
!s
i t /

ON THE PHENOI"IEOLOGY OF THE AMER ICAN SMILE:

SSI.FIMPLICAT]ON5 IOR Us AGGRTSsIVENISS

by Johan Galtung

L-enter of  Internat ional  Studies
Princeton Universi ty
Pr inceton, New Jersey O8544

May 1987



Keep smi 1i  ng !

0ne of  the f l i rst  th ings that str ikes a foreigner,  maybe

part icul"ar ly a European, upon arr ival  in the uni ted states_ _

not only the f i rst  t ime, but aiso returninq af ter  long or even

after short  v is i ts abroar i** is the American smi le,  I  see i t  as

gent le,  sweet and contagious. There is somethinq r . rp l i f  t ing

about i t r  Btr  invi tat ion tn jo in,  accompanied by ' ,how are you

today" ( to which you are suppose to give some kind of  response,

not only "and holv about yr :u" )  or  the more col loquial  "how yea

doin" ' .  A I i t t re joke may be around the corner,  at  r .east  a

jocular remark.  Nothinq much subt le,  buL a ray of 's{rnshine on a

rainy day, thus intended, t .hus understoorJ except by those rJeep

frozen in their  heart-s and mincls,  wi th the average Er:ropean sour-

ness as a more permanent st-at-e of  af  f  a i rs.  on a 24 hour basis,  365 oays

Given that.  averaqe f  uropean sourness, wi th gse ups and

downs depending on the hour:  of  the day, the day of  the week, the

month of  the year and geographinal  lat i . t .ude and I  r :nqi tucle t .he

interpretat ion of  the American smiLe is quick anr j  easi ly for t .h-

cominq: i t  is  sr . Iperf i r : ia l .  0nly skin deep, nothing r .eal ly

human is expressed. Publ ic relat i .ons onlv.

I  d isaqree. I  tend to see the American smi le as

gi f t  tn humanity,  and try to learn to behave t-he same

nertainly not always sucressful ly"  I  see the smi le as

an American

W€Y,

qenuine, but
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on the other hand I  would ] ike to know what i t  expresses, what i t

stands for.  And, quided by a general  y in/yanq approach to l i fe I

might also be interested in explor ing darker s ides of  the smi1e,

among which I  wouLd not count the possibi l i ty  that  i t  is  s imply fake.

Just to the contrary:  I  would be more incl ined to judge at tempts

towards l ip-cur '1 inq in the f  ower part  of  a French shopkeeper 's wr inkl-ed

faee as very far  f rom genuine, as hypocr i t ical  to the extreme,

I t  is  sourness with other means. There may even in that  gr in be

precisely that ,  a gr in,  a t r iumph over and above somet.hino.

But let  me st ick to the American smiLe: an invi tat ion to the 0ther

in our midst  to jo in.  There is a community into which one is in-

v i ted,  as a member,  unt i l  fur ther not ice.  More part icular ly,  a

community where there are rul .es of ' the game, also dut ies but i f

you are wi l l inq to accept them you shal l  know from the very

beginninq that admission is open reqardless of  who you are.  I f

there nevertheless is discr iminat ion,  as against  b lacks,  women, the

old and t .he very young or what noLthe smi le is not for thcoming. The

r l .qht  to "ref ' rJSe admission" is exercisecl  wi t -hout-  a smi le"

Thus, the f i rst  type of  smi leo smi le T, is extended to foreigners,

to anybody who comes al .angr in a bus" in an airport ,  wi th only the

f l imsjest  of  re lat ionship (Lert iary relat ion),  l in ing up to buy a news_

paper.  " I  t rv to be nice,  and I  assrtBl \o be l ikewise" i^ f  communicated.

Then there is the senond smi le,  smi ie I I ,  inside what sociologists

refer to as a secr:ndary rel-at ionship,  shopkeeper/customer,  prolessional /



cl ient ,  and so on. Both part ies know that their  re lat ionship is

of  short  durat i -on,  superf ic ia l .  But let  us make the best of  iLr , - -

possibly even as an openning to somethinq deeper.  And at  the

very - least  let  us symbol ize through the jo int  smi l ing operat ion

t .hat we are going t .o play according to the ruf  es.  I f  you enter

a shop as a burqlar t .hen at  ]east  do not smi le;  i f  doing so in

addi t ion to being a burglar you are ly ing wi th the shape of ,  your

mouth.  I f  you do enter wi th the intent ion to buy then at  least

keep smi l ing;  i f  you do not you are also ly ing wi th the expression

of your face because you are not symbol iz ing your entry into a pDsi t . ive

relat ion,  even one of  beauty: wi l l ing sel1er f  inding wi l l inq buyer.

