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Breach of Conversational Maxims in Courtroom Discourse:                       
A Conversation Analysis Approach 

 
Abstract 

 
This article explores the phenomenon of implicature within courtroom discourse, adopting a qualitative 

research perspective to provide a nuanced understanding of how implied meanings function in legal interactions. 
Courtroom communication is inherently strategic, as participants—including judges, lawyers, defendants, and 
witnesses—navigate a complex network of linguistic and pragmatic choices. In such settings, conversational 
implicature becomes a powerful tool for shaping narratives, influencing perceptions, and advancing legal 
arguments. 

In courtroom interactions, participants often diverge from the conventional norms of cooperative 
communication, as described in Grice’s Cooperative Principle. Rather than merely exchanging information, they 
frequently engage in deliberate manipulations of language, creating implied meanings that serve their procedural 
and strategic goals. These deviations from expected conversational norms result in various implicatures 
instrumental in supporting or undermining particular legal positions. 

The primary aim of this study is to identify and analyze the types of implicatures used to challenge and 
discredit opposing testimonies. By detecting violations of Grice’s Maxims—quality, quantity, relation, and 
manner—the study seeks to uncover how legal representatives construct implications that cast doubt on opposing 
witnesses' reliability, consistency, or truthfulness. Lawyers, in particular, employ implicature to expose 
contradictions, highlight ambiguities, and subtly suggest dishonesty without directly accusing a witness of lying. 
Through careful questioning and selective framing of evidence, they generate meanings that go beyond the literal 
interpretation of words. 

Defendants, on the other hand, utilize implicature defensively, often to assert their innocence or to 
strengthen the credibility of their testimonies. They may rely on indirect statements, omissions, or suggestive 
phrasing to avoid self-incrimination while conveying persuasive narratives. This dynamic interaction between 
legal actors creates a layered and complex discourse, where what is left unsaid can be as significant as what is 
explicitly stated. 

The findings of this study demonstrate that implicature plays a pivotal role in the adversarial structure of 
courtroom proceedings. Lawyers strategically exploit implicature to weaken opposing arguments and influence 
judges and juries, while defendants leverage it to protect their positions and gain sympathy or trust. As a result, 
implicature emerges not merely as a linguistic phenomenon but as a central mechanism through which power, 
persuasion, and legal outcomes are negotiated in the courtroom. This highlights the importance of understanding 
pragmatic elements in forensic linguistics, as they provide critical insights into how meaning is constructed and 
contested in legal discourse.     
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1. Introduction 

In legal discourse, language is both a medium for presenting facts and a strategic tool for influencing 
perceptions of truth. Courtroom conversations, in particular, are characterized by complex communicative 
strategies where the literal meaning of utterances may differ from the intended implication. One such 
strategy is conversational implicature, through which speakers convey meaning indirectly by relying on 
context, shared knowledge, and inference rather than explicit statements. 

In courtroom settings, legal actors, especially attorneys and defendants, frequently employ im-
plicatures to support or challenge credibility, subtly guide interpretations, and manoeuvre within the 
constraints of legal procedures. These interactions often involve deliberate violations of the cooperative 
principles proposed by Grice, such as the maxims of quantity, quality, relevance, and manner. In many cases, 
such violations are not accidental but purposeful, serving rhetorical or strategic ends in adversarial dialogues. 
Thus, the aims of this paper are as follows: 

 to investigate how implicature operates as a subtle yet strategic tool in courtroom discourse to erode 
the credibility of opposing testimony; 

 to identify which of Grice’s Maxims are most frequently violated in these interactions, along with 
the pragmatic intentions behind such violations. 

 

1.1. Theoretical Framework of Conversational Analysis (CA) 

Conversation analysis involves studying social interactions within everyday situations, encompassing 
verbal and non-verbal behaviors. It is a common technique in sociology, anthropology, linguistics, and 
psychology. Grice (1967) introduced four conversational maxims, elucidating the link between utterances 
and their inferred meanings. As components of the cooperative principle, the maxims are of relevance, 
quality, quantity, and manner (Grice, 1967). 

Grice presumed that conversational implicature involves utterances with implicated meaning in 
communication. Similarly, according to May (2002), in our daily communication, we tend to utter 
propositions in our speech, relying on conversational maxims to infer things from overt statements. 

