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PEN POINT

It's Okay Not to Smile

We should allow our faces to show when we are happy,
concerned, calm, hurt or sad.

BY JIM CAMPBELL

You've probably noticed my pic-
ture printed at the end of these articles.
So you'll have figured out I'm one of
those who go rigid when someone sug-
gests I smile for the camera. I'm basically
cheerful, T laugh and smile a lot, but turn-
ing a photogenic smile on — not easy.

I'm happy it is not genetic. Our teenage
granddaughters can turn on lovely smiles
for the camera. They can even do the
‘pose’; you know — the glance over the
shoulder, the sultry look, that sort of
thing. Well, they are teenagers. Anyway,
with the new no-smiling policy for pass-
port pictures, I'm right at home.

In a TV studio I watched the show’s
host; when he got the signal to start he
turned on a 1,000-watt smile, and when

the light on the camera went off, so did
his smile. Smiling is a big deal in our soci-
ety, not only for TV hosts. Advertisements
promote dentists as people who produce
smiles and there’s no word about cavities.
The hygienist at my dentist’s office
offered to give me a whitening treatment.
I told her it would be a waste on me; I'm
not into full-tooth smiles.

Models on the runways affect painfully
serious looks (the fashions are often so
ridiculous, if they smiled it might ignite
waves of laughter at the humorous
clothes they have to wear). But almost
everyone else in the public’s eye is
expected to smile — flight attendants,
clerks in stores, nurses and doctors in
hospitals and, of course, politicians. The
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word is that every customer,
client or voter must be greet-
ed with a smile.

On a recent trip, the pas-
senger relations officer on our
cruise ship was having a very
rough day. To be clear, she
was having a horrid day. It
was the last day of the cruise,
the ship was to dock nine
hours behind schedule, every-
one’s disembarking plans
were disrupted — air flights, bus connec-
tions, hotel accommodations, everything.
Her job was to fix all the problems.

Her solid smile never wavered. It was
amazing! She was confronted by long lines
of passengers who were concerned, wor-
ried and apprehensive, and by angry ones
who seemed to believe the Pacific gale
we’d sailed through for three days up the
west coast had been specifically designed
to mess up their lives. Her smile was solid,
unwavering, relentless. Like the Duracell
bunny, it just kept going and going.

Smiles are great. They add a lovely
lightness to our days and they add a meas-
ure of comfort when strangers meet. I
smile a lot when greeting, meeting and
chatting with people. (I was once told I
‘work a room’ like a politician. Ouch!)
Apparently in Japan they are training ther-
apists who will help people to learn how
to smile in order to ease the mental stress
caused by work and social pressures.

The difficulty in our smiley culture is
that not smiling is working its way to
becoming an anti-social act, a sign of a
bad attitude. Sure as night follows day,
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sitting quietly with a calm or
serious
cause people to say things
like: “What’s the matter? Not
feeling well? Why the frown?
Come on now, life’s not that
bad.”

Many have observed, with
dismay, that smiles are rarely
seen on people as they make
their way to work in the
morning. Is that a puzzle?
For heaven’s sake, riding crowded transit
vehicles, fighting the morning rush-hour
traffic, wondering what today’s chal-
lenges and e-mails will do to you in the
next eight hours are not the recipe ingre-
dients to produce smiles.

If the passenger relations manager had
got rid of her smile, 'm sure it would
have eased the anxiety of many of us; it
would have conveyed the message that
she understood the concern so many had
about contacting families and friends
who had promised to meet them.

I figure we should allow our faces to
do their job of communication, to show
when we are happy, concerned, calm,
hurt, when we are glad and sad. It’s like
truth in advertising. Maybe we should put
up a few signs: “It is okay not to smile.”

Anyway, I'm ready for the next pass-
port photo. 3
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B Jim Campbell is an Oakville-based
writer and author. Please send your
comments to homedgesteditor@sympatico.ca
or via post to 115 George St., Unit 1524,
Oakuville ON LG] 0A4.
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