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Abstract 

This study examines the role of implicature in Nigerian legal texts, focusing on contracts, wills and 

testaments, and courtroom interactions. Using a qualitative discourse analysis approach, the study 

explores how strategic ambiguity and manipulative language influence legal interpretation and power 

dynamics. Drawing on Grice’s Cooperative Principles, the analysis highlights frequent violations of 

the maxims of Quantity, Manner, and Relation to create legal uncertainty, maintain power imbalances, 

and shape judicial outcomes. Findings reveal that vague contractual terms, ambiguous testamentary 

clauses, and suggestive courtroom language often disadvantage weaker parties by allowing dominant 

entities such as corporations, legal professionals, and the judiciary to exercise interpretative control. 

The study recommends enhancing precision in legal drafting, enforcing stricter judicial interpretation, 

promoting public legal awareness, encouraging plain-language reforms, and strengthening ethical 

guidelines for legal practitioners. These measures would help mitigate exploitative ambiguity while 

maintaining the necessary flexibility of legal language. Ultimately, the study underscores that language 

in law is not neutral but a tool for both justice and manipulation, necessitating increased transparency 

and fairness in legal discourse. 

Keywords: Implicature, Legal discourse, Strategic ambiguity, Forensic linguistics, Power dynamics in 

law 
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Introduction 

Implicature is a key concept in pragmatics that refers to meaning conveyed indirectly rather 

than explicitly stated. The term was introduced by Grice (1975) in his theory of implicature, which 

distinguishes between conventional implicature and conversational implicature. Conventional 

implicature arises from the inherent meaning of specific words, while conversational implicature 

depends on contextual inference and cooperative interaction between speakers. In everyday 

communication, implicature plays a crucial role in enriching dialogue, maintaining politeness, and 

allowing for subtle persuasion or ambiguity (Levinson, 2000). 

In legal contexts, where precision and unambiguous interpretation are paramount, implicature 

can create significant challenges. Legal discourse involves highly structured language, yet implied 

meanings frequently emerge in statutes, contracts, and courtroom exchanges. Legal practitioners, 

including judges and lawyers, often rely on implicature to interpret laws, construct legal arguments, and 

persuade juries or clients. However, the reliance on implied meaning in legal contexts can lead to 

ambiguity, which can then be exploited for strategic manipulation (Solan & Tiersma, 2005). 

Legal Discourse: Statutes, Contracts, Courtroom Exchanges 

Legal discourse encompasses a broad range of texts and communicative interactions, including 

statutes, contracts, judicial opinions, and courtroom exchanges. Each of these legal documents follows 

strict linguistic conventions designed to minimize ambiguity, yet implicature is often embedded within 

them. For example, statutory laws may include vague phrases such as "reasonable doubt" or "good 

faith," requiring interpretation based on context rather than explicit definitions (Tiersma, 1999). In 

practice, "reasonable doubt" is interpreted by judges and lawyers as the highest standard of proof 

required in criminal cases, meaning that if any rational uncertainty exists regarding a defendant’s guilt, 

acquittal must follow. Similarly, "good faith" is commonly understood as a standard of honest intent 

and fair dealing in contractual and commercial contexts, assessed by examining whether a party acted 

with sincerity and without intent to defraud or deceive. Such interpretations often rely on precedent, 

professional judgment, and the specific circumstances of each case, highlighting the pragmatic 

dimension of legal language. 

In contract law, implicature is particularly significant, as contractual terms are sometimes 

intentionally vague to provide flexibility or protect parties from unforeseen circumstances. Ambiguous 

language in contracts can lead to disputes that require judicial intervention to determine the intent 

behind the agreement (Gibbons, 2003). Similarly, courtroom interactions often involve strategic use of 

implicature, particularly in cross-examinations, where lawyers may use suggestive questioning to lead 

witnesses or influence juries (Lind & O'Barr, 1979). 

Statement of the Problem 

Despite efforts to ensure legal clarity, implicature remains a pervasive source of ambiguity in 

legal texts and courtroom discourse. The challenge arises when legal language-intended to be precise 

and authoritative-allows for multiple interpretations due to implicit meanings. This ambiguity can lead 

to legal disputes, misinterpretation of statutes, and manipulative argumentation in court proceedings. 