Grice‘s (1975) concept of conversational implicature has been widely expanded, with scholars 
applying it across diverse discourse types. Sacks, Schegloff, and Jefferson (1974) developed this work by 
creating a systematic approach to spoken interaction, highlighting turn-taking as a key organizational 
principle. Their analysis reveals how speakers follow implicit social rules, emphasizing the structured nature 
of seemingly spontaneous conversation (Sacks, Schegloff & Jefferson, 1974). 

Heritage (1984) argued that conversation analysis uncovers how institutions are "talked into being," as 
interaction patterns reflect and reproduce broader social structures. Within this framework, implicature 
functions within dominant systems of relevance, shaping how meaning is inferred and negotiated (Ma, 
2015). 

In legal discourse, these theoretical insights are particularly salient. Danet (1980) described courtroom 
interaction as a form of institutional talk shaped by asymmetrical power, where implicatures are strategically 
manipulated to serve adversarial aims (Ma, 2015). 

Further exploring the strategic use of implicature in legal contexts, Harris (2001) noted that attorneys 
frequently exploit the maxim of relevance to imply discrediting information about witness testimony without 
making direct accusations. Such uses of implicature enable legal actors to insinuate doubt while maintaining 
plausible deniability, thus enhancing rhetorical effect without overtly violating court decorum (Harris, 2001).  

Eades (2008) brought a cross-cultural perspective to the discussion, highlighting differing pragmatic 
norms such as silence, directness, and question-and-answer sequences. Indigenous witnesses can lead to 
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serious misunderstandings in court, emphasizing the importance of culturally sensitive discourse 
interpretation (Eades, 2008). Ehrlich and Sidnell (2006) analyzed the sequential organization of courtroom 
talk, revealing how it enables strategic ambiguity. They argue that implicature operates in individual 
utterances and throughout extended institutional interactions, influencing the construction and contestation of 
legal facts (Ehrlich & Sidnell, 2006).  

From a critical discourse perspective, Fairclough (2013) argued that institutional power is often 
embedded in conversational patterns, where certain implicatures are presented as neutral or self-evident, 
thereby masking their ideological foundations and reinforcing hierarchical structures. Expanding this 
analysis, Carr (2010) examined how expert witnesses may use technically dense language that violates the 
maxim of manner, thereby generating an implicature of authority and credibility to enhance their perceived 
trustworthiness. 

Conversation Analysis (CA) examines the structure and dynamics of talk-in-interaction, focusing on 
how participants organize communication, negotiate meaning, and co-construct social realities. Researchers 
analyze detailed transcripts of naturally occurring audio or video-recorded interactions to identify recurring 
patterns and strategies used to achieve communicative goals such as information exchange, power assertion, 
meaning negotiation, social relationship management, and conflict resolution. It examines how speakers take 
turns in conversation, including the interlocutors' timing, pauses, and transitions (Zidros, 2015).  

CA emerged in the 1960s and 1970s primarily through the work of scholars such as Harvey Sacks, 
Emanuel A. Schegloff, and Gail Jefferson. They developed CA to systematically analyze naturally occurring 
talk in various settings, including everyday conversations, institutional interactions, and professional 
discourse (Zidros, 2015). Conversation Analysis (CA) closely studies audio or video recordings of 
spontaneous interactions, transcribing verbal and nonverbal elements—such as pauses, overlaps, intonation, 
and gestures—using specialized notation. This rigorous analysis uncovers patterns like turn-taking, repair 
sequences, and other interactional features (Aceron, 2015).  

A key aspect of Conversation Analysis (CA) is its focus on the sequential organization of talk, where 
each turn builds on or redirects previous ones. This sequential analysis reveals how meaning is 
collaboratively constructed and negotiated in real time. CA also examines participants ‘interactional 
competence—their ability to follow conversational norms, manage turn-taking, repair misunderstandings, 
and demonstrate cultural and contextual awareness  (Aceron, 2015). 

