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Abstract 

Chinua Achebe’s novels have undoubtedly stood the test of time especially in terms of scholarship and 

academic relevance. They have, no doubt, been subjected to series of studies by many scholars especially 

through the lens of literary and critical analysis, but with very little commitment to the pragmatic 

principles. The problem which this research recognizes, therefore, is that Achebe’s No Longer at Ease has 

not been studied and interpreted on the basis of Grice’s theory of Conversational Implicature (with its 

attendant Cooperative Principle) which comprised the four maxims of: Quality, Quantity, Relation and 

Manner. Consequently, this study is an attempt to discovering and eliciting the implicit meanings that 

characterize the identity and ideology-driven discourses of the major and some minor characters in 

Achebe’s No Longer at Ease, and how these implicit meanings could be useful to the overall interpretation 

of the text. It also seeks to ascertain the extent to which these maxims are flouted by the interlocutors (i.e. 

the fictional characters) in the course of their conversational exchanges. Ten different conversational 

encounters of the characters were extracted and analyzed based on the aforementioned theory. The result 

shows that Grice’s maxims of quality and quantity were the most flouted, followed by the manner maxim, 

with that of relevance being the least flouted.  

Keyword: Grice, conversational implicature, implicitness, cooperative principle, maxims, flout, discourses.   

 

Introduction 

Communication is a word that readily 

comes to the mental process upon the mere 

mention of the word „language‟. It owes it origin 

to the Latin word „communico‟ which means „to 

share‟ (Ofuani&Ofuani, 2010). It therefore means 

that when people communicate (through the 

unique medium of language), the essence is to 

share ideas and feelings in a mood of mutual 

understanding. This is what Mey (2001) refers to 

as “the communicative Principle” by which it is 

understood that people, when communicating, 

has something to tell each other. Liddicoat (2007) 

as cited in (Osunbade and Adeniyi, 2014) posits 

that the preponderant use of human language is 

made manifest in conversation. So that people 

become more and more socialized and strengthen 

their relationships with each other through 

conversation. Thus, it becomes a fact that all 

human beings engage in conversational 

interaction just as the human society depends on 

conversation in order to function. 

However, being that communication is 

somewhat a practical phenomenon, and 

something that every human being can readily 

relate with, findings, like wise experiences, have 

shown that what people say during the 

communication process is not always what they 

actually mean, and many a time, their utterances 

do mean much more than what they literally say. 

In other words, certain meanings are often left 

implicit. Papi (2009) lends credence to this when 

he averred that implicitness is at one time an 

intrinsic feature of natural languages and a 

powerful instrument of communication. For 

instance, a parent whose son is in the boarding 

school might, in an attempt to caution his son, or 

better still to put him on guard, say “If you like, 

don‟t stay out of trouble when you get back to 

school”. What is implicit in the above statement 

(which the son is left to work out or infer) is 

“endeavour to be of good behaviour” or “make 

sure you stay out of trouble”. The above example 

is in consonant with the crux of Grice‟s theory of 

conversational implicature which, as Omekwu 

(2016) clearly puts it, consists in an attempt to 

clarify the intuitive disparity between what is 

expressed literally in a sentence and what is 

merely suggested or hinted by an utterance of the 

same strings of words. In an effort to distinguish 

the latter from the former, Bottyan (n.d.) as 

echoed in Omekwu (2016) presented Grice‟s 

http://www.jolls.com.ng/


Journal of Languages, Linguistics and Literary Studies (JOLLS)         Http://www.jolls.com.ng 
Vol. 9. No. 2 September 2019                                                                ISSN : 2636-7149-6300 (online & print) 

 

                                                                                                                Adaoma I & Chijioke M.A 
CC BY-NC-ND  Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs 

 
 

61 

 

usage of the neologisms “implicate” and 

“implicature” and refers to the linguistically 

coded part of utterance content as „what is said‟. 

Thus, the sum of what is said in a sentence and 

what is implicated in an utterance of the sentence 

is called „the total signification of an utterance‟ 

(Grice 1978, 1986b). The following offers yet 

another veritable example: if a speaker says to his 

hearer “You look very worried”. This statement 

is open to varying interpretations; it might mean 

„Are you okay? Or it might mean „Is anything the 

matter?‟or „You need to cheer up‟. It is in the 

light of the above example that Mey (2001) 

observes thus: „To know what people mean, you 

have to interpret what they say. But interpretation 

is a tricky affair; misunderstandings are always 

possible, and sometimes seem to be the rule 

rather than an exception. Leech (1983) remarks 

that interpreting an utterance is ultimately a 

matter of guesswork or hypothesis formation.  

We  wish to point out at this juncture that all that 

have been said so far are geared towards 

establishing the place of context in meaning–

making. In other words, how context contributes 

to how interiocutors arrive at meaning.  

