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Socio-pragmatic Transfer in Egyptian Refusals
By Alaa Darwish
Producing accurate and comprehensible language requires grammatical and syntactic knowledge;
however, language accuracy does not ensure avoiding miscommunication which arises from the
inappropriate use of speech acts. Thus, speech acts are among the prominent areas that have been
investigated in the field of Inter-language pragmatics (ILP). Hence, the current study examines the
realizations of the speech act of refusal by young adult Egyptian students in their L1 (Egyptian
Arabic) and L2 (English). The study also explores the socio-pragmatic features of Egyptian refusals
in terms of power and distance. 2270 cases of refusals were collected by means of a Discourse
Completion Task (DCT) and field notes. The sample consists of 200 DCTs and 60 instances of
refusals extracted from field notes collected by the researcher from natural observations. The data
are analyzed according to an adaptation of the taxonomy of refusal strategies (RS) by Beebe et al.
(1990). The findings reflect a great amount of positive pragmatic transfer as most of the
participants’ refusals are indirect refusals. The main strategies that are used include statements of
explanations, statements of alternatives, and statements of regret. In addition, adjuncts to refusals
such as gratitude and positive opinion are used in refusals to interlocutors of equal and higher
power. Furthermore, the results reveal an amount of negative pragmatic transfer in the
participants’ L2 refusals. Finally, practical implications and future recommendations are suggested
based on the given results.
Keywords: Communicative competence, Inter-language pragmatics, Pragmatic transfer, Refusals,
Speech act theory

Introduction
Language comprehension requires knowledge of grammatical rules,
phonology and syntax. Yet, language accuracy does not ensure avoiding
miscommunication. That is, there are certain aspects of language use that are
related to a community and its values. What makes certain expressions acceptable
in one context may be judged as rude and unacceptable in another context. Thus,
understanding the rules that govern how language is used in different
communities, known as pragmatic competence, has gained importance in the field
of second and foreign language acquisition and education.
Speech acts are among the prominent areas that have been investigated in
the field of pragmatic competence as they are "the basic or minimal units of
linguistic communication" (Searle 1969: 16). Speech acts were first introduced
by Austin (1962) and Searle (1969) and after them a number of linguists have
subsequently investigated speech acts to contribute to a better understanding of
how linguistic behavior is realized and perceived across different languages
and cultures. These linguists introduced a number of theories and concepts that
formed the theoretical framework of the investigation of speech acts.
Hymes (1974) introduced the concept of communicative competence
asserting the importance of a system of communication besides grammar essential
to the use of language. A number of communicative competence models were
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built based on Hymes’ work, such as Canale and Swain (1980), Bachman and
Palmer (1996, 2010). Bachman and Palmer’s model (2010) offered a comprehensive description of the components of language knowledge, which they described
as organizational knowledge and pragmatic knowledge. While organizational
knowledge mainly focused on the knowledge of vocabulary, syntax, phonology,
cohesion, and rhetorical or conversational organization, pragmatic knowledge
focused on the communicative goals behind the use of the language. Thus,
pragmatic knowledge comprises both functional knowledge and sociolinguistic
knowledge. This and other recent models of communicative competence such as
Celce-Murcia (2007) and Martínez-Flor and Usó-Juan (2006) emphasize the
importance of pragmatic awareness alongside organizational awareness for
effective communication. As the process of synthesizing both the linguistic and
socio-cultural aspects of language to produce grammatical and appropriate
utterance often prove challenging for language learners, many studies have aimed
at either exploring the effect of instruction on developing pragmatic awareness or
assessing students’ pragmatic competence (e.g., Bu 2012, Garcia 2004, Gholami
2015, Jianda 2007, Maiz-Arévalo 2014, Matsugu 2014). Consequently, issues of
pragmatic competence and pragmatic awareness are increasingly acknowledged as
essential to language acquisition because failing to abide by the linguistic and
cultural rules that govern language use may cause communication breakdowns
known as pragmatic failure.
Thomas (1983) offered some explanations for pragmatic failure, which she
described as either the lack of linguistic means to convey pragmatic knowledge or
cross-cultural differences. For example, using an indirect request (e.g., It is cold in
here) might be the norm in one language community but considered ambiguous in
another community. Thomas clarified that socio-pragmatic failure is described as
occurring due to lack of awareness of socio-cultural behaviors. When learners
struggle with understanding appropriate socio-cultural behaviors due to lack of
sufficient awareness of the L2 socio-pragmatic rules, they may rely on the rules
governing L1 language use. This phenomenon is known as pragmatic transfer.
According to Beebe et al. (1990) pragmatic transfer occurs when the sociocultural aspects of L1 are used when producing L2; however, it is important to
differentiate between positive and negative pragmatic transfer. While positive
pragmatic transfer results from the similarities in the socio-cultural behavior of L1
and L2, negative pragmatic transfer results from the differences between L1 and
L2 which may cause communication breakdown. Consequently, negative
pragmatic transfer has been a major concern for ILP researchers such as BardoviHarlig et al. (2008), Beebe et al. (1990), Bella (2011), Chang (2009), CodinaEspurz (2013), and Félix-Brasdefer (2003).
Brown and Levinson (1987) introduced the politeness theory based on
Goffman’s (1967) notion of face where there are two types of face: positive and
negative face. Negative face is the desire to be free of imposition and positive face
is the desire to be liked by others. Accordingly, some speech acts such as
apologies, refusals, and complaints represent a threat to another individual’s face.
These speech acts are known as face-threatening acts (FTA) because they can
either threaten the face of the hearer or the speaker. For example, refusals, the
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focus of this study, threaten the requester’s positive face as the refuser hinders the
desire of the requester to have his/her actions unimpeded. Accordingly, strategies
to mitigate threats to face can differ widely across languages and cultures. For
example, while one language community may accept direct refusal, another
community may consider it impolite or face-threatening, which might lead to
miscommunication or pragmatic failure.
According to Brown and Levinson (1987), there are certain social aspects that
should be analyzed during interactions when producing an FTA. In other words,
the nature of an FTA such as a refusal or a request will be assessed by the speaker
to choose the appropriate wording according to different socio-linguistic features.
To assess a certain act there are three culture-sensitive factors that should be
considered: the social distance between the interlocutors (D), the social power of
one of the interlocutors over the other (P), and the degree of imposition (I) of a
certain action.
Based on Brown and Levinson’s framework (1987), Scollon and Scollon
(2001) classified face relationships into three politeness (or face) systems.
According to this model of politeness, P is divided into a hierarchical politeness
system: a super ordinate position (+P), a subordinate position (-P) and a position of
equal social level with no interlocutor exerting power over the other (=P). On the
other hand, social distance is classified into two categories; a distant relationship
(+D) and a close relationship (-D).
To conclude, refusal is an important speech act that is worth investigating not
only for being an inherently face-threatening act but also providing insight into the
socio-pragmatic differences between L1 and L2 which are important for avoiding
inter-cultural communication breakdowns among language learners.