CA has been applied across various fields, including sociology, linguistics, communication studies, 
psychology, anthropology, and education. Researchers use CA to study phenomena such as doctor-patient 
interactions, courtroom discourse, classroom interactions, media interviews, and online communication. It is 
closely linked to ethnomethodology, which examines how individuals interpret and navigate their social 
world. Ethnomethodologists contend that social order is actively produced and maintained through everyday 
interactions, and CA offers a detailed, micro-analytical approach to studying these processes (Sidnell, 2010).  

CA research continues to evolve through refined methods, expanded contexts, and integration with 
fields like discursive psychology and interactional sociolinguistics (Sidnell, 2010). 

 As Grice suggested, it is a form of communication where specific meanings are embedded or implied 
within the conversation. Implicature refers to the meaning indirectly communicated through an utterance 
rather than being explicitly stated (Grice, 1967). Yuan (2012) describes implicature as an implicit aspect of 
language use, requiring both the speaker and the listener to draw on shared knowledge and infer meaning. 
Unlike semantic inference, implicature depends not only on literal sense but also on contextual assumptions. 
Speakers may intentionally violate conversational maxims to convey intentions indirectly, enabling listeners 
to interpret the implied meaning—a process known as conversational implicature (Yuan 2012). 
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2. Co-operative Principle in CD 

In courtroom communication, participants use various language strategies to achieve their goals, often 
navigating complex institutional rules and expectations. One particularly revealing strategy involves 
manipulating conversational maxims—principles outlined in H.P. Grice‘s Cooperative Principle (Grice, 
1967). While the Cooperative Principle suggests that speakers cooperate to communicate clearly and 
effectively, courtroom discourse often features deliberate breaches of these maxims. Examining how and 
why such breaches happen allows us to uncover the subtle, often strategic, ways meaning is negotiated or 
implied within this highly structured communicative environment. Conversational implicature provides a 
valuable framework for analyzing how implied meanings arise when conversational norms are intentionally 
flouted. Below is an outline of how breaches occur and their implications: 

 Maxim of Quantity suggests that speakers provide appropriate information without being overly 
verbose or withholding crucial details. In the courtroom, violations of this maxim might involve 
lawyers deliberately withholding information to manipulate the narrative in favor of their client or 
overloading the opposing party with excessive details to confuse or overwhelm them. 

 Maxim of Quality concerns the truthfulness and accuracy of conveyed information. In courtroom 
discourse, violations occur when witnesses give false testimony, or lawyers present misleading 
evidence, undermining legal credibility and the pursuit of justice. 

 Maxim of Relevance requires contributions to be relevant and directly related to the topic. In 
courtroom discourse, violations may include introducing irrelevant information or pursuing unrelated 
lines of questioning to strategically discredit the opposition or sway the jury. 

 Maxim of Manner pertains to clarity, coherence, and manner of expression. In courtroom discourse, 
violations may include ambiguous or convoluted statements designed to obscure meaning. Lawyers 
often use complex legal jargon or rhetorical strategies to influence judges or juries without offering 
clear arguments (Grice, 1967).  Here‘s a breakdown of the manner maxim: 

1. Be Clear: Speakers should express their thoughts directly and unambiguously, avoiding 
unnecessarily complicated or convoluted language.  

2. Be Concise: Speakers should convey information briefly and efficiently, providing enough detail to 
be understood without unnecessary verbosity. 

3. Be Organized: Speakers should present information logically and coherently, making it easier for 
listeners to follow the flow of ideas. 

4. Avoid Obscurity: Speakers should avoid using language that is vague, overly abstract, or difficult to 
interpret, ensuring that their message is easily comprehensible. 

 
3.  Methodology 

This article's theoretical framework is based on Grice‘s Maxims theory and Conversational Analysis 
(CA), as outlined in the introduction. The linguistic data for this research come from the ”10 Official 
Transcripts of the U.S. Supreme Court,” which are publicly accessible and serve as authentic examples of 
legal discourse in a high-stakes institutional setting. The study adopts a qualitative approach to answering 
these questions, analyzing courtroom conversation transcripts and focusing on how implicatures function 
within the legal context. Special attention is given to exchanges between attorneys and witnesses and 
between defendants and legal representatives to uncover the pragmatic strategies embedded in their speech. 

