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Abstract

Pragmatics is one of the key tools in legal linguistics that examines the
meanings of utterances within context and explores the speaker’s intended
meanings. One of the central issues in pragmatics is the concept of
implicature, introduced by Grice, based on the belief that human
communication follows a logical principle known as the Cooperative
Principle. Violating this principle leads to the creation of implicatures in
discourse. Imam Ali’s legal discourse, by employing linguistic and rhetorical
techniques, provides a rich ground for analyzing discourse implicatures.
Using a descriptive-analytical method within the framework of Grice's theory,
the present study examines the violation of the Cooperative Principle in Imam
Ali's legal discourse and seeks to uncover the implicit meanings embedded in
this discourse, aiming to achieve a comprehensive understanding of his legal
rhetoric. The findings revealed that Imam Ali, through strategic use of
linguistic and rhetorical devices, deliberately violated the Cooperative
Principle. This deliberate violation generates discourse implicatures that play
a crucial role in conveying fundamental messages. These implicatures
indicate that the central signifier in this discourse is justice, which serves as a
pivotal concept permeating all dimensions of the discourse. Alongside this,
floating signifiers such as responsible governance, popular legitimacy, and
realism highlight various aspects of justice and function as complementary
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elements within this discourse. Furthermore, Imam Ali’s legal discourse,
compared to its contemporary counterparts, distinguishes itself through
purposeful implicit meanings, thereby not only asserting its superiority but
also contributing to the expansion of Islamic meta-discourse in the field of
law.

Keywords: Legal discourse, legal linguistics, pragmatics, conversational
implicature, Imam Ali (AS).

Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

In recent decades, the expansion of interdisciplinary approaches has
fostered significant interaction between linguistics and law. Forensic
linguistics—as a modern subfield of linguistics—focuses on the role of
language in the production and interpretation of legal discourse and seeks
to apply linguistic insights to specific legal contexts (Aghagolzadeh, 2012:
57; Khezri, 2022: 58). Closely related to disciplines such as forensic
medicine and forensic psychology, forensic linguistics constitutes a branch
of the legal sciences that analyzes legal texts and interactions from a
linguistic perspective (Khezri, 2022: 55-58). Within the legal domain,
language is not merely a medium of meaning transmission but a tool for
consolidating social structures and generating normative frameworks.
Accordingly, legal discourse emerges as a distinct genre in which language,
power, and meaning intersect—a field that demands contextual and
pragmatic investigation (Jabbarkazem, 2015: 25-35).

Pragmatics, as an instrumental sub-discipline within forensic linguistics,
examines meaning in relation to situational context and speaker intention.
Whereas semantics is concerned with literal meaning, pragmatics focuses
on the intended and context-dependent dimensions of meaning (Yule,
2012: 171; Chapman, 2019: 49; Allott, 2020: 19). Yule (2012: 171; 2023:
11) defined pragmatics as the study of communication across four levels:
speaker meaning, contextual meaning, meaning beyond linguistic form,
and the appropriateness of utterance within its social setting. Among
classical pragmatic theories, Grice’s framework holds central significance
(Chapman, 2019: 110). Grice distinguishes between two levels of meaning:
what i1s said and what is meant. While the former is necessary for
understanding an utterance, it is not sufficient; full comprehension depends
on adding the speaker’s intended and implied content to the literal meaning
(ibid.: 133—134). Grice’s model thus provides a powerful analytical basis
for exploring complex legal discourses in terms of speaker intention and
implicit meaning.
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The legal discourse of Imam Ali (AS) represents one of the most
profound manifestations of juridical thought within the Islamic intellectual
tradition, prominently reflected in Nahj al-Balagha. Grounded in Islamic
teachings, this discourse articulates a coherent intellectual system that
extends beyond divine law to encompass human rights and social ethics. It
is deeply enriched with implied meanings derived from Imam Ali’s
linguistic mastery and intellectual depth. Consequently, analyzing this
discourse through the lens of speech implicature can uncover the hidden
dimensions and underlying purposes of Imam’s juridical expressions. Such
an approach establishes a bridge between modern linguistics and Islamic
thought, opening new horizons for understanding the Alavid legal system.

2. Theoretical Framework

The concept of implicature is one of the central notions in pragmatics, first
introduced by Paul Grice. He argued that the speaker’s intended meaning
may extend beyond the literal meaning of their utterance, and to describe
this phenomenon, he coined the term implicature, defined as “the existence
of an implied meaning within an utterance or segment of discourse” (Allott,
2020: 123). In other words, implicature refers to meaning derived from the
speaker’s or writer’s intention rather than from the explicit linguistic form
itself—although there are linguistic clues to it (Aghagolzadeh, 2013: 68).
For example, in the exchange “John: We should get a pet.” “Mary: I love
cats,” Mary’s response implicitly suggests that she is proposing a cat as
their choice of pet.

