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In order to establish itself as a discipline in its own right rather than as an academic pursuit that 
with little difficulty can be accommodated in traditional art history and literature departments, 
Word & Image studies needs to concern itself far more seriously with theoretical issues than has 
hitherto been the case. Like any other developing scholarly discipline, it should not hesitate to 
search around in neighbouring and not-so-neighbouring areas for models and interpretation strat-
egies that can help it come into its own. Specifically, contemporary communication theory has 
much to offer that Word & Image scholars can hardly afford to neglect. 
 Contrary to what its title may lead one to expect, Keiko Tanaka's Advertising language: a 
pragmatic approach to advertisements in Britain and Japan adopts a fruitful perspective not only 
for students of advertising language, but also for those interested in the analysis of word & image 
texts. This is the case both because of the corpus the author analyses, and because of her 
theoretical model. As Tanaka rightly observes, "advertisements give sharply focused and highly 
topical insights into the way in which communication works. Moreover, advertising is a 
particularly good medium for assessing the force of language, given the obsession of advertisers 
with overcoming the social barriers between themselves and their audience" (p. 133). This claim 
can be extended from the role of language to that of pictures in ads. 
 In her first chapter Tanaka briefly discusses some semiotic approaches to advertising 
(Barthes, Williamson) and linguistic approaches (Vestergaard & Schrøder, Geis). While aware of 
the pioneering contributions of semioticians, she concludes that they are ultimately inadequate. 
Generally speaking, semiotic analyses cannot explain why some connotations in advertising 
signs are activated and others are not, and moreover the analysis of specific ads is largely "ad 
hoc," and its insights are not generalizable to new material. Understanding how advertising 
works is not a simple matter of semiotic "decoding," as if this were a neutral and self-evident 
procedure; it is necessary to take into account various contextual factors that no semiotic model 
can accommodate. Tanaka is more sympathetic to pragmatic approaches such as Geis's, who 
seeks to apply Grice's maxims of conversation to advertising, but she still finds his work too rule-
based. 
 Chapter two presents a pragmatic model, similarly building on Grice's work, which 
Tanaka believes offers a better model to deal with advertising: "Relevance Theory," as devel-
oped by Sperber and Wilson in Relevance: communication and cognition (1986). The central 
tenet of this theory is that anybody wishing to communicate something to somebody else tries to 
be optimally relevant. While this may sound as a truism, the authors manage to formulate and 
elaborate their theory in such a way that it becomes operative. Despite the criticisms voiced 
against Relevance Theory, the wide-ranging applications it has spawned suggest at the very least 
that it deserves closer attention. What makes it more specifically relevant (the word is ines-
capable) to Word & Image scholars is that communication is conceived of as a process that is not 
necessarily verbal, or necessarily exclusively verbal. Thus gestures, non-linguistic sounds, 
images, or a combination of these may be vehicles of communication as well. 
 After her lucid summary of Sperber and Wilson's theory, Tanaka in chapter three 
proposes an extension of this model to advertising and sketches some of the implications of this 



excursion. Her main theoretical innovation is the proposal that communication in advertising is 
often covert rather than overt. In everyday language this difference, which in Sperber and 
Wilson's model is only fleetingly referred to, amounts to the following: in overt communication 
the communicator does not only want to convey a certain message to her addressee; she also 
wants her addressee to be aware that she meant him to recover this message. In covert 
communication, by contrast, the communicator wants to convey a certain message but tries to 
disguise that she meant the addressee to recover it. This situation occurs often in advertising: an 
advertiser wishes to get something across, but does not necessarily wish to be held responsible 
for doing so. Specifically, such a situation obtains, Tanaka argues, when the advertiser wants to 
suggest something that touches upon a taboo. For instance, it is often considered in bad taste to 
incorporate explicit sexual material in ads; covert communication enables the maker of an ad to 
exploit sexual innuendo while still being in a position to deny any accusation of doing so. A 
second taboo subject that the advertising business often wants to appeal to without seeming to do 
so is snobbery. Tanaka convincingly and sensitively analyses a number of examples in British 
and Japanese ads, making useful observations on aspects of cultural context along the way. 
 Chapters 4 and 5 build on Sperber and Wilson's model to show and discuss puns and 
metaphors in ads, which make abundant use of both. One reason for advertisers' preference for 
puns is that they create puzzles, thus challenging viewers intellectually and thereby capturing 
their attention. Tanaka briefly dwells on various commentators discussing the pun, and goes on 
to distinguish four subcategories of puns, although she admits that category boundaries are fuzzy. 
