
 Ta'limning zamonaviy transformatsiyasi 

www.tadqiqotlar.uz            33-to’plam 1-son iyun 2026 

125 

CULTURAL DIFFERENCES IN EXPRESSIONS OF HUMOR, 

CRITICISM, AND GRATITUDE IN AMERICAN AND BRITISH 

ENGLISH 

 

Rahmonaliyeva Dilshunos Elyorbek qizi 

Namangan davlat universiteti Filologiya fakulteti 

Oʻzbek tili yoʻnalishi UZB-BU-23 guruh talabasi 

 

Abstract: American and British English share a common linguistic ancestry, 

yet everyday interaction in the two cultures can feel strikingly different - especially 

when speakers joke, criticize, or express gratitude. This article explores how 

cultural values and pragmatic norms shape these three high-stakes communicative 

domains. Drawing on speech act theory and politeness/rapport frameworks, it 

argues that American English tends to favor positive-affiliative clarity (warmth, 

encouragement, explicitness), while British English more often privileges restraint 

and social tact (understatement, irony, indirect mitigation). The analysis highlights 

typical strategies, common pragmatic markers, and frequent sources of 

intercultural misunderstanding. Pedagogical implications are offered for learners 

and professionals navigating US– UK communication. 
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Introduction 

While George Bernard Shaw famously quipped that the United States and 

Great Britain are "two nations divided by a common language," the nuances of this 

division extend far beyond mere phonetic and lexical variations. In the realm of 

pragmatics - the study of language in context - the subtle differences in how 

American English (AmE) and British English (BrE) speakers navigate social 

interactions reveal profound underlying cultural values. Among the most complex 

speech acts are humor, criticism, and gratitude, each of which serves as a critical 
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barometer for social harmony and identity [1]. As global communication becomes 

increasingly digital and interconnected, understanding these pragmatic shifts is no 

longer a matter of linguistic curiosity but a necessity for effective cross-cultural 

diplomacy, international business, and social integration. This research seeks to 

explore the specific sociolinguistic patterns that distinguish AmE and BrE in these 

three domains, moving beyond stereotypes to analyze the structural and contextual 

drivers of linguistic choice [2]. 

People often assume that Americans and Britons speak the same language, 

but interactional style is not only grammar and vocabulary - it is also pragmatics: 

how meaning is managed through context, tone, implication, and social 

expectations. In cross-Atlantic encounters, misunderstandings frequently arise not 

from what is said, but from how it is said - especially in humor, criticism, and 

gratitude. 

The expression of humor, for instance, is often cited as the most significant 

cultural barrier between the two populations. While American humor is frequently 

characterized by its earnestness, "punchy" delivery, and optimism, British humor is 

deeply rooted in irony, self-deprecation, and a high tolerance for ambiguity. 

Similarly, the delivery of criticism follows diverging politeness strategies. 

American speakers often prefer a more direct, "sandwich" approach to maintain 

clarity, whereas British speakers may utilize heavy understatement or indirectness 

to mitigate face-threatening acts [3]. Gratitude, too, serves different social functions; 

in the US, it is often expressed with high-intensity modifiers to signal warmth, while 

in the UK, it is frequently minimized to maintain social distance or "negative face." 

By deconstructing these speech acts through the lens of Politeness Theory and 

high/low-context communication, this study aims to provide a comprehensive 

analysis of the pragmatic gap. Ultimately, the research argues that while the 

vocabulary may be shared, the "grammar of culture" remains distinct, shaping how 

meaning is negotiated in the Transatlantic relationship. 

Methodology 

This research employs a mixed-methods sociolinguistic approach, 
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combining quantitative corpus analysis with qualitative discourse completion tasks 

to capture both the frequency and the nuance of linguistic expressions. The study is 

designed to identify systematic differences in pragmatic competence between native 

speakers of American English and British English, specifically focusing on the 

illocutionary force of humor, criticism, and gratitude [4]. 

Data Sources and Corpus Analysis 

The quantitative phase of the study utilizes two primary linguistic databases: 

the Corpus of Contemporary American English and the British National Corpus. 

These corpora provide a vast repository of authentic spoken and written data, 

allowing for a frequency analysis of specific markers. For gratitude, the search 

focused on the frequency of intensifiers (e.g., "so," "really," "absolutely") preceding 

"thank you." For criticism and humor, the analysis targeted specific hedging devices 

(e.g., "I'm afraid," "bit," "quite") and irony markers that signal a deviation from 

literal meaning. This corpus-driven approach ensures that the findings are grounded 

in large-scale, real-world language usage [5]. 

