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Abstract 

This article examines the linguistic and cultural specificity of British humor as 

well as the humorous functions of English idioms. The study explores the logical 

structure of British humor and analyses irony, self-deprecation, wordplay and 

absurdity as its main mechanisms. The contextual meanings of idioms, their 

capacity to produce laughter and their dependence on cultural background are 

analysed, and the importance of these aspects for learners of English is 

substantiated. 
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Introduction 

Humor occupies a special place in British national identity. It is often described 

as the most distinctive feature of British communicative behavior and is 

considered an essential element of the cultural code of the nation. Researchers 

note that humor in Britain functions not only as a means of entertainment but also 

as a tool of social regulation, a marker of class identity and a mechanism for 

coping with uncomfortable situations1. The famous British sociolinguist Kate Fox 

argues that the rules of humor in Britain are so deeply embedded in everyday 

interaction that almost every conversation contains an element of irony, banter or 

understatement. 

Idioms, in turn, represent a unique layer of language in which the cultural, 

historical and worldview characteristics of a people are reflected. English idioms 

often serve as carriers of humorous meaning: their literal interpretation creates a 

 
1Fox, K. (2014). Watching the English: The Hidden Rules of English Behaviour. London: Hodder & Stoughton. P. 

65. 
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comic effect, and their metaphorical sense reveals an unexpected logic of 

perception. For learners of English as a foreign language, understanding the logic 

behind British humor and idiomatic expressions is one of the most difficult yet 

most rewarding tasks, since it gives access to the authentic communicative space 

of native speakers. 

The relevance of this study is determined by the growing need for intercultural 

communication competence. According to recent data, English remains the most 

studied foreign language in the world, with over 1.5 billion learners globally2. 

However, while grammar and vocabulary are taught systematically, pragmatic 

and cultural components such as humor and idiomatic usage remain 

underrepresented in language education. This article therefore aims to analyse the 

logical foundations of British humor and the role of idioms in its construction. 

 

METHODS 

The research is based on a combination of descriptive, comparative and 

pragmatic-stylistic methods. The descriptive method was used to systematize the 

main types of British humor. The comparative method allowed us to contrast 

British humor with humor traditions of other cultures and to identify culturally 

specific features. The pragmatic-stylistic analysis was applied to authentic 

material drawn from British sitcoms, stand-up performances, classic literature 

and contemporary media texts. In addition, a corpus-based approach was used to 

study the frequency and contextual usage of selected idioms. 

 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

The analysis revealed that British humor is built upon several interconnected 

logical principles. The most prominent of them are irony, self-deprecation, 

understatement, absurdity and wordplay. Each of these mechanisms reflects a 

particular cognitive operation: the violation of expectation, the deliberate 

contradiction between form and meaning or the playful manipulation of linguistic 

units. 

1. Irony as the dominant principle. Irony is widely recognized as the most 

characteristic feature of British humor. It functions through the contrast between 

 
2Ethnologue. (2023). Languages of the World. https://www.ethnologue.com/. 
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what is said and what is meant. A classic example is the response “Lovely 

weather, isn’t it?” uttered during heavy rain. The logical mechanism here is based 

on the violation of the Gricean maxim of quality: the speaker says something 

obviously false in order to communicate a different, often critical, meaning. Irony 

in British discourse is not aggressive; rather, it serves as a polite way of 

expressing disagreement or dissatisfaction. 

2. Self-deprecation and politeness. Another distinctive feature is self-deprecating 

humor. British speakers tend to underestimate their own achievements and 

abilities, which is perceived as a sign of modesty and good manners. From a 

pragmatic perspective, self-deprecation functions as a face-saving strategy in the 

framework of Brown and Levinson’s politeness theory. By lowering one’s own 

status, the speaker reduces the social distance and creates an atmosphere of trust. 

3. Understatement. Understatement is a stylistic device closely related to irony. 

Phrases such as “not bad” meaning excellent, or “a bit of a problem” referring to 

a serious crisis, illustrate how the British prefer restraint over exaggeration. 

Understatement reflects the cultural value of emotional control and the avoidance 

of direct conflict. 

4. Absurdity and the tradition of nonsense. The tradition of British absurdist 

humor, represented by Lewis Carroll, Edward Lear and later by the Monty Python 

comedy group, demonstrates the cognitive pleasure derived from the deliberate 

violation of logical norms. Absurdity in British humor is not chaotic; on the 

contrary, it follows its own internal logic in which improbable premises lead to 

seemingly valid conclusions. 

5. Wordplay and idiomatic humor. Wordplay is one of the most productive sources 

of humor in English. It exploits polysemy, homonymy and the literal/figurative 

duality of idioms. For example, the idiom “to pull someone’s leg” meaning “to 

tease” becomes a source of humor when used in a context where a literal 

interpretation is also possible. Idioms such as “to kick the bucket”, “to let the cat 

out of the bag” or “it’s raining cats and dogs” contain vivid imagery that, when 

decoded, produces a comic effect for foreign learners who attempt to translate 

them literally. 

From a cognitive perspective, the humor of idioms is explained by the theory of 

incongruity proposed by Victor Raskin and Salvatore Attardo. According to this 

theory, a humorous utterance contains two opposing scripts that are 
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simultaneously activated. The listener experiences a sudden shift from one script 

to another, which produces laughter. Idioms are particularly suitable for this 

mechanism because they always contain a tension between their literal and 

figurative meanings. 

The cultural component of idiomatic humor cannot be overestimated. Many 

English idioms originate from historical events, sports, weather, the sea and 

everyday rural life. Without knowledge of this background, the humorous 

potential of an idiom remains hidden. For instance, the expression “to throw in 

the towel” originates from boxing, and its humorous use in non-sporting contexts 

depends on the awareness of this source. 

 

CONCLUSION 

British humor represents a complex semiotic system in which linguistic, cognitive 

and cultural mechanisms interact. Its logical foundations are based on irony, self-

deprecation, understatement, absurdity and wordplay, with idioms serving as one 

of the most productive resources for humorous expression. The study has shown 

that idioms are not merely lexical units but cultural texts that encode the 

worldview of the nation. 

For learners of English as a foreign language, mastering British humor and 

idiomatic expressions is a key step toward genuine intercultural communicative 

competence. Teaching materials should integrate authentic humorous discourse, 

including sitcoms, satirical texts and stand-up performances, and should pay 

special attention to the pragmatic dimension of idiomatic usage. Further research 

may focus on the comparative analysis of British humor with humor traditions of 

other English-speaking nations, as well as on the development of methodological 

recommendations for teaching idiomatic humor in non-native classrooms. 
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