The data collection involved selecting complete transcripts from various Supreme Court cases, 
ensuring a diversity of topics and participants. Selection criteria focused on extended witness-lawyer or 
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judge-witness interactions relevant for pragmatic analysis. Priority was given to transcripts containing 
spontaneous responses, argumentation, and dialogic exchanges where implicatures, hedging, or deviations 
from expected cooperative behaviour could be observed. 
The analysis was conducted in three stages: 

1. Data Selection and Extraction: Relevant excerpts were manually chosen based on their potential to 
demonstrate violations of Gricean maxims (Quantity, Quality, Relevance and Manner). These 
included segments with unclear, irrelevant, exaggerated, or misleading statements, often found in 
witness testimonies or attorney questioning.  

2. Categorization: Each excerpt was classified according to the specific maxim(s) it breached. 
Particular attention was paid to vagueness, irrelevance, hedging, emotive language, or over-
explanation—each indicating potential violations of conversational norms. 

3. Conversational Analysis (CA): Using CA techniques, the selected dialogues were further examined 
for interactional patterns such as turn-taking, adjacency pairs, and repair strategies. These elements 
helped reveal how participants manage miscommunication, assert power, or strategically breach 
maxims to influence courtroom narratives.  
Throughout the analysis, emphasis was placed on the contextual relevance and implications of each 

utterance, examining how certain conversational choice may affect the perceived credibility, fairness, or 
objectivity of the legal process. This multi-layered approach provided an understanding of how linguistic 
strategies and pragmatic violations function within the judicial system. 

 
4. Findings 

Empirical analysis of courtroom discourse reveals systematic patterns in how conversational principles 
function within legal settings, often exposing how speakers, particularly attorneys and witnesses, 
strategically manipulate Gricean maxims to serve adversarial aims. The following case studies show that 
strategic manipulation of conversational norms fulfils specific legal objectives and can influence judicial 
outcomes. The subsequent extracts illustrate case studies demonstrating how implicature operates within 
authentic legal exchanges. Each extract underscores the pragmatic mechanisms involved, such as implicature 
through maxim flouting, silence, indirectness, or presupposition, and demonstrates how the rules and aims of 
the courtroom shape these strategies. 

 

EXTRACT: 1 

 

Violation of Maxim of Quantity 

 
[1]  Barrister: Did you pick up her near your neighborhood?  

Defendant: Unfortunately, I did. 
Barrister : Unfortunately for the victim as well. (Supreme Court of the United States.    (2023). 
Groff v. DeJoy, 22-174 [Oral argument transcript]). 

 
From the above-mentioned extract [1], the defendant's response breaches the Maxim of Quantity. The 

phrase “Unfortunately, I did,” hints that their relationship was a mistake. As proposed by Grice, the Maxim 
of Quantity requires that a speaker provide just the right amount of information—neither too much nor too 
little—for the conversation to proceed effectively. There are two main reasons why the defendant offers an 
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overly detailed response. The answer could include additional reasons, motivations, and causes, each serving 
different purposes. On the one hand, the information the defendant provides primarily aims to prove his 
innocence; conversely, it influences the interaction.  The witness's response, "Unfortunately, I did, "suggests 
a sense of regret or acknowledgement that picking up had negative consequences or implications. The 
Barrister’s reply, "Unfortunately for the victim as well, " recognizes and highlights that the witness's actions 
had adverse repercussions for the victim, supporting the suggestion that harm or wrongdoing took place.  

Implicature: Witness's Response: "Unfortunately," suggests the witness acknowledges their 
involvement but implies that they regret it or recognize it was not a positive action.  

Barrister's Response: By stating, "Unfortunately for the victim as well," the prosecutor implies 
that the victim suffered due to the witness's action, possibly suggesting harm or negative impact.   

This exchange uses implicature effectively to convey emotional and contextual meaning without 
explicitly detailing the crime or incident. It allows the witness's acknowledgement of their action and the 
prosecutor's emphasis on the victim's plight to resonate with the judge and jury, potentially influencing 
perceptions and decisions. 