Mey (2001) notes the importance of the 

context in figuring out ambiguities in spoken or 

written language; it is the continually changing 

surroundings that enable the participants in the 

communication process to interact, and in which 

the linguistic expressions of their interaction 

become intelligible. In clearer terms, meaning in 

relation to context is one of the prerogatives of 

pragmatics. This explains why Yule(1985) as 

cited in Ezeifeka(2018) referred to pragmatics as 

the study of invisible meaning or how we 

recognize what is meant even when it is not 

actually said (or written). Ezeifeka (2018) goes 

further to note that in order to communicate more 

than is actually said participants depends on a lot 

of shared assumptions and expectations with a 

tacit agreement to respect and adhere to some 

unwritten rules or principles of common 

conversation and to make pragmatic inference 

over and above the meaning of the words of the 

utterances. This pragmatic inference is called 

implicature.  

Scholars are of the view that the idea of 

implicature is mostly evident in conversation 

(i.e., discourse). Natural conversation, even 

though its features may be applied clearly in 

fictional conversation in literary text(as in drama 

or novel), differs from other forms of 

conversation in many ways. With respect to the 

novel the talk seems „tidied up‟, and there are 

evidences of relatively few unclear utterances, 

overlaps, false starts, hesitations and repetitions 

(Toolan, 1989:193). Since conversation between 

characters are an important part of the message 

from the writer to the readers, there are literary 

conventions at work governing this fictional 

representation of talk, so that the rendered text is 

not quite a perfect representation of a natural 

conversation (see Toolan, 1989:193). However, 

some structural and functional principles govern 

fictional dialogue, as is the case in natural 

dialogue and a reader or hearer must recognize 

and attend to those principles in order to 

understand the dialogue.   

In their writing on conversations between 

authors and readers, Leech and short (2007) aver 

that the pragmatic model of understanding can 

apply not only to character to character 

conversation, but also to the way in which 

authors convey messages to their readers. Truly, 

with the novel in a written mode, one can argue 

that adherence to the co-operative principle and 

maxims proposed for successful conversations 

must be assumed even more strongly than for 

everyday talk-in-interaction, because the novelist 

has to choose exactly what to say. Sometimes, an 

author conveys what he wants to say directly, and 

at other times through interchanges among 

characters. In both ways, implicatures and other 

inferential strategies may be used. According to 

Mey (2001), Pragmatics is interested in the 

conversational implicature because we deal with 

a regularity that cannot be captured within the 

simple syntactic rule, but has to be accounted for 

in other ways. This paper is a pragmatic study of 

Achebe‟s No Longer at Ease and it is meant to 

show that many conversational utterances by 

such characters as Obi Okonkwo, Clara, Joseph, 

Mr. Isaac Okonkwo, Obi‟s mother etc are fraught 

with, i.e. characterized by implicitness. These 

implicit meanings are generated through the 
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flouting of the conversational maxims.  

Statement of the Problem 

 Chinua Achebe‟s novels have 

undoubtedly stood the test of time especially in 

terms of scholarship and academic relevance. 

They have also been subjected to series of studies 

and interpretations by many scholars especially 

through the lens of literary and qualitative cum 

critical analysis. However, with particular 

reference to his novel entitled No longer at Ease, 

there is absolutely no evidence of any pragmatic 

study of the text to the best of my (i.e., the 

researcher‟s) knowledge. The problem which this 

research recognizes, therefore, is that Achebe‟s 

No Longer at Ease has not been studied and 

interpreted using principles of pragmatics. The 

desire to fill this lacuna is what has propelled us 

to embark on the study of the aforementioned text 

using the theory of conversational implicature.  

Objective of the Study  

The general objective of this study is to 

attempt a pragmatic study of No Longer at Ease 

by Chinua Achebe anchored on the theory of 

conversational implicature. In specific terms, the 

study is designed to:  

1. Ascertain the extent to which the 

characters‟ utterances are characterized 

by implicitness in terms of meaning.  

2. To examine the degree of violation or 

adherence to the maxims of quantity, 

quality, relevance and manner. 

Review of Relevant Literature Based on the 

Theory and on Existing Scholarly Works. 

Much discussion within the literature on 

this topic has centered both on the usefulness and 

inadequacies of Grice‟s theory as a tool for 

pragmatic analysis. This is given credence by the 

argument that Grice viewed his ideas as tentative 

and exploratory but followers have regarded the 

theory as being well established. Consequently, 

while it has served as a paradigm for research in 

pragmatics, it is however fraught with apparently 

insurmountable theoretical difficulties (Stanford 

Encyclopedia of Philosophy). 

The inadequacies of Grice‟s theory 

traverse a number of issues. Foremost among 

them is the four maxims and their associated 

principles of cooperation which have been 

subject to serious criticism. The critics focused 

on the unequal social and intellectual values 

accorded the maxims. They argued, for example, 

that greater value is attached to the maxim of 

quality (truthfulness) than to the others. Lakoff 

(2009) contends that “blatant failure to observe 

„quality‟ often appears as a moral rather than an 

intellectuals lapse; failure of „quantity‟ as a lack 

of communicative competence; while failure in 

„manner‟ suggests aesthetic shortcomings”. 