Literature Review
The first line of research investigated speech acts within the same language
and culture, known as intra-language studies. For example, Félix-Brasdefer (2006)
investigated refusals of Mexican Spanish native speakers and reported a tendency
to use direct refusals as an act of friendliness between equal status persons. On the
other hand, Migdadi et al. (2010) focused on the communicative function of the
Arabic religious formula/maaʃaallaah/divine will and its use in mitigating refusals.
The second line of research analyzed refusals from a cross-cultural perspective,
where the differences between the realizations of refusals in different cultures were
observed. A large body of research investigated cross-cultural differences in
producing refusal strategies. Among these studies are several that compared the
East Asian culture to the American culture such as Kwon (2004) and Chang
(2009). The findings of both studies suggest that East Asians use mitigating
formulas more often than American English native speakers, which reveals that
the East Asian refusals are more opaque and indefinite than English. In an Iranian
context, there are various studies that compared Farsi speakers to native English
speakers, among which are Allami and Naeimi (2011) and Ghazanfari et al. (2012)
that compared Farsi and English refusals. While Allami and Naeimi (2011)
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explored the production of refusals realized by Iranian EFL learners of various
proficiency levels by means of a Discourse Completion Task (DCT), Ghazanfari
et al. (2012) focused their study on gender differences as well as cross-cultural
differences. Results revealed that English speakers used fewer excuses than Farsi
speakers. Strategies such as apology and lack of enthusiasm were used less
frequently by Farsi speakers. Finally, a number of studies compared Arabic and
English native speakers from a cross-cultural perspective (Hussien 1995, Huwari
& Al-Shboul 2015, Migdadi et al. 2010, Nelson et al. 1998, 2002, Stevens 1993).
These studies compared the realization of refusal strategies in Arabic versus the
production of native speakers of English. The findings of most of the studies that
were conducted before Nelson et al. (1998) suggested that Arabic speakers
preferred indirect communication and American English speakers preferred direct
communication; however, in the study conducted by Nelson et al. (2002)
Egyptians used more direct formulas in equal status situations. Although both
groups employed similar reasons for refusing, they differed in the order of
semantic formulas and the US refusals reported more frequent use of gratitude.
The third line of research investigates the effect of L1 on the nonnative
speakers’ acquisition, comprehension and realization of speech acts known as
inter-language pragmatic studies (ILP). These studies investigated pragmatic
transfer in the production of refusals by EFL learners in an attempt to suggest
pedagogical implications for classroom instruction. For example, Stevens (1993)
compared Arabic and English refusals via DCTs and concluded that Egyptian
learners may not need to be explicitly taught refusal strategies as a result of the
positive pragmatic transfer observed in the results. Al-Issa (2003), on the other
hand, examined the transfer of Jordanian Arabic in the participants’ L2 through a
DCT and an interview. The results of the interviews suggest that the participants’
cultural values may have had a significant effect on the amount of negative
pragmatic transfer from their native Arabic. Allami and Naeimi (2011) and
Codina-Espurz (2013) investigated the effect of proficiency on the pragmatic
development in realizing refusal strategies. Surprisingly, the results showed a
considerable amount of negative pragmatic transfer especially in the higher
proficiency levels. Both studies in Iran and Spain asserted the importance of
pragmatic awareness in addition to grammatical awareness.
From the brief review above it appears that refusal strategies in learners’ L2
do not just vary in terms of the content of the semantic formulae due to cultural
differences, but that there is also a phenomenon of pragmatic transfer from L1 in
most language contexts. Among the research on Arabic speakers is Stevens
(1993), who compared English and Arabic refusals. The instructions of the DCT
were administered in Modern Standard Arabic (MSA), which may have affected
the naturalness of the responses gathered even if they were asked to answer in
Egyptian Colloquial Arabic (ECA) because using standard Arabic would make
certain situations more formal (i.e., situations of equal power) which might affect
the level of formality of the responses. Although Hussein (1995) studied the
sociolinguistic patterns of native Arabic speakers based on natural observations,
the refusals were reported in MSA which is also not the same semantic or
syntactic formulae used in their natural spoken dialect. Studies that focused on
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Egyptian Arabic refusals were only conducted by Nelson et al. (1998, 2002).
While Nelson et al. (1998) compared the Egyptian refusal strategies to the
strategies used by native English speakers, Nelson et al. (2002) focused on the use
of direct versus indirect refusal strategies across Egyptians and Americans;
however, to the best of the researcher’s knowledge, only one study conducted in
Iran by Shishavan and Sharifian (2013) examined the production of refusal
strategies from the same group in their native language and their second language
to analyze the amount of pragmatic transfer. Hence, conducting such a study in an
Egyptian context would bridge the gap in this area of intra-linguistic research. In
other words, the results of this study may help in clarifying whether there is a need
for classroom instruction on pragma-linguistic issues due to the fact that the
previous literature has come to different conclusions on this topic. To illustrate,
while Stevens (1993) suggested that there was no need for classroom pragmatic
instructions based on the findings of his study that reported positive pragmatic
transfer, Al-Issa (2003) suggested the importance of teaching the socio-pragmatic
rules of L2.

