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Abstract: Unlike many other cultures, the Russian culture 
encourages loud laughter (xoxot) and more often than not discourages 
smiles ( ulybki). The paper presents linguistic evidence for such 
attitude: etymology ( ulybat'sja " smile" from the word for scull with 
allusion to bared teeth), the use of the words for laughter and smile in 
the present-day Russian discourse, the role of laughter and smile in the 
Russian linguistic model of the world, etc. It is consistent with the strong 
emphasis that the Russian culture places on sincerity and open 
expression of emotions. In addition, it is consistent with the whole 
system of the Russian non-verbal etiquette (e. g., it is not good to meet 
a stranger's eyes with your eyes; if it has happened by chance, you 
should turn off your eyes rather than smile). 

This attitude often leads to cross-cultural miscommunication ( a 
typical American smile may seem non-natural and false to many 
Russians while foreigners who are involved in communication with 
Russians sometimes find them rude, impolite, ill-piannered). 

Introduction 
Many foreigners visiting Russia often notice that Russians (especially people 

living in big cities) smile much less than the majority of people (both from the 
West and the East). It is not typical of Russian people to give a smile in return. 
Russians do not smile at strangers; they smile only at their fellow people. 

These observations have led some foreign observers to conclusion that the 
Russians are rude, impolite, ill-mannered and non-hospitable. 

Specialists in cultural anthropology suggest that it is not the question of 
impoliteness or unfriendliness ( Proxorov & Sternin, 2007, p. 145—155; 
Sergeeva, 2007, p. 92—94). Unlike many other cultures, the Russian culture 
encourages loud laughter and more often than not discourages smiles. Russian 
people do not smile out of politeness. Quite the reverse, many Russians 
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consider bad to smile without any significant reasons. In accordance with this 
attitude, a constant polite smile shows people's insincerity, closeness and 
unwillingness to show real feelings. 

This attitude is consistent with the whole system of the Russian non-verbal 
etiquette (e .g . , it is not good to meet a stranger's eyes with your eyes; if it has 
happened by chance, you should turn off your eyes rather than smile). 

In what follows, I will provide linguistic evidence for such attitude. My 
approach rests on the assumption that the semantic analysis of linguistic units 
denoting non-verbal semiotic behavior is a gateway into the non-verbal etiquette. 

To understand what role some words play in a language system, a good way 
is to compare their meaning: with the meaning of their closest counterparts in 
other languages. Therefore, to see what is specific to the "Russian" attitude 
towards smile, it may be helpful to compare the Russian words for smile with 
their counterparts in some other languages. 

Smiling and laughing 

We begin with the nature of smile as a specific facial expression. Smiling is 
the voluntary raising of the comers of one's mouth. The mouth of a smiling 
person looks like the mouth>of a laughing person; since the reason to laugh 
normally lies in a pleasant feeling (amusement, delight, e tc . ) , a smile also 
conveys a message that the smiling person feels "something good". True 
enough, there are special kinds of smile or laughter revealing mixed feelings 
(bitter smiles, sardonic smiles, sarcastic laughter, e tc . ) ; however, there is 
always some "good" feeling underlying a smile or laughter even though it may be 
mixed with "bad" feelings. 

One may think of laughter and a smile as two levels of showing good spirits. 
Charles Darwin (1955 [1872] , as cited in Wierzbicka, 1999, p. 190) stated the 
link between "laughing" and "smiling" as follows: "Between a gentle laugh and 
a broad smile there is hardly any difference, excepting that in smiling no 
reiterated sound is uttered... the habit of uttering loud reiterated sounds from a 
sense of pleasure, first led to the retraction of the corners of the mouth and of the 
upper lip and to the contraction of the orbicular muscles; and that now, through 
association and long-continued habit, the same muscles are brought into slight 
play whenever any cause excites in us a feeling which, if stronger, would have 
led to laughter; and the result is a smile." 