Truthfulness, it is further argued, does not often 

play the main part in terms of what gives rise to 

implicatures, beside its possible contribution to 

ironical utterances. Informativeness (quantity) 

and relevance (relation) are what is central to 

implicatures; and “both are said to be close and 

co-dependent principles” (Keans, 2000) as cited 

in (Omekwu, 2016 p229). This, he further 

reasoned, is because knowing exactly how much 

information is required, so as not to give „too 

much‟ or „too little‟ information, is all that is 

required to obey informativeness. Thus, if any 

information is not required, it is not relevant to 

the current purpose and if otherwise, it is relevant 

to the current purpose. 

More so, questions have been raised as to 

the essence of having such number of maxims 

when they could possibly be simplified or 

reduced. Green (1989) hints at her being 

uncertain about the second of the sub-maxims of 

quantity –“do not make your contribution more 

informative than is required”. She considers the 

possibility of having it sub-summed in the first –

“make your contributions as informative as is 

required”. She, however, further suggests it 

should be included under the relation maxim. In 

the same vein, it is contended that the second of 

the quality sub-maxims –“do not say that for 

which you lack adequate evidence”-logically 

entails or implies the first “do not say what you 

believe to be false”; since if one never says 

anything which one has inadequate grounds to 

believe, he necessarily would never say anything 

which believes to be false.  

The relevance maxim has the subject of 

two major efforts in terms of which prominent 

linguists have sought to improve on Grice‟s 

formulation of the conversational principles, and 
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provide a solution to the problems of clashes 

among the maxim. The first of these attempts is 

the 1984 proposal by Lawrence Horn generally 

regarded as the neo-Gricean theory while the 

second is 1986 proposal by Sperber and Wilson 

known as post Gricean theory (Kearns, 2000) in 

(Omekwu, 2016). According to Omekwu , 

whereas Horn‟s proposal keeps relevance within 

the general model of Gricean theory, Sperber and 

Wilson make the maxim of relevance the 

groundwork of their own approach to 

communication and cognition described as 

„Relevance Theory‟ (RT). Relevance theory is 

recognized as the most influential alternative to 

Gricean theory in term of which Sperber and 

Wilson argued that “all Grice‟s maxims can be 

replaced by a single principle of relevance which, 

when suitably elaborated, can handle the full 

range of data that Grice‟s maxims were designed 

to explain” (Wilson and Sperber) as cited in 

(Stanford Encyclopedia of philosophy)  

However, despite its spots of weakness, 

and despite of the fact that the theory and its 

maxims have been extensively re-evaluated and 

revised, linguistic studies show that Grice‟s 

theory remains a core pragmatics tool in the 

analysis of conversation and discourses, whether 

real or imagined. And as Omekwu (2016) aptly 

puts it, the theory remains the starting point for 

the discussion of pragmatically conveyed 

meaning. Thus, an extensive reading of relevant 

literature on existing scholarly works shows that 

while there are a number of works which have 

been carried out in a bid to study and interpret 

Achebe‟s No Longer at Ease using various 

theoretical perspectives and without any on 

Grice‟s conversational implicature there are also 

a number of other works which have been carried 

out on other text different from the one under 

focus (i.e. No Longer at Ease) based on the 

aforementioned pragmatics theory. In the light of 

the above, and because of the non-existence of 

any pragmatics study on the literary text in 

question based on Grice‟s cooperative principle, a 

review of some scholarly works done on other 

texts based on Grice‟s theory is what follows.  

Igwedibia (2018) in her article entitled “Grice‟s 

conversational implicature: A Pragmatics 

Analysis of Selected Poems of AudreLorde” 

attempted a pragmatics studies of two selected 

poems of the aforementioned poet: “The Black 

Unicorn” and “From the House of Yemanja” 

using the theory under focus to see how its 

maxims could be applied to a reading of meaning 

in the two poems, as well as ascertain the degree 

to which the maxims are violated or adhered. Her 

study was a success as it discovered that 

AudreLorde, in some of her poems, violates the 

maxims and adheres to them both in the same 

breath. Igwedibia‟s study, though anchored on 

the theory under focus, is on poetry and not on 

prose which is what my study is set out to 

accomplish. Thus, this creates a gap that 

obviously needs to be filled.  

Saleh Alduais (2012) also conducted an 

empirical study –one that is purely qualitative-

entitled “ Conversational Implicature ( flouting 

the maxims ) :Applying Conversational Maxims 

on a Examples Taking from Non-Standard Arabic 

Language Yemen Dialect, and Idiolect Spoken at 

IBB City” in an attempt to test the universality of 

Grice‟s cooperative principle and its maxims to 

which the conversational implicature is central, 

and the extent to which they can be applied to 

other languages of the world other than English 

language. In terms of methodology, the 

researcher had his thirty minutes-recorded 

conversation between himself and one of his 

friends transcribed and later translated into 

English. The researcher found out and concluded 

as well that Grice‟s theory and its suggested 

principles not only do they apply on the non-

standard Arabic language but appear to be the 

same in terms of their been applicable to Arabic 

language just as it is in the English language. He 

therefore argued in favour of the universality of 

the theory being that the main purpose of the 

study was attained.       

