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ABSTRACT:

This qualitative study explores the pragmatic functions of ritual refusal as used in Pales-
tinian Society. The significance of this paper rises from the fact that it attempts to high-
light potential causes of pragmatic failure and breakdown in cross-cultural communica-
tion. Brown and Levinson’s (1987) and Leech’s (1983) models of linguistic politeness
are considered as a theoretical framework of the study.

Naturally occurring data were collected ethnographically from two situations. Analysis
of data shows that ritual refusals by Palestinians are rooted in maintaining face which
is oriented toward a person’s public image. In Palestinian Arabic, it is necessary to
preserve the interlocutor’s face and to leave a way out for the refuser him/herself. In
Palestinian society, the refuser finds it more important to make his/her addressee feel
wanted, and to be considerate of his/her wants and feelings than it is to be honest or di-
rect, whereas the opposite is the case in the USA where honesty is a sign of friendship.
Therefore, ritual refusal in Palestinian Arabic has taken on the pragmatic functions of
minimizing imposition and expressing intimacy and connectedness. The refusal is thus
used both accompanied by a positive politeness strategy, establishing a friendly context
for the interaction, and by a negative politeness strategy aimed at minimizing imposition
and softening negative statements. These pragmatic functions reflect the role of ritual
refusal in Palestinian colloquial discourse as a device utilized by Palestinians to mark,
establish, or assert social relationships including connectedness and solidarity
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INTRODUCTION:

One of the main functions of language
is to establish and maintain human re-
lationships. In interaction, the partici-
pants’ assumptions and expectations
about people, events, places, etc, play
a significant role in the performance
and interpretation of verbal exchanges.
The choice of linguistic expressions
and strategies to convey certain com-
municative purposes “is governed by
social conventions and the individual’s
assessment of situations” (Nureddeen,
2008:279).

Although there are a number of studies
of refusals, most of them deal with Eng-
lish, Chinese or Japanese (e.g., [Iwamo-
to 2004; Mao 1992). Only a handful of
studies focus on Arabic (e.g., Eshreteh,
2015; Morkus, 2014; Al-Kahtani,
2005; Al-Eryani, 2007), and these stud-
ies tend to analyze refusals from the
perspective of semantic content. Al-
though examples of refusal strategies
are given, the contexts in which these
strategies were used are not analyzed
in detail. For example, the contextual
restrictions of each strategy were not
studied and hence may make over-gen-
eralizations. Furthermore, these studies

have focused primarily on the person
who conducted the refusals so that the
party who responded to the refusals
was not analyzed. Moreover, such stud-
ies (Morkus, 2014; Al-Kahtani, 2005;
Al-Eryani, 2007 etc.) relied on using a
DCT, rather than direct observation and
naturally occurring data as it is the case
in this present study,which has some
disadvantages with regard to reliability
of such method.

Considering these limitations, it is nec-
essary to examine when, where, as well
as the roles of the interlocutors (“ini-
tiator” and “refuser”). This is the kind
of knowledge that speakers of Arabic
most ly need when they encounter situ-
ations of refusals. This paper therefore
analyzes the situations in which ritual
refusals occur and examines the refusal
strategies and corresponding pragmatic
functions that can be revealed in certain
refusal situations.

Refusal is an act in response to other
acts, so acts that prompt refusals play
an important role in the choices of re-
fusal strategies. Therefore, this paper
explores some culture-specific prag-
matic functions of refusals to offers
and invitations extended in Palestin-
ian society. Refusals by Palestinians
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are rooted in maintaining face (Brown
and Levinson, 1987), which is oriented
toward a person’s public image. Refus-
als sometimes are realized through re-
ciprocal avoidance of face-to-face con-
frontation. In Palestinian Arabic, it is
necessary to preserve the interlocutor’s
face and to leave a way out for the re-
fuser him/herself. Since a fundamental
principle for social interaction is that it
is based on reciprocity, a speaker’s own
face cannot be preserved unless the oth-
er person’s face is maintained as well.
The honor of being given an offer or in-
vited should be acknowledged and the
face of the person being refused should
be maintained. At the same time, the
refusal must be effective and clear in
meaning but not rude.