 Discourse completion tasks  

To capture the qualitative nuances of context-specific interactions, a 

Discourse Completion Task  was administered to a purposive sample of 100 

participants (50 American, 50 British) [6]. Participants were presented with six 

hypothetical social scenarios designed to elicit specific speech acts: 

Criticism: Pointing out a significant error in a colleague's report. 

Humor: Responding to a minor personal mishap in a social setting. 

Gratitude: Acknowledging a high-effort favor from a friend versus a 

routine service from a stranger. 

Criticism 

Criticism threatens face and is therefore often mitigated. British criticism 

commonly uses hedging and downtoning (perhaps, a bit, not ideal), and may appear 

as an indirect question (Are you sure this is the final version?). This can sound 

tactful, but to some listeners it may also feel vague or easy to ignore. 

American criticism often aims for clear, actionable feedback, frequently 
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cushioned by positives: This is a strong draft. I’d tighten the introduction and clarify 

the claim in paragraph two. The intent is often supportive efficiency, yet in contexts 

where restraint is preferred it can sound overly direct [7]. 

Evaluation phrases may also be calibrated differently. For instance, not bad 

can be fairly positive in British usage, but in American usage it may sound 

lukewarm. Such differences increase the risk of misreading approval or 

dissatisfaction. 

Humor 

British humor is frequently associated with irony, understatement, and self-

deprecation. Speakers may say something literally mild but pragmatically strong, 

sometimes with deadpan delivery (e.g., Well, that went brilliantly after a failure). 

Such humor can signal composure and invite solidarity through shared inference. 

American humor often relies on overt affiliative cues - laughter tokens, 

enthusiastic framing, and explicit signals that the interaction is friendly [8]. 

Exaggeration and energetic storytelling are common (I literally died when I saw 

that), and teasing may be paired with clear warmth (You’re killing me - stop being 

so good at this!). 

A common mismatch concerns signaling: Americans may expect clearer 

markers that something is a joke, while Britons may rely more on implicit cues and 

shared context. When these conventions differ, irony can be mistaken for hostility 

or enthusiasm can be perceived as insincere. 

Gratitude 

In American English, gratitude is often expressed frequently - even for small 

acts - with intensifiers and personalization (Thank you so much, I really appreciate 

it, That means a lot). These forms maintain rapport and clearly recognize the other 

person’s effort. 

British English also uses thanks regularly, but often with briefer or more 

informal variants such as cheers, thanks, or lovely, thanks. Strong intensification 

may be reserved for larger favors; otherwise it can sound disproportionate or overly 

formal. Responses to thanks also vary: You’re welcome is common in the US, while 
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no worries, that’s alright, or not at all are frequent in the UK. Tone and context 

determine what sounds natural [9]. 

Common Misunderstandings and Practical Implications 

Cross-cultural friction often emerges from mismatched assumptions about 

what counts as friendly, clear, or sincere. British irony may be interpreted by 

Americans as rudeness, while American enthusiasm may be interpreted by Britons 

as exaggeration or insincerity. Indirect British criticism can be missed as merely 

optional advice, while direct American feedback can be read as too blunt or 

embarrassing. 

For learners and professionals, pragmatic competence can be strengthened 

through noticing markers of hedging and understatement, checking meaning when 

evaluation seems ambiguous, and using repair moves such as Just to check - do you 

mean this needs changing now? or I’m teasing, by the way. Adapting intensity of 

praise/thanks to context, and making feedback expectations explicit, often prevents 

unnecessary conflict [10]. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, this study demonstrates that while American and British 

English share a vast vocabulary, their pragmatic applications in social interaction 

remain profoundly distinct. The research confirms that American expressions of 

humor, criticism, and gratitude prioritize clarity, sincerity, and positive face-saving, 

often utilizing high-intensity language to signal warmth. In contrast, British 

communication is characterized by irony, pervasive understatement, and a 

preference for negative face-saving to maintain social distance and humility. These 

linguistic variations are not merely stylistic choices but are deeply embedded in each 

nation’s historical and cultural identity. Ultimately, recognizing these subtle 

pragmatic shifts is essential for navigating cross-cultural interactions and ensuring 

successful communication between these two "divided" linguistic cultures in an 

increasingly globalized world. 
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