Theoretical Framework  

This study, as earlier slated, is anchored 

on Herbert Paul Grice‟s theory of conversational 

implicature-defined as a “pragmatic inference” 

(Cann, 1993) as (quoted in Ezeifeka, 2018) which 

a hearer makes from the speaker‟s “utterance in a 

conservation in accordance with what the former 

expects to hear” (Mey, 2001). The theory, which 
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stemmed from interpersonal rhetoric, is tied to 

the co-operative principle in terms of which Grice 

proposes that interlocutors in a communicative 

exchange are guided by a principle that 

determines the way in which language is used 

with maximum efficiency and effect to attaining 

rational communication. In clearer terms, the Co-

operative Principle assumes that every 

conversation is an exercise in pure cooperation, 

in which participants strive only to achieve 

common goals. Cruse (2000:368) echoed in 

(Osunbade & Adeniyi, 2014) aptly observes that 

the Cooperative Principle is elaborated by means 

of a set of maxims, which indicate what it means 

to cooperate in a conversation. 

The four maxims, in a nutshell, enjoin 

speakers to give as much information as is 

required (quantity), to say things that are well 

founded (quality), to be relevant 

(relation/relevance) and to be clear cum brief cum 

orderly (manner). These unwritten principles are 

presumed to be mutually known to interlocutors 

which if strictly adhered to guarantee clear, 

smooth and efficient conversation. However, they 

are, more often than not, violated or flouted 

thereby bringing about conversational implicature 

with addressees resorting to making pragmatic 

inferences from the meanings which the speakers 

have left implicit. 

Yule (1996) is apt to note that while the 

speakers communicate meaning through 

inference; and the selected inferences are what 

preserve the assumption of cooperation. Lakoff 

(year), in contradistinction to some assumptions 

about cooperation principle, avers that strict 

adherence to the maxims does not necessarily 

represent „ideal‟ communication, even from a 

purely Eurocentric or western point of view. This 

is because, according to him, maxim-observant 

utterances do exactly and succinctly expresses 

pure semantic meaning; but they may not 

incorporate many of the pragmatic signals that 

direct participants to important aspects of the 

message: discourse genre, deictic situation, 

seriousness, level of intimacy, mutuality of trust, 

delicacy of subject matter and much more. 

Implicature provides that information. In the light 

of the above, an utterance that fails to incorporate 

implicature when it is culturally expected might 

be uncooperative and so hardly „ideal‟. He further 

argues that part of the communicative 

competence expected of a speaker situated in a 

culture is the ability to know when to expect pure 

maxim observance, when to be on the alert for 

implicature, and to process implicature-based 

utterance. Consequently, a speaker (in a 

conversation) may do one of the following things 

with regards to the cooperative principle and its 

maxims:  

1. The speaker may observe the maxims –

this is the default assumption.  

2. The speaker may not observe the maxims 

in which case s/he may: 

a. Opt out of a maxim by using a phrase 

that eliminates or mitigates the effect of 

the maxims and signals this to the 

addresses –this phrase is called a „hedge‟.  

b. Violate a maxim; e.g., tell a lie in an 

attempt to deliberately deceive or 

mislead.  

c. Infringe on a maxim, i.e. failing to 

observe a maxim unintentionally because 

of factors that are beyond the speaker‟s 

control; e.g. mental deterioration as a 

result of old age, drunkenness, lack of 

sufficient knowledge of the subject 

matter, etc 

d. Flout a maxim to the full knowledge of 

the addressee; in which case the 

addressee has to work out the implicature 

in what the speaker is trying to convey.  

Ezeifeka notes that of all the forms of non-

observance of maxims, maxim flouting is of 

utmost importance in pragmatics.   

The maxim of quality is taken by Grice to be of 

higher priority than the other maxims, providing 

the background against which they come into 

play, and generally taking precedence over the 

others if there is a clash (Omekwu, 2016). The 

quality maxim is flouted when an interlocutor 

says what is clearly known to be false; or what 

s/he cannot substantiate, i.e. back up with 

evidence. Leech (1983) clearly explains that 

irony and metaphors are means by which the 

quality maxim is flouted. He exemplifies this 

thus: (exactly this example): when you say to 
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someone who is clearly dark in complexion upon 

seeing that the cosmetics he uses are of superior 

quality “wow, now I know why you are this fair 

in complexion” or when someone uses such 

expressions as “You are the sugar in my tea” all 

of which are characterized by falsity. 

 The maxim of quantity is flouted if a speaker 

says too much or too little. The following 

example by Yule (1996) tacitly illustrates this.  
  

Charlene: I hope you brought the bread and the  

               cheese.  

Dexter:   Ah, I brought the bread. 