Palestinian speakers express their inten-
tions not to comply with the interlocu-
tor’s proposed action plan, indicating
“no” in a polite way. This type of nega-
tive response is sometimes referred to
as “substantive refusal”. However, in
Palestinian Arabic, speakers are gener-
ally not supposed to accept an invita-
tion or an offer right away. They should
normally refuse several times before
accepting. Such refusals are termed as
“ritual refusals” and are almost tradi-
tional in Palestinian society.

This cross-cultural study of the speech
act of refusals is vital to the understand-
ing of “face-work” in Palestinian soci-
ety. It is realized that face-threatening
acts are particularly important to study
because they are the source of so many
cross-cultural miscommunications.
Leech (1983) also points out that “trans-
fer of the norms of one community to
another may lead to ‘pragmatic failure’

and to the judgment that the speaker is
in some way being impolite” (p.281).
In performing face-threatening acts,
therefore, speakers must integrate per-
sonal and societal values with linguis-
tic competence and, most importantly,
gain some knowledge of “face-work™.
This paper investigates Palestinians
and American performances of the
face-threatening act of refusal. It looks
at how this face-threatening act is per-
formed among equals and colleagues,
without any consideration of gender
and social status. The primary purpose
is to present data describing the differ-
ences between Palestinians and Ameri-
cans in their refusals.

MATERIAL AND METHOD:

The data for analysis in this qualitative
study were collected ethnographically
from two real informal situations in
which the researcher, as a participant,
recorded the whole interactions that
included refusal speech acts. The two
interactions were recorded by the re-
searcher, who is a male, after being in-
vited to dinner in the houses of two dif-
ferent male colleagues in two different
situations in Hebron city in Palestine.
The researcher was not the only invitee
in both situations; other colleagues
were also invited. In the first situation,
5 male colleagues were present and six
males were present in the second. Both
situations lasted for 3 hours and forty-
seven minutes.

In both situations, nothing was revealed
about the researcher’s intention to re-
cord and/or gather data for research in
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an attempt to collect reliable data for
analysis. Therefore, the data were spon-
taneous and naturally occurring intra-
conversational situations in real envi-
ronments of everyday communication
between friends. The speech contribu-
tions of participants in both situations
were in Arabic. Therefore, whenever
we tried to collect the data no attempt
was made by us to inform the partici-
pants being involved in the interactions
about our intention. The study aimed at
analyzing and revealing the different
pragmatic functions of ritual refusals
as utilized by Palestinians in informal
situations.

In fact, the sample for this study is lim-
ited since all participants, instructors
in the Faculty of Arts at Hebron Uni-
versity, were males who have the same
socio-cultural status. No females were
present in both situations. Sociologi-
cal factors, including gender and social
status were not considered since the
study focuses on revealing certain cul-
tural and pragmatic tendencies within a
certain society rather than studying and
revealing differences due to different
sociological factors

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND &
LITERATURE REVIEW:

The concept of ritual refusals is defined
by Chen et al. (1995:152), as “polite
act(s) to indicate the speaker’s consider-
ation of the hearer”. The relevant litera-
ture of ritual refusals in Arabic is not as
rich as other cultures or nations. While
present in cultures such as the Irish
culture, and also in such speech com-
munities as China (cf. Chen et al. 1995,
151), and the Arab World (cf. Barron

2000, 48), ritual or polite refusals do
not represent part of polite behavior in
the US society and some other Western
countries. Instead, refusals in the USA
are genuine refusals, also termed sub-
stantive (real) refusals (cf. Chen et al.
1995), - in other words - Searle’s sin-
cerity condition for refusals, “S wants
H not to do x,” is satisfied unlike the
case with ritual refusals where it is not
satisfied since the speaker, S, merely
pretends to refuse the invitation/ offer
in question in the interest of the norms
of politeness. In reality, however, S, in
a ritual refusal, expects a second invi-
tation/offer, which s/he can then either
accept or refuse, as s/he wishes. As a
result, an inviter or an offerer, in the
Palestinian culture, largely expects the
first refusal to be ritual, and so proceeds
to reoffer another invitation.

