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Abstract

As a means of addressing the pedagogical challenges of linking second language

acquisition to critical thinking, this paper introduces a multidimensional approach to

the perspective associated with Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA). After outlining

the primary aims and assumptions of this perspective, which is distinguished from

other forms of critical thinking, the merits of utilizing advertisements as the focus of

inquiry are discussed. A three level approach to the analysis of advertisements

developed for Japanese university students is then presented. In the final section, a

summary of students’ research findings points toward the benefits of establishing a

critical perspective in the EFL classroom. These include not only the improvement
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of thinking and language skills, but also a better appreciation for the powerful

influence of advertising in modern life.
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Introduction

The need to develop a critical faculty in students is generally seen as an integral

component of a liberal education. In the western intellectual tradition this notion can

first be ascribed to the dialectical form of inquiry practiced by Socrates. What it

means to be critical is not without controversy, however, as attested by the evolution

of the term over the past century. It can refer, for instance, to the questioning of

received wisdom, or, in the case of literary criticism, it may involve the analysis of

certain rhetorical devices. The present consensus is that critical thinking presumes

an ability to apply intellectual standards, such as clarity and precision, to logical

problem solving. The entire thinking process is subject to a systematic assessment

from basic assumptions and propositions to implications and inferences. How and

when to teach these skills and the values to be placed on them is nonetheless open to

debate in education circles, including the field of second language acquisition.

Critical thinking tends not to be highly valued in the Japanese classroom.

While there are cultural and historical precedents for this (Ellington, 1992),

education reforms instituted over the past thirty years have had little to say in this

regard, even though their ostensible goal has been to help Japan transition into the

information age (Roesgaard, 1998). The most recent changes in the national

curriculum likewise make scant reference to thinking skills as they are intended to
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improve performance on standardized tests and instill moral values (Nakamura,

2007). Still, there is broad interest in the challenges of developing a critical

perspective especially at the university level (e.g., Davidson & Dunham, 1997;

Greenholtz, 2003; Kakai, 2000; Kawashima & Petrini, 2004). Stapleton (2002) even

suggests that Japanese students, at least when writing in English, are not reluctant to

clearly express their views when questioning those with opposing claims.

This paper does not put forward an argument in favor of teaching critical

thinking skills per se, but of introducing EFL students to the perspective associated

with Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA). It thus attempts to translate the key

theoretical principles and major methodological practices of CDA into a pedagogical

approach to second language acquisition appropriate to the Japanese university

context. After discussing the merits of using advertisements as the analytical focus, a

multifaceted approach is introduced, which takes into account students’ linguistic

abilities and the challenges of establishing a critical perspective in the EFL context

(cf. Cots, 2006). The final section presents samples of undergraduate students’ work

from classes conducted over three years at a Japanese university.

Key Theoretical Principles of CDA

Discourse studies performed in a variety of disciplines all share an understanding of

discourse as being reflective of human experience while helping constitute that

experience (Gee, Michaels, & O’Connor, 1992). For those working in CDA,

discourse refers to language use as a form of social practice rather than an individual

activity. One implication is that there is a dialectical relationship between discourse

and social structures. As discourse helps shape social conventions, values, and
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norms, it is also constrained by them (Fairclough, 1992). Due to the interactive

nature of discourse, the meanings of texts are subject to negotiation. The focus of

analysis, then, is the social, historical, and cultural factors that influence the

meaning-making process (Weiss & Wodak, 2003).

Unlike traditional forms of discourse analysis that are concerned with the

forms and features of texts, the aim of critical analysis is to uncover the ideological

assumptions of language use. Ideology is defined as an entire system of ideas,

beliefs, and values, which provides a limited or restricted view of the world. In

doing so, ideology helps conceal social contradictions that lend legitimacy to those

in power (van Dijk, 1998). As Gramsci (1971) aptly demonstrated, an ideology is

particularly effective when a majority of people consider it to be common sense. In

other words, ideologies usually act unconsciously at a level beneath critical

awareness as they establish their hegemony. It is therefore necessary to analyze not

only texts, but also how texts are interpreted and the effects they have (Kress &

Hodge, 1979).

