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Abstract

This paper explores the linguistic means used to express reproach and criticism in
English. Reproach and criticism are essential components of interpersonal
communication, often used to regulate behavior, express dissatisfaction, or call
attention to errors. However, these expressions are often mitigated or softened due
to social norms, politeness strategies, and cultural expectations. The study analyzes
both direct and indirect forms of criticism, focusing on their grammatical structures,
lexical choices, and pragmatic functions in various social contexts.
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Introduction

Reproach refers to an expression of disapproval or disappointment about someone's
actions and in every language, speakers use specific linguistic tools to express
dissatisfaction or disagreement. In English, criticism and reproach can take many
forms, ranging from blunt statements to highly mitigated expressions. The way
criticism is delivered often reflects cultural values such as politeness, face-saving,
and indirectness. Understanding how reproach is linguistically expressed helps
learners of English navigate complex social interactions effectively. Pragmatic
studies on reproach have examined its roles and forms across different languages.
Based on Brown and Levinson’s politeness theory, reproach is considered a face-
threatening act because it endangers the "face" or self-image of the individual being
criticized. As a result, people use various strategies to reduce its negative effect.
These strategies depend largely on cultural values related to politeness, social
hierarchy, and the concept of face [1].
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Main body

In English-speaking Western societies, people tend to soften reproaches by using
indirect language or hedging. However, how directly someone expresses reproach
can also depend on how well the people know each other and how socially distant

they are. In contrast, many Asian cultures, emphasize social harmony and tend to
avoid direct confrontation. They usually rely on subtle language or non-verbal
signals when reproaching others. Likewise, in Arab cultures, reproach is usually
moderated by respect for authority and social hierarchy, though it can be more direct
when there are close personal relationships involved [2].

Criticism is broader and may include evaluative comments aimed at correcting or
judging behavior. Politeness strategies play a significant role in how criticism is
phrased, especially in cultures like those of English-speaking countries, where
indirectness is valued. Criticism is divided into direct and indirect types. Direct
criticism 1s explicit and leaves little room for interpretation. It is often used in
hierarchical relationships or in contexts where clarity is prioritized over politeness.
"You didn’t do this correctly." '"That was a bad decision." "This is
unacceptable."

Indirect criticism, softens the message to reduce the threat to the listener’s face. This
strategy i1s more common in professional and academic settings, or among peers.
""Maybe we could try a different approach next time."

"I see what you mean, but have you considered...?"

When giving criticism, especially in professional or interpersonal settings, the way
something is said often matters just as much as what is being said. Direct or blunt
criticism can come across as harsh or even confrontational. That’s why people often
use certain linguistic strategies to soften their tone, make their message more
diplomatic, and maintain a respectful atmosphere. Below are some of the most
common techniques used.

Modal verbs. Modal verbs are frequently used to express suggestions or criticisms
in a softer, more tentative way. Instead of sounding like a direct command or
judgment, the criticism comes across as a possibility or recommendation. This
approach leaves room for discussion and avoids sounding too forceful.

“Y ou might want to revise this part.”

122 |Page



+%; E CONF SERIES

E CONF SERIES

International Conference on Economics, Finance, Banking and Management
Hosted online from Paris, France
Website: econfseries.com 24" June, 2025

“Could you be more careful next time?”

Hedging Language. Hedging involves using words and phrases that make
statements less direct or less certain. It can help reduce the impact of criticism and
give the listener space to reflect without feeling attacked. Common hedges include:

29 ¢¢ 29 ¢¢ 29 ¢¢

“a bit,” “perhaps,” “seems like,” “might,” “slightly.” These expressions show that
the speaker 1s open to interpretation rather than making absolute claims.

“This might be slightly off.”

“It seems like the argument could be clearer here.”

Passive Voice. The passive voice is often used to shift the focus away from the
person and toward the action or issue itself. This makes the criticism feel less
personal and more objective. By avoiding direct blame, this strategy helps maintain
a more neutral tone.

“The report was not submitted on time.”

(Instead of: “You didn’t submit the report on time.”)

Question forms. Using questions instead of statements is another way to make
criticism feel less confrontational. Questions can invite reflection and discussion
rather than putting someone on the defensive. This method encourages the other
person to consider alternatives or justify their decisions without feeling accused.
“Do you think this was the best way to handle it?”

“Is there a reason this wasn’t included?

Pragmatic and Cultural Considerations. English-speaking cultures, especially in
the UK and North America, often prioritize politeness and indirectness in everyday
interaction. Criticizing someone directly is considered rude unless the social context
(such as military, emergency, or sports coaching) allows it. In contrast, some cultures
view directness as honesty and value it more in criticism. Criticism in English often
uses face-saving strategies?:

o Using praise before or after criticism (the “sandwich” method)

o Emphasizing shared goals (“We want this to succeed, so we need to...”) [3]
The way criticism is expressed is greatly influenced by social and contextual factors.
Power relations play a key role; for example, a boss may criticize an employee more
directly than the other way around [4]. Social distance also matters—people tend to

123 |Page



«%; E CONF SERIES

E CONF SERIES

International Conference on Economics, Finance, Banking and Management
Hosted online from Paris, France
Website: econfseries.com 24" June, 2025

be more cautious when criticizing strangers than close friends. The context of the
interaction, whether public or private, affects the tone and form of criticism as well.

Conclusion

Reproach and criticism in English are not just linguistic actions but social acts
influenced by context, relationship, and cultural norms. While English allows for
both direct and indirect criticism, the prevailing trend—especially in formal and
cross-cultural communication—is toward mitigation and politeness. Language
learners and professionals alike benefit from understanding these strategies to
communicate effectively and appropriately in English.
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