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INTRODUC TION 

Silence occupies a paradoxical place in the study of human 

communication: it is defined negatively, as the absence of 

speech, yet it is routinely experienced by interlocutors as filled 

with meaning, and in many contexts a well-placed silence 

communicates more precisely, and more powerfully, than any 

utterance could. This paradox has motivated a growing body 

of pragmatic and paralinguistic scholarship treating silence not 

as a communicative void but as a sign in its own right, 

possessing semantic content that can be interpreted and 

pragmatic force that can be described – what Jaworski 

influentially termed the “power of silence” and what more 

recent scholarship, following Ephratt, has come to call 

“eloquent silence.” Within this framework, silence is 

understood as paralinguistic precisely because, like intonation, 
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tempo, or voice quality, it accompanies and modifies verbal 

communication without itself belonging to the lexico-

grammatical system, and because, like other paralinguistic 

signs, its interpretation depends heavily on the sociocultural 

conventions of the communicative community in which it 

occurs. This dependence on cultural convention is the starting 

point for the present study: Uzbek and English communicative 

cultures both assign meaning to silence, but they do not 

appear to assign the same meaning, nor to value silence to 

the same degree, in comparable communicative situations. In 

Uzbek communicative culture, shaped by a broadly collectivist 

social order and by pronounced age- and status-based 

hierarchies, silence toward an elder or a person of higher 

social standing is conventionally read as a sign of respect, 

humility, and self-restraint, and the culturally specific notion 

of uyat (shame, modesty, propriety) further motivates silence 

around topics that would threaten another's dignity or one's 

own. In English communicative culture, by contrast, silence in 

ordinary conversational exchange is more often experienced 

as a gap to be filled, an index of awkwardness, disagreement, 

or social discomfort, even though English speakers, like 

speakers of any language, also recognize and value silence in 

specific ritually marked contexts. This apparent divergence 

raises a genuine semantic-pragmatic question rather than a 

merely anecdotal or impressionistic one: is the sign “silence” 

semantically constant across the two communicative cultures, 

with only its pragmatic evaluation varying by context and 

convention, or does the divergence run deeper, such that 

Uzbek and English silence are, in an important sense, different 

signs that happen to share a common physical substrate of 

unfilled communicative time? The present article addresses 

this question by undertaking a semantic-pragmatic, 

contrastive analysis of silence as a paralinguistic sign in Uzbek 

and English communicative culture, with the aim of identifying 

both the shared semantic core of meaningful silence and the 

culturally specific pragmatic functions it performs in each 

tradition. 

METHODS 

The study adopts a descriptive-analytical and comparative-

contrastive method appropriate to a semantic-pragmatic 

investigation of a paralinguistic phenomenon that is not readily 

quantifiable through purely distributional or statistical means. 

The material base consists of two complementary sources: 

first, a purposively assembled set of illustrative excerpts drawn 

from Uzbek and English literary prose and dialogue, in which 

authors represent communicatively meaningful silence 

explicitly through narrative commentary (for example, 

descriptions of a character's silence as expressing respect, 

shame, grief, or protest), supplemented by proverbial and 

phraseological material in both languages that encodes 

conventional cultural attitudes toward silence (such as Uzbek 

proverbs valorizing restrained speech and English idioms 

including “silence is golden” and “the silent treatment”); and 

second, the theoretical and typological literature on the 

pragmatics of silence, principally Kurzon's four-part typology 

of conversational, thematic, textual, and situational silence, 

and Ephratt's functional model distinguishing structural 

silence, which merely marks the absence of speech, from 

communicatively loaded silence, which performs 

psychological, interactive, social, and rhetorical functions. 

Each illustrative instance of silence identified in the literary and 

phraseological material was classified according to Kurzon's 

typology and then analyzed for its semantic content (what the 

silence is interpreted as meaning within the represented 

scene) and its pragmatic function (what communicative work 

the silence performs – signaling respect, avoiding face-threat, 

marking ritual solemnity, expressing protest, and so forth), 

following Ephratt's functional categories. The Uzbek and 

English instances classified under each type were then 

systematically compared to identify points of semantic-

pragmatic convergence and divergence between the two 

communicative cultures. As with the comparative-conceptual 

method employed in related theoretical work on 

paracommunication, the approach here is qualitative and 

interpretive rather than corpus-statistical, consistent with the 

aim of clarifying the semantic-pragmatic status of silence as a 

culturally variable paralinguistic sign rather than measuring its 

frequency of occurrence. 