Many languages have closely related words for "laughing" and "smil ing" : 

consider French sourire " to smile" (from sous "under" and rire "to laugh"), 
German lächeln " to smile" (adding "diminutive" suffix to lachen " to laugh"), 
Polish us miech "smile" (from s miech "laughter"). One may conclude that for 
speakers of those languages, there is no sharp distinction between smile and 
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laughter; they think of smiling and laughing as closely related activities; a smile is 
a "weak laughter" of a sort. 

English lexically distinguishes smiling and laughing as two different activities. 
However, it is worth mentioning that the English word smile has the same origin 
as the Russian word for "laughter". 

Russian is probably the only language that distinguishes three levels of 
showing good spirits (and being not serious) r 

• utybnufsja/ulybafsja "to smile", ulybka "smile": 
• smejat'sja "to laugh", smex "laughter"; 

• xoxotaf "to laügh (loudly)", xoxof "(loud) laughter". 
There are also varieties within each level. In what follows, I will briefly 

discuss each of those levels. 

Russian terms for smiling 
EtymologicaHy (Fasmer 1973), the vett ulybafsja "to smile" (and the 

corresponding noun ulybka "smile") goes back to the word for scull (with 
allusion to bared teeth). The etymology itself shows that smiling is not always 
welcome; bared teeth usually will not win any favors. 

Since smiling is a voluntary facial expression, it may be counterfeit. Unlike 
the Anglo-American culture, which values and encourages the display of good 
feelings that one may not necessarily feel, the Russian culture values 
"iskrennost" "sincerity", which consists in saying and showing what one really 
feels (and not saying or showing that one feels something that one does not 
really feel). It comes as no surprise that the Russians treat smiles with 
suspicion; sincere, open smiles are opposed to forced smiles and phony grins. 
Consider: 

FT ΧΟΛΟΑΘΗ, κβκ MopoxeHoe, Μ Μ He CTbiAHo. Koraa BXOAWT Κ Ο ΜΗΘ 
AOHb KacaeTC* ryöaMH Moero bucks , a B3ßparveato, τοηηο β 
BMCOK *ajMT ΜΘΗΑ nne/ia, HanpnxeHHO ynw6ax)Cb M OTBopäHMBaio 
CBOe FWLIO. 
I am cold as ice and I am ashamed. When my daughter comes in to me 
and touches my forehead with her lips, I start as though a bee had 
stung me on the head, give a forced smile, and tum my face away. 
(Anton Chekhov, translated by Constance Gamett) 

One has to be in very high spirits to have the right for a smile. The reason of 
a smile should be clear to others. If they do not understand 1he reason or 
consider it insufficient for a smile, they may break smiling and make a reproof, 
"What are you smiling at?" The Russian speakers may treat insincere, affected 
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smile as a kind of lie. Consider the following example: 

. . . CHOCMTb 06HAB<, YHHXEHMFL, ΗΒ CMeTb OTKpblTO 3aHBMTb, HTO Tbl 

Ha ετοροΗβ necTHbix, ΟΒΟ6ΟΑΗΙ>ΙΧ «Ofleti , V\ CAMOMY J T A T B , 
y^tw6aTbC«, μ Bee 3το M3-3a KycKa xne6a, n3-3a ΤΘΠΠΟΓΟ yr/ia, H3-

• 3a KaKoro-Hnöyflb HMHMUJKa, κοτοροΜγ φοιυ ueHa. . . 
. . . you endure insult and humiliation, and dare not openly say that you 
are on the side of the honest and the free, and you lie and smile 
yourself; and all that for the sake of a crust of bread, for the sake of a 
warm comer, for the sake of a wretched little worthless rank in the 
service... (Anton Chekhov, translated by Constance Garnett) 

Russian cultural scripts related to smiling reflect this attitude. Russians do 
not smile without reason. If a Russian person sees a stranger smiling at him/her, 
he/she is certain to seek the reason of fun. A smile need a proper time for 
appearing and should fit the situation from the point of view of the people around. 
Russian culture does not welcome a smile of self-encouraging, which seems 
unnatural. Consider; 