That all linguistic forms are essentially ideological is a fundamental tenet for

critical discourse theorists. As instruments in social inequality and the concealment

of truth, linguistic structures regulate the ideas and behaviors of others, classify and

rank people, events, and objects, while asserting institutional or personal status

(Fowler et al., 1979). Language is understood as the means whereby society forms

and permeates the individual’s consciousness. Whorf (1956) shows how language

embodies specific views or theories of reality, so that speakers of different languages

cut up the world in different ways (see also Levinson, 2003). Within the same

language, as well, a similar phenomenon occurs predicated upon specialized systems

of ideas, or varying ideologies.
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The analytical goal is to pull back the ‘ideological curtain’ to expose the

contradictory nature of society (Plamenatz, 1970). Because ideology is revealed in

linguistic forms and social consequences, analysis entails both a micro and macro

component (van Dijk, 2001, 2003). At the text (i.e., micro) level, relations between

form and function, and between use and interpretation are the focus. This might

include an examination of specific semantic moves (e.g., word choice, emphasis) or

rhetorical devices, such as the use of metaphor or nominalization. The macro

analysis attempts to uncover both the cultural and historical contexts that produce

the shared forms of knowledge that are characteristic of social institutions.

Revealing the ideological assumptions that help sustain domination and division

within society is the next step toward the ultimate goal of transcending oppressive

systems of distorted communication (Wodak, 2001a).

As indicated above, this rendering of ‘critical’ sets CDA apart from other forms

of discourse analysis that not only treat the text solely as a source of data to be

studied for its own sake, but also fail to address the social, historical, and cultural

forces outside of the immediate situation (e.g., Dooley & Levinsohn, 2001). Their

analyses, consequently, do not consider the ideological effects of discourse

(Fairclough, 1995). In a similar way, there are also significant differences between

CDA and critical thinking although they share some of the same analytical concerns.

For one, textual analysis proceeds from dividing thought into its basic elements,

which can then be evaluated according to intellectual standards, such as plausibility

and specificity (Paul & Elder, 2001). The goal presumably is to judge how well the

elements fit together as if solving a logical jigsaw puzzle (Baker et al., 1993).

Analysis, as a result, ends with evaluation, unlike in CDA, where evaluation is part of

the larger interpretive process that considers the social consequences of thinking,
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including its political and ethical dimensions (Gee, 2004). Before exploring how

such a critical perspective can be fostered in the second language classroom, the

following section discusses the value of advertising as a subject of critical inquiry.

From Theory to Application

The ubiquity of advertisements makes them ideal subjects for analysis, particularly

when they are regarded as instances of discourse whose production and

interpretation necessitate careful description (cf. Chouliaraki & Fairclough, 1999).

Because advertisements, both print and electronic, are mostly comprised of images

complemented by sparse, elliptical texts, a semiotic component that accounts for

both signifier and signified is essential (Berger, 2007). Moreover, as Fairclough

(2001) explains, the symbolic and linguistic interaction within and between texts,

that is, their intertextuality, is an important step to apprehending their ideological

intent. The guiding assumption here is that texts, especially advertisements, always

draw upon and transform other contemporary and historically prior texts (Bakhtin,

1981). Accordingly, questions must focus on form and meaning while keeping in

mind the dialectical qualities of text-reader interactions (Birch, 1989). How a text

means is not simply a question of what the words mean or the images represent, but

how their functions and connections are perceived and classified by the reader. This

entails an accurate description of individual words or images and large-scale

organizational properties with an eye toward uncovering the ideological aspects of

textual choices (see Fowler et al., 1979; Kress & Hodge, 1979).

The next stage of the analytical process concerns the explanation of how texts
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acquire their persuasive power. One can begin, for instance, by addressing the

predominant ways in which advertisements interpellate their audiences as members

of a social group whose collective identity is predicated on the purchasing of

commodities (e.g., Lester, 1992; Pajnik & Lesjak-Tusek, 2002). Insofar as

consumerism is akin to a modern-day epidemic and the marketing and advertising

industries its most potent vectors of infection, attempts to demystify and deconstruct

their most pervasive imagery and messages are consonant with van Dijk’s (1991,

1993) call to ameliorate social afflictions. In doing so, the cognitive component of

advertising’s persuasive appeals, which relies upon shared attitudes, norms, and

beliefs, must be taken into account. As van Dijk (2003) explains, texts, such as

newspaper articles, activate certain mental models that help provide a coherent and

meaningful interpretation of events for those who are part of the same epistemic

community, or share the same general forms of knowledge. As such, those who

employ them exert a degree of control or dominance over the discursive process.

