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The use of dictionaries in deciding court cases: Good or 
bad? 

Introduction 

In our everyday lives, we all 

make good use of 

dictionaries. Dictionaries 

contain a wealth of 

information on words 

and their meanings, origins, 

pronunciations, and the part words play in 

speech. As a useful resource on words and their 

meanings, many of us ensure we have a 

dictionary within reach at all times. 

 

The importance of dictionaries 

The various professions, such as medicine and 

law, also have specialized dictionaries that are 

tailor-made to suit the professions. For instance, 

in law, the famous Black’s Law Dictionary is over 

100 years old and it is the most cited law book in 

the world1. Other dictionaries for general usage 

such as the Oxford English Dictionary are also 

known reference material. Sometimes, 

dictionaries may be used to find the ordinary, 

technical or commercial meaning of words. In 

deciding cases that are put before them, judges 

are free to consult dictionaries to find the 

meaning of words. In many instances, judges 

have referred to dictionaries as external aids to 

assist them in interpreting laws and documents.  

 

In Ghana, our courts, including the Supreme 

Court, have on many occasions resorted to the 

use of the dictionary meaning of words in 

deciding cases that come before them. For 

instance, in Mintah v Ampenyin2 the Supreme 

Court relied on the meaning of “concubinage” as 

defined in Black’s Law Dictionary and held that, 

though the parties had lived together and carried 

on business jointly as a couple (but never 

married), the appellant [the woman] was ‘a 

licensee of a sort’ since she occupied the 

building upon the invitation of the owner [the 

man]. She was, therefore, not given any share in 

the building. 

 

Problems with over-reliance on dictionaries 

in deciding court cases 

In spite of the regular use of dictionaries by 

courts in making their judgments, that practice 

has its own problems. For example, a dictionary 

may supply a number of shades of meaning to a 

word, and multiple dictionaries may compound 

this problem. Again, a dictionary published in 

one country may give a different meaning than a 

dictionary published in another country. Also, a 

judge cannot make a judicial decision by making 

reference to meanings given in dictionaries as a 

substitute for the meaning the parties 

themselves have given to the words or phrase
3
. 

Moreover, in certain circumstances, the 

dictionary meaning of a word may remain static 

but the socio-economic dynamics of the society 

might change over time. Therefore, relying on a 

dictionary definition in such circumstances create 

huge problems.  
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For instance, in Mintah v Ampenyin, the 

Supreme Court relied on the concept of 

concubinage as captured in Black’s Law 

Dictionary to deny the appellant any stake in 

the property the ‘couple’ acquired when they 

lived together. But in the Family Law Act,4
 the 

term ‘concubinage’ is absent. The concept of 

‘cohabitation’ is rather recognized under the 

Act and it defines cohabitants as “two persons 

who are neither married to each other nor civil 

partners of each other but are living 

together as if they were a married couple 

or civil partners.” Perhaps, if the Supreme 

Court had not relied on the definition of 

concubinage in Black’s Law Dictionary to 

define the nature of the parties’ relationship 

and had rather had recourse to the applicable 

laws on such relationships in other common 

law jurisdictions such as the United Kingdom, 

the Supreme Court might have come to a 

more forward-looking and just decision that it 

did in Mintah v Ampenyin.     

 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, it is suggested that the courts 

should not make ‘a fortress out of the 

dictionary.5 
A US judge is said to have 

described dictionaries as ‘word zoos’ that 

allow a word’s features to be observed in 

isolation, but not the word’s behaviour in its 

native surroundings. The primary task of a 

court, it has been said, is to find, not the 

dictionary meaning, but the meaning as used 

by the parties in the context of their particular 

transaction.6  
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The Russian-Ukrainian ‘war’ and its impact on Africa 

It is likely that everyone has now heard about the Russian 

invasion of Ukraine. A brief background about the 

Russian-Ukrainian conflict shows that Russia has been in 

an ongoing conflict with Ukraine for about 7 years now. 

Some European countries like German and France 

stepped in to try and create some peace between these 

two neighboring countries by getting them to sign certain 

peace agreements. However, that did not last long, with 

both countries accusing each other of violating the terms 

of the peace agreements. Russia’s President, Vladimir 

Putin, launched an invasion of Ukraine on Thursday, 

24th February, 2022 which caused the death of dozens 

of individuals in Ukraine while thousands have fled the country and 

others are left stranded.  

