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Abstract: The study investigates the socio-pragmatic variation in
refusals among rural and urban communities speaking Saudi Arabic. A
total of 60 male Saudi Arabic speakers participated in a DCT
questionnaire, assessing their refusals to invitations and requests. The
results showed that both rural and urban speakers primarily use indirect
strategies to refuse, involving softening elements to mitigate the impact
of the refusal. However, rural speakers tended to use more indirect
strategies and show a higher level of concern in their refusals compared
to urban speakers. The study also found that individuals in Saudi Arabia
are sensitive to social status and relationship distance when engaging in
refusal situations. Those of higher social status were less likely to use
indirect and softening language. The rural community demonstrated a
higher level of concern in their refusals by employing more elaborate
responses and greater levels of mitigation compared to the urban
community. Understanding these socio-cultural differences in refusal
strategies can help prevent misunderstandings and enhance cross-
cultural understanding in Saudi Arabian communities.
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Social communication involves maintaining social harmony and avoiding offense or
disappointment. However, there are instances where individuals may produce dispreferred
responses, which deviate from the expected norm or social expectation (Levinson, 1983). Refusals
are a type of dispreferred responses that are perceived as negative or socially undesirable by the
recipients, potentially threatening their face or self-image (Houck & Gass, 1999). Brown and
Levinson (1987) argue that refusals are considered a threatening speech act due to their potential
to harm the interlocutors’ positive or negative face. Interlocutors vary the content and forms of
their refusal speech acts based on their social and cultural contexts and the nature of initiating
speech acts like request, invitation, suggestion (Beebe et al., 1990).

A plethora of research studies has explored the realizations of refusal speech acts across
different cultures and languages. Some studies compared and contrasted speech acts of refusal
between non-native English speakers and native speakers to highlight potential pragmatic transfer
in language interaction (e.g., Al-Kahtani, 2005 [ Americans, Arabs and Japanese]; Al-Shalawi, 1997
[Saudi Arabic Vs. English]; Beebe et al., 1990 [Japanese Vs. English]; Félix-Brasdefer, 2002
[Spanish Vs. English]; Jasim, 2017 [Iraqi Arabic Vs. British English]; Morkus, 2014 [Egyptian
Arabic Vs. American English]; Yousseif, 2021 [Cairene Arabic Vs. American English]. Others
investigated the realization of refusal behavior within a single culture or language to gain insights
into intralingual strategies of refusal (e.g., Ababtain, 2021; Alaboudi, 2020; Alateeq, 2016; El-
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Dakhs, 2020 [Saudi Arabic]; Abdul Sattar et al., 2009 [Iraqi Arabic]; Félix-Brasdefer, 2008
[Mexican and Dominican Spanish]). Different studies explored EFL learners’ interlanguage speech
acts of refusal in various languages and cultures for pedagogical implications (e.g., Al-Eryani,
2007; Alrefaee et al., 2014 [Yemenis]; Al-Mahrooqi and Al-Aghbari, 2016 [Omanis]; Hamouda,
2014; Saud, 2019 [Saudis]; Park & Oh, 2019 [Koreans]). However, to the best of the researchers’
knowledge, research on cross-cultural variation in the realizations of refusal speech acts across
communities speaking the same language is still lacking.

Given Saudi Arabia’s global significance in terms of tourism, investment, and employment
prospects, research is necessitated to explore the realizations of refusals among rural and urban
speakers of Saudi Arabic in their social interaction. Haugh et al. (2021) maintain that interlocutors’
variation in refusal speech acts is likely to be influenced by macro-social factors like region, social
class, ethnicity, gender, and age. In other contextual situations, variations may be attributed to
micro-social factors such as social status and distance (Félix-Brasdefer, 2008). Drawing on such
intersectional view, the present study attempts to investigate the socio-pragmatic variation in
dispreferred responses (i.e., refusals) across rural and urban communities speaking Saudi Arabic.
According to Reiter and Placencia (2005), “[s]ociopragmatic variation may by defined as the way
in which speakers vary their use of language in similar situational contexts with similar
communicative purposes and thus exhibit different interactional patterns” (pp. 192—193). Such a
socio-pragmatic study is believed to contribute to having insights into the socio-cultural norms and
values of the Saudi Arabic-speaking community (rural and urban) in navigating social expectations
and managing face-threatening acts when expressing dispreferred responses. In line with the stated
study’s purpose, the present study takes a variationist perspective by analyzing the realization
patterns of refusals among rural and urban Saudi speakers of Arabic. It attempts to address the
following research questions:

1. What are the distinct realization patterns of refusals among rural and urban Saudi Arabic
speakers?

2. What is the impact of social status on the realization patterns of refusals among rural and
urban Saudi Arabic speakers?

3. What is the impact of social distance on the realization patterns of refusals among rural and
urban Saudi Arabic speakers?

Literature Review
Refusal as Dispreferred Response

The concept of preference structure pertains to the patterns and preferences individuals
exhibit during conversational turn-taking. Within a sequence of speech acts such as offering,
inviting, or requesting, individuals are generally faced with two types of preferred responses:
acceptance or dispreferred responses in the form of refusals (Cook, 1989). Preferred responses are
usually delivered effortlessly by interlocutors, who keep them brief and straightforward without
much responsibility. In contrast, dispreferred responses are characterized by intricate structures and
delays, requiring effort from interlocutors as they have the potential to disrupt social harmony
(Duran, 2019). As one type of dispreferred responses, refusal is a speech act by force in which an
interlocutor “denies engaging in an action proposed by his [peer]” (Chen, et al., 1995, p. 121). Due
to the sensitivity of refusal in threatening the interlocutors’ face, interlocutors are bound to attenuate
their refusal responses in consideration of their community cultural norms and social variables like,
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age, gender, social status, and distance (Wang, 2019). The negotiations of the interlocutors’ refusal
responses are classified on a continuum of directness-indirectness and the varying levels of
politeness or impoliteness, depending on the contextual contexts of the eliciting acts and factors
such as the social status (power) and the close/distant relationships of the interlocutors (Ren, 2015).