Advertisers clearly have the means to shape collective understanding on a range of

topics through their highly visceral appeals to purchase things. Upon close

examination, though, the various rhetorical devices and semantic moves used to

construct an argument can often become incoherent (e.g., van Dijk, 1993; Wodak &

Matouschek, 1993).

These persuasive qualities of discursive practice are embedded in larger

historical and cultural contexts (Wodak, 2001b). Pearce (1999) holds that

advertisements often draw upon or select certain aspects of social discourse in order

to have meaning (e.g., Grow, Park, & Han, 2006). Although its influence on

individuals is difficult to measure, Berger (2007) insists that advertising is having a

collective effect on social attitudes, values, and behaviors. One way it accomplishes
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this is not by promoting products but the purported lifestyles associated with

particular brands (e.g., Bishop, 2001), which is illustrative of how the language and

imagery discursive actors use to identify themselves contributes to the construction

of social identities (Fairclough, 2001). Indeed, advertising has now infiltrated most

aspects of public discourse as it continues to colonize the cultural spaces of modern

societies (Leiss, Kline, Jhally, & Botterhill, 2005). To begin to interpret the

implications, a systematic approach that utilizes data from multiple sources,

preferably over sustained time periods, with particular attention to the links between

language, power, and ideology, seems to be most promising (cf. Weiss & Wodak,

2003).

The Japanese Context

Most reliable estimates indicate that the average person in the developed world is

exposed to hundreds, if not thousands, of commercial messages each day (Berger,

2007). In fact, they now readily appear as product placements in Hollywood films

(Galician & Bourdeau, 2004), are embedded in the software of video games

(Konrad, 2007), and have become pervasive in schools (Linn & Novosat, 2008). In

Japan, they are seen not only saturating the usual spaces of the mass media and

entertainment, but also on the hubcaps of buses, the handrails of escalators, and the

walls of train tunnels (Takaguchi, 2006). Billions of ads are also inserted into

packets of free tissues distributed each year mostly at train stations in Japan

(Gordenker, 2007). According to Faiola (2007), Japanese companies, who often rely

on the appeal of foreign celebrities to sell their sundry products, spend billions of

dollars annually on domestic advertising alone.

The challenges of translating the complex principles and analytical
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frameworks associated with CDA into the Japanese pedagogical context are

undoubtedly manifold, yet all the more necessary to overcome in an era inundated

with information of both global and local consequence. The approach introduced

below has been developed for Japanese university undergraduate students enrolled

in a Multi-Disciplinary Studies Program, which allows them to take courses outside

of their departments. Of the various elective courses in the program, the one

described herein is an English seminar on Critical Discourse Analysis for students in

their third or fourth year of study who have completed all intermediate English

courses. Another prerequisite is a score of 500 or higher on the Test of English as a

Foreign Language (TOEFL). Typically, students who have spent a semester abroad

in an English-speaking country constitute a majority in this class.

The 37 students who took Critical Discourse Analysis during the three year

period under review were drawn from the following majors: English Literature (15);

Sociology (8); Law (5); Business (5); and Economics (4). The average class size was

six students, with females outnumbering males at a ratio of 5:1. Questionnaires

distributed on the first day revealed that of the 37, only two students had previous

experience studying the mass media, while none had taken a class on critical

thinking or discourse analysis. This seminar is therefore designed to introduce

students to critical discourse methods while learning how to apply them not only to

advertisements, but also to newspaper articles and films.

A Three Dimensional Approach

Advertisements are introduced by discussing their social influence as well as their

relevance to modern life. Students are then provided with a series of questions in the
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form of a handout that is intended to facilitate a critical inquiry (see below). Next,

the instructor performs a critical analysis of an advertisement selected from a

Japanese publication. The purpose is to demonstrate how CDA can be applied and to

enlist the students as cultural experts in the analysis. In subsequent classes, students

are required to bring ads from publications that either they or members of their

family normally read. Working both individually and in small groups, students

address both the description and explanation questions on the handout. The primary

goal is to begin developing a critical approach to the ads while practicing their

English language skills.