Effect on African Countries 

Now, to the effect of this armed conflict on Africa. This could have 

both positive and negative effects depending on how the African 

country is affected. Generally, no African countries seem to be in 

support of Vladimir Putin’s actions towards Ukraine. I will cite only 

two African countries with very brief discussions as examples: our 

nation Ghana and its sibling, Nigeria. It’s however important to note 

that many African countries will be affected by this 

conflict. As we all know, and have experienced, there 

has been an increase in fuel prices in Ghana as well 

as other African countries and the conflict in Ukraine 

could further push oil prices up and increase inflation 

in Africa. 

Some countries like Nigeria, seek to benefit because 

there’s an opportunity to earn more from their crude 

oil with the price of one barrel of oil almost doubling 

up. However, an increase in crude oil prices also 

means an increase in inflation which will directly 

affect almost all other products and increase imports. African 

countries like Ghana and Nigeria cannot afford not to be concerned 

due to emotional and economic reasons. There is a large community 

of Ghanaians and Nigerians in Ukraine especially due to studies. 

For some individuals, as long as they do not have relatives living 

there or are not directly affected themselves, it is easy to close their 

eyes to what is happening. Ghana has its own issues to deal with 

and so do other countries, but unfortunately, Africa is a continent 

that has always been affected by external influences so let’s not be 

too comfortable. 

Francisca Serwaa Boateng 

Managing Counsel, FSB Law Consult 

Editor-In-Chief 

Lebene Gbebleou-Sleem 

Office Manager, FSB Law Consult 

Page  Layout/Design 

         By: Sylvia Mends 

  

 No. BAC 34/3B  

 11th Street 

 Baatsona, Spintex Road  

 Accra 

  

 +(233) 30 281 8433 

 

 +(233) 50 798 0400 

 

 info@fsblawconsult.com 

 

 fsblawconsult.com 

         

Legal Practitioners | Notaries Public 
FSB LAW CONSULT Our Areas of Practice: 

 

 Commercial Litigation 

 Arbitration 

 Labour/Employment 

Law 

 Family Law 

      (Wills, Probate & 

Divorce) 

 Property/Real Estate 

Law 

 Technology law  

      (Data Protection, 

Privacy, E-commerce) 

  Disclaimer: This is a publication of FSB Law Consult. it is only intended to provide general information on 

the subject matter herein and does not by itself constitute legal advice. Appropriate legal advice must be 

sought about the reader’s specific circumstances when they arise. For further information, please  contact 

us at info@fsblawconsult.com. 

FSB Law Consult’s lawyers are based in Accra, but act for clients nationwide.  

Sylvia Mends 

Pupil, FSB Law Consult 

Contributor 

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-60507209  

https://www.google.com/maps/dir/fsb+law+consult/data=!4m6!4m5!1m1!4e2!1m2!1m1!1s0xfdf8414a0fc7a9d:0x324ea24b142acb34?sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwj69IeEw5rpAhVC8uAKHaIgCy0Q9RcwDXoECBMQDw
https://www.google.com/maps/dir/fsb+law+consult/data=!4m6!4m5!1m1!4e2!1m2!1m1!1s0xfdf8414a0fc7a9d:0x324ea24b142acb34?sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwj69IeEw5rpAhVC8uAKHaIgCy0Q9RcwDXoECBMQDw
https://www.google.com/maps/dir/fsb+law+consult/data=!4m6!4m5!1m1!4e2!1m2!1m1!1s0xfdf8414a0fc7a9d:0x324ea24b142acb34?sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwj69IeEw5rpAhVC8uAKHaIgCy0Q9RcwDXoECBMQDw
https://www.google.com/maps/dir/fsb+law+consult/data=!4m6!4m5!1m1!4e2!1m2!1m1!1s0xfdf8414a0fc7a9d:0x324ea24b142acb34?sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwj69IeEw5rpAhVC8uAKHaIgCy0Q9RcwDXoECBMQDw
tel:+233302818433
tel:+233507980400
mailto:info@fsblawgh.com
https://www.fsblawconsult.com/
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-60507209