Politeness Theory

Politeness theory is a social behavior theory that focuses on the concept of face, which can
be classified into positive and negative aspects. Positive faces refer to an individual ’s desire to be
admired and connected to a social group, while negative faces reflect their need to be independent
and free from imposition (Brown & Levinson, 1987). During their social interaction, individuals’
positive or/and negative face are likely to be threatened by speech acts that go against their
expectations. Brown and Levinson (1987) labeled such acts as Face Threatening Acts (henceforth
FTAs). The theory suggests that interlocutors use a strategy to save face, establish, and maintain
harmonious social relationships, depending on the social and cultural contexts and the nature of the
speech acts involved. The theory proposes four strategies for speakers when enacting FTAs: off-
record, negative politeness, positive politeness, and on-record baldly. These strategies are
perceived in a continuous line of directness and are based on social distance, relative power, and
absolute ranking of the imposition. The theory is universally applicable, but its application varies
across cultures, subcultures, categories, and groups (Brown & Levinson, 1987).

Speech acts of refusal are dispreferred responses to initiating acts of invitations, requests,
suggestions, and offers (Houck & Gass, 1999). These acts can cause FT As for both the speaker and
the hearer, damaging their positive or negative face. The hearer’s refusal may be a defense
mechanism against his negative face desires, while the speaker’s refusal may imply disapproval or
rejection from a social group. To mitigate FTAs, speakers often use indirectness or a sequence of
face-saving moves. This approach helps to soften and mitigate the dispreferred responses, ensuring
that both parties feel accepted and valued (Beebe et al., 1990).

Classification of Refusal Strategies

Previous studies on refusal speech acts have identified various strategies used to refuse
requests, offers, or invitations (Beebe et al., 1990; Salazar-Campillo et al., 2009; Turnbull &
Saxton, 1997). These strategies include delaying responses, asking counter questions, hesitating,
showing lack of enthusiasm, suggesting alternatives, distracting the addressee, remaining silent,
and giving vague responses. Beebe et al. (1990) developed a widely referenced classification
scheme for analyzing and categorizing refusal speech acts, which has been used in numerous
studies (Ababtain, 2021; Alaboudi, 2020; Alateeq, 2016; Al-Eryani, 2007; Al-Kahtani, 2005;
Alrefaee et al., 2014; El-Dakhs, 2020; among others). The scheme is coded in semantic formulas,
which refer to expressions used to perform a refusal and adjuncts, which refer to expressions
accompanying a refusal but do not perform it. These formulas are categorized into direct refusals,
indirect refusals, and adjuncts to refusals. Direct refusals involve a straightforward rejection
without any attempt to soften the refusal, while indirect refusals involve strategies to mitigate the
force of the refusal and preserve the positive face of the interlocutor. Adjuncts to refusals are
expressions used as part of the head act of refusal and cannot enact refusal of their own. Beebe et
al.’s (1990) classification scheme provides a useful framework for analyzing the content and forms
of refusals in different social and cultural contexts. However, it is important to consider that the
realization of refusals can vary based on factors such as social status, distance, and cultural norms,
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particularly when studying the socio-pragmatic variation of refusals among speakers of the same
language, such as rural and urban Saudi Arabic speakers.

Rural and Urban Cultural Norms of Communication

Traditional values, lifestyle, and social structures in rural and urban areas significantly
influence communication norms. Rural communities prioritize community solidarity and local
traditions, while urban communities are more diverse and cosmopolitan, influenced by global
trends (Evans, 1972). Wan (2015) holds that communication in rural areas focuses on maintaining
social harmony and preserving community relationships, while urban communication is more
direct and less concerned with preserving traditional values. These differences distinguish
collectivistic and individualistic cultures, with collectivistic cultures prioritizing group interests
and goals over individual needs, leading to indirect, implicit, and non-confrontational
communication (Lyuh, 1992). In individualistic cultures, personal goals and achievements are
prioritized, and communication is direct, explicit, and assertive. Direct refusals or disagreements
are more common in individualistic cultures.

In collectivistic cultures like Saudi Arabia, maintaining social harmony and avoiding
offense or disappointment is highly valued (Al-Shalawi, 1997). Therefore, the realization of
refusals in these cultures is often indirect and mitigated. Rural speakers of Saudi Arabic use more
mitigated and polite strategies when refusing requests or invitations. In contrast, individualistic
cultures, such as those in urban areas, place greater emphasis on personal autonomy and rights.
Urban speakers, influenced by cosmopolitan cultural values and exposure to diverse speech
communities, employ more direct and straightforward refusal strategies (Gudykunst et al., 1996).
Social status and distance also play a role in the realization of refusals. Individuals of higher social
status, regardless of their cultural background, are more likely to use more direct refusal strategies
due to their power and authority in social interactions. Similarly, individuals closer or more familiar
with the person making the request are more likely to use less mitigated and more direct refusal
strategies (see Al-Eryani, 2007; Al-Kahtani, 2005; Nelson et al., 2002).

Related Studies on Speech Acts of Refusal

Previous research has extensively examined the speech acts of refusal in different languages
and cultures, focusing on comparing and contrasting EFL/SL speakers’ strategies for pedagogical
purposes (see Al-Kahtani, 2005; Alsairi, 2019; Al-Shalawi, 1997; Beebe et al., 1990; Félix-
Brasdefer, 2002). Researchers have examined both the content and forms of refusals, as well as the
strategies employed to mitigate their impact. For example, Beebe et al. (1990) compared the refusal
strategies followed by Japanese learners of English (JEs) and those employed by native speakers
of English (Americans). The study found that Americans tend to use indirect forms of refusals,
while Japanese employ indirect strategies when refusing individuals of higher status and direct
strategies when refusing individuals of lower status. This difference in behavior can be attributed
to the hierarchical nature of Japanese society.