Research Questions
The aim of the study is to explore the speech act of refusal realized by young
adult learners in both their L1 and L2 through answering the following research
questions:
1. What are the strategies used for refusals by Egyptian students in private
universities using English as their L2?
2. What are the strategies used for refusals by the same students in private
universities using their native Egyptian Arabic?
3. What are the aspects of pragmatic transfer produced by the students in L2?

Methodology
Participants
The total number of respondents to the DCT was 100 participants (36 males
and 64 females) ranging in age from 17 to 20 years old. All respondents were
intermediate undergraduate students enrolled in private Egyptian universities.
Students had not previously traveled to an English-speaking country.
Field notes were gathered by the researcher during the same period of
administering the DCTs from the same convenient sample in addition to gathering
the instances of refusals between the students and their instructors, whose ages
varied from 26 to 29 years old. While the DCT data were collected from students
who accepted to fill out the DCT, field notes observations were collected from
students who refused to fill out the DCT in addition to other exchanges that
included refusals whether inside or outside the class. As a result, 60 instances of
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ECA refusals were collected by natural observation: 40 of these came from
females and 20 of these from males. Exchanges between the students and their
teachers or their peers were recorded on a written form designed by the researcher.
This form included the interlocutors’ gender, the power and the distance between
the requester and the refuser. Moreover, participants’ use of body language,
gestures and facial expressions were also recorded when pertinent.
Instrument
The main data collection method of this research is the DCT, which is
believed to be an adequate instrument for this study based on Kasper’s (2000)
argument that a DCT is an effective means of data collection when the purpose of
the study is to "inform about speakers’ pragma-linguistic knowledge of the
strategies and linguistic forms by which communicative acts can be implemented,
and about their socio-pragmatic knowledge of the context factors under which
particular strategic and linguistic choices are appropriate" (Kasper 2000: 329).
Moreover, DCTs have their own advantages in pragmatic research because they
can be administered to a large number of participants, no transcription is needed,
and they are easy to assess. DCTs are controlled elicitation methods that provide
researchers with a means of controlling various sociolinguistic variables such as
the power relation and the social distance between participants and establishing the
statistical data which are significant intra-linguistically as well as across-culturally.
Since the goal of the present study was to scrutinize the participants’ use of refusal
strategies under in specific situations, a DCT was chosen as the most appropriate
for data collection. Furthermore, the data of the natural observations were
compared to the data of the DCT to check the naturalness of the data collected by
the DCT bearing in mind the limitations of field observations which are the limited
quantity and the difficulty of recording accurately in writing.
The DCT developed for this study was guided by the situations in the DCT
developed by Beebe et al. (1990). It was previously that was used and adapted in
various cross-cultural and ILP studies (e.g., Allami & Naeimi 2011, Chang 2009,
Kwon 2004). For this study, two DCTs were developed: one in English and the
other in ECA. Both DCTs consisted of six situations (three offers and three
requests) and an initiating act to stimulate the participants’ refusal. The adaptations
for this study focused on two aspects: First, the hypothetical situations in a
workplace environment were changed to situations suitable for university students’
everyday life. For example, the vase which was broken by the cleaning lady in
situation 2 in the original DCT was changed to be a laptop in the English DCT and
a car headlight in the Arabic DCT. Second, the situations in the Arabic DCT were
developed in different contexts from the English DCT; however, I and P were
maintained. For example, the equal power was a cousin in the L2 and a close
friend in L1 to maintain the same social distance. Moreover, the higher social
power was presented as a professor requesting a task from a student and the lower
power was presented either as a cleaner in L2 or a doorman in L1. The context of
the situations was modified to guarantee that the students would not translate from
L1 to L2 or vice versa.
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The participants were encouraged to write the responses as naturally as
possible. Consequently, they were permitted to write either in ECA or Arabizi
(informal orthography of Arabic language using Latin letters and Arabic numerals
that was originally used in texting) in the ECA situations. They were also allowed
to write what they would actually do if their responses were not verbal or if they
wanted to accompany the response with emoticons (representations of facial
expressions used in texting such as wink or frown). These measures allowed the
participants to respond as naturally as possible as these techniques were suitable
for their age group.
The second data collection method was field notes, which is considered the
most reliable data collection method in the field of ILP and speech act research
(Chamani and Zareipur 2010, Kasper 2000, Wolfson and Manes 1980) as it
reflects language as it is actually used in real life situations. Moreover, Wolfson
and Manes’ (1980) pioneering strategy in collecting ethnographic field notes was
followed by a number of researchers who collected ethnographic data on different
speech acts such as apologies, refusals, compliments, and compliment responses
(i.e., Chamani and Zareipur 2010, Izadi and Zilaie 2015, Shishavan 2016, Mostafa
2015).
Procedures
The DCT instructions were presented orally and the first situation in L1 and
L2 were acted out loud by the researcher before filling the written DCT. The
reason behind this measure was to ensure the clarity of the instructions and
following the planned flow of the experiment. Second, explaining the instructions
and acting out the situations orally by the researcher through controlling voice
intonation and variation in the initiating speech act helped in maintaining the
naturalness of the students’ responses to the initiating act. This measure together
with asking the students to write as naturally as possible using Arabizi, emoticons
or even explaining what they would really do in those situations made the DCT the
closest it could have been to natural language production.
As for the field observations, the researcher recorded the data of the students
who refused to fill out the DCT on the field observation form. Second, students
were asked if they had ever faced a similar situation to those in the DCT to ensure
the validity of the situations. Students confirmed facing similar situations on
different occasions; however, the most common situations were mainly the
situation of the maid and the situation of asking the professor’s feedback (see
Appendix A). Other field notes were collected on various occasions as in
classrooms, in the office listening to exchanges between instructors and their
students during office hours or exchanges between students in the university bus.
By the end of this process, 60 instances of refusal were collected to be analyzed.
The data were analyzed qualitatively and quantitatively according to the
taxonomy developed by Beebe et al. (1990) on which refusal strategies are divided
into direct, indirect strategies and adjuncts to refusals (see Appendix B).
Qualitatively, the responses of the DCTs and the refusal strategies collected from
field notes were analyzed by the researcher and a second rater (a fellow M.A.
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student of linguistics) according to an adaptation of the taxonomy developed by
Beebe et al. (1990). As for the quantitative data, SPSS was used for both the
descriptive statistics and the statistical significance of the amount of transfer using
chi-square.