Only a limited number of studies focus
on refusals in Arabic (e.g., Eshreteh,
2015; Morkus, 2014; Al-Kahtani, 2005;
Al-Eryani, 2007), and these studies tend
to analyze refusals from the perspective
of semantic content. Although exam-
ples of refusal strategies are given, the
contexts in which these strategies were
used are not analyzed in detail. Moreo-
ver, such studies in Arabic considered
refusals in general without any consid-
eration or mention of ritual refusals and
“face-work” involved.

For instance, Al-Shawali (1997) in-
vestigated the semantic formulas used
by Saudi and American male under-
graduate students performing refusals.
The results revealed, as mentioned in
Al-Kahtani (2005:36), that Saudis and
Americans used similar semantic for-
mulas in refusing request, invitation,



Mahmood K. M. Eshreteh, Ritual refusals...,H.U.R.J., Vol.(11), No.(2): 210-221,2016 214

offer, and suggestion. The study also
proved that there were no significant
differences between them except in the
employment of the direct no. Al- Issa
(1998), in a study of Jordanian Arabic
refusals, found by using a DCT that
Jordanians were more likely to express
regret (like “I’'m sorry”) than Ameri-
cans, and that both groups in his study
employed explanations and reasons
more than any other strategies.

As far as sociopragmatic issues relat-
ed to refusals is concerned, it can be
noted that for example, in several Mid-
dle Eastern languages, it is required to
refuse an invitation several times and
for the inviter to insist further (Eslami,
2005; Eshreteh, 2015). A strong social
convention in Eastern societies is that,
out of modesty, any invitation/offer
must be refused at least once and often
more than once as a matter of course,
resulting in the initiator’s strong in-
sistence. Such insistence is seen as a
sign of consideration for the guests’
needs. However, this may cause mis-
understanding in communication with
Americans who do not use ritual refus-
als in response to invitations and offers
as much. The situation has potential for
cross-cultural miscommunication be-
cause the same amount of persistence
may be interpreted as imposition or
forcefulness in American culture.
While substantive (real) refusal is a
face —threatening act according to both
Arabic and Western concepts of polite-
ness, ritual refusal is closely tied to
Arab cultural values and thus may be
a rich source of cross-cultural miscom-
munication. Ritual refusal takes place
in response to an initiating commissive-

directive act (Hancher, 1979), such as
an offer or an invitation. These acts are
commissives in that the speaker com-
mits him/ herself to a future course of
action which is beneficial to the hearer.
At the same time, they are directives in
that they influence a future course of
action on the hearer’s part. Their suc-
cess hinges on the hearer’s being able
and willing to engage in the proposed
action, and on the speaker’s honoring
the commitment he/she made.

To sum up, the present study is unique
in its objectives. It is clear that none of
the above reviewed studies considered
the notion of face in their investigations
of refusals in different dialects of Ara-
bic, but the focus was on the semantic
content of refusals; therefore, the signif-
icance of this study arises from the fact
that it attempts to explore “face-work”
and some pragmatic implications of
ritual refusals rather the semantic con-
tents of refusals in general as it is the
case in the studies reviewed.

DATA ANALYSIS:

"No" in ritual refusals does not simply
mean no. Indeed, so common place are
ritual refusals in the Palestinian speech
community that the linguistic expres-
sions “§awir halak” <llls 5L [just think
of it well], “xalina niksabak™ <lwss Ll
[it is an honor for us], has acquired
the status of a pragmatic routine used
to realize the second turn of an invita-
tion, i.e. in Coulmas’ (1981:3 as cited
in Barron, 2000) terms, it has become a
“highly conventionalized prepatterned
expression(s) whose occurrence is tied
to more or less standardized communi-
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cation situations”. Indeed, this routine
has become so conventional that it has,
to a large extent, lost its semantic mean-
ing, as is often the case with pragmatic
routines.

