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Abstract

The impact of gender on Iragi EFL learners' reactions toward the
violation of Grice’s maxims is what this study seeks to investigate.
Particularly, it explores male and female learners' reactions towards
violations of the quantity maxim. In the current study, the pragmatic
hypothesis is adopted as the model for analyzing the empirical data
collected from one hundred Iragi EFL male and female learners'
responses to two types of sentence judgment tasks: binary and ternary.
The tasks included conversational contexts that involved violations of
the quantity maxim. The current study problem consists of two parts: (1)
understanding how male and female EFL learners differ in their reaction
towards pragmatically inappropriate language and (2) investigating such
a subject it tries to fill the gap of knowledge concerning the difference
between male and female learners’ behavior in such situation. It is
hypothesized that female learners are more pragmatically flexible than
male learners. Due to the numerical nature of the data, data analysis
required a quantitative approach, namely, a statistical analysis using
SPSS software. The results of the data analysis revealed that gender
impacts pragmatic flexibility. The female learners were more
pragmatically flexible than the male learners. Additionally, the results of
the study indicated that a reverse relationship exists between pragmatic
competence and pragmatic flexibility.

Introduction

The language of men and women is one of the most controversial
concepts that takes much concern in language research. There is a
permanent interest in identifying, describing, and explaining the diverse
features of gendered language. This increased attention comes from the
fact that gendered language can cause conflict, social issues,
psychological defacement, and, most importantly, gendered dilemmas.
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One of the earliest accounts of language and gender is that of Lakoff
(1975). Lakoff's work can be considered the spark that ignited the interest
in gendered language research; consequently, a significant interest in the
relationship between pragmatics and gender is generated. Chambers
(1992) indicates that there is a wide range of differences between men
and women regarding their language use. Furthermore, males and
females differ in their utilization of speech acts. Several studies provided
evidence of different disagreement strategies used by males and females
(Ludwig, 1983; Thijittang & L€, 2008).

In the earliest investigations, researchers attempted to examine
the strategies employed by men and women during conversational
interaction and what features characterize strategies. Politeness, recently,
has been a subject of investigation in much research focusing on a basic
and complex question, which is * Are women more polite than men or
vice versa?'. In this regard, Holmes (1995) states that answering such a
question represents a challenge for those doing research in the field of
sociolinguistics. She, despite her knowledge of the complexity of such a
question, indicates that women are more polite than men. Since gender
plays a vital role in language use, it would play such a role in the process
of second language acquisition. Thus, it received considerable attention
in second language research. It is indicated by many studies that in
second language acquisition there are gender-related differences. Bacon
and Finnemann (1992) found that females and males employ different
learning strategies. Furthermore, language learning motivation differs
according to gender, as Ludwig (1983) indicated.

The role of pragmatics in second-language acquisition is highly
significant; being pragmatically competent enables second-language
learners to communicate effectively and successfully. Acquiring
pragmatic competence is not an easy task as it comes with various
challenges; one of these is the fact that pragmatics does not have explicit
rules that can be taught using traditional teaching methods.
Accompanying such challenges are many factors that impact acquiring
pragmatic abilities. One of the most influential factors is gender.
Therefore, many studies attempted to investigate whether learners’
pragmatic competence is impacted by learners’ gender. Recent research
provided evidence regarding males' and females' different pragmatic
abilities in their second language. Starting with the impact of gender on
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pragmatic competence, evidence is found indicating that there is a
difference between males and females regarding their pragmatic abilities
(Thijittang & L&, 2008; Usuludin et al., 2021). That is, female learners
are more pragmatically competent than male learners. Conversely, the
study of Alnaas Taha et al. (2022) provided evidence indicating the
absence of gender differences in pragmatic competence. They found that
Pakistani male and female EFL learners have nearly equivalent levels of
pragmatic competence. It can be observed that the relationship between
language and gender, although a complex one, is valuable in giving
deeper insights into second language pragmatics acquisition.