One significant issue is that legal practitioners may exploit implicature to serve strategic 

purposes. Lawyers and judges often rely on implied meanings to construct persuasive arguments, 

sometimes leading to misleading or deceptive communication (Solan, 2012). The problem, therefore, 

is twofold: first, the presence of implicature in legal discourse can result in unintended ambiguity, and 

second, legal professionals may deliberately use implicature to manipulate interpretations to their 

advantage. 
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Objectives of the Study 

This study aims to achieve the following objectives: 

1) To examine how implicature contributes to ambiguity in legal texts, including contracts, will 

and testament and courtroom discourse. 

2) To explore how legal practitioners use implicature for strategic purposes in argumentation 

and legal interpretation. 

In addressing these objectives, the study seeks to provide insights into how legal 

communication can be made more precise while acknowledging the strategic role implicature plays in 

legal argumentation.  

Significance of the Study 

This study is significant to multiple stakeholders, including legal practitioners, linguists, and 

policymakers. For legal practitioners, understanding the role of implicature can help lawyers craft more 

effective arguments while ensuring ethical communication. Judges can also benefit from recognizing 

implicit meanings to make fairer legal rulings. Next, it contributes to the growing field of forensic 

linguistics by highlighting how pragmatic principles shape legal communication. In addition, 

policymakers involved in drafting legislation can use insights from this study to improve the clarity of 

legal statutes, reducing the potential for misinterpretation. Furthermore, this study addresses a broader 

concern regarding access to justice. If legal language remains ambiguous due to implicature, it may 

disproportionately affect individuals who lack legal expertise, making it harder for them to understand 

their rights and obligations (Gibbons, 2003). 

Scope and Delimitation 

This study focuses on the role of implicature in legal documents and courtroom discourse. It 

specifically examines contracts, will and testaments and courtroom exchanges to analyze how 

implicature contributes to ambiguity and strategic manipulation. While other forms of legal 

communication, such as legislative debates or police interrogations, also involve implicature, they fall 

outside the scope of this study. In addition, the study will rely on qualitative analysis of legal texts and 

discourse rather than a quantitative approach. Limiting the examination to legal texts such as contracts, 

wills, testaments, and court interactions, while excluding police interrogations and legislative debates, 

ensures a focused analysis on the formal, legally binding nature of language, which is central to the 

study of legal implicature and its role in conveying specific, enforceable meanings. 

Theoretical Framework 

The study is grounded in Grice’s Cooperative Principle and Conversational Maxims (Grice, 1975), 

which explain how implicature arises in communication. According to Grice, speakers generally adhere 

to the Cooperative Principle, which involves four maxims: 

1) Maxim of Quantity – Providing the right amount of information without unnecessary details. 

2) Maxim of Quality – Ensuring truthfulness and avoiding misleading statements. 

3) Maxim of Relation – Maintaining relevance in communication. 

4) Maxim of Manner – Avoiding ambiguity and ensuring clarity. 

In legal discourse, these maxims are often flouted to create implicature. For example, lawyers 

may strategically withhold certain information (violating the Maxim of Quantity) or phrase questions 

ambiguously (violating the Maxim of Manner) to influence legal interpretations. Judges, in turn, must 

navigate these implicit meanings when delivering rulings. 

In applying Grice’s framework, this study will analyze how implicature functions within legal 

texts and courtroom exchanges, shedding light on both its interpretive challenges and its strategic 
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advantages in legal argumentation. Implicature, as introduced by Grice (1975), refers to the additional 

meaning conveyed by a speaker beyond what is explicitly stated. This phenomenon is especially 

significant in legal discourse, where interpretations of meaning can determine legal outcomes. 

Implicature allows for subtlety and flexibility in language, but in legal contexts, it can also lead to 

ambiguity, misinterpretation, and manipulation. 

Conventional vs. Conversational Implicature 

Grice (1975) categorized implicature into two main types: conventional and conversational. 

