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Abstract

Effective communication between people from different cultures requires not only the ability to
speak a common language but also an awareness of sociocultural rules and sociolinguistics features,
an important one being speech acts the realization of which realization by Emirati non-native
speakers of English has not been studied sufficiently. This paper investigates a particularly face-
threatening speech act — refusals. It explores Emiratis’ comfort level and the use of the refusal speech
act in communicative exchanges with unknown tourists. The data set consisted of 94 participant
responses to a pre-instructional activity in an introductory linguistics class. Both descriptive and
inferential statistics were used to analyze the data sets. The key findings suggest that both male and
female participants were rather comfortable conversing with a tourist couple that they had never
met, but male participants reported being more at ease accepting the couple’s request to take a photo
with the tourists at a statistically significant level. While more than half of the participants reported
willingness to take the photo with the tourists, approximately 41.5% would decline such a request,
with significantly more females declining the request. The most frequent components of the refusal
speech act included a statement of regret, a thank-you note, and an excuse, reason, or explanation.
Results also showed that linguistic devices for positive politeness purposes were used rather
sparingly, and it was mainly the females who used them. Based on the results, it is helpful for visitors
to the UAE to be mindful of Emiratis' sociocultural and sociolinguistic behaviors so that the nuances
of communication can be understood and responses are appropriate, which can reduce the likelihood
of communication breakdowns and increase the well-being of all involved in the interaction.
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HayyHad craTbda

«Mo2xHO ¢ Bamu cpoTorpadpupoBaTbCca?»
Peasin3anusi pe4yeBOro aKkra oTKasa
B KOMMYHHMKAaLMH )KUTeJied Apa6bCKUX IMUPATOB C TYPUCTAMM

Tangxy AEBEYUH, Txeccuka MUIPA K

HayuHo-TexHOoMOrHYeCKNi yHUBEpCUTET Xamuda
Aby-/labu, OAD

AHHOTALUA

D¢ dexTrBHAT KOMMYHHKAIIS MEX/Y KHUTEISIMH pa3HbIX CTpaH TpeOyeT He TOIBKO CIIOCOOHOCTH
TOBOPHTH Ha OOIIEM S3bIKE, HO M 3HAHUS COLMOKYJIBTYPHBIX IPABHI M COIMOJMHIBHCTHYECKUX
0coOeHHOCTEH, BKIIFOUast peueBble akThl. B cTaThe paccMaTpuBaeTcs pedeBOi akT 0TKa3a, IpeJICTaB-
JSIOMANR 0co0yI0 yrpo3y s juna cobecennHuka. Ero peamu3amisi HCHOCUTEISIMH aHTIHICKOTO
sI3pIKa M3 Apabcknx DMHPATOB elle HeA0CTaTOYHO 3ydeHa. Mcciemyercss ypoBeHb KOMpOPTa KH-
Tesieil OMHUpATOB IIPY BBIPAKEHUN OTKa3a B OONICHWH C HE3HAKOMBIMH TYPHUCTaMH. MaTepranom
HCCIIEIOBAaHMS TOCIYXWIH 94 peakuuu pecloHICHTOB Ha MNpUIJIAIlIEHHE TYPUCTOB COBMECTHO
cthororpadupoBarscs. [IpenBapuTeIbHO Ha BBOAHOM JIMHTBUCTHUYCCKOM 3aHSATHH YYaCTHHKAM
6LIJ'II/I JaHbl WHCTPYKOHU. I[J'If[ aHaJIn3a MOJIYYCHHBIX JaHHBIX HCIIOJb30BaJIaCh ONHCATCIbHAA
1 nHQepeHHaNbHas CTaTUCTHKA. Pe3yIbTaThl MOKa3bIBAIOT, YTO KaK MY>KYMHAM, TaK M )KEHIIIHAM,
OBLIO IOCTaTOYHO KOM(OPTHO pa3roBapuBaTh C TyPUCTAMH, OJJHAKO MY KUHHBI — yYACTHUKH UCCIIe-
JIOBaHHMS — YYBCTBOBAJIM ceOs Oosiee HEMPHUHYKJIEHHO, coramasch cororpadmpoBaThesi C HUMH.
Xotst 6oJee MONOBUHBI YYACTHUKOB COOOIIMIIM O CBOEH TOTOBHOCTH c(hoTOrpadupoBaThCs, MpH-
6mmuTensHo 41.5% 0TMETHNIHN, YTO OTKA3aIHMCh OBl BBITOJHHUTE TAaKyIO MPOCHOY, MPUYEM OTKA30M
OTBETHJIO OBl 3HAYMTENBHO OomblIe >keHIIMH. Hanbonee 4acTOTHBIMH KOMIIOHEHTAMU PEYEBOTO
aKTa OTKa3a ObUTH BBIPAKEHHUS COXKAJICHUS, 01aroAapHOCTH, U3BUHEHNUS WM OOBSICHEHHE IPUIHHBI
oTKaza. Pe3ynpTaThl TakKe MOKa3alld, YTO JMHIBUCTHYECKUE MPHUEMBI MO3UTUBHON BEXINBOCTH
HCIOJIB30BATHCH JOCTATOYHO PEIKO, B OCHOBHOM EHIIMHAMHU. Ha OCHOBE MoJTyueHHBIX pe3ynbTa-
TOB MOKHO CJCJIaTh BbIBO/J, YTO NPUCIKAIOIIUM B OAD CJIEAYCT IMMPUHUMATh BO BHUMaHUE COLIUO-
KYyJbTYPHBIC 1 COOUOJIMHIBUCTUYCCKUC HIOAHCHI ITOBCICHNUSA MECTHBIX JKUTENeH u pearupoBaThb Ha
HHUX COOTBETCTBYIOUIMM 00pa3oM; 9TO CHH3UT BEPOSATHOCTh KOMMYHHUKATHBHBIX COOEB M HOBBICUT
YPOBEHb OJIaroIoy4nsl y4aCTHUKOB OOILCHHSI.