Results
For the main aim of the study, which is to explore the refusals produced by
Egyptian young adults in L1 and L2, a total of 2,270 instances of refusals were
collected from 1,230 tokens: 1,054 instances from the English DCT, 1,147
instances from the Arabic DCT and 69 instances from the field notes. Instances
might contain more than one refusal strategy (RS) which were analyzed
separately.
The data in Table 1 illustrate that the most frequently used RS in both L1 and
L2 are indirect strategies or combinations of indirect and adjuncts, especially when
refusing the offers of a higher or an equal social status person. The nature of the
initiating act whether a request or an offer is displayed together with the social
status of the requester or the person who presents the offer. The sixth and seventh
columns reflect the strategies used by the refuser of each situation as divided into
direct refusals, indirect refusals, and adjunct refusals for both L1 and L2 responses.
Table1. Frequencies of RS and Status in the English and Arabic DCTs
Situation

Situation

Initiating
act

Social
status

L2

L1

1

2

Request

=P

2

1

Offer

-P

3

6

Request

-P

4

3

Offer

=P

5

5

Offer

+P

6

4

Request

+P

Refusal
strategy
Direct
Indirect
Adjunct
Direct
Indirect
Adjunct
Direct
Indirect
Adjunct
Direct
Indirect
Adjunct
Direct
Indirect
Adjunct
Direct
Indirect
Adjunct

Frequency
L2
1
191
0
1
113
7
1
145
3
0
157
38
0
194
30
1
180
0

L1
0
214
5
0
129
5
1
144
1
0
149
42
0
184
28
0
240
5

The findings are explored from the socio-pragmatic perspective of power.
These refusals are subdivided into refusals of requests and refusals of offers. While

186

Athens Journal of Philology

September 2018

Table 1 shows the number of direct, indirect and adjuncts to refusals produced by
the participants in each situation, Tables 2 and 3 provide a comprehensive display
of the semantic formulas of RS used by the participants in percentiles and the total
number of each RS realized. The semantic formulas were coded based on Beebe et
al.’s (1990) taxonomy (see Appendix B). The majority of refusals to both offers
and requests, whether in L1 or L2, took the form of indirect refusals using the
strategy of explanation. The only significant exception appeared in refusing the
offer of lower power in L1, where no records of explanation were displayed and
only 1.7% in L2.
Table 2. The Semantic Content of RS in the English and Arabic DCT
Semantic Formula
%
Principle
Philo
Crit
Hook
PHD
Rep
Reg
Wish
Exp
Alt
Cond
Promise
Pstp
NC
TS
Joke
PO
RH
IR
SD
Grat
Emp
Filler
Direct
Total (N=)

Higher
L2 L1

Requests
Equal
L2 L1
1
0.5

Higher
L2 L1

2.7
7.4 24.7

10.9
0.6
0.6
28.7
0.6
41.4
18.8
3.3

Lower
L2 L1

0.5
0.5

0.5

1.2
31.4
0.8
37.6
18.8
2.9
0.8
5 3.7
0.6 0.8

37
0.5
32.3
14.6
0.5

28.3 20.1 16.4
0.5
2.1
35.2 45.02 30.8
27.4 13.4 12.3
2.7 4.7 4.1
0.5
2.3 2 1.4
0.5 0.5
0.7
2.7 0.7
1.4

1.2
1.6
1.3
0.7
2

0.9
26.3
4.5
42.9
8
0.9

Offers
Equal
L2 L1

Lower
L2 L1
1.5
3.3 17.9
27.3 9
52.1 64.9
0.7
1 2.1 2.5 2.2
19.5 15.2 0.8
0.5
49.2 47.6 1.7
3.1 5.2 3.3
0.5

25.5
2.8
42.9
9
2.4
0.5
1.8 1.4 0.5 3.1
0.4 0.5
0.5 1.7
3.7 0.8
5.8 4.2 2.6 5.2
0.9 0.5 4.1
0.5
6.7

8 17.9 16.2 5 3.7
0.5 0.5
0.8
2.3
0.9 0.5 1 0.5 0.8
0.6
0.5
0.7 0.7
0.8
181 245 192 219 149 146 224 212 195 191 121 135
0.7

Refusing Offers
Most of the participants produced the largest number of instances of RS while
refusing the offer of a higher social status (212 RS in L1 and 224 RS in L2). For
example, participants only used seven types of RS to refuse the offer of a lower
power, and 11 types of RS to refuse the offer of an equal power. On the other
hand, most of the responses were realized as a combination of two or three RS
(i.e., gratitude/positive opinion and explanation or regret, explanation and
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alternative.); for example, "Sorry professor, but I already planned with my
friends." from the English DCT and /ʔana ʔasef ya duktur, ʔana eʃtarakt fkaza klab
flgamʕa w baʔeit maʃƔūl moʕzam elwaʔt bein ʔl muzakra wel ʔasajnments/ sorry
professor, but I’m already a member in many clubs and I’m busy most of the time
studying and finishing my assignments. Both of these sample responses in English
and in Arabic used a combination of statement of regret and an explanation.
Table 3. Frequencies of RS in Field Notes
Semantic Formulas

Status
Equal

Higher
Philo
TS
Crit
Reg
Exp
Alt
Cond
RH
Pstp
Joke
PHD
Do nothing
NC
Filler
PO
Grat
FN