A study by Al-Shalawi (1997) compared the use of semantic formulas in refusals between
Saudi and American students. Data was collected from 50 Saudi Arabic speakers and 50 American
English speakers using a discourse completion task. The study found significant differences in the
use of semantic formulas and explanation content, reflecting cultural values of collectivism in
Saudi society and individualism in American society. Saudis used more indirect speech acts, while
Americans focused on providing clear explanations.
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Félix-Brasdefer’s (2002) study compared politeness strategies used by native Spanish
speakers and American learners of Spanish. Data was collected from six situations, involving 60
participants of equal status. The study found that social factors, such as the relationship between
participants and the situation, influenced the directness of refusal strategies. American learners of
Spanish exhibited both positive and negative interlanguage transfer when declining invitations,
indicating their unfamiliarity with cultural values and norms associated with the Spanish language.
This lack of sociopragmatic competence prevented them from using similar refusal strategies as
native Spanish speakers.

Al-Kahtani (2005) conducted a study comparing the expression of refusals in America,
Arabs, and Japan using a DCT questionnaire. The research aimed to understand cultural variations
in refusals and the challenges faced by second language learners. The study found that participants
had different approaches to refusals, with some similarities in certain situations, such as requests.
The study aimed to highlight the challenges faced by second language learners in producing such
speech acts.

Alsairi’s (2019) study analyzed the refusal strategies of Saudi EFL learners in the UK,
advanced learners in KSA, and British native speakers. The research aimed to understand how
cultural background, social distance, and social power influenced these refusals. Data was collected
through role-play and analyzed using Beebe et al.’s refusal strategies classification. Results showed
that UK participants were similar to British participants, but Saudi participants in KSA used
religious expressions and prayers to soften their refusals.

In the context of Saudi Arabian culture, some studies have been undertaken about the
realizations of refusal speech act within the same language, but their focus varies (e.g., Ababtain,
2021; Alaboudi, 2020; Alateeq, 2016; Alrashoodi, 2020; El-Dakhs, 2020; Saud, 2019). For
instance, Alateeq (2016) studied the refusal strategies of Saudi Arabic speakers, focusing on male
and female speakers. The study collected 180 responses from 30 students using a DCT
questionnaire. Results showed that both male and female speakers preferred indirectness over
directness to minimize the negative impact of being too straightforward. Additionally, Saudis often
used adjunct refusals, such as “functioning acceptance” and “pray”, to enact their refusals. These
findings highlight the importance of understanding and implementing effective refusal strategies
in Saudi Arabian culture.

Saud’s (2019) study examined the strategies of undergraduate Saudi EFL learners when
performing refusal speech acts and the influence of social status on their refusals. A hundred and
fifty students participated in a DCT questionnaire involving 12 situations targeting high, equal, and
low social status variables. The study found that indirect strategies were more effective than direct
ones, and distinct realizations of refusals were used to address initiating acts. Social power did not
significantly affect participants’ refusal strategies. The research highlights the importance of
understanding social status in speech refusal.

Another study was done by Alrashoodi (2020). The study investigated the differences
between Saudi females and males in refusal strategies, using an oral DCT to analyze responses in
three request situations. The findings showed that Saudi females outperformed males in terms of
frequency, order, content, and directness of refusal strategies. This finding is consistent with
previous studies by Alaboudi (2020) and Ababtain (2021), which found that Saudi males were more
direct in expressing their refusals.

Previous studies on refusals have shown significant cross-cultural variation in refusal
strategies across languages and cultures. These studies have focused on EFL students’ refusal
strategies for pedagogical implications and gender differences. However, there is a need for further
research on cross-cultural variation within the same language and community. This study aims to
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fill this gap by investigating the socio-pragmatic variation in dispreferred responses, specifically
refusals, among rural and urban speakers of Saudi Arabic. This research contributes to
understanding the socio-cultural norms and values of the Saudi Arabic-speaking community,
helping navigate social expectations and manage face-threatening acts when expressing refusals.

Methodology
Subject Population and Participants

The study compares the speech communities of rural and urban speakers of Saudi Arabic
in Asir and Makkah provinces. Asir, which represents the rural community, is in the southwest of
Saudi Arabia and has historically been isolated due to its mountainous terrain. It is known for its
pleasant weather and is a popular destination for both domestic and international tourists. Its people
are well-known for their hospitality and sociability. Makkah Province, which represents the urban
community, is in the west of Saudi Arabia and is renowned for being home to the Sacred House
(Al-Kaaba), which attracts millions of Muslims worldwide for pilgrimage annually. Jeddah, the
largest city on the Red Sea, serves as the gateway to Makkah and is known for its modernity, diverse
population, and cosmopolitan atmosphere.

The study involved 60 male participants, 30 from rural and 30 from urban communities,
aged 2545, who were all males speaking Saudi Arabic. The selection of participants with specific
characteristics is expected to improve data validity, as they are believed to have a social background
and adhere to established norms of social interaction.

Instrument and Procedures of Data Collection

The study used a Discourse Completion Task (DCT) questionnaire, a widely used tool in
cross-cultural studies on pragmatics speech acts (Cyluk, 2013). The DCT allows for extensive data
collection on semantic formulas used in specific speech acts, provides easy access to demographic
information, and allows researchers to compare responses based on variables like social status,
social power, age, and region (Cyluk, 2013). The validity of the DCT questionnaire was evaluated
by two Saudi Arabic-speaking experts in discourse analysis, who found it adequately covered
theoretical concepts of dominance, closeness, and task orientation.

