ACADEVY ILMIY-AMALIY KONFERENSIYASI

“‘ INNOV ATIVE YOSH OLIMLAR
in-academy.uz/index.php/yo

PRAGMATIC ASPECTS OF SILENCE IN COMMUNICATION: A COMPARATIVE

STUDY OF UZBEK AND BRITISH CULTURES

Yangibayeva B.Ye.
Assistant teacher, Nukus State Technical University
https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.18220137
Annotation
This thesis examines the pragmatic functions of silence in communication across Uzbek
and British cultures. Silence is often overlooked in linguistic research, yet it plays a significant
role in shaping interpersonal interactions, conveying meaning, maintaining social harmony,
and managing face. Uzbek culture uses silence as a strategy of respect, politeness, and
emotional control, while British culture employs silence as a marker of privacy, personal
boundaries, and conversational structure. Using examples from authentic discourse and
research in pragmatics, this study demonstrates how silence can express agreement,
disagreement, politeness, hesitation, or emotional restraint. The thesis highlights cross-cultural
differences and offers insights for improving intercultural communication.
Key words: silence, pragmatics, intercultural communication, politeness strategies,
speech acts, Uzbek culture, British culture, communication norms
The study of language traditionally focuses on spoken or written words. However,
silence—though invisible—is a powerful communicative tool shaped deeply by culture. In
pragmatics, silence is considered a meaningful sign within interaction, functioning as part of
the message. As Saville-Troike (1985) notes, silence can serve social, emotional, and
interactional purposes depending on the cultural context [1]. This thesis compares the
pragmatic functions of silence in Uzbek and British communicative traditions to illustrate how
silence reflects broader cultural values.
Cultural Understanding of Silence
Silence in Uzbek Culture: Respect and Social Harmony
Uzbek culture is collectivist, hierarchical, and relationship-oriented. Silence is often used
to demonstrate respect (hurmat), modesty, and self-control (bosiqlik). Speech is regulated
according to age, status, and context.
Examples:
e Ayounger person remains silent while elders speak.
e A guest listens silently before responding, showing respect.
« Silence may replace direct disagreement to avoid conflict.
This pattern aligns with Wierzbicka’s (1991) observation that cultures with high power
distance often treat silence as a sign of respect [2].
Silence in British Culture: Privacy and Non-Imposition
British communication values personal space, conversational order, and emotional

restraint. Silence indicates reflection, politeness, or a reluctance to impose. British silence often
results from the cultural principle of "not disturbing others."
Examples:
e Pauses are allowed to give space for thought.
e Silence is used to avoid emotional intensity.
o A brief silence before refusal softens the response.
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As Jaworski (1993) emphasizes, British silence is typically more individualistic than
collectivist [3].
Silence as a Pragmatic Strategy in Speech Acts
1. Silence in Requests
In Uzbek communication, silence can indicate hesitation before making a request,
showing modesty:
e “Aka... (silence)... bir yordam bersangiz bo‘ladimi?”
In British communication, silence often signals politeness while the speaker formulates a
softened request:
e “I was wondering... (pause)... if you might help me.”
2. Silence in Refusals
Refusal is a face-threatening act, so both cultures use silence to mitigate it.
Uzbek:
Silence before refusal softens it and expresses reluctance:

e (Silence)... “Bilmayman, qiyinroq bo‘lyapti.”
British:
A short pause appears before a soft, indirect refusal:
e (Pause) “I'm not sure I can manage that, actually.”
However, in Uzbek, silence may itself function as refusal, while in British culture it must
be accompanied by verbal cues.
3. Silence in Disagreement

Uzbeks rarely express direct disagreement in hierarchical settings; silence protects
harmony.
Example:
e A student remaining silent after a teacher’s opinion—even if they disagree.
Britons may use silence to signal soft disagreement or to avoid confrontation:
e In meetings, a pause may imply discomfort or partial disagreement.
4. Silence in Compliment Responses
Uzbek responses often include modest silence before verbally rejecting or downplaying
the compliment:
e (Silence) “Qo‘ying-e, oddiy narsalar-da.”
British speakers accept compliments more readily, but with a brief pause to avoid
seeming arrogant:
e (Pause) “Thank you, that’s very kind.”
5. Silence in Emotional Expression
In Uzbek families, silence may signal emotional support, grief, or empathy.
British communicators use silence to manage emotions and avoid overwhelming others.
Examples:
e Quiet sympathy during sadness (Uzbek).
o Silent support instead of verbal comfort (British).
Contextual Silence: Social vs. Professional Situations
Uzbek Contexts
Silence is contextual and socially meaningful:
e In family gatherings: respect.

66



YOSH OLIMLAR
INNOVATIVE
“‘ ACADEVY ILMIY-AMALIY KONFERENSIYASI

in-academy.uz/index.php/yo

o At weddings: humility.
e During workplace meetings: hierarchy maintenance.
Breaking silence at the wrong moment may be seen as disrespectful.
British Contexts
Professional silence is linked to formality and efficient communication:
e Silence shows one is listening.
« Silence in interviews indicates reflection.
e Silence in meetings helps structure turn-taking.
Gender Differences in Silence
Studies show gendered patterns of silence:
Uzbek:
o Women may use silence to display modesty.
e Men may use silence to show authority.
British:
o Women often use silence to avoid conflict.
e Men may use silence to create conversational space.

These differences reflect social expectations rather than linguistic rules.

Misunderstandings in Intercultural Communication
Because silence carries different meanings, misunderstandings may occur:

o A British pause for politeness may seem hesitant or insincere to Uzbeks.
o Uzbek respectful silence may seem like lack of interest to Britons.
e Uzbek indirect silence-as-refusal may be misunderstood as agreement.
o A British person’s silent reflection may appear cold or distant.
Tannen (1984) notes that silence is one of the most common sources of
miscommunication across cultures [4].
Conclusion
Silence is not emptiness; it is communication shaped by cultural norms. Uzbek silence
expresses respect, modesty, and social harmony, while British silence signals non-imposition,
personal reflection, and emotional restraint. Understanding these pragmatic differences is
essential for successful intercultural communication. As interactions between cultures
increase, the ability to interpret silence correctly becomes as important as understanding
spoken language itself.
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