In order to provide additional opportunities to observe researchers applying

CDA, students are required to review and discuss articles taken from academic

journals, such as Discourse and Society and the Journal of Communication Inquiry.

A great deal of simplification and explanation of the articles is necessary for all but

the most advanced. In some instances students are provided with summaries or

excerpts of the articles, particularly those that focus on the analysis. This section of

the course culminates with individual research projects in which students choose

an advertisement(s) to analyze in the space of two to three pages. It is at this point

where they attempt to address the interpretation questions. In line with a critical

methodology, the research process is discussed with others in class at various

stages, and findings are presented and edited before final drafts are produced. This

entire approach to advertising analysis from demonstration and discussion to

presentation and publication covers about a third of the semester (five weeks).

Description
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Analysis begins with a careful description of the advertisement(s). All the elements

of the ad, especially the text and imagery, must be clearly identified. Given the

amount of money expended on the typical advertisement, not a single detail has been

left to chance. Thus, the analyst must provide a meticulous accounting of what is in

the advertisement’s physical space. This type of descriptive analysis constitutes the

first level of comprehension. To facilitate, students are provided with the following

questions, which act as heuristics. These questions are intended to be neither

exhaustive nor prescriptive; rather, students are instructed to be selective as well as

introduce their own.

Level One (Linguistic Analysis)

 What information is given about the product?

 How is the product presented in terms of words and images?

 What symbols are used to promote the product?

 What associations are made with the product?

 What is the relationship between the product and people?

Explanation

The next level of analysis concerns explanation. Given that all advertisements are

designed to appeal to specific audiences, students are encouraged to select ads from

publications or broadcasts with which they are familiar. An ancillary goal here is to

examine those texts that students might take for granted and thus dismiss as being

trivial or benign. In any case, because they are part of the target audience, they are

best able to relate to the ad’s messages. In order to explain how the ad works,

students need to uncover its persuasive appeals. Such an accounting should include

the values the ad promotes, however subtly, as well as the ways in which the
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composite of color, image, text, and sound (if it is electronic) stimulates particular

feelings or emotions. Here again, students are provided with a few analytical tools

with which to commence their critique.

Level Two (Social Analysis)

 Who is the main audience for the product?

 Why should the product be purchased?

 What evidence is given to support the ad’s claims?

 What values does the ad reflect and/or promote?

 How is the ad designed to make one feel?

Interpretation

Once an advertisement is fully described, including a plausible explanation of how it

is intended to function, the final step is to address both the larger cultural context

and deeper ideological influences. The goal is not simply to reveal the creative

techniques of a particular advertisement, but to identify the myriad ways in which

advertising as a whole affects modern life. Here one must begin to address their

educative roles in addition to their economic ones. Moreover, advertisements make

certain assumptions about how the world works and, in turn, help to instill particular

beliefs and values. Unlike the previous levels, a coherent cultural interpretation

depends not only on the competence of the analyst, but also on the relative range of

the sample. Therefore, all findings at this stage should be regarded as tentative.

Level Three (Cultural Analysis)

 What are the most salient messages found in advertising?
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 How does advertising create particular identities?

 What stories do advertisements tell about the world?

 What influence does advertising have on cultural behavior?

 What type of lifestyle(s) does advertising promote?

Establishing a Critical Perspective

The following insights have been gleaned from a review of students’ research papers

collected over a three-year academic period (September 2005 to January 2009). All

papers were read with the following question in mind: How well did the student

address text, context, or the interactions between them when seeking to describe,

explain, or interpret the advertisement(s) under analysis? Overall, students were

quite receptive to this type of inquiry. Although most seem to have an intuitive

understanding of how advertisements work, it was not until they began adopting a

critical perspective that they could begin to understand the persuasive power of the

numerous ads they are exposed to each day. For their research projects, students

selected ads from Japanese newspapers, magazines, mailings, and the Internet. Like

most contemporary advertisements, images dominate with little space reserved for

text. Nevertheless, in addition to their ability to carefully describe the various

aspects of the ads, students were particularly adept at examining the nuances of

language. Because advertisements utilize the four scripts normally found in written

Japanese, this proved to be a fruitful endeavor.