Six Advanced EFL students from Asir Province and Makkah Province conducted a
Discourse Analysis Task (DCT) questionnaire with potential participants. The questionnaire
consisted of demographic details and 10 situations designed to prompt refusals, focusing on social
status and social distance. Each situation was introduced and followed by a brief dialogue in Saudi
Arabic dialect to encourage natural interaction. Participants were also asked to respond orally,
which was recorded to capture spontaneous responses within a limited time frame. This method
allows researchers to analyze participants’ oral production and captures spontaneous responses
within a limited time frame (Cyluk, 2013; Roever, 2011).

Data Analysis

The study used a quantitative and descriptive research design, analyzing participants’
responses using Beebe et al.’s (1990) classification of refusal strategies. The responses were
categorized into three semantic formula strategies: direct, indirect, and adjuncts to refusal. Each
response was counted as a refusal sequence, consisting of pre-refusal strategies, head act refusal
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(HA), and post-refusal strategies. The data was analyzed statistically in terms of frequency and
percentage. The table below illustrates the frequency of each strategy and their subcategories.

Table 1
An lllustrative Example of Situation Analysis
Stimulus Type: Invitation (high social status)
Situation 1: It happened that you met in the working building lift your boss who passed you
this invitation:
Boss: We have Nikah contract ceremony for our son the coming Thursday, and you are invited
to our house.

Respondent:
ATl 5 aSiigy Al JPRTCVRRIN il (8 Jiag) 3 2l dll
May Allah bless I can’t make it my wife is in the Walla (swearing)
you all hospital sorry
Adjunct: Blessing Direct: Non- Indirect: Indirect: statement
prayer performative Excuse/explanation  of apology/regret
Negative ability (HA)
Refusal Strategy Frequency
Direct 1
Non-performative: Negative ability 1
Indirect 2
statement of apology/regret 1
Excuse/explanation/reason 1
Adjunct to refusal 1
Blessing prayer 1

Results

The study investigates the socio-pragmatic variation in refusals among rural and urban
Saudi Arabic speakers, aiming to answer three research questions related to different realizations
of refusals among these communities, with the results presented in line with these research
questions.

RQI. What are the distinct realization patterns of refusals among rural and urban Saudi Arabic
speakers?

The study analyzed participants’ refusal realizations in ten situations using direct, indirect,
and adjunct strategies. The total frequency and percentage of refusal realizations in each strategy
type are presented in a table for convenience.

Table 2 shows that a total frequency of 2973 refusal realizations was recorded, with rural
communities having a higher frequency of 1596 occurrences (53.68) compared to urban
communities (46.32). The study found that indirect strategies were the most common, with 1673
occurrences (55.58), followed by adjuncts to refusals at 1030 (34.65). Direct strategies were the
least common at 270 (9.13). The rural community used more indirect strategies and adjuncts to
refusals than the urban community, with 908 (54.27) and 567 (55.05), respectively. However, the
rural community used less direct strategies, with 121 (44.81) occurrences compared to 149 (55.19)
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among urban Saudi Arabic speakers. The table also shows that both rural and urban communities
used the same semantic formula content, with variations in frequency. The rural community used
the “excuse/reason/explanation” and “apology/regret” formulas more frequently than the urban
community, i.e., 214 (53.63) and 207 (54.33) against 185 (46.37) and 174 (45.67). The “wish”
formula was used more frequently by the rural community with 163 (55.44) compared to the urban
community with 131 (44.56). The “negative willingness/ability” formula of directness is used more
frequently by the urban community, with 126 being used more than the rural community. Table 2
reveals that the formula of “blessing prayer” was used as an adjunct to refusals in rural
communities, with 115 (54.76) being more frequent than in urban communities: “set condition for
future acceptance”, 197 (6.66); “indefinite reply”, 187 (6.32); “pause fillers”, 170 (5.72);
“statement of positive opinion/feeling”, 169 (5.68); “admiration”, 163 (5.48);
“gratitude/appreciation”, 144 (4.84); “statement of alternative”, 128 (4.33); “refuser’s attitude”,
114 (3.83); “shift of response”, 87 (2.94); “expression of empathy”, 60 (2.02); and “non-
performative”, 40 (1.35). The frequency of these formulas varies among communities.

Table 2
Total Frequency and Percentage of Refusal Realizations
Community Rural Urban Total

Semantic formula f % f % f %
Direct 121 4481 149 55.19 270 9.13
Non- performative 17 42.50 23 57.50 40 1.35
Negative 104 45.22 126 54.78 230 7.78
willingness/ability
Indirect 908 54.27 765 45.73 1673 56.58
Statement of apology 207 54.33 174 45.67 381 12.88
/regret
Wish 163 55.44 131 44.56 294 9.94
Excuse/reason/explanation 214 53.63 185 46.37 399 13.49
Statement of alternative 65 50.78 63 49.22 128 4.33
Set condition for future 114 57.87 83 42.13 197 6.66
acceptance
Indefinite reply 101 54.01 86 45.99 187 6.32
Shift of response 44 50.57 43 49.43 87 2.94
Adjuncts 567 55.05 463 4495 1030 34.65
Statement of positive 93 55.03 76 44.97 169 5.68
opinion/feeling
Expression of empathy 31 51.67 29 48.33 60 2.02
Pause fillers 98 57.65 72 42.35 170 5.72
Gratitude/appreciation 80 55.56 64 44.44 144 4.84
Admiration 93 57.06 70 42.94 163 5.48
Blessing prayer 115 54.76 95 45.24 210 7.06
Refuser's attitude 57 50.00 57 50.00 114 3.83
Total 1596 53.68 1377 46.32 2973 100.
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RQ2. What is the impact of social status on the realization patterns of refusals among rural and
urban Saudi Arabic speakers?

The study analyzed participants’ dispreferred responses regarding social status variables in
invitation and request situations (1-3 and 6-8), presenting their results in table 3 with reference to
community and social status variables and strategy type.