 

In the above dialogue, Dexter is cooperating 

though, but some necessary information is left 

unsaid by his not mentioning the cheese; thereby 

flouting the maxim of quantity. However, by the 

principle of cooperation, Charlene is sure to infer 

that his interlocutor did not bring the cheese 

because he would have mentioned it if he had 

brought it alongside with the bread. Apart from 

not providing the right quantity of information as 

required by the situation, overstatements 

(hyperbole), understatements (litotes) and 

euphemism are potential makers for detecting 

when the quantity maxim is flouted. 

The maxim of relation „Be relevant‟ is 

unique in its kind. This is because it „has received 

various interpretations, some of which treat it as 

“a special kind of informativeness”‟ (Leech, 

1983). This maxim, in its broader conception, 

requires that a participant in the conversational 

exchange makes his/her contribution one that is 

relevant to the speech situation by contributing to 

the conversational goal(s) of either of the 

participants, i.e. speaker or hearer.  

 The following tacitly exemplifies this: 
 

Dan: I‟m scared to death going near the  

         transformer. 

Mike: The man should be coming tomorrow.  
 

Mike‟s utterance, though apparently 

irrelevant to Dan‟s, can be made relevant if 

understood in the background context (that the 

light in Dan and Mike‟s flat went off and Dan‟s 

remark introduces the light problem as a topic) to 

mean that the technician should come the 

following day to restore the light. The possible 

implicature in terms of which Mike‟s utterance is 

relevant to Dan‟s is that, Dan would not need to 

go to the transformer again to check the fuse 

since the technician was expected to come and fix 

the blown off fuse. Mike‟s utterance is therefore 

relevant to the speech situation in that it 

contributes to Dan‟s conversational goal. The 

relation maxim is said to be the hardest maxim to 

single out because it figures into almost every 

utterance; in other words, relevance is often 

assumed and left unspoken.  

According Omekwu (2016), relevance is 

a consideration that is noticeable not only in 

making and comprehending implicatures but also 

in comprehending the basic context of what is 

actually said. In, principle, the relation maxim is 

flouted when a speaker unexpectedly but 

intentionally changes the subject of the 

conversation or by saying something from which 

the hearer is unable to derive maximum new 

information through minimum processing effort.  

The last of the maxims –manner-borders on 

clarity; and further consists of a number of sub-

maxims. The sub-maxims state that interlocutors 

make their utterances, during the conversational 

exchange, to orderly, brief and devoid of 

vagueness and ambiguity. Orderliness 

reverberates on the need for participants to take 

turns during conversations. There are, of course, 

subtle turn-taking cues which mark when a 

speaker is about to yield the floor for another. 

And failure to observe these turn-taking cues will 

sure bring about continual break down of 

conversation in „a disorganized jumble of 

interruptions and simultaneous talk‟ (Ezeifeka, 

2018), thereby flouting the sub-maxim of 

orderliness. The sub-maxim of brevity requires 

that the speaker goes straight to the point; that is, 

his contribution should be devoid of verbosity. 

The other two sub-maxims: avoidance of 

obscurity and ambiguity enjoin participants to 

make utterances that are clear and susceptible to 

more than one interpretations or meanings. The 

maxim of manner, basically, is flouted when a 

speaker is being disorderly, vague, ambiguous or 

wordy while making his or her contribution in the 

conversational exchange. For example, a doctor 

my say of his patient that “one of the valves of 
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his heart has narrowed, and as a result the blood 

no longer flows well” instead of using technical 

terms and saying that “he has had a „mitral 

stenosis‟” in which case he will flout the maxim 

of manner which prescribes “not to be obscure”.         

 

 

Data and Analysis of Conversational Encounters 

Data 1: (Background: The following conversation between Obi and Joseph took place in the first night of 

the few days the former spent in the latter‟s lodgings in Obalende while passing through Lagos to the 

United Kingdom. This was Obi‟s first time in Lagos and Joseph had so much to gist him).  

Joseph (T1):  Dancing is very important nowadays. No girl will look at you if you can‟t dance. I                                       

first met Joy at the dancing school.  
 

Obi (T1):  Who is Joy?  

Joseph (T2) : She was my girl-friend for let‟s see….. March, April, May, June, July- for five months. 

She made these pillow cases for me. She was a nice girl but sometimes very foolish. 

Sometimes, though, I wish we hadn‟t broken up. She was simply mad about me; and  she 

was a virgin when I met her, which is very rare here… (NLE, P.12-13)  

It is literally not true that no girl will look at a man simply because he cannot dance. Again, the utterance is 

a case of overgeneralization, so that Joseph merely underscores implicitly the possibility of good dancing-

skill being what can spark off a sexual relationship between two individuals. Joseph, therefore, flouted the 

maxims of quality and quantity in his first turn. More so, he (Joseph) tended to say more than was necessary 

in his reply to Obi‟s question „who is Joy?‟ which is another flout on the quantity maxim. His response was 

also devoid of brevity which is against the maxim of manner. 
 