EX: [2]  
Barrister: The problem in your family exists a long time.  
Defendant: Yes, the problem is my mother.  
Barrister: But Why?  
Defendant: I was not raised by my mother, but by grandmother.  
Barrister:: Can you tell us the reason of it?  
Defendant: My mother is somewhat neglectful. She is self-centered and hot-tempered. I strongly wish 

to confront her. (Supreme Court of the United States. (2023). Groff v. DeJoy, 22-174 [Oral argument 
transcript]). 

In this courtroom exchange, the defendant's responses breach the Maxim of Quantity. The defendant 
provides more information than necessary in reply to the lawyer's questions, subtly implying messages about 
his family situation and his relationship with his mother. He offers detailed and emotionally charged 
answers, even when the barrister's questions require minimal or neutral responses. Instead, he adds emotive 
assessments (”self-centered,” “hot-tempered”) and a personal wish (”I strongly wish to confront her”), which 
are unnecessary for responding to the barrister's enquiry. This emotionally laden language exceeds what is 
informationally required and introduces implicit accusations and lingering tension. 

When the lawyer states, "The problem in your family exists a long time," the defendant responds, 
"Yes, the problem is my mother," which exceeds the expected brevity. By solely blaming his mother for the 
entire family issue, the defendant implies blame and encourages the court to infer that her character and 
behavior are at the heart of the conflict. 

Upon further inquiry by the lawyer, the defendant elaborates on his mother's negative traits, including 
adjectives like "neglectful, self-centered, hot-tempered, emphasizing a volatile and emotionally unstable 
relationship. Moreover, the defendant expresses a desire to commit a violent act against his mother, 
indicating deep-seated resentment and emotional distress. His final statement—“I strongly wish to confront 
her”—adds emotional intensity, implying a strong urge to challenge her directly. While the word ”confront” 
does not necessarily denote violence, in this context, it contrasts sharply with the formal setting of the 
courtroom and reveals an underlying emotional charge. The choice of language conveys unresolved anger, 
frustration, and possibly hostility, which exceeds the informational requirements of the barrister‘s questions 
and reshapes the courtroom narrative by foregrounding the defendant‘s troubled upbringing and complex 
familial tensions. 
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Violation of  Maxim of Quality 

In courtroom interactions, violations of the maxims of quality are common. This can be expressed as 
courtroom participants contravening the principle of providing high-quality information. The principle of quality 
requires that contributions be truthful and supported by sufficient evidence. This adherence to truthfulness is not 
only a legal obligation but also a crucial aspect of maintaining the integrity of the judicial process, ensuring 
witnesses give genuine, relevant testimony rather than committing perjury, which is strictly prohibited by law. 
The standard ensures that evidence presented in court is based on factual accuracy. It is a strict legal requirement 
for witnesses to provide honest and relevant testimony, following legal standards to prevent perjury. The 
paraphrased text explains that in legal settings, it is vital for participants to provide accurate and truthful 
information supported by solid evidence to uphold the integrity and fairness of legal proceedings. 

 
EXTRACT 2. 
[3] Lawyer: Can you describe the events leading up to the altercation?  
     Witness: The defendant was clearly aggressive towards the victim.  
(Territory of Guam v. United States, No. 20-382. (2021). Transcript of oral argument. Supreme Court 

of the United States). 

This response demonstrates a violation of the Maxim of Quality. The witness offers a subjective 
evaluation ("clearly aggressive") without providing observable or verifiable details to support the claim. In 
legal discourse, particularly during witness testimony, statements should be grounded in factual evidence 
rather than personal interpretation or emotive language. Since the witness does not elaborate further, the 
response lacks the specificity to justify the evaluative claim. 

From a pragmatic perspective, when a witness makes a claim without offering precise details or 
evidence, it can be problematic, especially in a courtroom, where accuracy and objectivity are crucial. In this 
case, the witness’ statement depends more on personal opinion than observable facts, opening the door to 
bias and misinterpretation. As a result, this kind of response can weaken the credibility of the testimony and 
influence how the court understands the events. 

[4] Judge: Did you witness the defendant leaving the scene of the accident? 
     Witness: I believe I saw them driving away. 
(Territory of Guam v. United States, No. 20-382. (2021). Transcript of oral argument. Supreme Court 

of the United States). 
 