N
1
1
0
0
18
4
0
1
16
0
3
4
0
0
0
0
0

%
2
2
0
0
37.5
8.3
0
2
33.3
0
6.25
3.8
0
0
0
0
0

N
1
1
0
0
2
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
2
0

Lower
%
20
20
0
0
40
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
40
0

N
1
1
4
1
2
1
1
0
0
1
4
0
0
0
1
2
2

%
4.76
4.76
19.04
4.76
9.52
4.76
4.76
0
0
4.76
19.04
0
0
0
4.76
9.52
9.52

On refusing the offer of an equal power, explanations were also the most
frequently used strategy. This was also often combined with an adjunct to refusal
such as gratitude or combined with a statement of regret. It appears from both the
data and the comments collected from field notes that refusing food offers is
considered highly face-threatening according to this age group. More than 15% of
the students commented on this situation wondering why they would say no to
food. While others commented that they could take the food and never eat it so
that they would not embarrass their interlocutor.
Finally, the most frequent strategy used to refuse the offer of the lower social
power was letting the interlocutor off the hook in both L1 and L2. This situation is
especially interesting from a socio-pragmatic point of view as some of the
formulas used by the interlocutors reflected socio-pragmatic aspects related to the
Egyptian society such as the evil eye, using statements of philosophy and invoking
the name of God. As for the responses related to refusing the offer of a lower
status in L2, participants had the same initial preference which is letting the
interlocutor off the hook. On the other hand, the second preference changed to an
extent, where the frequency of using criticism increased and using the statement of
philosophy was also minimized to 3.3% while it was 17.9% in L1.
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The results show that the participants used more RS. They were also more
likely to combine two or more RS when refusing an offer from an individual of
higher power. This is likely explained by participants’ fear of offending
interlocutors perceived to be of higher status. Second, there is a general tendency
among participants not to refuse food offers for the same reason; however, when
they refused, they mitigated the refusals through the use of a combination of
adjuncts to refusals and explanations. Finally, refusing the offer of a lower status
person which implied an apology in it was different to an extent. More explicitly,
while most of the participants refused the money offer, other participants did not
accept the apology implied in the offer and thus produced a refusal which is facethreatening even though it is an indirect refusal (i.e.; criticizing or attacking the
interlocutor).
Refusing Requests
On refusing the request of a higher power, participants’ preference was to
either use a combination of a statement of regret and an explanation or use an
explanation and a statement of alternative in both L1 and L2. Some used three
strategies for the same act (regret, explanation and alternative). The highest
frequency of refusal strategies used by participants refusing the request of a higher
power in field notes conformed with the DCT, which is explanation or a
combination of explanation and alternative. The results varied in the second
preference which was postponement in the field notes. The reason behind this
difference is probably the nature of the request itself and the distance between the
interlocutors. While the distance between the student and the professor was
familiar (-D) in the DCT, the distance between the teacher and the students was
(+D) as it was their first time to meet on the day they were asked to fill the DCT.
For example, one student refused filling the DCT saying that he had to leave but
that he could come and fill it at any other time (explanation and postponement). It
was also noted in the field notes that resorting to avoidance by being silent and
doing nothing occurred more than once. One student even mentioned while
completing the DCT that sometimes she did not want to accept a certain request or
an offer such as the situation she was refusing in the DCT but she did not know
what to say, so she would either remain silent or accepted for fear of being rude.
On refusing the request of an equal power, results varied between L1 and L2
in the second preference which was the statement of regret combined with an
explanation or an explanation and an alternative. While some strategies appeared
only in the production of the students in L2 which is criticism (21%) and
requesting help (3%), others appeared in their production in L1 (filler and
postponement).
The participants used explanation on refusing a lower status person’s request
in both L1 and L2. Their second preference was using criticism in L1 (24.7%)
while this was their fourth preference (7.4%) in L2. On the other hand, criticism
came as the first preference in field notes. It is important to note that the distance
between the interlocutors may have been the reason for this difference as well as
the amount of imposition on the refuser. For example, in one of the field notes
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recorded by the researcher one of the students’ requests was to leave early and that
was the fourth time she asked to leave early which increased the imposition on the
respondent (teacher). Also, one of the teachers had a comment on the issue of
distance saying that it is the nature of the relation between the teacher and the
students that makes the difference. In other words, this rapport between the teacher
and the students makes a certain comment or act accepted from one teacher who is
popular with the students and the same comment or act is not accepted from
another teacher who is distant from the students. Another comment was that
sometimes being too indirect can be vague for some students and they needed to
be as clear as possible.
Aspects of Transfer in Egyptian Refusals
Strategies used by the participants while refusing offers were very similar
which may suggest a positive pragmatic transfer as the difference between the
percentages each strategy used in L1 and L2 does not exceed 4%. A chi-square
analysis showed that there were no significant differences between L1 and L2 in
the strategies used by participants refusing the offer of the higher and equal power
(χ²=11.008, p=0.809) and (χ²=11.672, p=0.472). Finally, the clearest difference
between the participants’ responses in L1 and L2 was mainly related to the use of
statement of philosophy in L1, which was minimized in their L2 production. This
may suggest students’ socio-pragmatic awareness as they did not transfer cultural
specific expressions. This is supported by the statistical significance as refusing
lower power’s offer showed high significance (χ²=42.464, p=0.000).
On comparing the refusals to requests, the differences between the strategies
realized by the participants in L1 and L2 varied more than the data rendered by
offers as the difference between the frequency of some strategies reached 20% in
cases such as regret, explanation and using statement of alternative. The strategies
used on refusing the request of equal and lower power showed significant
differences (χ²=53.225, p=0.000, χ²=39.442, p=0.001).
Although comparing the semantic formulae used by the participants showed
more similarity than difference between the participants’ realization of refusal in
L1 and L2, the qualitative analysis of the data showed a degree of negative
pragmatic transfer. It appeared from the data that the main aspects that were found
in L1 refusals were the statement of philosophy, the concept of the evil eye and
religious formulas. While some of these religious formulas included invoking the
name of God such as /qaddar allaah wama ʃaaʔ faʕal God predetermined and He
did what He intended, others did not, i.e.; jalla, qad aaʔ wa qadar/ Well, it was
meant to be. These previously mentioned examples not only express the religious
socio-cultural background, but are also considered statements of philosophy
together with other expressions such as /mabaʔbalʃ el ʕawad/ I do not accept
compensation. On the other hand, the concept of the evil eye was clear in
expressions such as /xadet eʃʃar w raħet it took the evil eye with it and gat fl
ħadiid the evil eye was drawn to the car instead of humans; however, these
expressions that implied the concept of the evil eye were found in only 12 cases.
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While the data reported very few cases of transfer related to invoking the
name of God or to the concept of evil eye, some responses implied negative sociopragmatic transfer, such as "May God compensate me, but please be careful next
time" or "I’m not sad, it’s their destiny" in response to offering to fix the laptop in
situation 2.