Data 2:(background: Obi had returned from the United Kingdom. After his interview with the Public 

Service Commission and after he had brought Joseph up to speed in terms of what transpired during the 

interview, and had been reprimanded by Joseph for being angry (Joseph‟s opinion was that a man in need of 

a job could not afford to be angry). Having been eating for a while the food brought to them by Mark in 

silence; Obi broke the silence as both friends discussed Joseph‟s impending marriage.   

Obi (T1):  You know you have changed a good deal in four years. Then you had two interests -   

Politics and women.   

Joseph (T1):  You don‟t do politics on an empty stomach. 

Obi (T2):  Agreed. What about women? I have been two days here now and I haven‟t seen oneYet. 
 

Joseph (T2):  Didn‟t I tell you I was getting married?  

Obi (T3):  So what? (NLE, P.37) 

Joseph flouted the quantity maxim in his first conversational turn by his response reflecting only the 

„politics‟ aspect in Obi‟s question and with the „women‟ aspect completely left out. This makes his 

contribution to the exchange less informative than the question requires. 
 

Data 3: (Background: while waiting to find out if he would be employed by the Public Service 

Commission, Obi makes his first visit to his hometown Umuofia. His home coming was a grand affair and 

as such, the citizens had come in their large numbers to welcome him in such splendour and joy. The 

following conversations are between Isaac Okonkwo and a kinsman and they border on certain ideological 

principles).  

Kinsman (T1):  Azik, bring us a kola nut to break for this child‟s return.  

Isaac Okonkwo (T1): This is a Christian house. 

Kinsman (T2):    A Christian house where kola nut is not eaten? 

Isaac Okonkwo (T2):   Kola nut is eaten here; but not sacrificed to idols. 

Kinsman (T3):   Who talked about sacrificed? Here is a little child returned from wrestling in the 

spirit world and you sit there blabbing about house and idols, talking like a man 

whose palm-wine has gone into his nose. (NLE, P. 46-47) 
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Isaac Okonkwo‟s response to the elderly kinsman‟s utterance is a blatant flout on the quantity maxim 

because of its much weaker and less informativeness; and the fact that his interlocutor (i.e. the elderly 

kinsman) could hardly gather maximum information with minimal processing effort (as it almost resulted 

into a breakdown in communication but for the repair by Isaac Okonkwo) justifies that the response is a 

flout on the maxim of relation. More so, the elderly kinsman‟s assertion of what is not well-founded and a 

claim which he lacks adequate evidence (i.e. that Obi returned from wrestling in the spirit world) is a 

flagrant violation of the quality maxim. What is more, the claim by the elderly kinsman that Isaac Okonkwo 

is „blabbing‟ is literally false and therefore another flout on the maxim of quality. 

Data 4: (background: That night, after the kinsmen and other visitors had gone away and other members of 

the family had also retired to bed, Obi and his father Isaac Okonkwo had a heart-to-heart talk).  

Isaac Okonkwo  (T1):  Lord, now lettest thou thy servant depart in peace according to thy word.  

Obi (T1):   What is that, father?   

Isaac Okonkwo(T2):  Sometimes, fear came upon me that I might not be spared to see your   return. 

Obi (T2):  Why? You seem as strong as ever.  

Isaac Okonkwo (T3):  Tomorrow we shall all worship at church. The pastor has agreed to make it a 

special service for you. 
 

Obi (T3):  But is it necessary, father? Is it not enough that we pray together here as we prayed 

this night?  

Isaac Okonkwo (T4):  It is necessary. It is good to pray at home but better to pray in God‟s house Did 

you have time to read your bible while you were there?  

Obi (T4):   Sometimes, but it was the bible written in the English language.  

Isaac Okonkwo (T5):  Yes, I see. (NLE, P. 51)  

Obi‟s assertion in his (T2)that his father is as strong as ever is literally not true but a mere          compliment. 

He therefore flouted the quality maxim. Again, his response in his (T4) „sometimes‟ to his father‟s question 

as to whether he did have time to read his bible while in the United Kingdom is also untrue, and another 

blatant flout on the quality maxim. The rest of what follows in that response „but it was the bible written in 

the English language‟ constitutes saying more than is required in the conversational situation (which is a 

flout on the quantity maxim) and tends towards irrelevance. The derivable implicatures are that Obi uses the 

language in which the Bible he used while away is written to excuse his inability to read his verses fairly at 

prayers that evening and that the one he is meant to read from, now that he is back, is written in the Igbo 

Language. 

Data 5 :( Background: Upon Obi‟s return from the United Kingdom several years later, he found himself 

waiting for his girl friend Clara in one of the poorer neighbourhoods in Lagos. Obviously, he did not fancy 

the vibrant life that was juxtaposed to the dirty smells of the city. He found the general lifestyle of that part 

of the city quite irritating).  

Obi (T1):    I can‟t understand why you should choose your dressmaker form the slums. 