KaroueBbie ciioBa: omkas, peuesou akm, dcumenu IMUpamos, mypucmol, COYUOKYIbINYpHbIE
npasuia

Just nuTHpoBaHus:

Deveci T., Midraj J. “Can we take a picture with you?” The realization of the refusal speech act
with tourists by Emirati Speakers. Russian Journal of Linguistics. 2021. Vol. 25. Ne 1.
P. 68—88. DOI: 10.22363/2687-0088-2021-25-1-68-88

1. Introduction

Awareness of socio-cultural rules is a sine qua non for effective
communication with people from other cultures. Not only does this awareness
include social norms, but it also includes ways in which language should be used to
achieve communication aims. Communication with people from the same socio-
cultural background is usually easier than that with those from foreign cultures.
Given the advances in technology and increased opportunities for international
travel, however, we interact with people from foreign cultures more frequently than
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ever. English appears to be the language in which people generally converse during
such interactions. However, differences between cultural norms as well as between
meanings of words may still cause challenges. This is particularly the case when
communicators resort to direct translations from their first language (L1) into the
foreign language (L2). Challenges can become even more formidable in situations
where people are unaware of cultural variations. Therefore, our language
competence largely depends on our “knowledge and ability in ways that are both
grammatical and socially appropriate” (Bauman & Sherzer 1975: 108). This
necessitates the awareness of a variety of sociolinguistic features of the L2 in which
one wishes to communicate, such as speech acts. That is, not only does effective
intercultural communication require understanding of the sentence in its semantic
meaning, but it also necessitates “pragmatic competence to understand and perform
different speech acts in intercultural contexts” (Iliadi & Larina 2017: 532).

Speech acts are “communicative activit[ies] ... defined with reference to the
intentions of speakers while speaking ... and the effects they achieve on listeners”
(Crystal 1985: 446). Much attention has been paid to the ways various speech acts
are performed across cultures. These were often prompted by the need to assist
people involved in the communication to use the language in socio-linguistically
appropriate ways. This is particularly important in countries where the English
language is predominantly used by people from different linguistic backgrounds for
daily activities. One such country is the United Arab Emirates (UAE) with a
staggering 88.52% of its residents being expatriates from various countries (GMI
2019). UAE has also been noted to attract an increasing number of tourists. For
instance, 16.7 million tourists visited Dubai in 2019, which represented an increase
of 5.1% from the previous year (Dubai Tourism 2020). There has also been an
increase in tourists visiting Abu Dhabi where there has been a move towards
integrating tourism with the local cultures and values (Low 2012). The country’s
already-enhanced investment in the tourism and hospitality industry is expected to
increase even further beyond 2020 with the development of theme parks, natural
attractions and more affordable hotels (Tesorero 2019). Such an increase adds to
the existing diversity of the cultures within the region, thus increasing the
opportunity for peoples of different cultures to interact. However, this also brings
language and culture-related challenges for the tourists, expatriates and Emiratis,
requiring all parties to have intercultural communication competence (ICC) skills
alongside language skills. ICC is “the ability to communicate effectively and
appropriately with people of other cultures” (Spitzberg 2000 cited in Jandt
2018:90). One of ICC’s skill areas is cultural awareness, which involves
understanding how the members of the host country think and behave during
communication (Jandt 2018). People in some high-context cultures such as Russia
may not make an effort to be polite to strangers and even refrain from having eye
contact with them (Sokolskaya 2015). Previous research has also shown that
Russians, in comparison to the British, “can be less formal and not vigilant in
guarding their personal space” and “direct communication is socially acceptable
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and in some situations even preferred” (Larina 2015: 205). The lack of awareness
of such cultural tendencies can create communication breakdowns.

