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Chapter One Introduction

Chapter One Introduction

Advertising is a symbol-manipulating occupation.
——S. 1. Hayakawa, Language in Thought and Action (1964)

1.1 Background of studies of advertising
language

The word “advertising” has its origin “ad vertere” in Latin
and “avetir” in French ( Yuan Han. 1991:2), meaning to “in-
form somebody of something” , “to bring into notice” or “to draw
attention to somebody”, etc.. In Chinese, the equivalent term
“guanggao” means “wide announcemeni”. But the definitions
may vary. According to Bovee and Arens (1992), “advertising
is the non-personal communication of information, usually paid
for and usually persuasive in nature about products, goods, serv-
ices or ideas by identified sponsors through various media”. Ad-
vertising is designed to dispose a person to buy a product, to sup-
port a cause, or even to do less consuming ( “demarketing” ). It
may be used to elect a candidate, to raise money for charity, or to
publicize union or management positions during a strike. Most ad-

vertising, however, is for the marketing of goods and services. As
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an act of communication, the ultimate goal of advertising is to
persuade customers to take action, that is, to consume. However
the influence of advertising on society transcends its persuasion.
Advertising as a meaningful discourse has four functions:1) con-
veying information; 2) persuading people to buy a product or use
a service; 3) building an image; 4) stimulating consumption.
(Li Juyuan, 2002:2) As R. White (2000) puts it, the role of
advertising in society is to “inform, persuade, remind, influ-
ence, change opinions; --- even perhaps, [to] change emotions
and attitudes. ” Therefore advertising is generally accepted as an
important force of pushing society forward.

The communicative function is upheld by all the elements of
ads, but the language in the advertising is crucial in the realiza-
tion of its purpose. So the study of advertising language has long
been the focus of linguists. In the past 50 years, several distin-
guished works on English advertising language were published,
such as G. N. Leech,(1966), J. Williamson (1978) Geis, M.
L. (1982), Vestergaard, T. & K. Schroder (1985), Tanaka,
K. (1994), Godard, A. (1998), Cook, G. (1992, 2001),
etc. Leech’s work has made detailed analyses of phonology,
grammar and morphology in English advertisements. Williamson
has made semiotic analyses of advertising. Dyer, G. , in his work
Adpvertising as Communication (1990), expounds the communica-
tive processes and stylistic features of advertising. Tanaka, K.
initiates the pragmatic analyses of English advertisements and Jap-

anese advertisements in the frame of Relevance Theory. Some
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Chapter One Introduction

other studies include those of O’ Barr (1979 ) and Bolinger
(1980), both of which examine the persuasive importance in ad-
vertising language, and Geis (1982) which goes beyond a mere
linguistic characterisation of the features of the language of ads
and examines how some frequently-used linguistic devices, e. g.
“strong sounding but logically weak or empirically indeterminate
language” used in interesting and problematic ways, contribute to
the consumers’ understanding of the language of television adver-
tising in the US. Geis identifies two facts crucial to the under-
standing of advertising:the fact that advertisers want to make the
strongest possible claim for their products (a motivation for very
strong claims) and the fact they are sometimes required to defend
such claims (a motivation for devising courses of action to protect
themselves from such-some sort of self-censorship). Vestergaard
and Schroder’s (1985) work is equally significant, as it shows
how a number of sociological issues like sex, social class, per-
ception ( psychological mirror) , ideology etc. , act as intervening
variables in our understanding of the strategies used in advertising
language and how society makes meaning out of advertising mes-
sages. The sociological significance is further developed in Bell’ s
(1991) identification of three important styles of presentation of
media language : as audience design, initiative and referee’ s de-
sign, 1. e. with the consumer or the society as the audience.
Cook’ s (1992) work is significant because it analyses an ad as a
piece of cohesive discourse when a number of interactive linguistic

and socio-cultural variables are at work. He argues that in spite of
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