1) Conventional Implicature – This type of implicature is attached to specific words, regardless 

of context. For example, the word but conveys contrast in statements like "The contract is valid, 

but unenforceable." The contrast between valid and unenforceable is a conventional implicature 

because the word but inherently signals opposition (Levinson, 2000). 

In legal language, words such as provided that, notwithstanding, and whereas carry 

conventional implicatures that affect statutory interpretation. For instance, in contract law, a clause that 

states, “The contractor shall complete the work within 60 days, notwithstanding delays due to 

unforeseen circumstances,” implies that unexpected delays do not extend the deadline, which can lead 

to legal disputes. 

2) Conversational Implicature – This form of implicature depends on context and assumes that 

speakers follow Grice’s (1975) Cooperative Principle, which consists of four maxims: 

 Maxim of Quantity: Provide as much information as necessary, but not more. 

 Maxim of Quality: Speak truthfully and avoid falsehoods. 

 Maxim of Relation: Be relevant in conversation. 

 Maxim of Manner: Avoid ambiguity and ensure clarity. 

In legal settings, these maxims are often flouted for strategic reasons. A lawyer questioning a 

witness might ask, "Were you aware that the defendant had a criminal record?" even when the 

defendant has no such record. The witness's response-whether a simple yes or no-could lead the jury to 

infer guilt through conversational implicature. Similarly, a judge stating, "The evidence presented raises 

serious concerns," without explicitly declaring the evidence insufficient, might imply doubt about the 

prosecution’s case. 
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Diagram (1): The Relationship Between Grice’s Maxims, Implicature, and Legal Outcomes 

 

The diagram visually represents how linguistic theory influences legal interpretation. It begins 

with Grice’s four conversational maxims; Quantity, Quality, Relation, and Manner which guide 

effective and cooperative communication. These maxims form the foundation for two main types of 

implicature: conventional and conversational. Conventional implicature arises from specific word 

choices or structures whose implications are generally understood (e.g., “but” implying contrast), 

regardless of context. Conversational implicature, on the other hand, depends heavily on context and is 

derived when a speaker intentionally adheres to or flouts a maxim to suggest meaning indirectly. 

Both forms of implicature play critical roles in legal settings. They influence how laws, 

contracts, and courtroom dialogue are interpreted. For instance, courts often rely on conventional 

implicature to interpret fixed legal phrases, while conversational implicature is commonly used in cross-

examination and legal argument to subtly imply guilt or intention. 

Ultimately, the diagram shows that these linguistic mechanisms directly impact legal 

interpretation, persuasion in court, and judicial outcomes. By recognizing how implied meanings 

emerge from language use, legal professionals can better navigate ambiguity, advocate effectively, and 

deliver judgments that reflect both the letter and spirit of the law. 

The Interplay of Precision, Vagueness, and Implicature in Legal Language 

Legal language is a specialized communicative tool crafted to balance clarity with interpretive 

flexibility. It serves vital roles in legislation, contracts, and courtroom discourse. While the use of 

precise language is crucial to avoid ambiguity, legal texts also deliberately incorporate vagueness to 

accommodate complex and evolving realities. This strategic use of language often gives rise to 

implicature; meanings that are implied rather than explicitly stated; making legal interpretation a 

nuanced task. 

Balancing Precision and Vagueness 

Legal texts aim for precision through the use of technical terms, Latin expressions, and 

formulaic sentence structures. Such specificity ensures that legal rules and decisions are both 

enforceable and unambiguous. Terms like mens rea (criminal intent) and habeas corpus (protection 

against unlawful detention) carry well-defined meanings within legal contexts, minimizing 

misinterpretation (Tiersma, 1999). 
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Despite this emphasis on clarity, vagueness is often necessary. Legislators and drafters use 

broad terms such as reasonable force, due diligence, or best efforts to maintain flexibility. These 

expressions lack fixed definitions and require contextual interpretation (Solan, 2012). For example, in 

tort law, reasonable care varies depending on the parties involved; what is reasonable for a trained 

professional may differ from what is reasonable for a layperson. 