Then there is the th i rd type, smi le I I I ;  i t  is  the in-

group smi le,  the pr imary relat ion smi le,  the perennial  smife found

inside any American organizat j -on,  be that an inst i tute,  a company,

a f i rm, a farm, a fami ly (al thouqh there I  of ten f ind that the

smi le breaks down, for  othel  reasons).  Character ist ic of  th is

smi le is again membership of  the { :Dmmunity,  communal i ty,  even to

the point  of  symbol iz inq membership in a corpus myst icum, and,

"we are in i t  togetherr  you and f  ,  we const i tute a We, a team, my

smile l ike yours is a s ignaJ that I  understand not only my r ights

but also my dr"r t ies "  I  accept them wi l l inqly.  I  am gratef  u]  to be

here,  even enthusiast . ic ,  and I  expect you to be the same" This

inst i tute/companyl f i tm/farn/ fami ly wher?,you and I  are together is

the greatest  of  i ts  k ind,  anr l  even i f  that  is  not the case we

shal l  at"  l  east  behave as i t .  is ,  in th is hiqhly compet. i t ive wor ld of

ours! t '
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Ni ce r  good team player ,  enthusiast ic ,  fa i  th in the excel lence

of one's own inst i tut ion.  I t  is  not  so di f f icul t  to see the rooL

of th is phenomenon: compet i t iveness. There is a double compet i -

t iveness at  work,  both between groups such as the ones ment. ioned,

and between indiv iduals.  The winninq team bestows i ts excef lence

upon the members,  the team-mates. Enl ightened sel f - interest

would dictate good team behavior,  both in the sense of  a certain

subordinat ion to the leader,  and cooperat i -ve behavior wi th those

at the same level .  Excessive compet i t iveness,.  to the point  of  being

nasty rather than nice inside a team, may reduce the compet i t iveness

of the team. Compet i t iveness at  indiv idual  level  has to be kept

within bounds. I t  is  there al I  the t ime, but should not unnecessar i ly

destroy the cooperat ive group atmosphere.

At th is point ,  but  only at  the level  of  smi le I l I ,wi11 the

European cr i t - ique that-  the smi le is l -ess than genuine have some

bite.  The smi le may actua11.y plaster over hiqhly anLaqonist ic

relat ionships:  "why was he pr:ornoted. and I  not" .  But f  rom this

i t  does not fo l low that smi le I I  and smi le I  are less than qenuine.

They f low easi ly f rom one person to the other in non-compet i t ive

si tuat- ions,  and cooperat ive s i tuat ions,  and make these relat ions smooth

and product ive.  Moreover,  even smi le I I I  may be cornpletely

genuine as between team-mat-es in a c losed, cooperat ive relat ion-

ship" The smi le may be more fort .hcominq in a vert ical  re lat ion than

in the hor izontal  re lat ion-- in the lat ter  there may always be the

efement of  t ry i -ng t - r :  show off  in order to impress somebody higher

up. And the vert ical  smi la may, of  course, be servi fe upwards and

condescendino downwards.



Keep smi l ing---- th is is the basic norm, even when you are

crying inside. Keep your emot. ions to yoursel f  ,  €gi le,  I ,  I I ,  I I I .

And then one day somebody oversteps the thin l - ine between

being nice/gaod tearn ptayer.  and being nasty/part  of  the problem

rather than the soluLion. The body lanquage was wronS. i le did

not f ind Lhe way of  voic ing disagreement suf f ic ient ly sof t ly .

Without knowing i t  he is already on the other s ide,  actual ly out-

s ide the group.

How does the group react? My point_is that  Americans are

unable to herdl-e basic disagreement in an open debate because

the mask wi l l  fa11 of f .  0f  course, there is always the possibi l i ty

that the chief  execut ive of f icer ( [ t0) ,  e iLher direct ly or through

his personal-  assistant (PA),  t r ies to sound out what the mood of

the eompany is.  But th is is very di f ferent f rom a debate,  as

di f  f  erent as a pr-rbl ic opinion survey* From a dialogue. Hence, what

happens wi l l  rather be that.  the leadership,  the power nucleus

of t -he group withdraws into secret  session to decide how to handle

the problem. Instead of  a debate the hir inq-f i r ing mechanism

becomes operat ive,  or  more correct ly in th is connect ion:  the

f i r ing-hi : : ing mechanism. The contract .  is  terminated, or not

renewed. And there was no debat-e,  and certainly no confrontat ion.