In this example, using hedging language ("I believe") indicates uncertainty or a lack of confidence in 
their observation. Scientifically, such statements undermine the reliability of testimony as they suggest the 
witness may not have a clear memory or direct experience of the event, thereby compromising the accuracy 
and credibility of the information presented in court.  

[5] Prosecutor: Were you there when the argument happened? 
              Witness: No, but I know the defendant started it—he always causes trouble.. ((Territory of Guam v. 
United States, No. 20-382. (2021). Transcript of oral argument. Supreme Court of the United States). 

The witness presents something as fact without proof, making the statement unreliable or misleading. 
Therefore, it breaches the Maxim of Quality because the speaker lacks sufficient evidence but speaks as if 
they are certain.  
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In each of the analyzed examples, violations of the Maxim of Quality show how inaccuracies, 
subjective judgments, hearsay, and uncertainty can weaken the integrity of courtroom testimony. From a 
pragmatic perspective, such deviations can be problematic because they shift the basis of legal discourse 
from objective, verifiable facts to personal interpretation or unreliable information.  

Adherence to the Maxim of Quality is both a pragmatic ideal and a legal requirement. It ensures that 
courtroom communication is truthful for fair decision-making. Violations compromise the reliability of 
testimony, potentially misleading judges and juries and undermining judicial outcomes. Therefore, 
maintaining accurate, evidence-based communication is essential to preserving the credibility and fairness of 
the legal process. 

 
Violation of Maxim of Relevance 

In legal contexts, maintaining relevance is essential for effective communication and the fair 
administration of justice. The principle of relevance ensures that information presented in court directly 
addresses the issues, avoiding distractions and fostering clear understanding among all participants. 
Violations of this principle can obscure important facts, mislead arguments, and hinder the determination of 
truth and justice in legal proceedings. Therefore, following the principle of relevance is crucial for upholding 
the integrity and efficiency of courtroom interactions.  

Violating the principle of relevance in a courtroom can significantly weaken the clarity and 
effectiveness of communication during legal proceedings. Here are practical examples that show how this 
principle can be breached and their consequences: 

 [6]  Judge: Please describe what you witnessed at the scene of the incident.  
       Witness: I was wearing a blue shirt that day. 
(Minerva Surgical, Inc. v. Hologic, Inc., No. 20-440. (2021). Transcript of oral argument. Supreme 

Court of the United States). 
The witness's response fails to address the judge's request for relevant information about the incident. 

Instead, it introduces unrelated details about personal attire that do not contribute to understanding the 
incident's events. This breach of relevance may cause confusion and disrupt courtroom efficiency by steering 
focus away from the essential facts. 

[7]   Lawyer: Can you tell us what time you arrived at the crime scene? 
                  Witness: I used to work at a bakery three years ago. 

(Minerva Surgical, Inc. v. Hologic, Inc., No. 20-440. (2021). Transcript of oral argument. Supreme 
Court of the United States). 

 
The witness‘s response provides irrelevant background information instead of directly addressing the 

question about arrival time. This unrelated detail interrupts the flow of testimony, may confuse the jury, or 
cause delays in proceedings. It violates the Maxim of Relevance, as the response is not connected to the legal 
issue discussed. 

[8]  Prosecutor: Did you hear any sounds during the incident? 
                Witness: My neighbor has a really loud dog that barks every night. 

(Criminal Court. (2024, September 5). Transcript of proceedings: The Prosecutor v. Mahamat Said 
Abdel Kani). 

 



Online Journal of Humanities                        E-ISSN: 2346-8149
ETAGTSU         Issue X,  2025

https://etagtsu.tsu.ge/  | 68

The witness shifts the focus from the specific incident to a general complaint about their neighbor‘s 
dog. While the statement may involve sound, it does not relate to the incident and misleads the prosecutor's 
line of inquiry. This again breaches the principle of relevance, obscuring crucial details that could support or 
oppose the case.  

Violating the Maxim of Relevance usually involves failing to ensure communication pertains to the 
current topic. According to Grice, relevance requires connecting an utterance to the speaker‘s intended 
meaning, depending on cognitive processes for understanding. Effective communication depends on 
speakers providing meaningful evidence, enabling listeners to infer their intentions. This mutual 
understanding relies on both contextual and cognitive factors, highlighting the importance of considering the 
context and mental processing.  

