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Plaintiffs often use several theories to avoid contract provisions that limit their 
recovery or bar their lawsuit entirely.[1] Common examples of this tactic include 
alleging that the signatory failed to read the entire contract, is illiterate or has a 
physical disability that prevented him or her from understanding the contract. But 
absent special circumstances, those who sign a contract are generally bound by the 
terms regardless of their failure or inability to read the contract. 
 
The legal authority and policy propositions discussed below illustrate why courts 
enforce contract provisions despite contracting parties’ best efforts to avoid them 
based on arguments that they did not or could not comprehend them at the time 
of formation. 
 
Common Tactics to Void Provisions 
 
Failure to Read a Contract Before Signing 
 
On occasion, plaintiffs try to invalidate a specific provision by arguing that they 
failed to read the contract before signing it or the contract’s structure was too 
complicated so they refrained from reading it. Nevertheless, courts typically impart 
a “duty to read” on all parties to a written contract,[2] so if a party fails to read a 
contract before signing it, he or she cannot void unwanted contractual promises.[3] 
 
In Walker v. MDM Services Corp., for example, the Western District of Kentucky 
held that a former employee was bound by an arbitration provision when she sued 
her former employer for sexual harassment.[4] Walker attempted to void the 
provision on the basis that she did not remember signing the contract and was 
never told that work-related disputes were subject to arbitration.[5] The court 
rejected her attempt, stressing that parties cannot void contracts by arguing that 
they did not read them, regardless of potentially rushed circumstances or a 
complete lack of memory regarding the transaction.[6] 
 
The knowledge imputed to a signatory often extends beyond the language the signatory was actually 
presented with so as to include external references made within the contract. Thus, if a plaintiff claims 
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that key provisions or pages were omitted at the time of signing, courts usually enforce the terms if the 
contract adequately referenced and incorporated the missing terms. 
 
Indeed, in Lawson v. ADT Security Services Inc., Lawson alleged that ADT was responsible for damages to 
his home caused by a fire.[7] Lawson maintained that he was not bound by a limitation of liability 
provision contained in the service contract because he was allegedly never provided the page containing 
the provision.[8] The Middle District of Georgia rejected Lawson’s arguments and enforced the 
limitation provision, noting that all parties to a contract have a duty to read and understand the content 
of a contract before signing it.[9] Moreover, the court noted that the duty to read extends to external 
references made within the contract, defeating the alleged claim that a page was missing from the 
contract at the time of signing or that the signatory did not understand what the incorporation terms 
meant.[10] As a result, the court held that Lawson was bound by a limitation provision, even if the page 
containing that provision was missing at the time of formation, because Lawson admitted to signing the 
contract’s first page, which referenced the limitation provision.[11] 
 
Illiteracy and Language Barriers 
 
One who allegedly failed to understand a contract yet signed it is nevertheless bound by its terms.[12] 
Indeed, the fact that a contracting party cannot understand the contract’s language due to unfamiliarity 
with the language or illiteracy is not sufficient grounds for voiding provisions in a signed contract.[13] 
 
The First Circuit summarized this established principle when considering the enforceability of a contract 
against a signatory who did not fully understand its contents due to his lack of fluency in the English 
language.[14] The court found that the fact that a signatory cannot “read, write, speak, or understand 
the English language” does not affect the contract’s enforceability.[15] Rather, one who does not 
understand a contract’s language will be bound by its terms because they “negligently fail[ed] to learn 
its contents.”[16] 
 
This principle applies even if a provision in the signatory’s native language incorporates by reference an 
external document that is written in a different language that the signatory does not understand.[17] To 
illustrate, when an Illinois corporation claimed it wasn’t bound by a forum selection provision contained 
in a set of rules referenced in the contract and written in German, the Seventh Circuit held that the 
rule’s foreign language had no bearing on enforceability.[18] 
 
By extending the “duty to read” to all parties to a written contract, regardless of that party’s ability to 
fully comprehend the contract’s written language, courts wisely refrain from creating an additional 
barrier to contract formation and instead protect each party’s justified expectations.[19] 
 
Physical Disability 
 
Plaintiffs who suffer from a physical disability that potentially impairs their ability to understand a 
contract might similarly seek to disaffirm contractual obligations. A common illustration is an individual 
who is blind or does not use reading glasses when presented with a contract but signs the contract 
anyway without having another person read it aloud or explain it.[20] 
 