But imagine that the person for some reason, l ike havinq

universi ty tenure,  cannot be f i red.  In that-  case some other

mechanisms become operat ive.  And the f i r :st  one is,  of  course !

xUsed lor  the
when used for

same purpose by the el i tes i
company pulposes.

cal led a market surve\
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to stop smi l ing.  The 0utsider is no longer the 0ther;  he is

actuar ly a non-ent i ty,  Nobody can smite to somebody who no

longer exists.  A process of  ostracism sets in,  in universi t .y

circ les known as the American gulag, operat ing againsL dis-

senters,  whether that  is  in terms of  pr inciple or dissenters

at the Lower 1eve1, those who simply have doubts about the

excel lence of  the company, Dl  t ,he lowesi-  leveI:  thnse who fai l "

No promot ion, no extra funding, no char lenginq opportuni ty ,

no ment ion--why should there be any of  th is i f  th is person no

longer exists? No cclmmission, no ment ion,  no invi tat ion Lo

part ies.  "Give him a rope long enough to hang himsel f  ' , - -more

or . l ,ess hopinq that the person wi l l  turn to the bott le.  to

other comforts sueh as womanizing, and uLt imately make a wreck

of himsel f  .  Not t "he smi le wi thcrut  the t - -heshire cat ,  but  v ice versa:

t"he Cheshire r- 'at  wi thoLrt  the smi. l ,e,  becomes the rule of  the c lay.

At th is point  the other pr imary group in which he is a member,

his own fami ly,  becomes crucial .  I f  he can no longer exetcise his ideal

nature,  h is smi l ing nature,  by having nobody who smi les to him and

to whom he can return the smi le in the company, then the fami ly

is even more needed as a compensat ion" But imagine the fami ly does

not funct ion very wel l  e i ther,  and maybe exact ly for  the same

reasons; inabi l i t .y  to vnice deeper concerns ber:ause the mask f  a l ls

of f .  With the emphasis pr,r t .  on compet i t ion and career in IJS society the

company may be seen as more important than the fami ly,  incfuding by the

other fami ly members.  The spouse may complain,  "why can' t  you
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behave l ike the others,  why can' t ,  you play balr?".  The reasons

why may seem strange and unnecessar i ly  pedant ic or egocent.r ic to

the rest  of  the fami ly.  And i f  the person disappears into

alcohol ism they may even never know what those reasons were.

And that was the story oF sel f -destruct iveness: agressive-

ness turned inwards in a society where people l ive under excessive

pressure to keep smi l i  ng.  | , t ,hat  about the corresponding story

which would br ing in agressiveness without,  towards the outside?

Basical ly the theory would s imply be this:  i f  you cannot

handle a problem with somebody within the t imi ts set  by the

shared smi le--"1et us s i t  down together,  smi le to each other,  be

nice,  ta lk about the problem and we shal l  sooner or 1at-er arr ive

at a ccrmpromise"-  - then what do you do? you invi t -e the t r ther

in as a stranger,  using smi le I .  You add to that  some kind of

professional  re lat ionship,  for  instance as mediator in a conf l ic t ,

smi le I I .  You even invi te him into int imacy, a pr imary rel-at ion-

ship,  smi le rr I .  But none of  i t  worksi  reqardless of  what you

do the smi le is not f 'or thcominq. the person looks pained (rr  anqry,  wi th

a qr ievance paint .ed al l  over.  Hi-s face looks l ike a f is t ;  maybe

i t  even is a f is t" .  In Lhat case would not the adequate relat ion-

ship be one of  host i l i ty? I f  you cannot smi le.  what else is

there to do? Is the absence of  a smi le not actual ly an indicator

that th is person is less t .han human, and i f  that-  is  the case

shor-r ld he not be treated accordingly? Drres he not place himsel- f

or , t ts ide t .he commr_rni ty Df nice,  human beings?