The large occurrence of ritual refusals
in the Palestinian culture can be ex-
plained with reference to the different
hierarchies of values characteristic of
both Arab and Western cultures, and in
particular with reference to the direct/
indirect continuum noted earlier. In
Palestine, it is more important to make
your addressee feel wanted, and to be
considerate of his/her wants and feel-
ings than it is to be honest or direct,
whereas the opposite is the case in the
USA where honesty is a sign of friend-
ship. This basic underlying cultural dif-
ference is reflected in initial refusals.
In Palestine these are presumed to be
ritual — to be motivated by politeness
and a concern for one’s addressee. Con-
sequently, a ritual reinvitation follows
in order to attempt to ascertain the true
wishes of the hearer (H), politeness
aside. Whether the addressee finally re-
fuses or accepts, it is clear that the mere
existence of this ‘game’ reflects the
Palestinian tendency towards solidarity
and connectedness.

In the USA, the second turn occurs
relatively seldom, given the absence of
ritual refusals. If a second invitation/of-
fer should occur, there is, therefore, no
pragmatic routine available to realize
it. Instead, ad hoc realizations are used.
This feature of American invitations/
offers reinforces the view that a focus
on autonomy rather than a concern for
solidarity and connectedness is of pri-
mary importance in this culture. If an

American invites a person for a drink
and if that person refuses out of polite-
ness, the inviter will not invite a second
time. In fact, in American English, di-
rect - no means no and yes means yes.
The US inviters do not understand an
invitee when he/she says no and means
yes.

Therefore, it is clear that when an
American says no, he/she mean no,
... and if he/she say yes, he/she means
yes ... whereas a Palestinian might not
mean it. Palestinians know that if they
say no, they know the inviter is going to
ask them two or three more times and
they will get a chance to say, “Oh, well,
of course I will.” Example (1) below
can be used for more illustration.

tion 1)

Yousef: How about another cup of tea?
Su rayak fi Kaman kasit §3y?

AU b 3 seme, (Refusal 1)
Mahmoud: I had had enough.

Siribit kifayeh

elarll axy Ch)h Lﬁm‘ O Ty

Yousef: Tea is good after lunch. (Invi-
tation 2)

I$8ay mlih bagid ilyada

Bl AuS 4G tasesa (Refusal 2)
Mahmoud: One cup of tea is enough.
Bikfi kaseh wahideh

LS g @a gl s (Invitation 3)
Yousef: Just try another one.

Ay jarib Kaman kaseh

A Le (5 12 5am,

Mahmoud: As you like. Zay ma bidak
(Acceptance)

Taking into account to Leech’s (2005:9)
comments on invitations and politeness
in Chinese, similarly, politeness makes
Palestinians “behave in ways which our
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visitor from Mars would think irration-
al”: e.g. a sequence of polite utterances
such as the following may occur in cer-
tain cultures (traditionally, in Chinese,
for example):

invitation —refusal —invitation —re-
fusal —invitation— accept

It is worth mentioning, as can be no-
ticed in example (1) above, that a se-
quence of such utterances usually oc-
curs in Palestinian Arabic as well, but
not in American English. According to
Leech (2005:10), such sequences rep-
resent “battles for politeness”. These
battles can be resolved by negotiating
with the other person’s a politeness
agreement. Thus traditionally, after a
third invitation, say, an invitee will ‘re-
luctantly’ accept the invitation.

Data analysis also revealed that the
ritual refusal is a polite refusal strategy
to indicate the refuser’s consideration
of the interlocutor. Sometimes ritual re-
fusal helps Palestinians gauge the real
intentions of the inviter/offerer to deter-
mine the sincerity of the invitation/of-
fer. For a ritual invitation, to decline is
the only appropriate response. If the as-
sessment shows that the inviter/offerer
1s sincere and serious, ritual refusal is
likely to lead to acceptance as in exam-
ple (2) below:

A: bidna nigmal yada bagdein ilsdy wa
ilqgahweh

5 5edll 5 (LA Cpams lae Jamd Ly,

[We’ll prepare lunch first, and then we
will drink tea and coffee. ]
Bl:Lala..¥ ¥ [No. No.]

B2: la akid. ma rah niTawil.
Jshizl b ash Y,

[No, for sure, we won’t stay longer]

A: ma rah yaxud ?kOar min sacah.

delu e ST 2L #1 L,

[(Preparing the meal) won’t take more
than an hour.]

B1: ma bidna nijarbak wala nizcijak.
dlac 3Vl il b,

[Your generosity is well known. We
don’t want to bother you.]