Her examples are stimulating and amusing, and suggest how puns even more than other elements 
in advertising presuppose cultural knowledge on the viewer's part. 
 If stacks full of books have been written on puns, entire libraries are available on the 
topic of metaphor. The introductory theoretical section in Tanaka's chapter on metaphor is rather 
sketchy, but given the book's emphasis on the application than exploration of theory, this is 
perhaps inevitable. She rightly devotes a few pages to Lakoff and Johnson's classic Metaphors 
we live by (1980), emphasizing these authors' focus on the insight that metaphor is first and 
foremost a matter of thinking and only derivatively a matter of language. Her conclusion that 
Lakoff and Johnson's claim "that the linguistic representation in a specific language is identical 
to the cognitive representation employed by the people of that linguistic community requires 
further evidence" is a rather gross simplification, however. In the first place Lakoff and Johnson 
do not hold that cognition and language are identical: on the contrary, they argue that cognitive 
metaphor can manifest itself in a variety of ways in language -- a view which is perfectly 
commensurate with Sperber and Wilson's ideas about the "gap" between thought and language. 
Secondly, Metaphors we live by is brimming with examples showing how cognitive metaphors 
"translate" into language, rendering Tanaka's complaints about lack of "evidence" concerning the 
relation between cognition and language unconvincing. After dealing with Lakoff and Johnson's 
views, she shows in the next sections how the weaknesses in a Gricean analysis of metaphor can 
be accommodated by a Relevance Theory model. 
 The ample occurrence of metaphors in advertising comes as no surprise, Tanaka argues, 
since advertisers' need to present their product in terms of qualities borrowed from a different 
domain naturally suggests metaphor. Another attractive aspect of metaphors is that their 
interpretation is to some extent open-ended. On the one hand this encourages people to think 
about the ad, which ensures that they pay attention, and on the other hand the advertiser can 
subtly nudge the consumer into the direction of interpretations for which the advertiser 
nonetheless wants to feel free to decline responsibility. Metaphors, that is, are favoured vehicles 
for covert communication. 
 The final chapter investigates some of the ways in which women are portrayed in ads. It 
focuses particularly on the use of the words "intelligence," "individualism" and "feminism." 



Tanaka shows that the increased use of these concepts in Japanese ads does not reveal, as might 
be concluded, a genuine shift to Western values, but is no more than lip-service to fashionable 
Western words that, in fact, are used (or abused) to denote traditional Japanese virtues. 
 While Tanaka's analyses remain largely restricted to the realm of language, she more 
than once refers to the pictures in ads, twelve of which have been reproduced in the book. In-
deed, several times the overall interpretation of an ad or billboard is heavily reinforced or even 
triggered by the accompanying picture. Thus, the interpretation of an insurance company's meta-
phor "For vigorous growth, plant your money with us" is considerably enriched by the pictures, 
in which planted "seeds" grow up covered by umbrellas in the company's colours (p. 93). 
Moreover, pictures are excellent means of covert communication since they may ambiguously 
convey many things at the same time, and are therefore ideal for tackling taboo topics. The rather 
neutral phrase "designed to perform" in an ad for watches acquires sexual connotations mainly 
because of the picture of two embracing people in bathing suits (p. 53). Despite the fact that 
Tanaka does not systematically deal with the pictures, it is clear that advertisements not only 
provide an excellent corpus for analysing pictorial and verbo-pictorial puns and metaphors, but 
also that Sperber and Wilson's model offers good opportunities for theoretically accounting for 
such analyses. 
 An issue that Tanaka does not touch upon but deserves further investigation is a 
discussion of how Relevance Theory is to account theoretically for mass-communication. After 
all, Sperber and Wilson's examples are almost exclusively devoted to verbal communication 
taking place orally between two people present in the same space. Given their crucial insight that 
"relevance" never objectively obtains but is always relevance to a specific individual (Sperber 
and Wilson 1986: 142), further examinations of messages addressed to a multitude of individuals 
are imperative (for an attempt, see Forceville (1994, forthcoming). 
 In short, Tanaka's book stimulates discussion in various fields. Her applications of 
Relevance Theory to the language of advertising suggest further extensions both to mass-com-
munication and, in a more systematic way, to images and word & image texts. The multi-cultural 
approach she adopts moreover shows how the study of ads can be of practical use for the 
recovery and assessment of values that are deeply entrenched in a specific civilization. 
        Charles Forceville 
        Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam 
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