Emiratis’ use of the English language for various purposes has been
investigated by researchers in such areas as writing (Deveci 2018, Nunn, Deveci &
Salih 2015, Al Murshidi 2014), speaking (Al Nawrasy 2013, Khameis 2007), and
listening (Barlow 2009). However, their realization of speech acts has received little
interest from researchers. In recent years, investigations have been conducted into
Emiratis’ realization of speech acts such as complaint (Deveci 2015), request
(Deveci & Hmida 2017), and compliment (Deveci, Midraj & El Sokkary 2021) in
communicating with expatriates. The results of these studies generally pointed to
the participants’ ways of performing speech acts. These results, coupled with the
general dearth of studies into Emiratis’ pragmatic tendencies during interactions
with those from different cultures, prompted us to investigate their utilization of the
refusal speech act. Given its highly face-threatening nature, the refusal speech act
likely causes distress to the speaker. Likewise, the lack of awareness of Emiratis’
communication tendencies and preferred ways of language use may result in the
non-Emiratis feeling uneasy and awkward. Such situations’ potential outcome is a
lack of communication or miscommunication with undesirable impacts on both
parties’ overall well-being. As Larina, Ozyumenko and Kurtes (2017: 109) put it,
“as daily interaction — professional, public, mediated, or otherwise — in an ever more
globalized world requires finely developed intercultural skills, pragmatic
competence and cultural fluency, having a deeper insight into the intricate
relationship between language, communication and (ethnic) identity is of critical
importance.”

To elucidate Emirati propensities for interactions with foreign tourists and help
reduce the aforementioned potential problems, the current study, therefore, aimed
to answer the following questions:

1- How comfortable do Emiratis feel talking to a tourist couple that they have
never met before?

2- What is the extent to which they would feel comfortable accepting a tourist
couple’s request for a photo with the couple in their traditional Emirati clothes?

3- What are the components of the refusal speech act set produced by the
participants in response to a tourist couple requesting a photo with them in their
traditional Emirati clothes?

2. Theoretical Background

In this paper, refusals are examined through the perspective of speech act
theory, the foundations of which lie in Austin’s (1962) seminal work How to Do
Things with Words. In this book, Austin proposed the term “performative
utterances’,” which is derived from the verb “perform.” According to Austin, in
uttering a sentence, we do not describe what is being done. Rather, we do it. This

! An utterance is a functional unit in communication (Richards, Platt & Weber 1985).
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formed the basis of the speech act theory put forward by Searle (1977). Searle
(2002) identified five types of illocutionary acts: assertives, directives,
commissives, expressives, and declarations. Moreno (2002 cited in Félix-Brasdefer
2009: 3) notes that “[r]efusals are second pair parts in conversation and belong to
the speech act of dissent which represents one type of assertive act or negative
expression.” Refusals are normally produced in response to a request, an invitation,
a suggestion or an offer (Merhpour, Ahmadi & SabourianZadeh 2016). Since they
commit the refuter to perform an action, refusals can also function as a type of
commissive (Searle 1977).

Refusals can be direct or indirect (Beebe, Takahashi & Uliss-Weltz 1990).
Direct refusals are straightforward regarding the intended meaning and can be both
performative and non-performative. The former includes a self-naming utterance
(e.g., “I refuse”), “in which the performative verb usually refers to the act in which
the speaker is involved at the moment of speech” (Leech 1983: 215), whereas the
latter includes the negation word ‘No’ or expressions of a lack of willingness or
ability such as “I won’t,” “I don’t think so,” and “I cannot.” Indirect refusals, on the
other hand, are performed to reduce the impact of the face-threatening act (e.g.,
“Unfortunately, I have another meeting at that time”’). The refusal speech act set
may include any of the following components in Table 1 below.

Table 1
Components of the Refusal Speech Act Set*

Components

Examples

Statement of regret

I'm sorry but | can’t do it.

Wish

I wish | could help you.

Excuse, reason, explanation

My children will be home that night.

Statement of alternative

Why don’t you ask someone else?

Set condition for future or past
acceptance

If you’d asked me earlier, | would have ...

Promise of future acceptance

I'll do it next time.

Statement of principle

| don’t take pictures with strangers.

Attempt to dissuade the interlocutor

a. Threat or statement of negative
consequences to the requester

The picture will not be great because | look terrible.

b. Guilt trip

| can’t make a living off people who just order coffee. (a
waitress speaking to customers who want to sit a while)

c. Criticize the request/requester

That’s a terrible idea!

d. Request for help, empathy,
and assistance by dropping or holding
the request

It would be helpful if you could ask me in an hour.

e. Let interlocutor off the hook

Don’t worry about it.

f. Self-defense

I’'m trying my best.

Acceptance that functions as a refusal

a. Unspecific or indefinite reply

Maybe.

b. Lack of enthusiasm

| don’t know if that is a good idea.
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Components Examples

Avoidance
a. Nonverbal
e Silence/Hesitation/Do nothing/
Physical departure

b. Verbal
e Topic switch What other places have you visited while in the UAE?
e Joke A photo with me? | am not a celebrity, am I?
e Repetition of part of the request | A photo?
e Postponement I'll think about it.
e Hedging I’ m not sure.