Formalism and Implicature in Legal Interpretation 

Legal discourse is governed by formalism—strict conventions that preserve consistency and 

authority. However, even within this structure, implicature plays a crucial role. Judges often look 

beyond the literal text of statutes or contracts, relying on precedent and contextual cues to uncover 

implied meanings. 

In contract law, for instance, courts frequently interpret whether implicit obligations exist 

despite clear but limited wording. Consider a case where a contract states employees "shall receive 

severance pay upon termination" but does not clarify whether resignation qualifies as termination. The 

court may infer, based on surrounding context, whether severance should apply (Gibbons, 2003). Such 

interpretations demonstrate how implicature informs judicial reasoning even within formal constraints. 

Sources of Implicature in Legal Discourse 

Courtroom Discourse 

In courtroom exchanges, implicature is a persuasive tool. Lawyers often frame questions that 

suggest underlying meanings. A question like, “Did you ever face financial hardship before the alleged 

fraud?” might lead a jury to infer motive, despite no direct accusation being made. This strategic 

ambiguity allows legal actors to influence perception without overt statements. 

Statutes and Contracts 

Statutory and contractual language also contains embedded implicatures. A law stating, “No 

vehicles shall be allowed in the park,” appears clear but raises questions; do bicycles or strollers count 

as vehicles? Courts must interpret such provisions based on legislative intent (Solan & Tiersma, 2005). 

Likewise, in employment contracts, clauses like “Employees are entitled to benefits after two years” 

may provoke disputes if an employee took extended leave. These grey areas underscore the interpretive 

burden imposed by implicature. 

Through the calculated use of both precision and vagueness, legal language allows room for 

adaptability, but it also demands nuanced interpretation. Implicature remains a key feature that legal 

professionals must skillfully navigate to ensure just outcomes. 

Implicature as a Tool for Persuasion and Strategic Interpretation in Legal Discourse 

Legal ambiguity often arises due to the implicit nature of legal language. There are two primary 

types of ambiguity in legal texts: 

1) Lexical Ambiguity – This occurs when a word has multiple meanings. For instance, the word 

consideration in contract law refers to something of value exchanged between parties, but in 

everyday language, it simply means thoughtfulness (Gibbons, 2003). Such ambiguities can lead 

to legal disputes over contract enforcement. 

2) Structural Ambiguity – These results from sentence structure allowing multiple 

interpretations. For example, the statement: "The defendant attacked the victim with a knife." 

Does this mean the defendant used a knife, or that the victim possessed one? The ambiguity 

can significantly affect legal arguments and case outcomes. 
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Legal implicature often contributes to such ambiguities. For example, a law stating, "Any 

person found trespassing shall be fined," raises interpretive questions: Does it apply to unintentional 

trespassers? What if the trespasser left voluntarily before being caught? Courts must clarify such 

implied meanings through judicial interpretation. In practice, legal implicature those implied but 

unstated meanings can significantly influence legal outcomes. 

A notable example is the Nigerian case of Bello v. Attorney-General of Oyo State (1986) 

LPELR-SC.40/1985, where the Supreme Court had to interpret whether the execution of a condemned 

person while his appeal was pending constituted a breach of his constitutional right. The law did not 

explicitly state the prohibition, but the Court inferred, through implicature, that executing a person 

whose appeal was pending implied a denial of justice, thereby overturning the action. 

Similarly, in Ojukwu v. Governor of Lagos State (1986) 3 NWLR (Pt. 26) 39, the Supreme Court 

examined whether the government’s action in evicting the appellant from his residence without a court 

order contravened the rule of law. While the statute was silent on such specific conduct, the Court 

inferred from the broader principles of justice and fair hearing that the government had acted 

unlawfully. The legal implicature that forceful eviction without due process implies disregard for 

judicial authority was critical in deciding the case. 

In Garba v. University of Maiduguri (1986) 1 NWLR (Pt. 18) 550, the Supreme Court evaluated 

the expulsion of students without giving them a fair hearing. The University argued that the statute 

permitted it to discipline students, but the Court inferred that even if not expressly stated, the right to 

fair hearing was implicit in any disciplinary procedure. This implicature, rooted in constitutional 

guarantees, ultimately led to the reinstatement of the students. 