One of the pragmatic aspects that may include gender difference
is the use of Grice's maxim of quantity. People normally interact by
providing sufficient information. In other words, speakers just say what
Is required to communicate. Thus, the quantity maxim is believed to be
a cornerstone in any conversational interaction. Grice (1975) indicated
that observing this maxim requires two principles: “a) Make your
contribution as informative as required for the current purposes of the
exchange you are engaged in; b) Do not make your contribution more
informative than is required.” Since this maxim concerns the amount of
information provided and obliges interlocutors to share sufficient
information only, Kearns (2000) calls it the informativeness maxim.
Even though the quantity maxim is essential in communication, it can be
violated by interlocutors with or without deliberation. The maxim of
quantity can be violated with interlocutors providing withholding or
misleading information, which causes confusion and misunderstandings
(Cutting, 2008). Therefore, this maxim is seen to be of serious
significance to communicating successfully and efficiently. EFL
learners' acquisition of such maxim helps them to be communicatively
and pragmatically competent. However, their reaction to the violation of
this maxim is an integral part of their pragmatic competence.

People may be involved in conversations, including under
informative utterances; some of them accept such utterances to maintain
smoothness during interaction, while others reject such utterances. The
acceptance of underinformative utterances may arise from their
pragmatic flexibility. Katsos and Bishop (2011) investigated the
understanding of underinformative sentences among children and adults
in L1 acquisition research. They proposed the pragmatic hypothesis to
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account for the observed distinctions between children and adults in their
derivation of scalar implicature. This hypothesis suggests that violations
of informativeness and logical truth within an utterance are not all
equally severe. While participants tend to reject utterances that seriously
violate logical truth, their responses to violations of informativeness,
which breach the cooperative principle, can vary. This variation is due to
individual differences in "pragmatic flexibility,” or the threshold for
what is considered acceptable.

Interestingly, second language research considers the conception
of pragmatic flexibility promising in revealing many significant findings
concerning EFL learners' acquisition of pragmatic competence.
Accordingly, the path is paved for this hypothesis in second-language
research. According to what the researchers know, the application of the
pragmatic hypothesis took place in two studies. The first is that of Schulz
(2021), and the second is the one that Feng (2022) made. The argument
that is raised in both studies is that research made in the past attempted
to test L2 pragmatic abilities by limiting themselves to using the binary
task only. Basing their argument on L1 research, the researchers claim
that the binary task targets the pragmatic flexibility that learners exhibit.
The studies revealed EFL learners are as pragmatically competent as
native English speakers, and EFL learners may differ in their pragmatic
flexibility.

Although considered one of the most significant variables in
second language acquisition, gender has not been taken into account as
an effective variable that can impact EFL learners' pragmatic flexibility.

To the best of the researchers' knowledge, the recent studies are
not concerned with the gender of the EFL learners with respect to their
pragmatic flexibility. In other words, this phenomenon has not been
investigated by any previous study. Thus, the primary focus of the
present study is to fill in that gap and examine the role of gender in
pragmatic flexibility. Consequently, the following questions are posed to
be addressed in this study:
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Q1- Who is more pragmatically flexible towards violations of the
quantity maxim, male or female learners?

Q2- Can gendered context influence male and female learners' pragmatic
flexibility?

Method

The current research involved designing an experiment, which is
designed utilizing Microsoft Word. It included formulating
conversational contexts involving utterances violating the maxim of
quantity. The conversational context consists of two characters: one
providing normal utterances indicating his/her desire to communicate
and the other providing informatively inappropriate utterances. The
utterances that violate the quantity maxim are different in the degree of
maxim violation. The total number of the formulated contexts is four:
two male and two female contexts; each encompasses four pragmatically
infelicitous utterances. The male contexts include male topics, such as a
discussion concerning cars; the female contexts are about female
interests, such as shopping. Eventually, the study involved sixteen
utterances violating the maxim of quantity.