A: Um Ali bitjahiz fih. 48 3¢k Sl al.
[Um Ali (i.e. the speakers’ wife) is pre-
paring it (the lunch).]

B2: ?ihna xaTaTna nirih makan axar.
A8z Lkl Gal,

[We had planned to visit another place.]
A: nityada bacdein rihu wein ma bid-
kum. oS le (nglsa gy (pann lazk,

[We’ll have lunch together, and then
you can go wherever you like.]

In ritual refusal, the person being in-
vited always gives reasons in consid-
eration of costs to the inviter. How-
ever, in the above situation, the host’s
generosity is ‘forced’ upon the invitees
who end up staying for lunch. The host
insists and starts challenging all the ar-
guments the visitors put forward. The
visitors seem to have no choice but to
stay since rejecting the lunch invitation
at this stage would convey a negative
message — that the hospitality being of-
fered is not appreciated — and could put
at risk the good relationship between
the host and the guests.

In example (2) above, the refuser starts
the refusal focusing on the trouble and
cost the inviter will have to bear. Other
oriented strategies are used, which in-
dicates that the refusal is a ritual one.
Then the inviter reinforces the invita-
tion as expected. This invitation/offer-
refusal sequence is played out three
times before acceptance of the invita-
tion. The host not only gives face to
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the visitor by showing he is a welcome
guest, but also enhances his own face
by offering hospitality. An invitation to
dinner or a meal is considered a polite
act, indicating positive feelings on the
part of the inviter to the invitee.
Having started to eat, the guests, as
in example (3) below, are urged to eat
more and more by their host:

3. A e gla JSE e s 1l JSYW s
@

Su hal ?kil haz! Wallah yeir takul hay
min 1di.

(What you have eaten is very little! I
swear that you eat this from

my hand!)

B: o)L Ty Al eLd o) 1,080 se Lo bl )
wallah ma ¢ad iqder! insallah daymeh!
bil?frah! (I swear that I cannot eat any
more! God makes you always do this
on happy occasions!)

A: Ui 8 Dlew s il ahllan wa sahlan!
Saraftiina!

(You are most welcome! You have hon-
ored us)

Since the social phenomenon of hospi-
tability might not be highly valued in
the American culture, as it is in Pales-
tinian culture, a limited set of lingua-
pragmatic utterances are involved in
English linguistic exchanges that are
somehow similar to the ones mentioned
above such as Help yourself!, Have
some more!, Please just another help-
ing! in offers and invitations and Thank
you!, That was delicious!, You’re a
wonderful cook! as expressions of grat-
itude for a meal.

Offers/invitations in the US are realized
through a process of negotiation so as
to avoid any threat to the face of both
interlocutors as in example (4) below:

A: It’s really horrible that we never see
each other.

B: I know. We have to try to arrange
something.

A: How about dinner? Why don’t we
go out to dinner together?

B: That’s a good idea.

A: What days are good for you and Joe?
B: Weekends are best.

A: Oh, weekends are bad for us. Don’t
you ever go out to dinner during the
week?

B: Well, we do. But we usually don’t
make plans till the last minute. Joe gets
home late a lot and I never know what
his schedule is going to be.

A: O.K. Well, look. Why don’t you
call me when you want to go out? Any
week night is good.

B: O.K. I will.

A: Really. Don’t forget.

B: O.K. Iwon’t. I’ll call you. (Wolfson
et al. (1983:123)

In the above example, both interlocu-
tors in this situation tried to reach a
commitment, but at the end nothing
was accomplished except a promise to
go out together when both of them find
the time to do so. Imposition or insist-
ence which might be considered a face-
threatening act in the US is completely
avoided. Therefore, it is clear that when
an American says no, he/she mean no,
... and if he/she say yes, he/she means
yes ... whereas a Palestinian might not
mean it. Palestinians know that if they
say no, they know the inviter is going to
ask them two or three more times and
they will get a chance to say, “Oh, well,
of course I will.”