Another example can be drawn from the UK case of Fisher v. Bell [1961] 1 QB 394, which 

illustrates the role of implicature in interpreting legal texts. A statute prohibited the “offer for sale” of 

certain weapons, but the defendant had merely displayed a flick knife in a shop window. The court held 

that under contract law, display is not an “offer” but an “invitation to treat.” The court relied on the 

implied legal meaning of “offer” rather than its everyday usage, and the defendant was acquitted. 

These cases illustrate how courts rely on pragmatic reasoning to interpret implicatures in legal 

texts, often turning vague or seemingly straightforward provisions into complex judgments based on 

context, legal principles, and societal values. Such interpretations ensure justice is not undermined by 

overly literal readings of legal language. 

Therefore, legal language operates within a complex framework where precision and vagueness 

coexist to balance clarity with flexibility. While formalism helps maintain consistency, legal texts and 

courtroom discourse frequently rely on implicature, leading to interpretative challenges and ambiguity. 

Judges, lawyers, and legislators must navigate these linguistic complexities to ensure fair and just legal 

outcomes. One key use of implicature is for persuasive purposes in legal arguments. Lawyers often 

employ rhetorical strategies that imply guilt or innocence without making direct accusations, subtly 

guiding the perceptions of juries and judges. During cross-examinations, for example, they may use 

carefully framed leading questions to suggest hidden meanings, thereby influencing how witness 

testimony is interpreted. Beyond the courtroom, implicature plays a significant role in the drafting of 

contracts and statutes. Vague terms like "reasonable care" are intentionally used, allowing room for 

interpretation that can favor one party over another in legal disputes. In addition, some contracts contain 

implicit loopholes that benefit the drafting party. For instance, a clause stating that “the company will 

cover medical expenses for work-related injuries” may exclude coverage for certain incidents by not 

explicitly defining what counts as “work-related.” These subtle manipulations through implicature 

underscore the persuasive and strategic dimensions of legal language. 
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Methodology 

Research Design 

This study adopts a qualitative research design, focusing on implicature in legal discourse, 

particularly examining ambiguity and strategic manipulation in legal language. Qualitative research is 

suitable for this study as it allows an in-depth exploration of how legal practitioners use language to 

convey meanings beyond explicit expressions. The study critically analyzes instances where implicature 

creates legal uncertainty, deliberate vagueness, or persuasive legal arguments in courtroom discourse 

and legal documents. 

Data Collection 

The selection of legal texts and transcripts is purposive, based on their relevance to implicature-

related ambiguity and strategic language use. Data are collected from two primary sources: 

1) Federal High Court, GRA Zaria – This source provides authentic courtroom interactions, 

legal arguments, and judgments, enabling an analysis of how implicature influences legal 

interpretations and decisions. 

2) Ura Chambers, Zaria – Legal documents such as contracts, affidavits, and legal 

correspondences from this chamber provide further insight into how legal practitioners employ 

implicature to construct meaning, negotiate terms, and influence legal outcomes. 

The selection of texts considers cases and documents where implicature plays a critical role in legal 

reasoning, argumentation, or interpretation. 

Analytical Approach 

The study employs discourse analysis as the primary analytical framework, using Grice’s 

implicature theory as a guiding principle. Grice’s theory distinguishes between conversational 

implicature, which arises in spoken exchanges, and conventional implicature, which is embedded in 

specific linguistic expressions. The analysis involves: 

 Identifying instances of implicature in legal texts and courtroom discourse. 

 Examining how ambiguity and strategic manipulation emerge through implicature. 

 Assessing the pragmatic effects of these implicatures on legal interpretation and decision-

making. 

Applying discourse analysis, the study provides a nuanced understanding of how legal actors 

use language strategically to achieve specific communicative and legal objectives. 