Therefore, strict adherence to the principle of relevance is vital for clarity in communication and for 
maintaining fairness and procedural integrity within the justice system. 

Violation of Maxim of Manner 

The maxim of manner emphasizes clarity, conciseness, and directness in expression to ensure 
sufficient participant understanding. Following it aids effective communication by reducing 
misunderstandings and clarifying intent. It urges speakers to think about what they say and how they say it to 
ensure their message is clear and easily understood by their audience. 

In courtroom interactions, speakers often stray from this guideline for various reasons, intentionally 
breaching the maxim of manner and leading to confusion. This intentional deviation often results in 
conversational implications understood only by the participants. In courtroom discourse, participants may 
still intentionally flout the maxim of manner despite expecting clear and straightforward communication. For 
example, a witness might avoid giving relevant information about a case, prompting the lawyer to ask the 
same question repeatedly to ensure clarity and remove doubt. 

EXTRACT: 4 
[9] Lawyer: Can you describe what you observed on the day of the incident? 
     Witness: Well, it was a bright sunny day, and I remember feeling quite anxious as I approached 
the building where the incident occurred. As I walked closer, I saw a crowd gathered around, and 
people were shouting and pointing towards the defendant. I quickly realized something serious had 
happened, so I began taking notes on my phone to document everything I could see. 
(Criminal Court. (2024, July 23). Transcript of proceedings: The Prosecutor v. Joseph Kony). 

This statement breaches the Maxim of Manner by being overly detailed and wandering. The witness 
provides unnecessary details about the weather ("bright sunny day") and personal feelings ("feeling quite 
anxious"), which distract from the main account of what was observed during the incident. Such verbosity 
may confuse listeners and hide the key facts of the case. The statement also breaches the Maxim of 
Relevance, not just the Maxim of Manner. Although the witness offers a detailed and structured account, 
much of the information (like the weather and personal feelings) does not directly answer the lawyer‘s 
question, focusing on what the witness saw during the incident. 
As a result, the response breaches: 

• The Maxim of Manner -  it is too detailed and includes unnecessary information that may obscure
the main point. 

• The Maxim of Relevance - parts of the answer are not directly related to the specific question and
do not add meaningfully to the legal issue. 

Therefore, it is a dual breach, potentially reducing the clarity and focus of courtroom communication.  
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[10]    Prosecutor: Did the defendant say anything to you? 
                      Witness: He said something… kind of like, you know, "whatever," but not exactly       that—it 
was more like a "you’ll see" kind of tone. 

(Supreme Court of the United States. (2021, January 11). Transcript of oral argument: Pham v. 
Guzman Chavez (No. 19-897)). 

The use of unclear, hedged language ("kind of like," "you‘ll see kind of tone") introduces ambiguity, 
which violates the Maxim of Manner. The response lacks precision and may confuse the court. 

[11]  Prosecutor: Mr. Thomas, you believe that you know Watson's girlfriend, Tyra Jackson, right?  
         Witness: I never testified I knew her or not. 
         Prosecutor: You believe that you may have met her once or twice, right? 
        Witnesss: Maybe.  

(Supreme Court of the United States. (2021, January 11). Transcript of oral argument: Pham v. Guzman 
Chavez (No. 19-897)). 

The responses are vague and non-committal, lacking clarity. Using "maybe" and denying prior 
testimony without providing a clear answer introduce ambiguity, violating the Maxim of Manner by failing 
to be clear and orderly. 

[12]  Judge: Please explain your relationship with the plaintiff. 
        Witness: Our families have known each other for years, and I've always considered them to be 
like family to me. We've shared many meals and holidays together, and I've seen firsthand how 
caring they are towards each other. I never imagined that our bond would be tested in this 
courtroom today. (Smith v. United States, 599 U.S. 236 (2023). 
 

This response demonstrates a violation of the Maxim of Manner, as outlined by Grice's Cooperative 
Principle. The witness includes emotionally charged and overly elaborate statements that exceed the scope of 
the judge’s question. Instead of providing a concise, clear, and factual account of the relationship, the 
witness offers subjective reflections such as “like family to me” and “our bond would be tested.” These 
statements introduce unnecessary emotion and personal commentary, which may confuse the court or 
influence perceptions of the testimony. While the topic remains technically relevant, the manner of 
delivery—being verbose and emotionally expressive—hinders clarity. 