Table 3
Frequency and Percentage of Refusal Realizations in Relation to Social Status
Variable High Equal Low
Community
Rural Urban Rural Urban Rural Urban
Semantic formula f % f % f % f % f % f %
Direct 32 4571 38 5429 18 4186 25 5814 9 3333 18  66.67
Non- performative 6 428 8 5714 0 0.00 0 0.00 0 0.00 0 0.00
Negative 26 4643 30 5357 18 4186 25 5814 9 3333 18  66.67
willingness/ability
Indirect 164 5467 136 4533 177 5480 146 4520 205 5496 168  45.04
Statement of regret 32 5246 29 4754 42 5250 38 4750 50 5556 40 4444
Wish 34 5484 28 4516 32 5333 28 4667 39 5652 30 4348

Excuse/reason/explana 43 58.11 31 41.89 45 54.22 38 45.78 52 55.91 41 44.09
tion

Statement of 5 38.46 8 61.54 13 54.17 11 45.83 16 53.33 14 46.67
alternative

Set condition for 19 61.29 12 38.71 22 61.11 14 38.89 25 60.98 16 39.02
future acceptance

Indefinite reply 22 56.41 17 43.59 16 57.14 12 42.86 18 46.15 21 53.85
Shift of response 9 45.00 11 55.00 7 58.33 5 41.67 5 45.45 6 54.55
Adjuncts 101 57.39 75 42.61 119 53.60 103 46.40 132 54.55 110  45.45
Statement of positive 12 57.14 9 42.86 16 57.14 12 42.86 23 56.10 18 43.90
opinion/feeling

Expression of empathy 8 53.33 7 46.67 8 47.06 9 52.94 0 0.00 0 0.00
Pause fillers 12 66.67 6 33.33 16 50.00 16 50.00 27 56.25 21 43.75
Gratitude/appreciation 14 60.87 9 39.13 19 55.88 15 44.12 24 53.33 21 46.67
Admiration 25 60.98 16 39.02 23 57.50 17 42.50 26 54.17 22 45.83
Blessing prayer 18 51.43 17 48.57 25 52.08 23 47.92 26 54.17 22 45.83
Refuser's attitude 12 52.17 11 47.83 12 52.17 11 47.83 6 50.00 6 50.00
Total 297 5440 249 45,60 314 5340 274  46.60 346  53.89 296  46.11

The above table demonstrates that the rural community has a higher frequency of
occurrences of social status variables compared to the urban community, that is, 297 (54.40) against
249 (45.60) for the high status; 314 (53.40) against 274 (46.60) for the equal status; 346 (53.89)
against 296 (46.11) for the low status. Both rural and urban Saudi Arabic-speaking communities
use indirect strategies to signal their refusals to invitation and request, followed using adjuncts to
refusals. Direct strategies are employed to a lesser extent, while indirect strategies are more
common in the rural community. This highlights the importance of understanding social status in
decision-making processes. The comparison of the social status frequency of refusal strategies
across the two communities indicates that the rural community utilized higher frequency of indirect
strategies in the three social status variables, i.e., 164 (54.67) against 136 (45.33) for the high status;
177 (54.80) against 146 (45.20) for the equal status; 205 (54.96) against 168 (45.04) for the low
status. Additionally, the rural community employed adjuncts to refusals more often than urban
community. For high status, the rural community had a frequency of 101 (57.39) compared to 75
(42.61) for the urban community. For equal status, the rural community had a frequency of 119
(53.60) compared to 103 (46.40) for the urban community. For low status, the rural community had
a frequency of 132 (54.55) compared to 110 (45.45) for the urban community. However, the urban
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community used directness more often than the rural community, 32 (45.71) for high status, 25
(58.14) for equal status, and 38 (54.29) for low status.

RQ3. What is the impact of social distance on the realization patterns of refusals among rural
and urban Saudi Arabic speakers?

The analysis of the participants’ dispreferred responses in invitation and request situations
(4-5 and 9-10), which are related to the two social distance variables, rendered the following
results.

Table 4
Frequency and Percentage of Refusal Realizations in Relation to Social Distance
Variable - Distance (-D) + Distance (+D)
Rural Urban Rural Urban
Community f % f % f % f %
Strategy Type
Direct 34 45.33 41 54.67 27  49.09 28 50.91
Non- performative 7 41.18 10 58.82 5 55.56 4 44.44
Negative 27 46.55 31 53.45 22 47.83 24 52.17
willingness/ability
Indirect 205 5395 175 46.05 157 52.86 140 47.14
Statement of regret 38 55.88 30 44.12 45 54.88 37 45.12
Wish 32 53.33 28 46.67 26 60.47 17 39.53
Excuse/reason/ 44 53.01 39 46.99 30 45.45 36 54.55
explanation
Statement of 23 48.94 24 51.06 8 57.14 6 42.86
alternative
Set condition for 31 54.39 26 45.61 17 53.13 15 46.88
future acceptance
Indefinite reply 22 57.89 16 42.11 23 53.49 20 46.51
Shift of response 15 55.56 12 44.44 8 47.06 9 52.94
Adjuncts 104  55.61 83 4439 111  54.68 92 45.32

Statement of positive 21 52.50 19 47.50 21 53.85 18 46.15
opinion/feeling

Expression of 9 47.37 10 52.63 6 66.67 3 33.33
empathy

Pause fillers 18 62.07 11 37.93 25 58.14 18 41.86
Gratitude/appreciation 10 52.63 9 47.37 13 56.52 10 43.48
Admiration 7 63.64 4 36.36 12 52.17 11 47.83
Blessing prayer 23 62.16 14 37.84 23 54.76 19 45.24
Refuser's attitude 16 50.00 16 50.00 11 45.83 13 54.17
Total 343 5343 299 46.57 295 53.15 260 46.85

Table 4 shows that social close relationships (-D) received a higher frequency of refusals
occurrences than social distant relationships (+D), with frequencies of 343 (53.43) and 299 (46.57).
The rural community had higher frequencies of occurrences for the -D and +D variables compared
to the urban community. The “indirect” strategy had the highest frequency of occurrences among
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the three refusal strategies, with higher frequencies of 205 (53.95) and 157 (52.86) used by rural
community compared to 175 (46.89) and 140 (47.14) by urban community. The strategy of
“adjuncts to refusals” comes second, with higher frequencies of 104 (55.61) and 111 (54.68) used
by rural community compared to 83 (44.39) and 92 (45.32) by urban community. The “direct”
strategy had the least frequency, with higher frequencies of 41 (54.67) and 28 (50.91) used by urban
community compared to 34 (45.33) and 27 (49.09) by rural community.