Data Analysis and Discussion 

This section presents a detailed analysis of implicature in Nigerian legal texts, focusing on 

contracts, wills and testaments, and courtroom interactions. Using Grice’s Cooperative Principles, the 

analysis explores how strategic ambiguity and manipulation shape legal interpretation, influence 

judicial outcomes, and maintain power imbalances, ultimately affecting fairness and transparency in 

legal discourse. 
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Table 1: Implicature in Contracts 

Excerpt 
Type of 

Implicature 

Grice’s Maxim 

Violated 
Analysis 

“The Company reserves the 

right to modify the terms of 

this agreement at its sole 

discretion.” 

Strategic 

Ambiguity 

Maxim of 

Manner (Be 

Clear) 

This clause allows the company to 

change the agreement without 

specifying conditions or limits, 

giving it unchecked power while 

leaving the other party vulnerable. 

“The tenant shall ensure 

that the premises remain in 

good condition, subject to 

normal wear and tear.” 

Manipulative 

Vagueness 

Maxim of 

Quantity (Be 

Informative) 

The phrase “normal wear and tear” is 

undefined, creating room for 

landlords to exploit tenants by 

making subjective claims about 

damage responsibility. 

“Reasonable notice will be 

given before termination of 

employment.” 

Ambiguous 

Timeframe 

Maxim of 

Quantity (Be 

Informative) 

The term “reasonable notice” lacks a 

clear definition, which could allow 

employers to dismiss employees 

with minimal warning under the 

guise of reasonableness. 

“This agreement may be 

renewed based on mutual 

understanding.” 

Imprecise 

Obligation 

Maxim of 

Relation (Be 

Relevant) 

The phrase “mutual understanding” 

does not explicitly define the criteria 

for renewal, leaving room for 

interpretation and potential 

manipulation. 

“The Company may 

compensate the contractor if 

the delay is deemed 

unavoidable.” 

Conditional 

Compensation 

Maxim of 

Manner (Be 

Clear) 

The term “deemed unavoidable” 

does not specify who makes this 

determination, granting discretionary 

power to the company to deny 

compensation. 

 

Table 2: Implicature in Wills and Testaments 

Excerpt 
Type of 

Implicature 

Grice’s Maxim 

Violated 
Analysis 

“I leave my estate to my 

beloved family 

members.” 

Undefined 

Beneficiaries 

Maxim of 

Quantity (Be 

Informative) 

The lack of specificity regarding 

“beloved family members” creates 

potential for legal disputes over 

inheritance. 

“My eldest son shall 

manage my estate in a 

just and fair manner.” 

Subjective 

Executor Duties 

Maxim of 

Manner (Be 

Clear) 

Terms like "just and fair" are 

subjective and can be interpreted 

differently, potentially leading to 

conflicts among heirs. 
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Excerpt 
Type of 

Implicature 

Grice’s Maxim 

Violated 
Analysis 

“If any of my children 

are in need, they shall 

receive assistance from 

the estate.” 

Conditional 

Bequest 

Maxim of 

Quantity (Be 

Informative) 

The definition of “in need” is 

ambiguous, allowing room for disputes 

on eligibility for assistance. 

“A reasonable portion of 

my assets shall be 

allocated for charity.” 

Indeterminate 

Allocation 

Maxim of 

Quantity (Be 

Informative) 

The lack of a specific percentage or 

amount for charity makes it unclear 

how much should be given, possibly 

leading to misallocation. 

“The family home shall 

be preserved as long as 

it remains in good use.” 

Undefined 

Condition 

Maxim of 

Relation (Be 

Relevant) 

“Good use” is an ambiguous term, 

which could be exploited to justify 

selling or keeping the home under 

differing interpretations. 

 

Table 3: Implicature in Courtroom Interactions 

Excerpt 
Type of 

Implicature 

Grice’s Maxim 

Violated 
Analysis 

Lawyer: “Would you say 

you were completely 

truthful in your initial 

statement to the police?” 

Presupposition 

of Dishonesty 

Maxim of 

Quantity (Be 

Informative) 

The phrasing implies that the 

witness may have been dishonest 

without directly stating it, 

influencing the jury’s perception. 

Judge: “Are you aware of 

the consequences of 

misleading this court?” 

Veiled Threat 

Maxim of 

Manner (Be 

Clear) 

This statement suggests severe 

repercussions without specifying 

them, instilling fear in the witness. 