MoHaKPMBMT y/IBIÖKORI ρ ο τ , HanparaeT ceoe rop/io Μ CWIMT: ( A y 
ΜΒΗΗ, 6apMH, ΤΟΓΟ. . . CBIH HA 3T0& HEFLE/IE ποΜβρ». 
lona gives a wry smile, and straining his throat, brings out huskily; "My 
son. . . e r . . . my son died this week, sir." (Anton Chekhov, translated 
by Constance Garnett) 

Russian public opinion condemns smiling near people having serious 
problems or troubles (illness, personal problems, and so o n ) ; people may treat 
it as a sign of Schadenfreude. There is a verb in Russian that denotes a kind of 
smile associated with Schadenfreude or jeer, namely uxmyl"nuf'sja/uxmyljat'sja 
"to smirk, to grin" (the corresponding noun is uxmylka "nasty grin"). The verb 
(as well as the corresponding noun) has clear negative connotations. 

Another special kind of smile is denoted by the verb usmexnut'sja/ 
usmexat'sja "to smile ironically, to grin; to give a laugh" (the corresponding 
noun being usmeshka "ironical smile, grin"). It refers to a smile or a short laugh 
expressing mixed feelings; it may include irony, bitterness, sarcasm, hate, etc. 
Typical collocations with these words are gor"ko usmexat'sja "to smile bitterly", 
ironicheski usmexat'sja "to smile ironically", krivo usmexat'sja "to smile wryly", 
nedobraja usmeshka "hostile smile" (Gal ich) , etc. Consider also the following 
examples from The Captain's Daughter, a Russian famous historical novel by 
Alexander Pushkin; 
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(1) < . . . e x e ™ xoseujb, HTO6 Maiua MupoHoea xoAnna κ τβ6β 
Β cyMepKM, το ΒΜΘΟΤΟ HexHux CTMUJKOB noAapn eii napy 
ceper) . KpoBb MOA satoine/ia. ( A noseMy TU 06 Hefi Tsucoro 
ΜΗΘΗΜΗ?)—cnpocnn A , c TPYAOM YAEPXUEAFI ceoe 
HerofloeaHne. ( A n0T0My, —OTBesan OH C aACKOft 
YCMEUJKOK), — H T O 3Haio no onwTy ee npae Η oÖuHafl). 
" . . . If you want Masha Mironov to visit you at dusk, present 
her with a pair of earrings instead of tender verses." My blood 
boiled. "And why have you such an opinion of her?" I asked, 
hardly able to restrain my indignation. " Because I know her 
manners and morals from experience," he answered, with a 
fiendish smile. (Translated by Natalie Duddington) 

( 2 ) ( . . . Tax m eme ΤΘ6Η noxajiyto, Koraa nojiyny ceoe 
rocyAapcTBo! Oöemaeuibcn rn c/iyxMTb ΜΗΘ C 
ycepAneM?) Bonpoc MoiueHHMKa Μ ero Aep30CTb 
NOKA3AMCB ΜΗΘ TSK 3a6aBHu, HTO Η HE ΜΟΓ He 
ycMexHyTbCfl. { HeMy TU ycMexaeuibcn? —cnpocun OH 
ΜΘΗΑ HaxMypncb.—M/W T U He Bepuujb, HTO A ΒΘ/ΜΚΜΜ 
rocyAapb? ΟΤΒΘΗΘΜ np«Mo). 
" . . . If s not to be compared to the favor I'll show you when I 
obtain my kingdom! Do you promise to serve me zealously?" 
The rascal's question and his impudence struck me as so 
amusing that I could not help smiling. "What are you smiling 
at?" he asked with a frown. "Don't you believe I am the Tsar? 
Answer me-plainly." (Translated by Natalie Duddington) 

. . . The bandifs question and impudence made me smile. 
"Why do you laugh?" said he, frowning... (Translated by 
Marie H. de Zielinska) 

(3 ) <( To-το! — CKa3a/i a nyraneBy. — He Jiysiue jim Te6e 
OTCTaTb OT HMX caMOMy, 3a6/iar0BpeMeHH0, Aa 
npn6erHyTb κ MunocepAwo rocyAapuHH?) llyraseB ropwco 
ycMexnynca. ( Ηβτ, — OTBesan OH , — ΠΟ3ΑΗΟ ΜΗΘ KaoTbcn. 
A/m μθηη He 6yAeT noMnnoeaHMH... )> 
"That's just it!" I said. "Hadn't you better leave them yourself 
in good time and appeal to the Empress's mercy?" Pugatchov 
smiled bitterly. " No," he said; " it is too late for me to repent. 
There will be no mercy for m e . . . " (Translated by Natalie 
Duddington) 

