedness and ambiguity in the text’s meaning and structure. Indeterminacy resists authoritative interpretation and keeps meaning in flux, reflecting postmodern literature’s resistance to totalizing readings (Barthes 87). Closely related is “parody” and “irony,” terms that describe Beckett’s self-reflexive and subversive stance towards theatrical tradition. Parody in Waiting for Godot does not merely mock classical drama but exposes the instability of all cultural constructs, while irony points to the multiplicity of possible readings and the impossibility of fixed truth (Hutcheon 90). These keywords collectively help articulate how Beckett’s anti-dramatic methods encapsulate postmodernism’s challenge to certainty and coherence, provoking a re-examination of theatrical form and existential content.

0.4 Thesis Structure 【简述整篇论文结构】

The thesis consists of three parts. Part One is an introduction to Samuel Beckett and Waiting for Godot, literature review, the keywords and theory to study Waiting for Godot and the structure of the thesis. Part Two is a detailed analysis of Waiting for Godot and the anti-play techniques of it, basing on four typical features of postmodernism. It is also divided into five chapters. Chapter One is the theoretical premises. Chapter Two focuses on the dehumanized characters and “pairing” relationships in the play. Beckett’s use of “direct expression” serves as a strategy of depth-less-ness in postmodernism. Chapter Three is an analysis of “indeterminacy” in this play. The last chapter is about the juxtaposition of comedy and tragedy. Part Three is a conclusion of the thesis.
Chapter One Dehumanized Characters and Pairing Relationships in Waiting for Godot
  As a practice of postmodernism discourse, the dissolution of the subject is a remarkable feature of the Theater of the Absurd. Therefore, in the Theatre of the Absurd, the images of characters are reduced minimally and deprived all the characteristics as “man”. Generally speaking, to represent “man” is the theme of literature all through the ages. In traditional plays, playwrights have portrayed a group of characters with smart brains, passionate temperament, eloquent speechcraft, whereas characters of the Theatre of the Absurd belong to the postmodernists who are in the situation of “burn-out”, so they do not have an integrated “self” but a fragmented one. They do not fight against or comment on the world any more. Actually, they have lost their subjectivity as man and become totally specious bodies. Having been deprived all the dignity of “man”, characters are not “characterized” but “dehumanized” and they themselves are turned into part of the absurd world.
1.1 The Dissolution of the Subject 
Postmodernism is an era in which the subject dissolves. Most of the ideologists in western countries believe that with Nietzsche’s proclaiming of “God is dead”, there comes with human beings’ death, for all values of human beings lie with God. As it is expected, a hundred years later, Foucault announces the death of human beings. And he says, “The existence of language comes into being only with the dissolution of the subject” (qtd. in Yan 109). 
……………….
1.2 Depth-less-ness and Indeterminacy
The “depth-less-ness” is a significant feature of postmodernism, which is called “flatness” or “superficiality” (Jameson 4) by Jameson. The depth-less-ness is meant to eliminate the antitheses between surface and essence, latency and patency, authenticity and non-authenticity, signifier and signified. It aims at tending towards surface from essence, towards patency from latency, towards non-authenticity from authenticity, towards signifier from signified. In a word, profundity is going to be replaced by superficiality here. Jameson explains this “depth-less-ness” as a loss of the hermeneutic relationship between an image and the viewer: 
The viewer can no longer interpret an image, due to the depth-less-ness; the surface of the image is also the meaning of the image, for there is no larger or deeper meaning which can be interpreted through an encounter with the text. There is no meaning beyond the image. The search for greater meaning or understanding of humanity connoted in the image is forgone. (Jameson 8) 

……………….

This term includes all manner of ambiguities, ruptures, and displacements affecting knowledge and society. According to Hassan, indeterminacy, which has various derivative meanings: ambiguity, discontinuity, heterodoxy, pluralism, disorganization, rebellion, misinterpretation and distortion, is a basic feature of postmodernism (Hassan 27-28). The indeterminacy of postmodernism literature is also reflected in four aspects: indeterminacy of the theme; indeterminacy of characters; indeterminacy of the plot and indeterminacy of the language. (Liu, Yang and Zeng 15). 

…………
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