Prosecutor: “The defendant 

claims he was home all 

night, yet no one saw him.” 

Implied Guilt 

Maxim of 

Relation (Be 

Relevant) 

The statement suggests guilt by 

implying that an absence of 

witnesses contradicts the 

defendant’s claim, even if there is 

no direct evidence. 

Defense lawyer: “Isn’t it 

true that you have changed 

your testimony multiple 

times?” 

Suggestive 

Questioning 

Maxim of 

Quantity (Be 

Informative) 

This question implies unreliability 

without considering valid reasons 

for changes in testimony. 

Judge: “We will review the 

evidence and determine the 

appropriate course of 

action.” 

Ambiguous 

Judgment 

Maxim of 

Manner (Be 

Clear) 

The phrase does not specify what 

the possible “course of action” 

entails, leaving room for 

speculation and uncertainty. 

 

These tables provide a structured analysis of how implicature operates within different legal 

contexts in Nigeria, highlighting strategic ambiguity and manipulative discourse. By applying Grice’s 
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Cooperative Principles, it becomes evident that deliberate violations serve various legal purposes, often 

benefiting the more powerful party in legal interactions. 

Discussion of Findings 

The analysis of implicature in Nigerian legal texts, specifically in contracts, wills and 

testaments, and courtroom interactions, reveals several strategic manipulations of language through 

strategic ambiguity and manipulation. These manipulations align with Grice’s Cooperative Principles, 

where legal drafters, practitioners, and even judges often violate key maxims-Quantity, Manner, 

Relation, and Quality to create uncertainty and advantage for more powerful parties in legal interactions. 

In contracts, we observed a consistent use of vague terms, such as “reasonable,” “timely,” and 

“unavoidable,” which provide flexibility in enforcement but also leave room for exploitation. For 

instance, phrases like "reasonable notice" and "deemed unavoidable" lack clear definitions, giving one 

party, typically the more powerful one, discretion to interpret these terms in their favor. This 

manipulation of language violates Grice’s Maxim of Quantity (Be Informative), as the lack of 

specificity makes the contract unclear and open to different interpretations. The Maxim of Manner (Be 

Clear) is also violated, as the use of vague terms like “normal wear and tear” or “mutual understanding” 

makes the terms of the contract unclear and subject to manipulation by the stronger party. 

In wills and testaments, implicature plays a significant role in creating ambiguity about the 

intended beneficiaries and the distribution of assets. Phrases like "beloved family members" and "a 

reasonable portion for charity" are emotionally charged but leave too much room for subjective 

interpretation. This failure to specify clear terms violates the Maxim of Quantity, as the bequests are 

not sufficiently informative. Moreover, phrases like "just and fair" and "good use" are subjective, 

leading to potential disputes over the interpretation of these conditions. Such ambiguity results in 

conflicts among heirs and beneficiaries, where one party could easily manipulate the language to serve 

their own interests, often leading to legal challenges. 

In courtroom interactions, implicature is used to subtly influence the perception of guilt or 

innocence. For instance, a prosecutor might imply guilt by asking, "The defendant claims he was home 

all night, yet no one saw him," which suggests unreliability without direct accusation. This use of 

presupposition violates the Maxim of Relation (Be Relevant), as the statement does not directly pertain 

to the core issue of the case but instead focuses on indirect insinuations. Similarly, judges may issue 

veiled threats like "Are you aware of the consequences of misleading this court?" without specifying 

the exact penalties. This violates the Maxim of Manner (Be Clear), as the judge’s statement is 

ambiguous, potentially creating fear and confusion without providing clear information about the 

potential consequences. Such strategies, while often legal, show how language can be manipulated to 

sway decisions, sometimes at the expense of fairness. 

The overarching finding from the analysis is that while implicature can serve legitimate 

functions in law, such as flexibility and adaptability, it is often used in a manipulative manner to 

maintain power imbalances, create uncertainty, and potentially exploit less powerful individuals. This 

strategic use of language, although common in legal discourse, raises ethical concerns about fairness, 

transparency, and accessibility for all parties involved. 