* Adapted from Beebe et al. (1990: 73)

As is seen above, when performing a refusal in response to another speech act
such as a request or a compliment, distinct speech acts can be produced (Chen cited
in Tanck 2004). First, there may be an expression of remorse (e.g. “I’m sorry”).
This may be followed by a direct refusal (e.g. “I can’t do it”), and finally an excuse
(e.g. “It is against my culture”). The order in which these appear is likely to change
depending on the speech act in response to which refusals are performed. For
instance, a refuter probably produces the speech act of thanking before refusing if
he/she is responding to a compliment.

Beebe et al. (1990) also note that a refusal may be accompanied by a variety
of adjuncts to alleviate the impact. Among these are:

1. Statement of positive opinion/feeling or agreement (e.g., “That’s a good

idea...”)

2. Statement of empathy (e.g., “I realize you are in a difficult situation.”)

3. Pause fillers (e.g., “uhh”, “well”)

4. Gratitude/appreciation

With possible negative impacts on both the hearer and the speaker, refusals can
be a particularly face-threatening act (Brown & Levinson 1987). In producing a
refusal, the speaker fails to meet the expectation of the interlocutor, which may lead
to the speaker coming across as disapproving or disrespectful. The hearer may take
this act as a sign of impoliteness (Shishavan & Sharifian 2016). As a result, refusals
may affect both parties negatively, with likely impacts on their social standing
(Brown & Levinson 1987), psychological well-being (Leary 2015), and even
physical health (Kross et al. 2011). These may be more to the detriment of the hearer
than to the speaker (Johnson, Roloffm & Riffee 2004). Even so, the speaker may
choose not to refuse at the expense of his/her peace of mind. Therefore, a refusal
may be considered a cultural act before it is a linguistic one (Iliadi & Larina 2017,
Mokhtari 2015).

The influence of gender on speech acts of refusal seems to be variable
depending on a multitude of sociocultural factors. Nelson, Batal, and Bakary (2002)
found that Egyptian males were more likely to use a direct refusal than Egyptian
females when interacting with an interlocutor from either a higher or lower status
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in their first language. Similarly, in a study of 50 Persian, Kurdish, Turkish, and
Arab speakers of English at the postgraduate level in Cyprus, it was found that while
most utilized indirect refusals, male participants were more likely to employ direct
rejections with interlocutors of lower status, while females tended to use them with
those of equal status (Rezvani, Ismael & Tok 2017). The same researchers also
found that females utilized more adjuncts with lower, equal and higher status
interlocutors. Tuncer and Turhan (2019) explored the refusal strategies used by
27 Turkish first-year pre-service teachers of English and discovered that males used
“no” more often, while females employed “negative willingness” more regularly.
Moreover, they noted that females tended to utilize more refusal techniques with
lower and equal status interlocutors, while males used more with interlocutors at a
higher status (2019). However, Abed (2011), who investigated university-level
Iraqi speakers of English, found insignificant differences between males and
females in their use of refusals and adjuncts. Likewise, a study about the use of
refusal strategies with Iranian speakers of English found little difference between
females and males in their use of refusals at all social status levels (Hedayatnejad,
Maleki & Mehrizi 2015). Therefore, research demonstrates that differences
between the genders in the use of refusals is inconsistent and may depend on various
other factors.

Refusals exist in all languages; however, the ways and the contexts in which
they are performed [or not] differ across cultures (Chojimah 2015). Speakers,
therefore, need to be mindful of ways in which they should perform and react to
refusals as these are considered to be “a major cross-cultural “sticking point” for
many nonnative speakers, and for that reason [it is] important for [those] involved
in cross-cultural communication” (Beebe et. al. 1990: 56).

3. Methods
3.1. Participants

Ninety-four Emirati speakers of English registered in the course titled
“Introduction to Linguistics” at a science and technology university in Abu Dhabi
participated in this study. Students were on single-gender campuses and, therefore,
were in single-gender classes. The introductory linguistics class focused on micro-
linguistics and functioned as a general education elective credit for the humanities.
Of this number, 67 were female and 27 were male. The students’ ages ranged
between 19 and 24 with a mean age of 21.

3.2. Data-collection Tool and Analysis

Data were collected using a written survey we developed. It was comprised of
six sections. The first section collected demographic information; the second asked
how often the participants engaged in communication with people from other
cultures; the third enquired about how often they met tourists in the UAE; the fourth
asked them to indicate the extent to which they would feel comfortable talking to
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an unknown tourist couple (considering cultural orientations within the region, the
tourist couple was defined as a husband and wife); and the fifth asked the
participants to indicate how comfortable they would be accepting a request of an
unknown tourist couple in their early 30s who approached them, complimented
them on their traditional clothes and inquired if they could have a photo taken with
them, and this section also investigated what they would actually do in such a
situation. The options they were given were:

A.I would take a photo with the husband and wife tourists

B.I would not take a photo with the husband and wife tourists

C.I would do neither. Instead, I would

The last section included the following discourse completion task (DCT):

Write in the space provided what you would say to complete the following
conversational situation:

The husband and wife (tourists):
“Your national clothes look very interesting, and you look so nice in them!
Would you mind if we have a photo taken with you?”