(4)nyraseB nocMOTpe/i Ha LLJBa6pMHa u CKa3aji c ropbKoH 
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ycMeuJKOlO: ( Xopow y τβ6« /ia3apeT!)) [ sarcasm ] 
Pugatchov looked at Shvabrin and said, with a bitter smile, 
"Fine hospital you have here!" (Translated by Natalie 
Duddington) 

( 5 ) T e n e p a n ee/ie/ι Hac BbieecTM. Mbt Bbiuimi ΒΜΘΟΤΘ. FL 
CNOKOMHO B3RIWMYJI HA L i lBa6pnHa, HO HE CKAEAN EMY HM 
Ciioea. OH ycMexHy/ic« 3jio6hoh ycMeaiicoK) n, πρμποαηηβ 
CBOM u e m , onepeA^n ΜΘΗΗ \λ ycKopun CBOM warn. 
The General gave word for us to be led away. We went out 
together. I calmly looked at Shvabrin, but did not say a word 
to him. He gave a malignant smile and, lifting his chains, 
quickened his pace and left me behind. (Translated by 
Natalie Duddington) 
. . . He smiled with satisfied hate... (Translated by Marie H. 
de Zielinska) 

As the examples imply, the words verb usmexnut'sja/usmexat'sja and 
usmeshka do not necessarily condemn smiling (as uxmyl'nut'sja/uxmyljat'sja and 
uxmylka d o ) ; however they usually refer to smiling that do not express "good 
feelings". 

Laughter 

The closest Russian equivalent of the verb to laugh is smejat'sja ( the 
corresponding noun is smex " laughter"). The verb has three lexical meanings, 
namely: 

1. "to make sounds from the throat while breathing out in short bursts or 
gasps as a way of expressing amusement" 

2. "to make scornful fun of somebody or something (to laugh at)" 
3. "to be not serious, to say in jest" 
One can also recognize three respective readings of the corresponding noun 

smex. In general, the Russian culture encourages laughter associated with the 
first reading as an open expression of one's good emotion. However since 
laughter (referred to with the words smejat'sja and smex) may be associated 
with scornful fun or jest, it may also have bad connotations. The more so, 
laughter referred to with the words smejat'sja and smex may express mixed 
feelings·, there are such expressions as gor"kij smex "bitter laughter" and 
sarkasticheskij smex "sarcastic laughter". 

Another point is that the sound of laughter may be pleasant or unpleasant. 
The English speakers know this quite well since there are several verbs denoting 
varieties of laughter in English: 
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—to chuckle "to laugh quietly" 
—to chortle "to laugh, showing pleasure and satisfaction (often at someone 

else's bad luck)" 
—to giggle "to laugh repeatedly in a quiet but uncontrolled and childish way 

(often at something silly or rude or when you are nervous)" 
—to titter "to laugh nervously, in a partly suppressed manner (often at 

something that you feel you should not be laughing at)" 
—to snicker, to snigger "to laugh at someone or something in a covert or 

suppressed manner (often unkindly)" 
—to cackle "to laugh in a loud, high voice, in a sharp or harsh manner (like 

a hen after laying)" 
—to guffaw "to laugh loudly (like a horse)" 
On can easily see that most of them are or may be disapproving (to chortle, 

to giggle, to titter, to snicker/to snigger, to cackle, to guffaw). It is worth noting 
that none of them is a basic term for laughter. Most of them refer to " sub-
laughing" behavior; those denoting loud laughter have animal-like connotations. 

