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Abstract

The concepts “smile/tabassum’ has culturally specific meanings in many languages as well as
universal emotional expressions. This study explores the linguistic aspects that underpin the
expression and perception of smiling in English and Uzbek, as well as how the words
“smile/tabassum” is linguistically and culturally actualized in these languages. This research
paper clarifies how “smile/tabassum” represent different cultural values through a
comparative cultural analysis. Although smiling is a positive social tool in both languages, the
results show that its applications and social interpretations differ greatly, underscoring the
impact of cultural norms on language use.
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Introduction

Smiling is a prominent form of nonverbal communication, representing a spectrum of emotions,
including joy, friendliness, politeness, and empathy. Although smiling is biologically universal,
its linguistic representations and pragmatic applications can differ markedly across cultures.
This variation arises from cultural norms, historical influences, and societal expectations. In
English-speaking contexts, smiling is often promoted as an indication of openness or customer
friendliness, while in Uzbek, smiling or “tabassum” possesses a more complex connotation,
frequently linked to formality and respect.

The concepts of “smile/tabassum” have been thoroughly examined in disciplines including
linguistics, psychology, cultural studies, and cross-cultural communication. Researchers have
examined the universal aspects of smiling as an emotional expression, alongside its culturally
specific  meanings. The word  “smile” in  English language  means
a happy or friendly expression on the face in which the ends of the mouth curve up slightly,
often with the lips moving apart so that the teeth can be seen. While “tabassum” in Uzbek
language refers to a state of smiling with the face, eyes, and lips; an expression of such a state;
a gentle smile.

Ekman and Friesen’s research on universal emotions asserts that specific facial expressions,
such as smiling, are universally recognized [4]. It is obvious that smiles typically represent
pleasant feelings like contentment, friendliness, and happiness across cultural boundaries.
Cultural scripts, according to Wierzbicka, are the common cultural norms and values that are
encoded in a language and affect how people express and comprehend their emotions [7].
Expressions such as “put on a smile” and “smile through the pain” in English illustrate a
connection between smiling and resilience or optimism. These idiomatic expressions suggest
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that English-speaking cultures value maintaining a positive outward expression, even in
challenging circumstances. Conversely, the Uzbek concept “tabassum” lacks the connotations
of resilience or compulsory positivity. The expression “Tabassum ham sadaga” (embodies a
cultural principle that emphasizes the importance of preserving composure and kindness, rather
than employing smiles as a facade of enforced positivity.

Brown and Levinson’s politeness theory offers a framework for comprehending the pragmatic
roles of smiling as a strategy for politeness. They identify two main types of politeness: positive
politeness (demonstrating friendliness and solidarity) and negative politeness (showing
deference and respect) [2]. In numerous English-speaking cultures, smiling serves as an
instrument of positive politeness. It is anticipated in both professional and informal interactions,
contributing to increased warmth and diminished social distance.

Conversely, in cultures such as Uzbekistan, a smile may function as a component of positive
politeness in formal or hierarchical exchanges. In Uzbek, “tabassum’ connotes modesty and is
typically confined to particular contexts, including formal events, religious observances, and
respectful salutations.

Research comparing concepts like “smile/tabassum” across languages often uses linguistic
relativity as a theoretical framework. Linguistic relativity, introduced by Sapir and Whorf,
asserts that the structure and lexicon of a language can influence how its speakers perceive
reality. Research conducted by Goddard and Wierzbicka illustrates that various languages
possess unique lexical classifications and phrases for ideas that might initially seem universal,
such as emotions and social gestures [5]. It is proposed that gestures that appear to be universal,
such as smiling, have culturally unique meanings.

Kowner and Wiseman conducted a study on cross-cultural differences in the interpretation of
noverbal gestures between Western and East Asian cultures. Research indicates that, whereas
Western cultures typically perceive smiling as an instinctive manifestation of joy, certain East
Asian cultures interpret it as a sign of discomfort, humility, or an apology [6]. This research
underscores the importance of considering cultural context when analyzing emotion-related
language and gestures. This study highlights the significance of accounting for cultural context
in the analysis of emotion-related language and gestures.

The morphological representation of emotion words pertains to the utilization of morphemes—
the smallest units of meaning—by languages to convey, alter, or amplify emotions. To convey
different shades of meaning, morphemes can be added to languages as prefixes, suffixes,
infixes, or even standalone forms. This field of study is significant because, while emotions are
universal, the linguistic tools used to express them vary, reflecting cultural nuances and social
practices.

Morphological variation also allows languages to build multiple forms of emotion words to be
more sensitive about the degree, length in time, frequency or cause of an emotional incident.
Morphological changes like “smile” to “smiley” and “tabassum” to “tabassumli” can create a
continuum of subtle aspects we want to express about the base emotion “smile” [3]. This
functionality of derivational and inflectional morphology in emotion words gives rise to
differentiated emotional expression.

This study of “smile” and “tabassum” shows clearly that emotions are universal but the
linguistic expression of emotion reflects culture-specific social practice in value. Tying in with
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its informal variations and colorful suffixes, English prioritizes accessibility of expression over
specificity, lending itself to inexact interpretations. On the contrary, Uzbek adopts a way of
illustrating smiling as the violations of social harmony and respect.

Finally, the contrast between “smile” and “tabassum” in terms of morphology, semantics, and
cultural significance highlights that we will never be able to separate language from cultural
identity. Grasping these differences provides rich insights into various aspects of
communication across cultures, and more generally reveals the complex connections that exist
between language and human experience. The current study adds to the field of comparative
linguistics by demonstrating that even a seemingly simplistic concept such as smiling can
elucidate powerful cultural and linguistic subtleties hidden in those two common words.
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