You:

Although written DCTs as a research tool do not collect naturally occurring
data, they have been noted to allow researchers to collect data that might be difficult
to negotiate in real-life situations (Hartford & Bardovi-Harlig 1992) as was the case
in the current study. Another advantage of written DCTs is that they allow
researchers to collect “a large amount of data quickly, [to] create an initial
classification of semantic formulas, and [to] ascertain the structure of refusals”
(Beebe & Cumming cited in Cohen 1996: 394).

Data collected were analyzed considering descriptive statistics such as
frequencies and averages. T-tests for two independent means were used to make
comparisons between the male and the female data sets. A p value of less than 0.05
was considered significant. The components of the refusal speech act set were
analyzed considering the scheme by Beebe et al. (1990).

4. Results

The main aim of this study was to describe the refusal speech act set produced
by Emiratis interacting with tourists. In order to understand the context better,
participants were first asked how often they normally engage in communication
with people from other countries and how often they meet tourists in the UAE with
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“1” representing “never” and “5” being “always”. Results related to these two
questions are summarized in Table 2 below.

Table 2
Participants’ Engagement in Communication with Those from Distinct Cultures
Min Max X SD t p*

How often do you engage in | Male (n=27) 2 5 3.5 | 0.9
communication with people | Female (n=67) 1 5 32 | 0.9 | -1.1957 | 0.1174
from other countries? All (n=94) 1 5 3.3 0.9
How often do you meet | Male (n=27) 1 4 24 | 0.7
tourists in the UAE? Female (n=67) 1 4 2.7 | 0.8 | -1.8903 | 0.0309

All (n=94) 1 4 26 | 0.8

*p<0.05

According to Table 2, the participants reported engaging in communication
with people from other countries slightly more often than “sometimes” (X=3.3). The
average rating of the male participants (x=3.5) was slightly higher than that of the
female participants (X=3.2); however, there was no statistically significant
difference between their responses (t=-1.1957, p=0.1174). Table 2 also shows that
the participants report meeting tourists in the UAE slightly less than “sometimes”
(x=2.6). This time, however, the average rating for the female participants (x=2.7)
was slightly higher than that of the male participants (X=2.4) with a difference at a
statistically significant level (t=-1.8903, p=0.0309).

Data were also collected to answer the first research question related to the
extent to which they would feel comfortable talking to an unknown tourist couple
and whether their responses changed according to gender. The summary of the data
related to this question is given in Table 3 with “1” referring to “Very
uncomfortable” and “5” representing “Very comfortable”.

Table 3
Participants’ Feeling of Comfort Speaking to a Tourist Couple
Min | Max X SD t p*
How comfortable would you Male (n=27) 1 5 3.9 | 1.2 | -1.2152 | 0.1136
feel talking to a tourist couple Female (n=67) 1 5 3.7 1
(husband and wife) that you All (n=94) 1 5 3.7 | 1.1
have never met before?
*p<0.05

As 1s seen in Table 3, the participants indicated that they would feel fairly
comfortable talking to a tourist couple that they have never met before (x=3.7).
Although the male participants’ responses were slightly higher than that of the
females (X=3.9 and Xx=3.7), there was no difference at a statistically significant level
between the two data sets.

The second research question was related to the extent to which the participants
would feel comfortable accepting a tourist couple’s request for a photo with them
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in their traditional Emirati clothes, and whether or not their responses might be
influenced by the gender variable. Results in response to this question can be seen
in Table 3 with “1” being “Very uncomfortable” and “5” indicating “Very
comfortable”.

Table 4
Participants’ Feeling of Comfort Accepting a Request for a Photo

Min | Max X SD t p*

How comfortable would you | Male (n=27) 1 5 3.9 | 1.3 | 2.8804 | 0.0024
feel accepting their request fora | Female (n=67) 1 5 3.2 1.2
photo with you? All (n=94) 1 5 34 | 13

*p<0.05

Table 4 shows that participants generally indicated that they would feel
moderately comfortable (X =3.4) accepting such a request. However, the male
participants’ average rating (X-3.9) was higher than that of the female participants
(Xx=3.2). As well, the difference between their responses was at a statistically
significant level (t=2.8804, p=0.0024). Therefore, these results show that the male
participants would feel more comfortable than the female participants accepting a
request to take a photo with a tourist couple.

The participants were also asked how they would actually behave in such a
situation. Their responses are summarized in Figure 1 below.

9,5%

A1 would take a photo
with them.

0! would NOT take a

32,0%
photo with them.

58,5%

B Instead, | would .