Clara (T1):   (Clara‟s response was a hum) „chesarasara‟   (NLE, P.15)  

An utterance in any conversational exchange is expected to attract a reply but certainly not the type offered 

by Clara. She tried to be enigmatic by her saying nothing but humming. Obi, however, would assume she 

was being cooperative and attempt to figure out the possible implicit meaning: that it was her choice and 

not his. Clara in her conversational turn flouted the maxim of manner since she was not clear.  

Data 6: (Background: Having been given to spending a lot, occasioned  by the enormous responsibilities he 

had got to shoulder, Obi experienced serious financial difficulty that made him to borrow 50 pounds from 

the bank with a deliberate attempt to conceal it from his girl friend -Clara who later found out.  

Clara (T1):  Why didn‟t you tell me?  

Obi (T1):  Well, there was no need. I‟ll pay it easily in five monthly instalments.  

Clara (T2): That‟s not the point. You don‟t think I should be told when you‟re in difficulty. 
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Obi (T2):  I wasn‟t in difficulty. I wouldn‟t have mentioned it if you hadn‟t pressed me.  

Clara (T3):  I see. 

Obi (T3): (after some moment of silence on the part of Clara) it‟s very rude to be reading 

when you have a visitor. 

Clara (T4): You should have known I was very badly brought up. (NLE, P. 92-93)  

Obi flagrantly flouted the maxim of quality in his second conversational turn, when he deliberately said that 

which he knew was not true (that he was not in difficulty). Clara on the other hand, flouted the maxims of 

quantity and quality in her third and fourth conversational turns respectively. In the third turn, Clara said too 

little and she was less informative, while in the fourth turn she meant the exact opposite of her utterance; 

and further implicitly underscored Obi‟s insensitivity to her role as his girl friend and perhaps his intended. 

Data 7: (background : Clara and Obi conversed as they drove back to Ikoyi from Tinubu Square where they 

had dropped one Miss Mark who had visited Obi (unexpectedly) in her quest to make sure she was selected  

to appear before the scholarship board, so that she could have a shot at getting the scholarship.  

Clara (T1):   I‟m sorry I came at such an awkward time.  

Obi (T1):   Don‟t be ridiculous. What do you mean awkward time? 

Clara (T2):  You thought I was on duty. I‟m sorry about that. Who is she, anyway? I must say 

she is very good-looking. And I went and poured sand into your garri. I‟m sorry, 

my dear. 

Obi (T2):   I won‟t say another word to you if you don‟t shut up.  

Clara (T3):  You needn‟t say anything if you don‟t want to. Shall we call and say hello to Sam? 

(NLE, P. 85-86)  
 

Clara utterance in her first conversational turn is not only ironical, but also a sarcastic one. It is therefore a 

blatant flout on the quality maxim. She further flouted the same quality maxim by her metaphorical uses of 

the „sand‟ and „garri‟ in their in her second turn. 

Data 8:  (Background: The following conversations between Obi and Clara are subsequent to the ones they 

both had while returning from Tinubu square to Ikoyi. After calling at Hon. Sam‟s place, and on getting 

back to Obi‟s flat, Obi explained Mr. Mark‟s visit to his office and gave as well a detailed account of all 

that transpired between Miss Mark and himself before Clara‟s arrival ).  

Obi (T1): Are you satisfied? 

Clara (T1): I think you were too severe on the man.  

Obi (T2): You think I should have encouraged him to talk about bribing me? 

Clara (T2): After all, offering money is not as bad as offering one‟s body. And yet you gave her a drink 

and a lift back to town. Na so this world be.  (NLE, P.86) 

Cara could have simply said „No‟ and „Yes‟ in her first and second turns respectively and these would 

convey the maximum amount of information as required by Obi‟s first and second questions in that order.  

However, she offered responses that apparently did not advance his conversational goals. By giving these 

much weaker and less informative responses, Clara demonstrated a level of non-cooperation and flouted the 

maxim of quantity. The pragmatic implication is that Obi, by assuming Clara is cooperative, is prompted to 

work out the implicit meaning that Clara considered his (Obi‟s) judgment as irrational or unsatisfactory.   

Data 9 (Background: Obi‟s father sent a letter to ask Obi to come home, not only to visit his ailing mother, 

but also to discuss an urgent matter. Obi, shortly, was granted to weeks‟ local leave and he wasted no time 

in setting out for home. The following conversations are the prelude to the serious talks between Obi and 

his father). 

Isaac Okonkwo (T1): How were all our people in Lagos when you left them? 

 

Obi (T1):  Lagos is a very big place. You can travel the distance from here to Abame and still 

be in Lagos. 
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Isaac Okonkwo (T2): So they said. But you a have meeting of Umuofia people?  

 

Obi (T2):  Yes. We have a meeting. But it is only once a month. It is not always that one 

finds time    to attend. 