Recommendations 

To address the manipulative use of implicature in legal texts and interactions while preserving 

the necessary flexibility of legal language, several recommendations are proposed:  

Precision in Legal Drafting 

A key recommendation for improving legal drafting, especially in contracts and wills, is to 

ensure greater precision in language. Legal documents should minimize the use of vague terms such as 

“reasonable” or “normal,” replacing them with specific, quantifiable metrics. For example, instead of 
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using the term “reasonable notice” in contracts, it should specify the exact number of days or conditions 

that apply for termination. This helps eliminate ambiguity and sets clear expectations for all parties 

involved. Similarly, in wills, beneficiaries should be explicitly named, and the division of the estate 

should be clearly defined to avoid any misunderstandings. This approach not only reduces potential 

disputes but also ensures that all parties understand their rights and obligations without confusion. To 

support this, a standardized checklist for drafters can be implemented to ensure key terms are clearly 

defined, and all possible scenarios are addressed. This checklist will serve as a guide to avoid ambiguity 

and ensure consistency in legal documents. In addition, regular workshops and training sessions should 

be conducted for legal professionals to emphasize the importance of clear, precise drafting. These 

initiatives will equip drafters with the skills necessary to create legal documents that are both 

understandable and enforceable, minimizing legal challenges in the future. 

Strict Judicial Interpretation 

Courts should prioritize a literal interpretation of legal documents whenever possible. This 

means that judges should avoid allowing vague terms to be used to further one party’s interests. For 

instance, in cases involving contracts of adhesion, such as employment or tenancy agreements, judges 

should hold parties accountable for deliberately using ambiguous language to mislead or coerce the 

other party. By enforcing stricter judicial interpretation, the courts can prevent the misuse of ambiguity 

and ensure that all parties are treated fairly, based on the plain meaning of the text. 

Public Legal Awareness 

Another important recommendation is to improve public awareness regarding the use of 

implicature in legal documents. Citizens should be educated on how certain terms and phrases in 

contracts, wills, and other legal texts can be strategically ambiguous. Public awareness campaigns could 

focus on educating the public about the potential for exploitation in consumer contracts, loans, and 

rental agreements. By understanding how implicature works, individuals can better navigate legal 

agreements and protect themselves from being manipulated by unclear or deceptive language. 

 

Encouraging Plain Language Reforms 

In addition to improving precision in drafting, legal systems should encourage the use of plain 

language reforms in legal documents. By simplifying legal language and reducing reliance on technical 

jargon, contracts and wills could become more accessible to the general public. For example, using 

clear, straightforward terms in consumer contracts or loan agreements would help ensure that all parties 

understand the terms and conditions, ultimately reducing the potential for exploitation through strategic 

ambiguity. 

Ethical Guidelines for Legal Practitioners 

Legal practitioners should be bound by strict ethical guidelines that discourage the use of 

language to mislead, deceive, or coerce others. Bar associations and professional bodies should enforce 

standards against the strategic use of ambiguity in legal drafting and courtroom interactions. Lawyers 

should be trained to balance persuasive language with factual accuracy, ensuring that their arguments 

do not rely on manipulative language or implicit suggestions that could bias judges or juries. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, the analysis of implicature in Nigerian legal texts demonstrates the significant 

role language plays in shaping legal outcomes. While some degree of ambiguity is necessary for legal 

flexibility, its strategic misuse often leads to exploitation, power imbalances, and a lack of transparency. 

By promoting clearer drafting, stricter interpretation by courts, increased public legal literacy, and 

ethical reforms for legal practitioners, the Nigerian legal system can mitigate the risks of manipulative 
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implicature while maintaining the flexibility needed for fair and just legal practices. Recognizing the 

dynamics of implicature in legal discourse is a crucial step toward ensuring a more transparent, 

equitable, and accessible legal system for all. Therefore, legal professionals and policymakers must 

reconsider the role of implicature in legal language, focusing on improving clarity in drafting, ensuring 

stricter judicial interpretation, and fostering greater public awareness to create a more accountable and 

just legal system. 
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