Figure 1. Participants’ Choices of Action

According to Figure 1, out of 94 participants, 58.5% indicated that they would
accept the request while 32% would reject the request and 9.5% would offer an
alternative suggestion, essentially rejecting the initial request. Five of the responses
related to the latter, however, included conditional acceptance. Two of the female
participants stated that they would agree to take the photo without showing their
faces, “I would take the picture, but without my face showing”. Other female
participants noted responses like “I would take a photo with the wife [but] not the
husband,” and “I would take a photo only if I am wearing my sheila” [the traditional
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women’s headscarf]. One male participant stated he would “take a picture for
them without [revealing my face].” Among the other courses of action included
suggesting the tourist couple take the photo with a mannequin in traditional
clothes, getting them the same traditional clothes, talking to them about the
traditional clothes without letting them take a photo, and being kind by offering
something else.

In order to ascertain whether the differences in responses between the males
and females were statistically significant, a t-test was conducted and the results are
in Table 5.

Table 5
Comparison of Data according to Gender
Accept Refuse t p*
f % f %
Male (n=27) 21 78 6 22 -2.458 0.0079
Female (n=67) 34 51 33 49
All (n=94) 55 58.5 39 41.5

*p<0.05

When the male and female participants’ responses were compared, it was
found that a significantly lower number of the female participants (51%) in
comparison to the male participants (78%) would accept the request. In other words,
a considerably higher number of the female participants indicated that they would
either reject the request or reject the request by offering an alternative. The t-test
showed that there was a significant difference at the .05 level between gender and
participants’ behavior in the given situation (t=-2.458, p=0.0079).

The third research question investigated the semantic components of the
refusal speech act set. To this end, 39 participant responses that functioned as a
refusal were analyzed. Moreover, the speech act sets were broken down to count
each refusal component within the set and categorized based on Beebe et al.’s
(1990) classification system. Since the refusal speech act set was produced by only
six male participants in comparison to 33 female participants, no inferential
statistical comparison was made between the data sets considering the gender
variable. The results are summarized in Table 6.

Of the 84 components of refusal speech act sets produced, 26 (31%) included
a statement of regret in response to the request made by the tourist couple. While
this was the most frequent component used by both females and males, males used
this more frequently (45% vs. 29%). All of these, except for two, used the adjective
“sorry.” The two participants who declined the request without using “sorry” said,
“I [would] like to but I cannot,” and “No, I cannot do that.” It is interesting to note
that only two of the responses contained an intensifier to accompany the adjective
(i.e., really and so). As well, the adjective was accompanied by the negation word
“but” in eight of the utterances. These were all exclusive to the female participants’
responses.
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Table 6
Components of the Refusal Speech Act Sets
Female Male Total
n=75 n=9 n=84
Refusal Components f % f % f %
Statement of regret 22 29 4 45 26 31
Ex. | am sorry. | can’t take photo with you.
Thank-you note 20 (265 2 22 22 26
Ex. Thank you (for your compliment).
Excuse, reason, explanation 19 | 255 1 11 20 24
Ex. | can't take photo with you because of our tradition.
Statement of alternative 9 12 1 11 10 12
Ex. You can take photo with men.
Acceptance that functions as a refusal (lack of enthusiasm) 4 5.5 1 11 5 6
Ex. Umm, | am not sure that it's okay.
Avoidance (do/say nothing) 1 15 0 0 1 1
Ex. ... (After a thank you note)
Totals| 75 | 100 9 100 | 84 | 100

A thank-you note was present in 22 (26%) of the refusals, and there was little
difference in terms of percentage of frequency between males and females. These
responses often included the performative act of thanking. Examples are “Thank
you,” “Thank you for your kind words, but ...,” “Thank you for your (kind)
compliment, but ...,” and “That is so sweet of you, thank you so much.” One of the
responses by a female participant included a compliment in turn: “Thank you, both
of you look beautiful, too.”

A reason for declining the request was present in 20 (24%) of the total number
of refusals. These were all provided by the female participants, except for one. Eight
of the reasons were related to the participants’ lack of interest in (appearing in)
photos. Examples are, “I'm not a big fan of photos,” “I don’t like being in photos,”,
and “To be honest, I don’t like [to] take photos.” Five of the reasons were related
to the participants’ traditions/culture. They said, for example, “I can’t take photo
with you because of our tradition,” and “It is against our culture to take photo.” One
male and one female participant indicated the lack of comfort they feel when they
are photographed. The following reasons were mentioned one time by five different
participants: photos are personal, a father not allowing, personal reasons, physical
appearance on the day, and shyness.

Ten of the refusals (12%) produced by the participants contained a statement
of alternative with little difference between the percentages of male and female
participants. Six participants suggested that they take the photo with someone else.
One female participant, for instance, stated the requester may ask a male. Others
said, “My sister may like to,” and “I can ask one of my friends to take pictures with
you if you wait a second.” One female participant offered taking the picture with
the wife, but not the husband. One of the male participants rejected by saying
“I think it would be better to take a picture of you with your wife to make it an
unforgettable moment.” Two other female participants, on the other hand, stated
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they would give them the names of the shops where the couple could find traditional
clothes. One even offered to accompany them to the shop.