The core of Grice’s theory is the Cooperative Principle, which aims to
explain how speakers convey and hearers infer implied meaning (Allott,
2020: 124; Grice, 1989: 26). Grice asserted that cooperation is a
fundamental principle governing human interaction in all spheres of life—
most evidently in conversation (Chapman, 2019: 140). According to his
theory, interlocutors generally assume that others are cooperating to
facilitate effective communication and conversational progress. The
Cooperative Principle is realized through four maxims of conversation:

Maxim of Quantity: A speaker should provide as much information as
is needed for communicative purposes, but no more (Yule, 2023: 54;
‘Okasha, 2013: 91; Grice, 1975: 45-47; Grice, 1989: 26-27). In classical
Arabic and Islamic rhetoric, this maxim corresponds to the principle of
musawat (balance), with brevity (1jaz) and verbosity (itnab) seen as
deliberate violations (Habanka al-Maydani, 1996: 2/16-17).

Maxim of Quality: Speech should be based on truth and supported by
evidence (Yule, 2023: 54; ‘Okasha, 2013: 91; Grice, 1975: 45-47; Grice,
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1989: 26-27). Violation of this maxim occurs when the speaker
deliberately says something untrue to convey an implied meaning, such as
through metaphor or irony in Islamic rhetoric.

Maxim of Relation (Relevance): Every utterance should relate directly
to the overall topic of discourse (Chapman, 2019: 142). In Islamic
rhetorical tradition, structures such as uslib hakim (wise redirection) and
ikhraj al-kalam ‘ala khilaf al-zahir (intentional deviation from apparent
meaning) illustrate purposeful violations of this maxim.

Maxim of Manner: Speech should be clear, orderly, and unambiguous
(ibid.). When a speaker resorts to excessive brevity, unnecessary
elaboration, or conceptual obscurity, they intentionally flout this principle
(Khedir, 2017: 157).

Flouting the Cooperative Principle and Its Implications:

According to Gricean theory, listeners always interpret utterances under
the presumption that the speaker adheres to the Cooperative Principle.
Hence, when faced with statements that seem less or non-cooperative, they
seek an interpretation that restores this cooperative assumption. The
additional inferential content that the listener generates to achieve this
interpretive alignment is known as a conversational implicature (Chapman,
2019: 143). As Allott (2020: 125) explains, “When a speaker says
something that appears irrelevant to the subject at hand, the hearer searches
for the most plausible explanation—typically concluding that the speaker
intends to communicate a meaning beyond the literal words. Understanding
such implied meaning depends on the hearer’s awareness of the speaker’s
intentions, the conversational setting, and the broader situational context.”

This theoretical framework provides the foundation for analyzing the
nuanced and layered meanings within Imam Ali’s legal discourse, wherein
deliberate and contextually motivated flouting of Gricean maxims reveals
profound ethical and juridical intentions.

3. Method

The present study adopts a descriptive—analytical approach within the
framework of linguistic pragmatics to examine the legal discourse of
Imam Ali (AS) and to uncover the interrelation among meaning, intention,
and social function in his speech. The analysis focuses on selected
Nabhj al-Balagha letters and sermons that encompass juridical concepts such
as justice, authority, responsibility, and related themes. Each utterance is
analyzed according to Grice’s Cooperative Principle and its four maxims—
Quantity, Quality, Relation, and Manner. Conscious and purposeful
deviations from these maxims are interpreted as rhetorical and ethical
strategies for conveying implicit or layered meanings.



Quarterly Journal of Nahj al-Balagha Research Vol. 12, No. 47, Autumn 2024 55

The investigation of speech implicatures proceeds along two analytical
dimensions: first, their cognitive-social functions, manifested in acts such
as admonition, encouragement, and critique; and second, their
linguistic-rhetorical mechanisms, exemplified by devices like brevity
(1jaz), metaphor, and other stylistic features. This dual-level analysis
integrates pragmatic theory with discourse analysis to reveal how
Imam Ali’s juridical language operates simultaneously on ethical,
communicative, and social planes.

4. Conclusion

The pragmatic analysis of Imam Ali’s (AS) legal discourse within Grice’s
theoretical framework reveals that he deliberately and strategically flouts
the Cooperative Principle to create meaningful and ethically charged
implicatures. Through rhetorical techniques such as brevity (1jaz),
elaboration (itnab), metaphor, and ambiguity (tham), he generates layers of
implied meaning that reinforce the moral and juridical purposes of his
speech.

Flouting the Maxim of Quantity emphasizes justice, social
responsibility, and service-oriented leadership in contrast to tyranny and
power-seeking. Violation of the Maxim of Quality—through metaphorical
or allusive expression—on the other hand, highlights compassion and
moral commitment as essential foundations of governance. Departures
from the Maxim of Relation—via indirect responses and historical
allusions—serve to legitimize a government grounded in justice and
popular consent. Finally, the intentional flouting of the Maxim of Manner,
by drawing on ambiguity and controlled prolixity, helps to expand on
complex socio-legal themes such as the prohibition of hoarding and the
primacy of public welfare.

Collectively, these strategies position justice as the central signifier of
Imam Ali’s legal discourse, around which other floating signifiers—such
as ethical governance, responsible authority, fairness, and social
cohesion—are organized. Thus, the Alavid juridical discourse constitutes a
coherent model of moral and rational governance.
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