RESULTS 

Applying Kurzon's typology to the assembled Uzbek and 

English material yields four recurrent types of 

communicatively meaningful silence, each of which carries a 

broadly similar semantic core across the two cultures but a 

distinct pragmatic loading within each; these types, together 

with their characteristic manifestations in Uzbek and English 

communicative culture, are summarized in Table 1 and 

schematized in Figure 3. Conversational silence, the intra-

dialogue pause, is semantically constant as a signal of turn-

transition or processing time in both languages, but the Uzbek 

material shows a marked tolerance for prolonged, unfilled 
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pauses in address to elders or superiors, where haste to 

respond can itself be read as a face-threatening breach of 

respect, whereas the English material shows a comparatively 

low tolerance for silence of the same duration, which speakers 

routinely repair with verbal backchannels. Thematic silence, 

the deliberate non-mention of an identifiable topic, is 

governed in the Uzbek material principally by the culturally 

specific category of uyat, extending to topics such as personal 

finances, illness, and family discord, while the English material 

shows a structurally similar but differently delimited zone of 

avoidance organized around a more individualistic conception 

of privacy, covering topics such as salary and age. Situational 

silence, required by ritual or institutional context independent 

of the individual's communicative intention, is semantically 

equivalent across the two cultures – both recognize contexts 

in which silence is simply the expected form of participation – 

but its characteristic occasions differ, with the Uzbek material 

foregrounding mourning ritual (matam) and deference in the 

presence of elders, and the English material foregrounding the 

secular “minute of silence” and courtroom procedure. 

Eloquent or expressive silence, in which the silence itself is the 

primary bearer of an emotional or evaluative message, shows 

the sharpest pragmatic divergence: the Uzbek material 

overwhelmingly encodes such silence positively, as an index 

of restrained dignity (sabr) even when used to express implicit 

protest or reproach, whereas the English material treats 

expressive silence more ambivalently, capable of signaling 

thoughtful agreement but equally, and perhaps more saliently 

in casual registers, functioning as a hostile “silent treatment” 

withdrawn from the interaction altogether. 

Table 1. A comparative semantic-pragmatic typology of silence in Uzbek and English communicative culture. 

Type of Silence 
(Kurzon 2007) 

Semantic-Pragmatic 
Function 

Manifestation in Uzbek 
Communicative Culture 

Manifestation in English 
Communicative Culture 

Conversational 
silence 

A pause within an ongoing 
exchange that signals turn-
yielding, hesitation, or 
processing time. 

Frequently prolonged and 
left unfilled, especially 
toward elders or superiors, 
where a quick reply may be 
read as disrespectful haste. 

Comparatively brief; 
extended pauses are often 
experienced as awkward and 
are filled with backchannels 
(“well…”, “um…”). 

Thematic silence 
The deliberate non-mention 
of a topic that remains 
identifiable from context. 

Common around topics 
governed by uyat 
(shame/modesty) – 
personal finances, illness, 
family conflict – avoided out 
of politeness. 

Associated with topics 
marked as private or taboo 
(salary, health, age), avoided 
to protect individual privacy. 

Situational silence 

Silence required or expected 
by the ritual or institutional 
setting itself, independent of 
the individual's intention. 

Marked in mourning rituals 
(matam), religious 
recitation, and in the 
presence of elders during 
formal gatherings. 

Marked in the “minute of 
silence,” courtroom 
procedure, and religious or 
memorial observance. 

Eloquent / 
expressive silence 

Silence that itself carries an 
emotional or evaluative 
message rather than merely 
withholding one. 

Read positively as a marker 
of respect, humility, or 
restrained dignity (sabr); 
can also express protest or 
reproach toward a 
wrongdoer. 