A lack of enthusiasm was present in five (6%) of the responses. Although such
responses indicated acceptance, they functioned as a refusal. These included three
female participants’ preference for hiding their faces when taking the photo.
Another female participant said, “Umm, I am not sure that it’s okay.” Similarly, a
male participant responded, “I don’t mind actually since you asked, but just an
advice in the future, it is better to just take a picture of a [mannequin] with the same
clothes because some people might see it to be weird and they would feel very
uncomfortable.” These utterances would likely change the course of action taken
by the requester to refrain from threatening the requester’s face. This, as well, would
help save their own face.

Albeit infrequent (1%), it is also important to note one female participant’s
rather limited response. In this response, there was only a thank you note. This, we
interpret, as an avoidance strategy, most probably chosen by the participant to save
face by not producing an explicit refusal.

We also analyzed the refusals considering linguistic devices utilized by the
participants. One of these was the adverbs of intensifiers (i.e., “so” and “very”) used
to emphasize the apology, which occurred three times in the female data set only
(“I am really sorry,” and “I am so sorry, but...””). Another one was modality to
mitigate the refusal, which again as produced by the female participants only: “I just
don’t like my pictures to be taken,” “Umm, I am not sure that’s okay,” “I would
love to but I am shy ,” and “I would love to but I cannot.” It was also interesting to
note the rather infrequent use of ‘communicative gifts’ to the hearer to express
positive emotions, evaluation, and attitude (Iliadi & Larina 2017). These occurred
four times in the female data set and only once in the male data set. The female
participants said, “..., both of you look beautiful too,” “That’s so sweet of you,” and
“That’s nice of you, ...,” and “Thank you for your kind words, but ... .” The male
student said, “Thank you for your kind compliment, but ... .” Important to note is
that a thank-you note generally preceded these. Taken together, these data show
that the participants’ use of positive politeness in their refusal speech act sets was
limited, and when it was used, it was almost always utilized by the female students.

5. Discussion

This study showed that the participants engaged in communication with people
from other countries slightly more often than sometimes. However, they stated their
interaction with tourists is limited to less than sometimes. Considering the fact that
around 88.5% of the UAE residents are expatriates (GMI 2019) and the increasing
number of tourists in the region, the former is somewhat surprising. In fact, it has
been observed that an increasing number of young Emiratis are now “entering the
country’s tourism and entertainments sector, ... interacting with visitors at some of
Abu Dhabi’s busiest attractions such as Warner Bros. World and Ferrari Word”
(Zaatari 2019: parag. 1). However, it is possible that the participants in the current
study did not consider obligatory activities such as consultations with expatriate
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faculty when answering the question As well, the observation that “[a] large section
of expatriates living in the UAE are unaware of their host country's traditions and
many have only learned about things that affect their lives” (Sherif & de Leon 2012:
parag. 10) may have led the participants of this study to keep their interaction with
expatriates, and therefore with tourists, to a minimum. Moreover, the possibility of
significant cultural distances between Emiratis and non-Emiratis, such as those
between Westerners and Arabs (Harrison & Michailova 2012), might also deter the
participants of this study from engaging in much dialogue with expatriates. On the
other hand, the limited interaction between local Emiratis and tourists may be due
to individual tourists’ or tourism agencies’ tendency to frequent venues where there
is little chance of genuine interaction with locals and local culture (Swan 2016).
It has also been observed that tourists may be too shy to speak to Emiratis when
they encounter them in touristic places (Seraphim & Haq 2019). On the other hand,
the participants in the current study indicated they would feel fairly comfortable
talking to tourists and feel moderately comfortable accepting a tourist couple’s
request for a photo with them in their traditional clothes. These results are not
surprising given that Emiratis take pride in their virtues of courtesy and hospitality
as “visitors are sure to be charmed by the genuine friendliness of the people” (Abu
Dhabi C. cited in Schwaighofer 2014: 90).

It still is important to note that well over one-third of the participants stated
they would either reject the request or suggest a condition with female participants
refusing more than male participants at a statistically significant level. Alternatives
raised by the female participants included covering their faces or allowing the photo
with the female tourist only. This type of refusal is somewhat similar to Tuncer and
Turhan’s finding that females employed “negative willingness” more regularly
(2019). Emirati female participants’ reluctance to accept the request may stem from
“social forces [that] sometimes prevent women from interacting in public with men
outside their families” (Dariela et al. 2017: 4). Past research found that
communication between genders in the UAE is normally permissible at work as
long as it is on work-related matters; however, purely social interaction between
men and women especially outside of the workplace could be seen by some as
contrary to Emirati customs and the religion of Islam (Ahmad 2014). In the case of
a photo taken with a stranger, the situation may be even more controversial. In fact,
Sylvester (2019: parag. 14) warns that “[in the UAE] taking photos of people
(particularly women) you haven't met before and who haven't given you their
permission is illegal and can lead to arrest or fines.”