Discussion
Strategies Used for Refusals by ESL Egyptian Students in their L2
The results show that the targeted population has a tendency to mitigate
refusals by means of using indirect refusals or combinations of adjunct and
indirect refusals. On examining these indirect refusals, it appeared that in most
cases the highest preference is to the use of explanation, statement of alternative,
statement of regret, and gratitude. Letting the interlocutor off the hook was a
strategy that was extensively used only in the condition of the refusal to an offer
that implied an apology. While in some cultures such as Asian cultures as
indicated by Chang (2009) and Beebe et al. (1990) using direct refusals might
threaten the face of the interlocutor and thus, it is avoided. Egyptians seems to
intend this face-threat by using criticism whether to refuse a request or an offer of
high imposition with an equal power or with a lower power. In other cases, the
face threat is mitigated by use of indirect and adjunct refusals or by completely
avoiding the refusal. This avoidance was mainly reported in the field notes as
students kept silent and did nothing or left the room when they refused to fill out
the DCT.
On comparing the results of the English DCT to studies that have investigated
the production of English native speakers (NS), the results of the study in hand
complies with Nelson et al. (1998) that the Egyptian communication style is
indirect and the study also agrees with Nelson et al. (1998) and Stevens (1993) that
Egyptians and Americans use the same strategies for refusals; however, there was
a difference related to the refusals of equal power as in this study equal power
rarely used direct strategies, whereas according to Nelson et al. (1998) a majority
of equal power Egyptians used direct strategies in Arabic (70%). Moreover, direct
refusals were also recorded as the highest preference among American English NS
according to Kwon (2004) as both refusing higher and equal social power requests
were realized as direct refusals (more than 80%).
The results also demonstrate that the distance between the interlocutors
affected the type of strategy used. For example, on refusing a higher status,
students’ responses varied according to the degree of familiarity with the teacher.
In the DCT, the relation between the teacher and the student was a familiar
relation and thus the refusal was softened by one or two strategies. While it was
observed that the less the familiarity between the teacher and the student the less
the students preferred to talk. An example to that was clear from the field notes as
the students who refused to fill out the DCT either left the room silently, or just put
the paper aside and did nothing. When the researcher encouraged them to
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participate, their answers were very short, for example, such as /ʕandena muzakra/
we have to study; which is rather abrupt and might seem offensive.
Strategies Used for Refusals in Native Egyptian Arabic
Similar to responses to the English DCT, the participants’ mainly used indirect
refusals. While some only used one indirect strategy, most of the participants used
more than one strategy to soften their refusals. Another similarity was the semantic
content of the refusals as most of the indirect strategies used were mainly
explanations, statement of alternative, regret and gratitude. Direct strategies were
rarely used and when they were used while refusing equal or lower status they did
not aim at offending the interlocutor but being clear in case of refusing a lower
status person. When the face threat was intended, Egyptian speakers, according to
the data reported, usually used criticism and sometimes combined it with sarcasm.
Socio-Pragmatic Transfer in Egyptian Refusals
While results showed very little discrepancy between the strategies used by
the participants in L1 and L2, Arabic refusals reflected some socio-pragmatic
aspects related to the Egyptian society. These included, for example, the religious
background and the belief in fate, the concept of the evil eye, the frequent use of
statement of philosophy, and sometimes joking for mitigation. While most of the
participants confined these expressions to the responses in L1, when they were
used in L2 they usually represented instances of negative pragmatic transfer.
When students used statement of philosophy in their L1, sometimes it implied
invoking the name of God such as /ʕafa allaah ʕamma salaf/ God forgives what
happened or /qaddar allaah w ma shaaʔ faʕal/ God predetermined and He did what
He wanted. On the other hand, statement of philosophy was minimized in L2 and
when it was used it reflected positive pragmatic transfer such as "it happens to the
best of us" or "accidents happen". While this strategy showed pragmatic awareness
as students managed to transfer them correctly into the L2, other expressions
related to fate showed a level of negative pragmatic transfer, for example, "it’s
their destiny" in situation 2. Students could have used other expressions like "it
was meant to be".
Other transferred expressions were caused by the students’ attempts to use
witty comments to mitigate refusals, such as "I’m not on good terms with lamb".
This expression was vague even to the researcher until reading the Arabic
equivalent which is /ana welʔerfa mʃ soħab which literally meant: I’m not
cinnamon’s friend. Despite the fact that the data did not reflect a high percentage
of joking as a strategy to soften refusals, joking is considered as part of Egyptians’
everyday language. The low percentage of joking might be the result of the nature
of the refusal as a face-threatening act. Joking in such conditions might be
understood as sarcasm, which might offend the interlocutor. On the other hand,
sarcasm, where the face threat was intended, appeared clear in the participants’
responses, such as "don’t worry, I’ll find someone like you" in order to
communicate the firing of the cleaner.
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Conclusion
Overall, the results suggest a high level positive pragmatic transfer. Among
the aspects that were found in common are the use of indirect strategies especially
explanations, alternatives and adjuncts to refusals. Second, Arabic refusals
reflected some socio-cultural aspects related to the Egyptian society, such as the
tendency to use non-verbal refusals with distant relations and the extensive use of
statement of philosophy and invoking the name of God. Some other aspects were
less frequent; however, they occurred in the data, such as the belief in the evil eye
and using jokes for either mitigating refusals or criticism. Finally, although the
data reported a high level of positive pragmatic transfer, some aspects of negative
pragmatic transfer were present in the L2 refusals.
This research suggests that the speech act of refusal should be taught
explicitly to minimize the probability of pragmatic failure. As shown from the
results of the field notes and the English DCT, when some students wanted to
refuse the offer or the request, they either kept silent or their answers were abrupt
and sounded face-threatening even in their L1. While most of the studies in ILP in
the Arabic context have been descriptive studies, instruction-based studies in other
contexts support the importance of targeted instruction of appropriate refusal