At.  th is point  the outside wor ld might wonder whether i t

isn ' t  rather dangerous with th is interpretat ion of  the smi le

when hand guns are so generously distr ibuted as in the American

society.  l I  the fo l lowing is t rue:

(1) American interacLion is supposed to take place

in a smi l ino atmosDhere

(2) to stop smi l ing,  and worse, even to raise the

voice,  is a refusal  of  the invi tat ion to jo in

(  I  )  deep disagreement can, by def in i t ion,  not  be

voiced with a smi le/wi thout rais ing the voice

without being a hypocr i te

(4 )  deep disagreement combined with honesty is

tantamount to exi t inq l rom the pr imary,  the

secondary,  and even the tert iary relat ion--

to status as inhuman/unAmer: ican.

b-g!-  there are certainly l imi ts to debate and open disagreement in

general  in America,  And one might speculate:  is  i t  out  of  fear

of  such consequences that Americans in "debates" af ter  a speech

I imit  the part ic ipat ion Lo quest ion and answer,  thereby restr ict ing

the dj-scourse? l" lakinq for excel l -ent  d iscussions when people

basinal ly aqree, bad discussions when they don' t?

0f  course, th is does not prevent Americans from having

stronq views and from art iculat- ing them. But th is is done when

the r ther js not present,  physical ly an ouLsic ler"  The smi le is

noL Lested.,  ' I 'here i .s nei ther cat ,  nor smi le to st ick to AI ice

in Wonderlancl-- the pe,rson at tacked is not present.



Nor does i t  preVent Americans from beinq creat ive.  To the

contrary:  instead of  f iqht ing i t  out  inside an j_nst i tute/

company etc.  they break out before they are f i red,  set t ing up

their  own shop, smit ingly ( f rom I  v ia I I  to I I I ) , invi t inq others

Lo jo in--cont inuing the carousel .  l l /hoever has a new idea goes

somewhere efse i f  he feels strongly about i t ,  or  g ives up, and

cont inues the inside smi le.  A factor to take into account to

explain the high level  of  breakdown of  American fami l ies--why

quarrel  when you can leave? Rather have the fami ly as a c lear ing

house where the members exchanqe repo.r ts about what they are

doing?.--Keepinq interact ion to a smi l ing minimr. lm?

But i t  does make i t  d i f f icul t  for  Americans to relat .e

verbal ly over spad:f ; ls  of  d isagreernent.  The temptat ion wouf d be

to resort  to other types of  communicat ion that do not assume

a smi l ing reLat ionship,  sr :ch as f iqhts (pot i  ce/ni l i tary ap-

, tproache{ or lonq distance ecDnomic exchange. Homocicle.  Suic id. .YlafVtt .

In conclusion. some words comparinq the European (cont inental)

and American smi.1e sty1e.

The American advant-age is a f r iendly,  even seduct ive

almosphere that makes people feel  at  home, ready to y ie ld their

utmost.  The negat ive s ide is the inabi l i ty  to handfe basic

dissent,  and the disastrous consequences, in human l ;pr :ms. to

the dissenters "  Sel f -destruct ion,  and destruct ion by others.
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0n the other hand, he who is f rozen out might make i t  some-

where else,  He may "resign",  something Americans do very of ten

(" .g.  in Washington, D.C.) .  This may (or may not)  be the end of

the old group--and at  the same t ime the bir th of  a new; in stronq

compet. i t ion.  However,  nowhere in th is is abi l i ty  to understandl

leaving alone to countenance, basic disagreements developed--

onry smi l ing abi l i ty  to compromise, agreeinq on how to brush

real  problems under the carpet.

The Europeans fove these problems, and br ing them up of ten.

You can watch them leavinq a hiqh r ise bui ld ing in the morning,

already putt ing on a non-smi l ing f 'ace r  prepar ing for Lhe argu-

ments of  the day. Problems are art iculated. And people stay on.

They move less.  And there is less dynamism.

When a real  problem Domes up, however,  i t  wi l l  touch a

mote responsive r :ord in Er:rope than in America "  The reason is

simple:  people are used to art iculaLion them themselves not just  to

hear somebody efse ta 1k about thenr .  There i  s less fear,  less

panic.  Less over-react ion;  possibly at  the expense of  cynical

under-reant ion.

To a Iuropean, America,  f rom this smi le ang1e. rooks super-

f ic ia l .  To an American, Europe looks sour,  argumentat ive,  non-

product. ive" And tr :  a th i rd party bnth may have advantaqes and dis-

advantages. But he wi l1 be in 1i t t le doubt as to who mav be mole

agqressive and ki11 more. He who smi les mos,t .