Discussion

The aim of the study was to explore the ways in which rural and urban Saudi Arabic
speakers express refusals and how social status and distance influence their refusal strategies. Using
Beebe et al.’s classification of refusals, the researchers found that both rural and urban communities
primarily used indirect strategies to refuse invitations and requests. Adjuncts were also commonly
used, while direct strategies were less frequent. This variation aligns with the collectivistic culture
in the Arab world and Saudi Arabia, which emphasizes maintaining social harmony and avoiding
offense when expressing dispreferred responses (Abdul Sattar, 2009; Alaboudi, 2020; Alghamdi &
Algarni, 2019; Al-Shalawi, 1997). The rural community used indirect strategies more often than
the urban community, indicating that effective communication in rural communities is centered on
maintaining social harmony and preserving relationships, while urban communication prioritizes
individual (Wan, 2015). The study also found that the participants utilized various forms of indirect
strategies to avoid refusals in Saudi Arabic. They used forms Ilike “statement of
excuse/reason/explanation”, and “statement of apology/regret” to mitigate the FTAs of their
refusals and maintain the positive face of the interlocutors. Examples include ‘4 4lad g2ie” (1
have an urgent task); ‘4lile <5,k gaie’ (T have family circumstances); ‘¥e! (I apologize) and
‘au” (sorry!). These strategies were preferred by Saudi Arabic speakers, serving as precursors to
their refusals (Alaboudi, 2020; Alateeq, 2016; Alsairi, 2019; Al-Shalawi, 1997). The study also
revealed that rural Saudi Arabic speakers prioritize sociability when producing FTAs in social
interactions, resulting in higher usage of “wishing expressions” compared to urban communities.
Examples of such indirect strategy forms include ‘b S aa yisis ool 52545 (Wallah [swearing]
I hope to come and reawaken memories) and <lexd) kvl ) <uisd” (T hoped to render you help).
Other forms of indirect strategies include ‘s ks salisd L sld clidac) )38 o< (but I can give you money
to hire a car [statement of alternative]); ‘=) <8 13 (If T can come [set condition for future
acceptance]); and ‘b (Sea azhaall j3 ae 2S5 (talk to the restaurant’s manager [shift of initiating
act response, that is, only in request situations]). These indirect strategies were more utilized by
rural Saudi Arabic speakers for softening their refusals. Also, the findings of the study showed that
Saudi Arabic speakers frequently use “indefinite reply” like ‘4 O3/dl) ¢ o))’ (God willing) in their
responses to invitations and requests. These expressions are considered vague as they carry the
connotative meaning of “maybe/hopefully” in English (Al-Zubeiry, 2013). Alghazali (2020)
suggests that ‘) <L o)/Inshallah’ is used to avoid giving a definite response, with rural participants
using this expression more often than urban ones. Additionally, the study found that in Saudi
culture, the use of adjuncts strategy type, such as “blessing prayer” and “admiration”, was more
common in participants’ refusals of invitations. Expressions like ‘Ll &doln o) &) Jwil 5> and ¢ ¢Ls W
4> were used as illocutionary acts of compliment, establishing social solidarity before enacting
FTAs (Brown & Levinson, 1987). This strategy was more common among rural Saudi Arabic
speakers compared to urban ones. The study revealed that rural Saudi Arabic speakers tend to use
phrases L »&’ (it’s out pleasure) and ‘i s 1585” (Thank you very much) more often than urban
speakers when refusing an invitation, indicating a concern for maintaining a positive image of the
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person they are refusing and minimizing negativity in their response. These adjuncts are used as
positive politeness markers to express interest or approval towards the interlocutor's invitation
(Brown & Levinson, 1987). The study also found that participants from both rural and urban
communities often used “pause fillers” phrases *... 44l s’ Wallah [swearing]) and ‘..., (but...) as
well as phrases indicating the “refuser’s attitude”, such as ‘3xall/as| pay’ (frankly) as mitigating
markers before their refusals. They also used “solidarity markers” like ‘Ja_ b <lisy &) (May Allah
help you man) to show empathy and soften the impact of their refusal. The rural community used
direct strategies like ‘“negative willingness/ability” and “non-performative statements” less
frequently, suggesting they are more concerned about preserving the interlocutor’s self-image
during face-to-face negotiations. Examples include expressions like ‘e’ (I can’t) or ‘¥’ (No)
to convey their refusals.