The last research question aimed to identify the components of the refusal act
set produced by the participants. Results revealed that the participants employed
non-performative direct refusals, indicating their lack of willingness to accept the
request (Leech 1983). It is important to note the participants’ avoidance of the
negation word ‘No’ unlike what Tuncer and Turhan found in their study on Turkish
males (2019) and their tendency to apologize to the requester. The use of a thank-
you note by some participants is also important. In fact, Al Okla (2018) notes that
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members of the Arabic culture often refuse by just saying “Thank you.” We
interpret these to be directed towards face-saving when confronted by a face-
threatening act. As is also indicated by Brown and Levinson (1987), the speaker
often utilizes certain linguistic features to alleviate face-threatening acts to make
the hearer feel at ease. Beebe et al. (1990) also point to the utilization of adjuncts
such as a gratitude to alleviate the impact created by a (forthcoming) refusal. It is
also important to note the social distance between a tourist and a local affecting the
interlocutors’ choices of linguistic politeness. Prompted by the urge to keep a tourist
“interested and attached to the place visited” (Garay 2019: 71), the refuser is likely
to use positive politeness strategies when performing an act threatening the hearer’s
face. Interestingly, while the three most frequently used refusal components are
similar between the genders, there are differences in the percentage of their use; for
example, males used a statement of regret more than females, but females provided
an excuse, reason, or explanation much more frequently than males. This supports
previous research in that differences in the gender variable might be influenced by
situational and socio-cultural factors (Nelson, Batal & Bakary 2002, Rezvani,
Ismael & Tok 2017, Tuncer & Turhan 2019). However, it is also interesting to note
the participants’ limited use of linguistic devices for positive politeness purposes.
When they were used, they included modality and intensifiers. There were also
instances of communicative gifts to the hearer. The former were used by the females
while the latter was produced by one male only. These findings may point to the
female Emirati speakers’ greater tendency to utilize linguistic features to alleviate
the force imposed by the face-threatening act of refusals. However, the lack of
literature on Emirati speakers’ language use for this purpose prevents us from
making stronger deductions. Albeit limited, our findings are expected to shed at
least some light on language use by (young) Emirati speakers in a hypothetical
situation with unknown tourists.

Necessary to point out is the relatively limited variety of refusal components
used by the participants compared to the number of those identified by Beebe et al.
(1990). This might be due to the nature of the DTC research tool which may have
limited the authenticity of the data collected (Hartford & Bardovi-Harlig 1992). As
well, the variety is impacted by the context in which the role-play in DCT was
situated. The refusal speech act set, just like any other, is affected by myriad factors
including the nature of the dialogue, the social/power distance between the
interlocutors, etc. (Umale 2011). Such factors likely played a role in the refuters’
component choices producing the refusal speech act set.

6. Conclusion

This investigation of Emirati speakers’ self-reported ease in communicating
with unknown tourists and their use of the refusal speech act found that they would
feel comfortable engaging in communication and accepting the couple’s request to
take a photo with them. However, female participants reported feeling less
comfortable and more likely to refuse the request at a statistically significant level.
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Linguistic analysis of the refusal speech act, as demonstrated in hypothetical
conversation via the DCT, revealed that very few refusal components were utilized
and the most common components were a statement of regret, a thank-you note,
and an excuse, reason or explanation. Moreover, participants employed non-
performative direct refusals and avoided the use of the negation word ‘No’, most
likely to put the hearer at ease during what could be considered a face-threatening
linguistic exchange. In terms of differences in use of refusal components between
the genders, while the three most frequently used components are similar, there are
differences in the percentage of their use; for example, males use a statement of
regret more than females, but females provide an excuse, reason, or explanation
much more frequently than males. Results also showed that the refusal speech act
produced by the Emirati speakers included few linguistic devices as a positive
politeness strategy, and these were in the form of modality, intensifiers, and
communicative gifts, almost all of which were utilized by the female participants
only. Albeit the small sample size, these results point to certain trends in language
use by young Emiratis with a set of cultural values. It is, therefore, important to
note the way in which cultural characteristics inform speakers’ communicative
behavior and styles, as well as saturate language use with impacts at all linguistic
levels (Larina 2020).

While these discoveries offer some awareness into an under-investigated area,
sole use of a DCT has limitations due to it being a self-report of a role-play
communicative exchange. Therefore, future research into the use of refusals in this
particular situation might employ different techniques like interviews with tourists
and Emiratis after they interacted with tourists and observations. More general
research into the refusal speech act used in the Emirati population could consider
different types of situations (contextual as well as linguistic L1/L2), different age
groups, and social/power distance between the speakers. This could provide more
insight into the specific uses within the culture and across cultures.

The speech act of refusals can be a face-threatening event that every human
will experience. As shown by the current study and the previous research,
challenges with such face-threatening acts can be more formidable during
exchanges with people from distinct cultures from ours. The fact that we are more
able and required to interact with such people necessitates our developing an
understanding of the nuances of communication and appropriate responses so that
communication breakdowns can be avoided and the overall well-being of everyone
involved in the interaction is enhanced.
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