For example, when a signatory sought to disaffirm his contractual obligations under a brokerage 
agreement because he lost his reading glasses and failed to read the agreement, the New York Supreme 
Court, Appellate Division affirmed the trial court’s finding that the signatory’s physical disability had no 
relevance to the validity of the contract.[21] The court stressed that allowing such defenses would 



 

 

permit sophisticated parties to inject expensive uncertainty into valuable transactions.[22] 
 
Other jurisdictions addressing the issue dismiss similar attempts to avoid contractual obligations.[23] In 
Mississippi, for example, blindness does not excuse contracting parties’ affirmative duty to make 
sufficient efforts to comprehend contracts they sign.[24] In American General Financial Services Inc. v. 
Griffin, the court used this approach by imputing knowledge of an insurance contract’s terms to a blind 
customer, noting that a party’s inability to see is not a valid argument for avoiding the contract’s 
terms.[25] 
 
Under this approach, blindness is treated the same as illiteracy for purposes of defining a party’s 
capacity to contract and establishing his or her affirmative duty to comprehend the contract by having it 
read aloud or translated through other means.[26] As such, the blindness of a party will not preclude 
contract enforcement.[27] Accordingly, such a person cannot generally rescind a contract based on a 
visual impairment. 
 
Consistent application of this legal principle benefits all contracting parties. If courts heavily considered 
signatories’ familiarity with provisions or physical abilities when determining their capacity to contract, 
they would empower otherwise sophisticated signatories to void contractual provisions to which they 
should be bound while affirming provisions they favor. On the other hand, if courts allowed parties to 
attack the validity of contracts on grounds of illiteracy or physical disability, commercial actors would be 
less likely to contract with parties with comprehension barriers due to enforceability concerns. This 
would, of course, create additional obstacles for persons with reading disabilities who wish to enter into 
contracts.[28] 
 
Enforcement Limitations 
 
While illiteracy, physical disabilities and other barriers to comprehension, on their own, will not render a 
contract voidable, plaintiffs commonly attempt to use the existence of such conditions to prove that the 
other party induced the plaintiff to assent through misrepresentation of material facts.[29] 
 
To avoid enforcement of a contract on grounds of fraud in the inducement, a party must clearly show 
that the other party made a false representation that was material to the transaction and that would 
prevent a reasonable person from reading the contract.[30] An alleged disability incorporated into a 
well-pled complaint may persuade some courts to void a contract or provisions therein insofar as the 
other circumstances surrounding the transaction clearly and satisfactorily show a material 
representation.[31] 
 
To prevent the possibility of tenuous fraud claims succeeding past the motion-to-dismiss stage, parties 
to a contract should be given the opportunity to read its contents before signing and disabled 
signatories should be given the option to have someone else read the contract to them. While 
conclusory allegations that a signatory was not afforded an opportunity to read a contract before 
signing regularly fail, courts have relied on acknowledgements that the signatory read the challenged 
provision or the existence of an integration clause on their way to affirming dismissal based on the 
contract provision.[32] 
 
Best Practices for Defeating Attempts to Void Contracts 
 
When contract litigation arises, a party may claim that the contract is void due to an alleged issue of 
incomprehension at formation. If that occurs, first determine the basis of the incomprehension — is the 



 

 

party alleging that the signatory could not understand the contract, did not read the contract or could 
not read the contract due to a physical impairment? If so, determine whether your state permits parties 
to void contracts on these grounds. As the case law above demonstrates, most states do not permit 
signatories to avoid their contractual promises because they did not read or understand the contract. If 
contract provisions limit the plaintiff’s recoverable damages or bar the lawsuit entirely, consider moving 
to dismiss seeking to enforce the contract’s provisions and citing law that rejects plaintiffs’ attempts to 
void the contract. 
 
If discovery ensues, be mindful that plaintiffs’ attempts to void only certain provisions based on 
incomprehension may result in them unwittingly arguing themselves out of a successful breach of 
contract claim because courts do not favor selectively enforcing contracts in an à la carte fashion. The 
contract is either valid and enforceable or invalid and unenforceable; there is often no middle ground if 
the plaintiff argues selective invalidity due to incomprehension. 
 
In sum, courts strictly apply the duty to read to promote commercial certainty and reduce costs by 
enforcing contracts regardless of certain excuses.[33] Obviously, it is advisable to refrain from 
affirmatively misleading a signatory before, or at the time of, contract formation. Absent such behavior, 
however, courts generally treat a contract’s terms as the final expression of the agreement and 
disregard a plaintiff’s plea that he did not have the ability, time, or the inclination to read what he or she 
signed. 
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