More ambivalent: can index 
thoughtful agreement or, 
conversely, disapproval and 
emotional withdrawal (“the 
silent treatment”). 
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Figure 3. Taxonomy of meaningful silence applied in the present analysis (adapted from Kurzon's 2007 

typology). 

DISCUSSION 

The pattern that emerges across all four types is consistent 

enough to support a general interpretive claim: the semantic 

core of silence as sign – an intentional or conventionally 

expected withholding of verbal expression that is nonetheless 

interpreted as communicatively meaningful – is stable across 

Uzbek and English communicative culture, while its pragmatic 

evaluation, the positive or negative social value attached to a 

given silence in a given context, is culturally calibrated and, in 

several of the types examined, calibrated in systematically 

different directions. This divergence is well accounted for by 

the broader distinction between high-context and low-context 

communicative orientation and by the collectivist-individualist 

axis of cultural variation, since a communicative culture that 

relies more heavily on shared context, social hierarchy, and 

implicit understanding, as Uzbek communicative culture does, 

has structural reasons to treat silence as an efficient and often 

respectful carrier of implicit meaning, whereas a 

communicative culture that relies more heavily on explicit 

verbal encoding and on the individual's right to disclose or 

withhold information at will, as is more characteristic of Anglo-

American English communicative norms, has correspondingly 

structural reasons to treat unexplained silence with greater 

suspicion or discomfort. The eloquent-silence category is the 

clearest illustration of this difference, since the very same 

acoustic and behavioral event – a person saying nothing in 

response to a provocation or a difficult question – is available 

in both cultures to express restraint, but only the Uzbek 

material consistently frames this restraint as dignified and 

other-oriented, while the English material just as readily 

frames an equivalent silence as a punitive withdrawal directed 

against the interlocutor. These findings carry practical 

implications beyond descriptive linguistics: in intercultural 

communication and in translation, a silence that is 

semantically and pragmatically unmarked, even respectful, in 

one culture risks being pragmatically misread as evasive, 

hostile, or socially awkward when transferred without 

commentary into the other, so that translators and 

intercultural communication trainers working between Uzbek 

and English need to attend to silence as a translatable, 

culturally loaded unit in its own right rather than treating it as 

a communicative default requiring no interpretation. The 

present analysis is limited by its reliance on literary and 

phraseological illustration rather than on a systematically 

sampled corpus of naturally occurring interaction, and the 

typological categories adopted from Kurzon, while analytically 

productive, do not exhaust every culturally specific subtype of 

silence that closer ethnographic or conversation-analytic work 

might reveal; the findings reported here should accordingly be 

read as an initial semantic-pragmatic mapping that future 

corpus-based and experimental research can test, refine, and 

extend. 

CONCLUSION 

This article has argued that silence functions as a genuine 

paralinguistic sign with a stable semantic core and a culturally 

variable pragmatic value, and it has shown, through a 

https://eipublication.com/index.php/eijps


European International Journal of Philological Sciences (ISSN: 2751-1715) 
 

219 
 

https://eipublication.com/index.php/eijps 

comparative analysis of conversational, thematic, situational, 

and eloquent silence in Uzbek and English communicative 

culture, that Uzbek communicative practice tends to encode 

silence positively as a marker of respect, modesty, and 

dignified restraint within a hierarchically and collectively 

oriented social order, while English communicative practice 

treats silence more ambivalently, as appropriate within clearly 

ritualized contexts but often as an uncomfortable or even 

confrontational gap within ordinary conversational exchange. 

Because this divergence is systematic rather than incidental, 

silence deserves treatment as a first-class object of contrastive 

paralinguistic and pragmatic research, on a par with 

intonation, gesture, and gaze, rather than as a residual 

category defined merely by the absence of speech. The 

comparative typology and the semantic-pragmatic distinctions 

developed here are offered as a conceptual foundation for 

further, empirically grounded contrastive study of silence in 

Uzbek and English, with direct relevance for intercultural 

communication training, literary and pragmatic translation, 

and the broader dissertation research program on 

paralinguistic and nonverbal means of communication in the 

two languages. 
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