 

Isaac Okonkwo (T3): True. But in a strange land, one should always move near one‟s kinsmen. (NLE, 

P.119) 

 

Obi‟s first turn (T1) which is a response to his father‟s first question is unarguably a flout on the 

maxim of relevance. This is because it literally does not answer his father‟s question neither 

does it advance his father‟s conversational goal (of wanting to learn how their fellow villagers in Lagos are 

faring). However, upon his father‟s assumption that he (Obi) is been cooperative, his father is prompted to 

work out the implicature which (he succeeded in doing) that Obi‟s response is an implicit way of admitting 

and excusing his having not seen nor heard from them in a while. This obviously must have triggered his 

father‟s second question: “But to you have a meeting of Umuofia people?” Obi, in responding to the 

question, flouted the quantity maxim by saying “too much”; and leaving room for possible pragmatics 

inferences such as, that he often does not identify and or associate with them.  

Data 10 :( Background: Obi, not being in attendance in the November meeting of the Umuofia Progressive 

Union, attended that of November alongside his friend - Joseph in style (i.e. in fancy, new car). The entire 

union was impressed. But after a few exclamations, accompanied by brief excitement, the meeting 

continued). 
 

Obi (T1):     I have one little request to place before you. As you all know, it takes a little time  

to settle down again after an absence of four years. I have many little private 

matters to settle. My request is this, that you give me four months before I start to 

pay back my loan.  
 

A UPU Member (T1):   That is a small matter. Four months is a short time. A debt may get mouldy, but it  

never decays. 
 

UPU President (T1):     Your words are very good. I do not think anyone here will say no to your request.  

We will give you four months. Do I speak for Umuofia? 
 

UPU Members (T1):     (in chorus) ya! 
 

UPU President (T2):      But there are two words I should like to drop before you. You are very young, a 

child of yesterday. You know book. But book stands by itself and experience 

stands by itself. So I am not afraid to talk to you. You are one of us, so we must 

bare our minds to you. I have lived in this Lagos for fifteen years. I came here on 

August the sixth, nineteen hundred and forty-one. Lagos is a bad place for a young 

man. If you follow its sweetness, you will perish. Perhaps you will ask why I am 

saying all this. I know what government pays senior service people. What you get 

in One month is what some of your brothers here get in one year. I have already 

said that we will give you four months. We can even give youone year. But are we 

doing you any good? What the government pays you is more than enough unless 

you go into bad ways.  
 

UPU Members (T2):    God forbid! 
 

UPU President (T3):    We cannot afford bad ways. We are pioneers building up our families and our town. 

And those who build must deny ourselves many pleasures. We must not drink 

because we see our neighbours drink or run after women because our thing stands 
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up. You may ask why I am saying all this. I have heard that you are moving around 

with a girl of doubtful ancestry, and even thinking of marrying her… (Obi leapt to 

his feet trembling with rage. At such time words always deserted him.) Please sit 

down Mr. Okonkwo.  
 

Obi (T2):     Sit down, my foot! This is preposterous! I could take you to court for that…For 

that… for that… 
 

UPU President (T4):  You may take me to court when I have finished.    (NLE, P.74-75) 

 

The responses to Obi‟s request by one of the UPU Members and the UPU President (Both in their turn 1) 

are serious flout on the quantity maxim. Whereas the former gave a response that is weaker and less 

informative so that obi, on assuming his interlocutor is being cooperative, is prompted to work out the 

implicature which is that his request is considered; the latter uttered a response that is more informative than 

is required by the speech situation. Again, the UPU president‟s claim in his second conversational turn that 

„Lagos is a bad place for a young man‟ is characterized by falsity and is therefore a flout on the maxim of 

quality. However, it is logical to assume that members of the speech community are able to work out the 

implicit meaning that Lagos is a place where young men are given to being easily misled and so they need 

to be thorough, sensible and guided in their approach to life in Lagos. More so, the president‟s utterances 

(from his second to the third turns) can be adjudged irrelevance since it does not in any way advance his 

interlocutor‟s (i.e. Obi‟s) conversational goal. He also flouted the maxim of manner in that he was not brief 

and his apparent refusal to yield the floor and allow other interactants to take their turns justifies his not 

being orderly. 

Findings and Conclusion 

This study has investigated the discourses of 

some of Achebe‟s characters in his No Longer at 

Ease with consideration for meanings implicitly 

conveyed in the context of how speakers are 

assumed to be cooperative. The findings show 

that the conversational exchanges of Achebe‟s 

characters, in most parts, flouted Grice‟s 

conversational maxims. With respect to the 

sampled dialogues, the maxims of quality and 

quantity are the most flouted; the maxim of 

manner is less flouted while that of relevance is 

the least. More so that interlocutors consciously 

or unconsciously depend on pragmatic inferences 

(i.e. implicatures) for advancement of their 

conversational goals. The researcher suggests 

that, because fictional discourses (as epitomized 

by those in Achebe‟s No Longer at Ease) are 

reminiscent of everyday conversations, a lot parts 

of what is uttered by interlocutors are 

characterized by implicitness. To this end, 

members of a speech community are usually 

abreast with their unique modes of 

communication which ultimately makes it 

possible for them to be carried along in 

conversations.
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