To illustrate, in an advertisement for Kewpie mayonnaise, the word ‘SUGAO’

is written in red Roman capital letters at the top of the page against a white

background. Literally meaning simple or plain face, sugao connotes naturalness,
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and, in particular, for the (working) women to whom the ad is addressed, wearing no

make up. The rest of the ad shows three overlapping windows, each with sunlight

pouring in through red parted curtains. According to Sayuri, “The windows are half

opened to get some fresh air in. ‘Half opened’ can be related to the name of [the]

product, Q.P. Mayonnaise Half.” She also observes that the “red curtains are

obviously the color or the symbol of the Q.P. Corporation.” Superimposed on the

window in the foreground is the sentence, handwritten in Japanese, ‘Someday, I

want to have a boy who reads books’. Sayuri notes that the childlike style of the

writing not only conveys a friendly feeling, but also appeals to a desire for

simplicity and honesty. The ad, as a result, infers that “it is natural for young women

to want to be SUGAO at home,” presumably as housewives away from the rigid

cultural norms of appropriate speech and behavior demanded in the business world.

Rather than having to deal with the pressure of always having to look her best, a

woman can relax in a sunlit apartment with her well-behaved and clever child.

In a mailing selected by Yuka for new apartments, the complex itself has an

English name (i.e., Philharmony) joining the prefix for ‘love’ with the cultural value

of harmony. She also explains how two Chinese characters are cleverly combined in

the ad to form a homonym for “luxurious house.” Likewise, the name of the boy in

the ad’s narrative (Ikeda Tsubasa) indicates both the name of the city and the

particular location of the apartment. These snippets of text appear against a

panoramic backdrop of trees framed by a big blue sky that can be enjoyed from the

balcony of one of the apartments being advertised. The creative use of language and

imagery to convey a message is further evidenced in another ad for the Japanese

liquor named iichiko. On the top half of the two-page ad, a bottle of the liquor is

floating in a clear stream. According to the Japanese text, ‘A little drinking is like a
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little traveling’. It states on the right side of the ad in larger text that ‘all things and

people have gone away’. Yuko suggests that the rather dubious message of this ad is

that drinking the pure and clear alcohol will take one on a trip where everything can

be forgotten.

Another prominent feature of ads in Japan is their use of celebrities, especially

foreign ones, to promote various products. In an Internet ad for Lux Super Rich

shampoo, for instance, Natalie Portman, appearing as herself, enters an audition

room to perform with a sword before a group of male judges. After a brief

description of the product in Japanese, the scene switches to a castle where she is

wearing a white dress engaged in a duel with a man. In Akane’s words, “Natalie

looks stunning with her gorgeous silky hair which never gets messy no matter how

much she turns and moves.” There is a seamless fusion of two languages in the ad

with the upbeat song, “Lookin’ For Love in You” by Aimee in the background as the

characters speak English, which is complemented by voiceovers and subtitles in

Japanese.  Likewise, in a magazine ad for the fragrance “Curious,” which appeared

in the Japanese version of Seventeen, Britney Spears is seductively standing in front

of a black door with her mouth slightly open. Miki writes that “she casts an upward

glance just like the way girls do when they want to seduce boys. . .The idea of

curious, the product’s name, is primarily conveyed by the image of this young star

with mysterious looks whose life is beyond our imagination.”  She continues that

“this advertisement makes us curious about her and what it is like to be Britney

Spears.”

The use of celebrity appeals in Japanese advertising is not limited to

foreigners, however. In an ad for BOSS (canned coffee), which appeared in a comic

book for businessmen, three famous Japanese male athletes are pictured standing
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side-by-side in front of a white wall, each one representing a different generation.

The message that working hard requires individual responsibility while helping

society is conveyed, according to Yukari, through the life histories of the men

themselves. The coffee, by association, not only assists in the hard work, but is also

a reward for it. Working men are again the target audience for a flier from the

Mitsukoshi department store in which a foreign model is shown wearing one of the

formal and casual suits that are on sale. Takeshi claims that an anonymous foreigner

is used “because the customers of this product are also ordinary men. This ad tells us

that no matter who wears this suit, he will be cool.” He goes on to infer that the

Japanese continuing admiration for western countries is the primary reason why

such models are almost always found in these kinds of advertisements.