[13] Prosecutor: Can you recount the events leading up to the altercation? 
       Witness: Absolutely, it all started when I received a frantic call from the victim, who was in 
tears and described a heated argument with the defendant over financial matters. I rushed to the 
scene and found the victim visibly shaken, with bruises on their arms. The defendant was pacing 
back and forth, shouting accusations, and I tried to intervene to de-escalate the situation. (Reed v. 
Goertz, 598 U.S. 230 (2023)). 

This statement breaches the manner maxim by including excessive detail and unnecessary narrative. 
Although it offers a chronological account of events, the witness adds emotional descriptors ("frantic call," 
"in tears," "visibly shaken") and subjective interpretations ("tried to intervene to de-escalate") that could 
confuse the listener and obscure the factual sequence of what occurred. Such deviations from a clear, factual 
account can weaken the credibility of the witness's testimony. The same occurs in the following example: 

[14] Judge: Could you clarify your observations regarding the defendant's behavior? 
       Witness: Certainly, Your Honor. From what I observed, the defendant appeared agitated and 
restless during the proceedings. They frequently interrupted the proceedings with objections and 
seemed dismissive of the plaintiff's testimony. It was evident that their demeanor was defensive, and 
they appeared uncomfortable in the courtroom environment. (Wisconsin v. Kizer, 2024). 
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Providing subjective interpretations ("appeared agitated," "frequently interrupted," "seemed 
dismissive") without specific behavioral observations or objective evidence to support these claims can 
breach good manners. The witness‘s vague description of the defendant‘s behaviour, lacking detailed factual 
information, weakens the clarity and strength of the testimony.  

In each case, violations of the manner maxim hinder effective courtroom communication by adding 
unnecessary details, emotional commentary, and subjective opinions. Following the Maxim of Manner is 
essential in legal proceedings to ensure that statements are clear, concise, and objectively presented, thereby 
enhancing the reliability and influence of witness testimony and arguments in court. 

 
4. Conclusion 

When Grice’s conversational maxims are violated in courtroom discourse, the consequences extend 
beyond linguistic breakdowns and directly affect the clarity, credibility, and fairness of legal proceedings. 
Breaches of the maxims of relevance, quality, and manner often result in obscured communication. For 
instance, introducing irrelevant details or emotionally charged statements can distract from key facts, thereby 
hindering judges and juries in identifying the central issues within testimony or argumentation. Such 
violations may occur when participants expect listeners to infer implied meanings or conversational 
implicatures rather than relying on explicit clarity. 

An analysis of these violations reveals that they are not always accidental; instead, they can be 
employed strategically to shape interpretations, control narratives, or challenge assumptions within the 
courtroom. Therefore, the concept of conversational implicature is crucial for understanding how meaning is 
negotiated, constructed, and contested in legal settings. Nevertheless, the deliberate or inadvertent violation 
of maxims can undermine the credibility of witnesses and the persuasiveness of legal arguments. A failure to 
uphold the maxim of quality (truthfulness) or manner (clarity) may lead judges and jurors to question the 
reliability of testimony, particularly when such accounts serve as pivotal evidence. 

Adherence to Grice’s maxims fosters fairness in legal proceedings by ensuring that communication 
remains truthful, relevant, and comprehensible. Conversely, violations can distort facts, create bias, and grant 
undue advantage, ultimately compromising the integrity of judicial processes. Observing the principles of 
relevance, quality, and manner thus strengthens objectivity, reinforces trust in judicial outcomes, and upholds 
the principles of justice. 

Courtroom discourse also highlights the inherently goal-oriented nature of legal communication. 
Barristers, for example, strategically challenge testimony to test credibility, while defendants employ 
language to assert innocence and authenticity. Such exchanges underscore the persuasive function of 
language in legal contexts. However, when participants breach conversational maxims—whether through 
irrelevance, ambiguity, or falsehood—the effectiveness and fairness of proceedings are significantly 
diminished. Upholding these maxims is therefore essential to safeguarding clarity, credibility, and justice 
within the legal process. 
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