Russian verbs denoting various sounds of laughter are not so numerous: 
fyrknut' "to produce a chortle", xixikaf "to giggle", gogotaf, rzhaf "to guffaw" 
(and the noun gogot "guffaw") ; they tend to disapprove unpleasant laughter as 
well, e . g . : 

Eft 6bMO CTblAHO, TOpbKO, Μ OHa 3a MMJUHIOH He COr/iaCHJiaCb 6bl 
ROBOPNTB Β npucyTCTBim nocTopoHHefi xerauMbi , conepHMUw, 
ziryHbH, KOTopan CToana Tenepb 3a KapTMHoR Μ, ΒβροητΗΟ, 
3ü0paAH0 xnxnKa/ia. 
She felt ashamed and bitter, and would not for a million roubles have 
consented to speak in the presence of the outsider, the rival, the 
deceitful woman who was standing now behind the picture, and 
probably giggling malignantly. ( Anton Chekhov, translated by 
Constance Garnett) 

However, it is common to refer to various sounds of laughter using the 
universal words smejafsja and smex with additional comments (quite often with 
no disapproval). E . g . : 

(1 )CaMb<M 3ΒΟΗKMM Μ rapMOHMWeCKMM ΟΜΘΧ pa3,aanCfl Hafl HUM. 
The most ringing and harmonious of laughs resounded above 
him. (Nikolai Gogol, translated by Isabel F. Hapgood) 

(2)HyTb STO, τβκ Μ 3am>eTCfl ΓΟ/IOCMCTHM C M E X O M : xa-xa-xa! 
For the least thing she would go off into a ringing laugh—" Ha-
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ha-ha"! (Anton Chekhov, translated by Constance Garnett) 
(3) He nepeeapueaio η μ οτρμβμοτογο CMexa Jln3t>i, κοτοροΜγ 

OHa HayHMnacb Β KOHcepeaTopnn... 
I cannot tolerate the habit of spasmodic laughter Liza has 
picked up at the Conservatoire...' (Anton Chekhov, translated 
by Constance Garnett) 

( 4 ) . . . HerpMflTHbM, flpe6e3xauiwi CMex, ο κ μ μ β βοαθβιίπηχ 
CMeiOTCH reHepanbi: xe-xe-xe 
. . . an unpleasant cracked "He, he" \ like the chuckle of a 
general in a vaudeville ( Anton Chekhov, translated by 
Constance Garnett) 

The Russian verb xoxotat' and the corresponding noun xoxot, for their part, 
are basic terms for laughter, which have no counterpart in English (and probably 
in any other language). They refer to loud and unrestrained, full-blown laughter, 
which is regarded with no disapproval. It has no animal-like connotations; people 
do not perceive it as rude or coarse ( in contrast to the guffaw, the alleged 
counterpart of xoxot). A typical collocation with the noun xoxot is zdorovyj xoxot 
"healthy burst of laughter". Both males and females perform the laughter 
referred to with the words xoxotat' and xoxot ( in particular, it is a typical female 
behavior, again in contrast to "guffaw"). The nouns xoxotun (masculine) and 
xoxotun'ja or xoxotushka (feminine) refer to people who often laugh in this way ; 

they imply a positive attitude to the person. 
The words xoxotat' and xoxot are not used with reference to mixed feelings: 

such collocations as *gor"kij xoxot (cf. gor'kij smex "bitter laughter", gor'kaja 
ulybka "bitter smile") or *sarkasticheskij xoxot (cf . sarkasticheskij smex 
"sarcastic laughter", sarkasticheskaja ulybka "sarcastic smile") are hardly 
acceptable. The laughter denoted by the words in question expresses sheer 
merriment, and the Russian culture views it positively (cf. Wierzbicka 1999: 220). 

Conclusion 

As we have seen, smiling is under suspicion in the Russian culture; the verb 
smejafsja and the noun smex generally express positive attitude towards 
laughter, but this is not always the case; and the laughter denoted by the words 
xoxotat' and xoxot is generally viewed positively. This attitude is consistent with 
the strong emphasis that the Russian culture places on sincerity and open 
expression of emotions. However, it may lead to cross-cultural 
miscommunication: a typical American smile may seem non-natural and false to 
many Russians while foreigners who are involved in communication with Russians 
may find them rude, impolite, or ill-mannered. 
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