Similarly, the findings of the study revealed that social status significantly influenced
participants’ refusals, with variations in frequency and strategies used. Saudi Arabic speakers
preferred indirect strategies and adjuncts to soften the impact of their refusals to invitations and
requests. This conforms to Al-Shalawi (1997) and Alaboudi’s (2020) findings which suggest that
Saudis are more sensitive towards social status variations when engaging in FTAs situations. The
rural community displayed higher concern in their refusals, employing more elaborate responses
and greater mitigation compared to the urban community. For instance, in situation 1 where they
had to refuse their boss’s invitation to his son’s Nikah contract ceremony, participants used
expressions such as, ‘geend Le U5 yla o<1 U 80 4 5 (wallah, [pause filler] it’s our pleasure, [statement
of positive feeling] but [pause filler] our circumstances don’t allow [excuse/explanation/reason]).
The same approach was observed in situation 6, a rural community participant refused a boss’s
request to work on the weekend, using indirect strategies and adjuncts to soften the FTA of their
preferred response. This is an illustrative example ¢ pL¥) haall casS Cajle @l (&1 o L clia Hiic)
clord) aabaind () cuid Al 558 #Ual s s (T apologize to you father of ..., [apology and a polite
addressing marker] but [pause filler] you know the pressure that we have these days, and I need
relaxing time, [excuse/explanation/reason] I wish I could serve you [wish]). This pattern was also
consistent in their refusal to an equal-status interlocutor’s invitation and request. In situation 2, a
rural community participant refused a work colleague’s invitation to his son’s graduation party,
using more mitigating markers to avoid hurting his colleague’s positive face. Consider the
following illustrative example ‘e ik Lo AL Glulea (S1 iy al oy 4l odl) &)l i 2L W (what
Allah wills! [admiration] May Allah bless him, [blessing prayer] but [pause filler] excuse me
brother [apology] I don’t think I can come [indefinite reply]). The same was in situation 7, where
the participant is refusing a colleague’s request to write the annual report of the company. This is
an example: ‘Al W cosd Lpald) 4 3Y alea gaic Gaall el HNie ) (T apologize to you [apology],
frankly [refuser’s attitude] I have tasks that should be finished, [explanation/reason] you may
approach our colleague, Salem [shifting response]. The study also revealed that rural community
participants used fewer refusal indirect strategies and adjuncts in low-status situations, such as
refusing an invitation from a workplace security guard for lunch on his job promotion (i.e., situation
3), using expressions like ‘4 L& () cangiall Je 158%° (Thank you for the invitation
[gratitude/appreciation] God willing [indefinite reply]). Similarly, in situation 8 where they are
refusing a new archive-section employee’s request to sort out files, the participants deployed fewer
mitigating markers like, ‘1> Jsdie S o Sl (Excuse me, [apology] I'm busy [reason]. The
study also found that the urban community tended to employ more direct strategies in these
situations. Here are two illustrative examples: (a) ‘3w )3 WL 1 L (Come on! [Expression of
empathy] I can’t [negative ability]); and (b) ‘'~ ¥> (No, impossible [non-performative]). The study
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suggests that socio-cultural factors, such as collectivism and individualism, influence the choice of
refusal strategies among Saudi Arabic speakers (Alaboudi, 2020; Al-Shalawi, 1997; Lyuh, 1992).

The findings of the study also showed that close relationships significantly influenced
participants’ refusal strategies compared to distant relationships. Participants used more softening
markers when refusing requests or invitations from close acquaintances, compared to distant
acquaintances. This contradicts previous research (see Al-Aryani, 2010; Al-Kahtani, 2005), and
can be attributed to cultural norms and values within communities. Social distance is subject to
regional variation among speakers of the same language and is influenced by their community’s
cultural norms and values (Félix-Brasdefer, 2008). The situational context of speech acts could also
account for the choice refusal strategies. It was also observed that rural and urban communities
used different indirect strategies to convey their refusals. Rural participants used more softening
markers to mitigate the negative impact of their refusals, while urban participants used fewer. For
instance, when refusing an invitation from a childhood friend (-D) as in situation 4, a rural
participant used el 3] (ran <l 5 (gdie ¢S o)) A agd Sl M8 14 L (My God! [admiration] T
missed them, [Statement of positive feeling] I hope to have time [wish] excuse me my dear
[apology/regret]). In contrast, an urban participant simply said: ‘0wl Ja¥) & 3e) (excuse me
[apology/regret] my wife is not well. [excuse/explanation/reason]. Similar patterns were observed
in the refusal of a cousin’s request to lend a car as in situation 9. Here are two examples found
among the urban participants: (a) ‘b Gk Je cllagl S5 13 Labial U (T need it. [excuse/reason]
If you want me to drop you on my way, ok [statement of alternative]); and (b) ¢ ¢sa) G~ 3olwdl HXie)
alisy s’ (I apologize, [apology/regret] the car belongs to my brother, and he needs it.
[excuse/explanation/reason]). As for the distant social relationship (+D), it was found that both
communities preferred indirect strategies, but there were variations in the specific forms and
contents of the strategies used. For example, when refusing an invitation from a cousin's friend
while standing next to the cousin as in situation 5, a participant responded with an expression like,
‘Shssl ae i W (sorry [apology/regret] I'm already hanging out with my friends
[excuse/reason]). When refusing a stranger’s request to pay for his food as in situation 10, a
participant said: ‘s 5 oles e @l Jsay aal) A oS8 a2l gaie W2 (T don’t have this amount
[explanation/reason] but call someone to transfer for you on my account and I'll pay [statement of
alternative]). The findings of the study also revealed that direct strategies were more commonly
employed in situations involving a distant social relation (+D). For example, a participant
responded to a request with: L3 L 355 U ¢lusy 4° (May Allah help you brother, [expression of
empathy] I can’t [Negative willingness/ability]).

Conclusion

The study aimed to explore the socio-pragmatic variation in refusals among rural and urban
communities speaking Saudi Arabic. It used Beebe et al.’s (1990) classification system to analyze
participants’ refusal strategies. The results showed that both rural and urban communities primarily
used indirect strategies to refuse invitations and requests. Adjuncts were also commonly used,
while direct strategies were less frequent. The choice of refusal strategies was influenced by socio-
cultural factors such as collectivism and individualism. Furthermore, the findings of the study
revealed that Saudi individuals are particularly attuned to social status disparities when it comes to
refusing. It was found that individuals of higher social status were less inclined to use indirect and
softening language compared to those of equal and low statuses who highly preferred indirect
strategies to maintain harmony. The rural community employed more indirect strategies and
showed a higher level of concern in their refusals compared to the urban community. Urban

