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Smiling is a fundamental part of how we interact with other people, 

but what if you were not able to do it? 

By Neil Steinberg 
 From Mosaic 
21 June 2018 
 
Taken and adapted from: http://www.bbc.com/future/story/20180619-the-people-who-
cannot-smile by Beatriz Solino 

 

Kevin Portillo practises smiling every day at home. Usually after brushing his 

teeth. Or when stopping by the bathroom, or anywhere with a mirror. He 

hooks an index finger into each side of his mouth and pulls gently upward. He 

puckers his face into a kiss, then opens wide into an O, trying to limber up his 

facial muscles. He practises both the Mona Lisa – slight, closed-lip – and a 

wide, toothy smile. At least, he’s supposed to do his exercises every day. Being 

13, he sometimes forgets, though he understands their importance. 

 “I need to stretch my cheeks,” he says. “I do it for a couple of minutes. I have 

to do it every single day.” He exercises so much that his jaw sometimes hurts. 

Kevin was born in New Jersey with a rare malignant vascular tumour, a 

kaposiform haemangioendothelioma, covering the left side of his face, 

squeezing shut his left eye and pushing his nose to the right. Immediately after 

his birth, doctors whisked him away to another hospital in another state – the 

Children’s Hospital of Philadelphia. His mother didn’t see him again until he 

was eight days old. The doctor told Kevin’s parents that the chance of him 

surviving was slim. 

But survive he did. However, the large tumour and the damage from its 

treatment prevented him from being able to do one of the most fundamental 

things humans do. Smile. 

Smiles are definitely communicative – people smile more when in public than 

they do when alone, and more when interacting with others than when not. 

Scientists have shown that smiles are far easier to recognise than other 

expressions. What they don’t know is why. “We can do really well recognising 

smiles,” says Aleix Martinez, a professor of electrical and computer 

engineering at Ohio State University and founder of its Computational Biology 
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and Cognitive Science Lab. “Why is that true? Nobody can 

answer that right now. We don’t know. I can show you an image for just 10 

milliseconds and you can tell me it’s a smile. It does not work with any other 

expression.” 

Bafflingly, fear takes an exposure time of 250 milliseconds to recognise – 25 

times as long as a smile. “Recognising fear is fundamental to survival, while a 

smile…” muses Martinez. “But that’s how we are wired.” Other studies have 

shown that smiling faces are also judged as more familiar than neutral ones. 

Scientists such as Martinez theorises that smiles – as well as frowns and other 

facial expressions – are remnants of humanity’s distant pre-linguistic heritage. 

Human language started developing as far back as 100,000 years ago, but our 

facial expressions reach back further still, perhaps as far as some of our 

earliest human ancestors. “Before we could communicate verbally, we had to 

communicate with our faces,” Martinez says. 

Interpreting the nuances in a smile is a challenge whether dealing with art 

history or interpersonal encounters or the cutting edge of artificial 

intelligence. A 2016 study, for example, questioned thousands of people in 44 

cultures about sets of photographs of eight faces – four smiling, four not.  

Most of these people deemed the smiling faces to be more honest than the 

non-smiling ones. This difference was huge in some countries, such as 

Switzerland, Australia and the Philippines, but small in others, such as 

Pakistan, Russia and France. And in a few countries, such as Iran, India and 

Zimbabwe, there was no trustworthiness benefit to smiling at all. 
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