strategies (e.g., Bu 2012, Garcia 2004, Gholami 2015, Maiz-Arévalo 2014, Soler
& Pitarch 2010, Usó-Juan 2013). From a different angle, refusals in Arabic might
sound challenging to teach because of the socio-cultural aspects that appear in the
context of the refusals. The learners of Arabic as Foreign Language should be
taught that using statements of philosophy and figurative language is part of the
Egyptian everyday language; this echoes the recommendations made by Morkus
(2009). Upon understanding this figurative language and knowing how to use it,
not only pragmatic failure will be minimized, but also ECA refusals realized by L2
learners would sound more natural and closer to native Egyptian refusals.
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Appendix A
The Discourse Completion Task (DCT)
Consent form
Dear Respondent,
The researcher conducting this study under the title of Refusal Strategies among Egyptian Young
Adults is for academic purposes related to an M.A. program. You are kindly requested to respond to the
following situations as naturally as possible. The data collected from this study will be analyzed
collectively and the answers are confidential. You totally have the right not to complete the study or to
refrain from answering any of the questions if you like. The whole process of answering the 12 questions
will take you less than 20 minutes.
Thank you for volunteering in this research.
Alaa Darwish
Demographic data:
1. Age:
2. Gender:
3. Email or any contact information: ( optional)
4. Have you lived in an English speaking country before? If yes, for how many years?
5. Are you a graduate of public school, national language school or an international one?
Please read the following short scenarios that you could encounter in your daily life. Respond to
each scenario with a REFUSAL. Try to make your response as realistic and natural as possible
bearing in mind that you are talking to a native speaker of English.
1- You are a junior in college. You attend classes regularly and take good notes. Your classmate who
you just met, was sleeping in class and asked you for the lecture notes.
Classmate: Oh God! We have an exam tomorrow but I don’t have notes from last week. I am sorry to ask
you this, but could you please lend me your notes once again? (= P, + D)
To refuse, you say: -------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------2- You arrive home and notice that your cleaning lady is extremely upset. She comes rushing up to you.
Cleaning lady: Oh God, I’m so sorry! I had a terrible accident. While I was cleaning, I bumped into the
Table and your laptop fell and the screen is broken. I feel very bad about it. I’ll pay for it. (-P, +D)
To refuse, you say: ---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------You teach English Grammar at a university. It is the middle of the semester
now and you have finished teaching more than half of the curriculum. One of your students asks to speak
to you.
Student: Ah, excuse me, some of the students were talking after class yesterday. We kind of feel that we
need more practice in conversation and less on grammar. (- P, -D)
To refuse, you say: ---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------You are at your cousin’s house for lunch. Your cousin offers you Lamb.
Cousin: How about a piece of lamb? I have tried a new recipe; you should try it. (= P, -D)
To refuse, you say: ---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------Based on your academic performance, your professor offers you a program to
study a semester abroad. However, it has to be this summer in which you’ve already paid for a trip around
Europe with your friends. You don’t want to miss the fun. Today, your professor calls you into his office.
Professor: I’d like to offer you a scholarship to study for a semester abroad this summer. It’s a great
opportunity in which you will be able to proceed with your studies for 3 months before the next academic
year starts. (+P, +D)
To refuse, you say: ---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------It has been a very stressful day and this was your last tutorial. You feel tired
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and you are happy the class will finish in 5 minutes. Your professor asks you to stay for a little longer to
discuss the feedback on your previous presentation.
Professor: If it’s okay with you, I’d like you to spend an extra 20 minutes so that we can finish
discussing the feedback before next week presentation. Can you stay a little longer? (+P, +D)
You: --------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------For the Arabic situations please turn the page.
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األِثٍح اٌراٌ١ح ِ٘ٛ ٟالف إجرّاػ١ح ِٓ اٌّّىٓ أْ ذرؼزض ٌٙا ف ٟح١اذه اٌ١ِٛ١ح .رجاءا ً اجة بالرفض ػٍ ٝو ًٍ ِٓ اٌّٛالف ا٢ذ١ح
تاٌىٍّاخ ٚاٌؼثاراخ اٌر ٟذظرخذِٙا فؼالً فِ ٟثً ٘ذٖ اٌّٛالف.
 .1رجؼد ِٓ اٌجاِؼح تراػره تاٌؼزت١ح ٚط١ثرٙا ٌٍثٛاب ٠زوٕٙا ٛ٘ٚ .ت١زوٕٙا غصة ػٕٗ خثط ف ٟػزت١ح ذأ١ح ٚوظز فأٛص ػزت١ره( .
)-P, +D
البوابِ :ؼٍش ٠ا ت/ٗ١آٔظح ٚأا تزوٓ اٌؼزت١ح غصة ػٕ ٟخثطد ف ٟاٌؼاِٛد فاٌفأٛص اذىظز تض أا ٘صٍحٗ ػٍ ٝحظات.ٟ
انت هترفض وتقول----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- :
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------سٍِ١ه ف ٟاٌىٍ١ح ٌ -ظح ِرؼزف ػٍ ِٓ ٗ١اطثٛع  -غاب اٌّحاظزج اٌٍ ٟفاذد ٚػٍ١ىُ ٠ individual assignmentرظٍُ
.2
اٌّحاظزج اٌٍ ٟجا٠ح ِ ٛ٘ٚش ػارف ٠حً اسا ٞفطٍة ِٕه ذظاػذٖ  ٚذشزح ٌٗ اٌّطٍٛب ف ٟاي  ، assignmentأد وٕد ِرفك ِغ
اصحاته  ٚخارج. ٓ١
زميلك ٛ٘ :أد ِّىٓ ذج ٍٟ١اٌث١د  ٚذظاػذٔ ٟف ٟحً اٌـ  assignmentاٌٍ ٟاٌّفزٚض ٔظٍّٗ اٌّحاظزج اٌٍ ٟجا٠ح ػشاْ أا وٕد غا٠ة
ِٚش فاُ٘ حاجح(= P, + D) .
انت هترفض وتقول----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- :
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------رٚحد ذذاوز ػٕذ ٚاحذ صاحثه /صاحثره ِٓ طٕ ٓ١ػشاْ ذشجؼٛا تؼط ٌّٚا ٚصٍد اٌث١د ػٕذٖ /ػٕذ٘ا ،لذٍِه /لذِرٍه
.3
تظىٛخ تاٌمزفح ِغ اٌشا.ٜ
صاحبك /صاحبتك :السَ ذذٚق اٌثظىٛخ دٖ ذحفح  ،أا تؼًّ اٚردر ِخصٛص ت(= P, +D) .ٗ١
انت هترفض وتقول----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- :
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------اٌذورٛر تراػه ف ٟاٌجاِؼح اٌٍ ٟترشرغً ِؼاٖ ف ٟاٌثحث طٍة ِٕه ذظاػذٖ إٌٙاردج ف survey ٟذىرثٛا ػٍ ٝاٌىّثٛ١ذز
.4
ٚذحط ٌٗٛٙػٍ ٝإٌد ٚأد ِش فاظٚٚ ٟران وذا  quizتىزج ٚػا٠ش ذمؼذ ذذاوز.
الدكتور :أا ِحراجه ذظاػذٔ ٟف survey ٟتؼٍّٗ تض ِحراجه ذىرثٚ ٌٟٛٙذظثطٚ ٌٟٛٙذحطٗ ػٍ ٝإٌد(+P, -D) .
انت هترفض وتقول----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- :
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------طٍثد ِٓ اٌذورٛر تراػه ف ٟاٌجاِؼح ذثم ٝايِ research assistantؼاٖ اٌـ  semesterدٖ إلٔه ِرفٛقٌّ .ا ػزض ػٍ١ه
.5
اٌّٛظٛع وٕد أد خالص ٔظ١د  ٚاشرزود ف ٟوذا  clubف ٟاٌجاِؼح ِ ٚؼٕذوش ٚلد ِغ اٌّذاوزج  ٚاي .assignments
الدكتور :أا تؼزض ػٍ١ه ذثم research assistant ٝاٌـ  semesterدٖ ٚطثؼا دا ػشاْ أداءن اٌّرّ١ش ٚذفٛله اٌرؼٍ(+P, +D) .ّٟ١
انت هترفض وتقول----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- :
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------أد ِذرص ف ٟاٌجاِؼح ٚاٌطٍثح اذأخزٚا ػٍ١ه ف ٟذظٍ ُ١اٌـ  assignmentتراػرٚ ُٙػذٚا اي deadlineتض ّ٘ا ِحراج ٓ١اي
.6
 feedbackتظزػح ػشاْ ػا٠ش٠ ٓ٠ذاوزٚا لثً اي .quiz
الطلبةِ :ؼٍش ٠ا دورٛر احٕا تض ِحراج ٓ١اٌـ  feedbackتظزػح ػشاْ ٍٔحك ٔذاوز لثً اي (-P, +D).quiz
انت هترفض وتقول----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- :
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------Thank you 