Because students tend to select ads from publications they usually buy, they

were able to position themselves as part of the target audience. In a catalogue ad for

Tiffany & Co, an elegantly dressed woman is sitting on a satin sofa caring for her

baby. The scene is meant to induce a relaxed, peaceful feeling in contrast to the

harried life of many Japanese mothers. Tomomi notes how “time seems to flow very

calmly in this ad.” The woman wears a watch as a fashion statement even though

she apparently does not need one. “As I am a woman, I was attracted by this ad. This

ad made me feel that I want to live a life like her” writes Tomomi. Similarly, in the

fashion magazine, CanCam, an ad depicts three long-legged young girls wearing

mini skirts happily walking on a sunny day, with the caption ‘enjoy being girls’. The

product is a medicine that supposedly reduces the displeasure of menstrual cramps.

Once again, a fantastical world is created in which the realities of being a woman

(i.e., raising children, or having a period) are glossed over both literally and

figuratively. By distancing herself from this type of emotive appeal, Kanako
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concludes that “ads are the mirror of how consumers are dreaming.”

Whereas most of the social references are rather explicit, the deeper cultural

values that ads reflect can be more opaque. Nonetheless, in two separate analyses for

housing, students were able to reveal important themes concerning the tensions

between traditional norms and modern trends. Chisato questions the benefits of

living in new apartments that clearly emphasize a decidedly western lifestyle. She

writes that “living in Japanese style is good for health,” which includes floors with

tatami mats that absorb noise and dampness. In another set of ads that feature the

personal stories of those who live in the homes, Yuka shows how appeals are made

to the Japanese fondness for natural settings. A boy in one ad says: ‘I like the sky, a

big park, insects and birds’. A woman happily comments on the view of the trees

from her balcony. In these ways, Yuka observes how the traditional value of living in

harmony with nature is appropriated to serve a consumerist ideology.

Natural imagery is also prominent in an announcement found in the magazine

Nikkei Business concerning the partnership of Boeing and Tore, a Japanese

company. The dreamlike scene (the word ‘dream’ in Japanese appears five times) of

a waterfall in the middle of a tropical forest with a small plane flying above the trees

has several connotations. According to Naoki, it represents the scale of the business

venture. The confluence of the waterfall further implies a natural partnership

between Tore and Boeing who have come together to create a new type of airplane.

In the absence of any other living creatures in the ad, the bird-like plane entering the

depths of the forest reinforces the Japanese caption at the bottom, which reads,

‘always a new frontier’. Naoki concludes his analysis by suggesting that nature is

used to promote a transportation technology arguably at odds with its preferred

tempo and rhythm.
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Discussion

Any analysis of advertisements presents manifold challenges due to their ability to

draw upon various genres usually at the same time, to convey their messages

through a combination of language and imagery (for print ads), and to speak to

human needs through the use of persuasive appeals. Besides, due to their brevity, a

large part of an ad’s message is elided, thereby making use of allusions, puns, and

metaphors (Cook, 2001). The thing to keep in mind, in other words, is that

advertisements are complex texts that work on many levels. As such, they can be the

focal point for teaching elements of persuasive communication, various rhetorical

devices, semiotic systems, and social values. It thus behooves educators, especially

those working in the EFL field, to include them in the formal curriculum as

cultural/linguistic artifacts worthy of examination (see Picken, 1999).

The preceding paragraphs have highlighted the findings from Japanese

university students’ research papers. These initial steps at applying a CDA

perspective to the most commonly seen texts in their everyday lives not only elicited

some astute observations, but also engaged students on an intellectual level that

presumes a high degree of language proficiency. Time permitting, this three

dimensional approach can be further expanded to include a cross-cultural analysis

by focusing on the rhetorical, semiotic, and persuasive modes of discourse used in

ads for the same products (or companies) from different countries. If one concurs

that thinking is inseparable from language acquisition, and that critical analysis is

central to the advancement of both, then bringing advertisements into the classroom

as a subject of inquiry is a method well worth considering. Besides, the students

themselves consistently indicated that this approach motivated them to improve their



The Linguistics Journal. June 2011 Volume 5 Issue 1

215

English skills as they strove to gain a better understanding of the world in which

they live.
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