The instruments used to measure EFL learners' pragmatic
flexibility and their ability to derive quantity implicature are Sentence
Judgment Tasks (henceforth, SJTs). SJTs are one of the most frequently
used instruments in linguistic experimental research. In such tasks,
participants are presented with statements in a situation of evaluation;
then, they are asked to judge the felicity of such statements. Accordingly,
SJTs are widely used tasks in implicature research. SJTs have two
primary types: binary and ternary (or graded). Binary SJTs can be used
to provide considerable results about learners' pragmatic flexibility. Still,
they are accused of being deficient in providing clear insights concerning
the connection between learners' pragmatic flexibility and learners'
pragmatic competence. In other words, binary SJTs reveal learners'
pragmatic flexibility and do not inform whether their receptivity is
accompanied by pragmatic comprehension or implicature derivation.
Thus, an alternative strategy has been adopted, employing ternary (or
graded) SJTs as a better choice to cure such a problem (Veenstra &
Katsos, 2018).
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The binary and the ternary SJTs are utilized in this study: the
binary SJTs measure learners' pragmatic competence, and the ternary
SJTs measure learners' ability to derive quantity implicature. In the
binary SJTs, the pragmatically infelicitous utterances were highlighted,
and the participants were asked to deem these statements as "satisfied or
unsatisfied". The ternary SJTs involved having the participants evaluate
the same utterances on a scale of " strongly unsatisfied-somehow
unsatisfied-neutral -somehow satisfied -strongly satisfied". In an attempt
to obtain reliable results, an evaluation of the pragmatically inappropriate
statements was asked to be done by the participants as if they were
involved in a situation similar to the contexts of the experiment. All
contexts were created in English, printed on paper, and handed out to the
participants of the study. Conducting the experiment in this way assured
gaining reliable responses from the participants, which helps
investigating their actual pragmatic abilities. That is, they read and
comprehend the context of the experiment without any external effect.
This way, the participants could read and understand the contexts
without any extraneous effects, ensuring the results were based only on
the participants' abilities and not on any unknown individual's
interference. 15-20 minutes is the time the participants took to complete
the tasks. One hundred participants participated (50 male and 50 female
participants) from the Department of English Language/College of
Education for Humanities/ University of Mosul and the Department of
English Language/College of Education/ Al-Noor University for the
academic year 2024-2025.

The analysis of the data is conducted utilizing IBM SPSS 24
software. Inspired by Katsos and Bishop's (2011) pragmatic tolerance
hypothesis and because of the numerical nature of the data, several
statistical tests were run to analyze the provided data of the current study.
The data analysis procedure involved transforming the answer options
into numbers since performing the statistical analyses requires numbers.
Thus, the binary task involves ‘satisfied/ 'unsatisfied' as options for
answering it. The options are transformed as follows:

Satisfied / Unsatisfied
1 0
The ternary task involves a similar procedure of answer option
transformation. That is, the answer options in the ternary task were
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"strongly unsatisfied-somewhat unsatisfied-neutral -somewhat satisfied
-strongly satisfied". Therefore, the options for the task are transformed
as follows:

1="'strongly Unsatisfied"
2="Somewhat unsatisfied"
3="Neutral"
4="Somewhat satisfied."
5=" strongly Satisfied"
Results and Discussion
Binary Task
This task involves measuring EFL learners' pragmatic flexibility.
Thus, having the mean of answers approximates '1'1; the participants are
deemed to be pragmatically flexible. However, providing mean answers
approximating ‘0’ by participants deem them as unflexible
pragmatically. The statistical analysis showed that female participants
are more pragmatically flexible than male participants towards violations
of the quantity maxim. That is, female participants’ mean answer scores
approximated "1", while male participants’ mean answer scores
approximated "0".

Table 1. The Mean and S.E. Mean of Both Groups’ Answers.

Gender Mean S.E. Mean
Female participants 0.61 0.035
Male participants 0.47 0.060
-
-
g

female male
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Figure 1. Both Gender Groups' Mean Answer Score of Utterance
Violating Quantity Maxim in the Binary Judgment Task.

A between-group test of mean answers is conducted to explore to
what extent male and female learners differ in their pragmatic flexibility.
Conducting such a test helps reveal the possibility of different statistical
results in both gender groups’ mean answers of utterances violating the
quantity maxim in the binary judgment test. Before conducting a
between-group test, the normality of data distribution is required.
Therefore, the results of the Shapiro-Wilk normality test indicate the
non-normal distribution of the data (male participants: W (50) = 0.911,
p <.05; female participants: W (50) = 0.951, p <.05). These lead to
conducting Mann Whitney u-tests, which are non-parametric tests.
Importantly, the tests reveal different statistical results between male and
female participants’ mean answers for statements, including violation of
the quantity maxim is found. Namely, the female participants were more
pragmatically flexible than the male participants, who exhibited low
levels of pragmatic flexibility (U= 1131.0, p <0 .05). Evidence is found
supporting the claim that females are more socially flexible than males
(Elsinbawi & Wolosin, 2023). This could justify female participants'
pragmatic flexibility. Thus, the hypothesis indicating " Female learners
are more pragmatically flexible than male learners” is validated
according to the results.