241


http://dx.doi.org/10.29333/ejecs/1986

Al-Zubeiry & Alzahrani

speakers, influenced by cosmopolitan cultural values and exposure to diverse speech communities,
used more direct and straightforward refusal strategies. The study also revealed that Saudi
individuals are particularly attuned to social status disparities when it comes to refusing. Rural
communities displayed a higher level of concern in their refusals, employing more elaborate
responses and greater levels of mitigation compared to urban communities. The study also shed
light on the influence of close relationships on the frequency of refusal strategies, with direct
strategies being more prevalent in situations involving distant social connections. The findings of
the study have several implications. People from different socio-cultural backgrounds, speaking
the same language, have different ways of refusing in face-threatening situations. Social status and
cultural norms influence how individuals respond to such situations. Understanding these
differences can prevent misunderstandings and hostility between different groups. Refusal, like
other speech acts, reflects cultural values and can enhance cross-cultural understanding. However,
the study had limitations due to sample size and geographical background. Further research is
recommended to gain more insights into refusal behaviors of Saudi Arabic speakers and the impact
of cultural norms and values on refusal strategies across different regions.
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Appendix

(DCT) adll JLas) daga Ailiini)

Discourse Completion Task Questionnaire (Arabic Version)

S ke (ALl 5 gmall (8 A lall 4 graall Aagllly (palalall (a8 1) At il Gl A )3 () sl s gy
) aadin 5 dillan 4y s Lgae Jalxill aly Co g i) 5 4 g2l e shaall (b el 35 1 2 3 LS e 5 s Sl
ada ¢ual)

a8 gall 8 Sl jua cllla g 2l ged il 0 10 220 o (Refusal) cabiall (i 0o Qalid sl sa i iCilaglel
ool aalial eldia¥) (s sl (i sall g yla/e 55 8 CaAY) i i) Hlae V) 8 38V s crage s LS
Giglle e 5 elic duy) aSin 83l 5 o lain V1 anall Gl g ¢(lin 5 sine JBl 5l ¢y sbsa cdlle tdpe Lain Y 45ilSa) bl
(<l Caslla g elin 8 f eyl

48 aal) cila glaal) oY
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Lty 8 eLiall se e il 5 gladl el oy Lialy () 8 e daulia Ulae 1 )

Sld b 3 il
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SlE b 3 il

4 5 daliag eloall da s Jglis ) gumnd 50 ol a2 g cad Jont il () il Gula Gl ¢Janll o a5 54 e 3
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Discourse Completion Task Questionnaire (English Version)
Dear participant,

We would like to thank you very much in advance for participating in the response to the
research questionnaire items, which will not exceed half an hour of your time.

This research aims to study the variation of refusal strategies among urban and rural
speakers of Saudi dialect in the regions of Makkah and Asir. We assure you that the information
and responses written will be treated in absolute confidentiality and used for research purposes
only.

Instructions: Please state orally the appropriate refusal for the 10 situations of invitations
and requests, place yourself in the same situation as described, taking into account the variation or
difference in the type/circumstances of the situation, the social status of the invited or requested
person (social status: high, equal, or lower than you), as well as the social distance or relationship
between you (far from you and unfamiliar to you, or close to you and familiar to you).

A) Demographic Information:
Age: oo, Occupation: ..........cceevviennnnn. Region: Makkah/Asir

B) Invitation Situations:

1. It happened by incident that you met your boss in the work lift, and he invited you saying: “we
have marriage contract ceremony for our son next Thursday. You are invited for dinner at our
house.

YOu 1efuse DY SAYING: . ouuiniiti it

2. Your work- colleague has a graduation party for his son who graduated from the university. He
invited you saymg “you’re invited to our son’s graduation party tonight.

YOU 18fUSE DY SAYINE: . oouintiitiet e e e

3. While you were leaving your work, you met the working-building security guard who invited
you to have lunch meal on his job promotion.

Security guard: We have a lunch occasion at 2 pm tomorrow in the security guard room on my job

promotion.

YOU 1efUSE DY SAYINE: o onntiiti ittt et et e

4. Your chlldhood friend has dinner invitation at his house for a number of your co-friends, he
invited you: “you’re welcome for dinner, for your information all our friends are coming.

YOU 1efUSe DY SAYINE: L onnuiitt ittt et et

5. While standing with your cousin, his colleague at work met you and greeted you Your cousin
introduced you to each other, and this colleague extended an invitation to your cousin to attend
his marriage event next week and invited you to attend the marriage.

Your cousin’s colleague: “you are welcome to the marriage event; it is necessary to see you at the
wedding.
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YOU 18fUSE DY SAYINE: . ooneintit ettt .
C) Request Situations

6. Your manager/boss asked you to work overtime at the end of the week.
Manager: I need you to finish this matter outside of working hours. It’s additional work for the
weekend.
YOU 1€fUSE DY SAYINE: . oouiitiitt ettt
7. Your colleague at work requested your assistance in writing the annual report Colleague: For
God’s sake, I want you for a matter. I need your help in writing this annual report, which is due
tomorrow.
YOU 1efuse DY SAYINE: ..nuiiii it
8. In light of the nature of your work as a corporation’s accounts manager who is requlred to write
the annual report, you stopped by the archiving department to request files to help you write the
report. The new archives employee asked you to help him in classifying the files.
Archive employee Brother, help me archive these files.
YOu refUise DY SAYING: ..ouiintiitit it
9. You happened to meet your cousin whose car had broken down and he had some errands to run.
He asked you for your car for the errands.
Cousin: Give me your car an hour's ride and | will return it to you.
YOU 1efUse DY SAYINE: ...uviiti ittt
10. It happened that you were in a restaurant, and a person you did not know was paylng for his
order, and suddenly he did not find his wallet or phone in his pocket, and he asked you to help
him pay the amount.
Person: Brother, | forgot my wallet and cell phone that | forgot at home. | want you to help me pay
the amount.
YOU 1efUse DY SAYINE: ..unuiiii it .
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