199

Vol. 5, No. 3

Darwish: Socio-pragmatic Transfer in Egyptian Refusals

Appendix B
The Taxonomy of Refusals Adapted from Beebe et al. (1990)
Refusal
Strategy
Direct

Indirect

Sub Categories of
Refusal Strategies
Nonperformative
statement
Negative
willingness/ability
Statement of
regret/Apology
Wish
Excuse, reason,
explanation
Statement of alternative
Set conditions for future
or past acceptance
Promise of future
acceptance
Statement of principle
Statement of philosophy
Criticize the request/
insult/attack
Request for help or
empathy
Let interlocutor off the
hook
Self-defense

Unspecific or indefinite
reply
Silence
Physical departure
Topic switch
Joke
Repetition of part of
request
Postponement
Hedging
Non-commitment
Adjuncts Statement of positive
opinion
to
refusals Statement of empathy
Pause fillers
Gratitude/appreciation

Examples

Code

Flat "No"

FN

"I can’t", "I don’t think so"

Direct

"I’m sorry …", "I feel terrible …"

Reg

"I wish I could help you …"
"I have a headache"

Wish
Exp

"Why don’t you ask Ali?"
"If you had asked me earlier, I would have
…"
"I’ll do it next time", "I promise I’ll …"

Alt
Cond

"I never do business with friends"
"One can’t be too careful", "forgive and
forget"
"That’s a terrible idea!"
"I didn’t take notes myself, let’s find
somebody who can lend us both his notes"
"Don’t worry about it"
"I’m trying my best", "I’m doing all I can
do"

Promise
Principle
Philo
Crit
RH
Hook
SD
IR

"I’m not on good terms with lamb"
"Monday?"

Silence
PHD
TS
Joke
Rep

"I’ll think about it"
"Gee, I don’t know", "I’m not sure"
"I’ll try, but I don’t promise anything"
"That’s a good idea …", "I’d love to …"

Pstp
Hedge
NC
PO

"I realize you are in a difficult situation"
"Mmmmm", "well", "oh", "uhm"
"Thank you"

Emp.
Filler
Grat
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