Furthermore, a t-test was conducted to investigate the impact of
gendered context on male and female participants' pragmatic flexibility.

Firstly, the data from male contexts is analyzed to explore
whether the male and female participants differ in their reactions
according to the gendered context. The results reveal that male
participants tend to be more flexible with their same-gender peers than
female participants (mean score: Males (44.5); females (30.1). In
contrast, females showed higher levels of pragmatic flexibility towards
female context than males (mean score: males (40.2); females (60.3).
Accordingly, the hypothesis indicating that “"gendered context directs
male and female learners' pragmatic flexibility” is validated. This
behavior of both gender groups can possibly be attributed to the fact that
each of them is less interested in the other gender topics. That is, females
do not find any interest in discussing things about cars; vice versa, males
do not like things related to shopping.
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According to the concept of pragmatic flexibility, when learners
accept pragmatically infelicitous utterances, they are not pragmatically
incompetent, but their behavior is attributed to the fact that they are
pragmatically flexible. Such an assumption can be investigated by
conducting a quinary test.

Quinary Test

A quinary test targets the pragmatic competence of EFL learners
and their ability to derive quantity implicature. The participants are
considered to be pragmatically competent and can derive quantity
implicature by estimating the pragmatically infelicitous utterances with
intermediate judgments ("somewhat satisfied /neutral / somewhat
unsatisfied") or refusing the utterances (unsatisfied). A statistical
examination of this can be done by analyzing the answer behavior of the
participants towards pragmatically infelicitous utterances. Giving lower
ratings indicates that they are somehow pragmatically competent and can
derive quantity implicature; conversely, high ratings are a sign of
pragmatic oblivion.

Table 2. The Mean and Standard Error Mean of Both Groups’ Answers
in the Quinary Test.

Gender Mean S.E. Mean
Female participants 3.32 0.167
Male participants 2.7 0.093

5—

4=

answer score

female male

Figure 2. Both Gender Groups' Mean Answer Score of Utterance
Violating Quantity Maxim in the Quinary test
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As can be apparently seen in Table 2 (and Figure 2), female
participants' mean score answer approximates "5", while male
participants' mean answer approximates "1". This general observation
concerning groups' pragmatic comprehension and derivation of quantity
implicature is examined statistically to understand both groups' behavior
towards utterance violating quantity maxim. This is achieved by
conducting a between-group test of mean answer differences for each
gender group. The results of the Shapiro-Wilk normality test, which
reveal (P > .05) a non-normal distribution of the data, demand
conducting a non-parametric test. The test results of the Mann-Whitney
test revealed a significant statistical variation between the male and
female groups in their mean answer score for utterances violating the
quantity maxim. The female participants provided higher ratings
compared to male participants (U= 1092.0, p < .05). The male
participants' tendency to provide lower ratings than female participants
can be attributed to their nature of communication and their preference
for directness (McConnell-Ginet, 2003). Male participants' behavior can
also be attributed to the difference between males' and females'
pragmatic abilities (Usuludin et al., 2021). This may be taken as a
justification for the difference between male and female reactions in this
task.
Conclusion

The aim sought to be achieved in this study is to determine
whether gender influences pragmatic flexibility when Grice maxims are
violated.
According to the findings of the study, a conclusion is formulated
indicating that gender influences Iragi EFL learners’ pragmatic
flexibility. This difference is detected in males' and females' reactions
toward violations of the quantity maxim, with the female learners
exhibiting higher levels of pragmatic flexibility than their male
counterparts.

Interestingly, male and female participants further responded differently
to violations of quantity maxim within same-gender versus mixed-
gender contexts. Male and female participants were more flexible in
same-gender peer contexts. Furthermore, the interplay between
pragmatic flexibility and pragmatic abilities is explored. The findings
indicate that higher levels of female participants' pragmatic flexibility
reveal their weak pragmatic competence, unlike their male counterparts,

YY.o



aila Jlas i g AA lgaaa g aalgllae Ciydla ceedoast) fase 3 A

who reveal better pragmatic abilities, although less flexible. This is
attributed to their performance in the ternary task. Eventually, the
researchers of this study hope to make a contribution to the field of
second language acquisition research by providing insights into gender
and pragmatic flexibility relationships with each other.
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