In Palestinian Arabic, imposition is
preferable since it is a face-enhancing
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act. Speakers are not supposed to ac-
cept an invitation or an offer right away
but should normally refuse several
times before accepting. Such refusals
are termed as “ritual refusals” and al-
most traditional in refusing invitations
and offers. The invitee could use ritual
refusals to assess the sincerity of the
inviter, namely how firm the invitation
was and if the invitation was a ritual one
or a matter of face. As the inviting-re-
fusing sequence goes on several times,
the invitee should be able to figure out
whether the invitation is sincere. How-
ever, whether or not the ritual refusal is
performed depends on the nature of the
relationship between the inviter and the
person being invited.

To sum up, in the perspective of Leech’s
(1983) politeness principle, the speech
act of inviting (as a directive and com-
missive) is directly associated to Tact
Maxim. Accordingly, since American
culture emphasizes more on individu-
als, the inviter offers an activity benefi-
cial for the invitee to maximize the in-
vitee’s benefit. When the invitee rejects
the invitation, the inviter would mini-
mize the cost of the invitee by avoiding
impeding the individual freedom to in-
vite. This conforms to the concept that
negative politeness is more important
than positive face (Leech, 1983). How-
ever, Palestinian culture seems to flout
the rule. Although the inviter in the
Palestinian society would follow Tact
Maxim to maximize benefit to the in-
vitee by offering an invitation, Palestin-
ians tend to invite again and again, even
when they are rejected. The reason is
that rejection is seen as a ritualized for-
mulation of invitation in Palestinian

Arabic, and the seeming rejection is in-
terpreted as a way of expressing polite-
ness, as “pragmatic paradox” (p.111)
proposed by Leech. In this sense, as
consistent with O’Driscoll’s (1996:10)
contention, Americans seem to empha-
size negative face over positive face to
show desire for ‘“disassociation/inde-
pendence/individualism”. Palestinians
tend to have desire for “association/be-
longing/merging” by prioritizing main-
tenance of positive face and sacrificing
negative face as the two faces conflict
(O’Driscoll, 1996).

CONCLUSION:

Substantive and ritual refusals are two
types of refusals with different func-
tions. As non-native speakers tend to
transfer their native sociopragmatic
knowledge to the use of their target
language, both substantive and ritual
refusals may seem confusing, and give
rise to misunderstanding. Therefore, it
is most important to distinguish these
two types of refusals in interpersonal
interactions in Palestinian culture. One
is real refusal when the addressee says
no directly or indirectly and means no.
The other is ritual refusal when the ad-
dressee says no directly or indirectly,
but in fact the addressee is willing to
accept the initiating act.

The offer/ invitation in Palestinian so-
ciety is often, if not always, a ritual one
which is often inappropriate for the vis-
itor to immediately accept. The host not
only enhances the face to the visitor by
showing that the visitor is a welcome
guest, but also enhances the host’s own
face by offering hospitality. In fact,
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ritual refusal is so closely tied to Pal-
estinian cultural values and discourse
conventions that it can lead to cross-
cultural miscommunication. If one
takes into account Mao’s (1992) anal-
ysis of the speech act of invitation in
Chinese, Palestinian invitation should
be taken as a speech act of multi-layers,
ranging from multiple turns of refusal
to an expected acceptance, which is
quite different from Wolfson’s (1983)
one-layer speech behavior of invitation
in English. The ritual refusal of invita-
tion in the Palestinian society calls on
the invitee to protect the inviter’s nega-
tive face first, and then after refusal, the
inviter offers the invitation again to at-
tend the invitee’s positive face, and, at
the same time threat invitee’s negative
face. The turns may be possibly repeat-
ed one to three times to achieve the ac-
ceptance. Therefore, the invitee should
not accept the invitation from the first
time, but the inviter should repeat the
invitation insistently.
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APPENDIX (A) TRANSLITERATION
KEY

The following system of transliteration
has been adopted in this study:

blo | || efe ] Lo fee [ 0] ]G |G G ]G < [c

5 (Semi Vowel)

< |2 =B |B|R|IO[=IR N |IN|H|[TD|e [ ]|w N [= [ox|afx |5t = [D]|~ |

< (Semi Vowel)
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2. VOWELS
a (Short Vowel):
a (Long Vowel))
u (Short Vowel)
a (Long Vowel) s
i (Short Vowel):
i: (Long Vowel)es
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