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Three Metafunctional Analysis of the Imperative Clauses

In Advertising English  
Abstract: Now advertising pervades society more and more. In the present paper, I use Halliday’s Functional grammar to analyze the imperative clauses in advertising English from the three Metafunctional perspectives. From the interpersonal perspective, the advertiser uses the imperative clauses to make persuasion and suggestion. From the textual perspective, they want to get the buyers’ attention at once, grasp the information quickly by putting it in the first position in the clause. From the experiential perspective, they use some verbs to suggest the customers to get action at once. 
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I Introduction
M.A.K Halliday is the founder of the Functional Grammar. His Functional Grammar allows us to describe objectively the appropriate patterns of language use in specified context, and it can help us to analyze the language use in everyday life and understand them more easily and correctly.

In Halliday’s Functional grammar, there are three Metafunctions. Interpersonal function is that we use language to interact with other people, to establish and maintain relationship with them, to influence their behavior, to express our own viewpoint on things in the world, and to elicit or change theirs. Textual function is that we use language to organize our messages in ways which indicate how they fit in with other messages around them and with the wider context in which we are talking or writing. Experiential function is that we use language to talk about our experience of the world, including the worlds in our own mind, to describe events and states and entities involved in them. (Thompson, 2000: 28)

Advertising English is a style of immediate impact and rapid persuasion. The point of an advertisement is to persuade you of merits of a particular product or service, in order that you will part with some of your money. In general, whether the medium is print, radio, or television, all advertising copy is written, and the advertiser can only rely on your attention for only a very short time, and therefore the sales message must be short, clear, distinctive and memorable.

The majority of advertisements fulfil the ‘get action’ requirement by using directive language of some sort in the concluding paragraph of the copy or in the slogan. In order to sell the products, the advertiser must use the loaded language to draw the customers’ attention and to earn the persuasive end. While the imperative itself can make suggestion or persuade people to do something. So the imperative clauses are widely used in advertising English.
II Three Metafunctional Analysis
In the following sections, I will use Halliday’s three Metafunctions to analyze the imperative clause in the advertising English.

1. Interpersonal Metafunction
One main purpose of communicating is to interact with other people. We tell other people things for a purpose: we may want to influence their attitudes or behavior, or to provide information that we know they do not have, or to explain our own attitude or behavior, or to get them to provide us with information, and so on. It is the same in the advertising language. The advertisers want to provide information about their products or service, and to get attention, show advantage of the product, arouse the prospective customers’ interest and desire, and finally prompt them to buy the product. 

The most fundamental purposes in any exchange are giving or demanding goods-&-services or information. So there are four speech roles: statement, question, offer, and command, in which the function of command is closely associated with the particular grammatical structure, that is, the imperative clauses.

From the interpersonal perspective, a clause has meaning as an exchange, a transaction between addressers and audience. In the communication situation of advertising, there are also the roles of addressers and audience: the advertiser is the addresser and the prospective buyer is the audience.

I have mentioned that imperative clauses are widely used in advertising. But the purpose of using them in advertising is not to command, to give order, but to make suggestion, conviction and persuasion, and so on. (Huang, 2001: 155). The following examples will illustrate this point.
(1) So come to McDonald’s and enjoy a Big Mac Sandwich.     (Sandwich advertisement)

(2) Get a taste of the Rich Life. Meaty. Flavorful. Always lean. A LOUIS RICH hot dog is something special. So get a taste of the Rich Life. It’s a life you will truly enjoy with relish.                                                                           (The LOUIS RICH “hot dog” advertisement) 
The purpose of the two imperative clauses in the examples is not to give order, but to advise the people to enjoy the Sandwich and the hotdog.

Professor Huang, in his Theory and Practice of Discourse Analysis: A Study In Advertising Discourse, has stated that there is no the “command ” speech role in advertising because the advertisers have no right and duty to command the customers.  They use the imperative clause just to make persuasion and suggestion.

“The subject in a clause is the warranty of the exchange. It is the element the speaker makes responsible for the validity of what he is saying” (Halliday, 2000: 34)

The imperative has a different system of PERSON from the indicative. Its subject is “you” or “me” or “you and me”. In advertising English, if the advertiser uses the “second person”, “you” as the base form, he is making a suggestion to the customers. For example:
(3) (You) Take a new look at Tudor.                    (Tudor watch advertisement)
Here “you” are advertised to make a new opinion on the Tudor watch. Then maybe you will like it and buy it.

If the advertiser uses the “first person”, “I” or “we” as the subject, he is providing some goods-&-services or information. For example:

(4) (I/We) Give a Timex to all, and to all a good time.

(5) (We) Send today for free sample, and (you) try the new favor.
The examples show that the advertiser or the manufacturer is providing people with the excellent watch or delicious food.

There are also “third person” imperative forms. In advertising English, the ‘third person’ following ‘let’ is the goods-&-service or information the advertiser is introducing. For example:
(6) Let the New York Times find you. 

(7) Let the train take the strain. 
The magazine, New York Time, is introduced in (5). And in (6) people are advised to take the train instead of the cars because of the heavy traffic problems which bring the strain.

The above explanations show that, in the text of advertising, the advertiser who is the information giver don’t command the prospective buyers, but make suggestion and persuasion to them, or to give them some information about the goods or service. 
2 Textual Metafunction
The textual function refers to the Thematic structure, which show the organization of a message or a text.

Halliday defines Theme as “ Theme is the starting-point for the message; it is the ground from which the clause is taking off. ” (Halliday, 2000, 38). By analyzing the Thematic structure of a text clause by clause, we can gain an insight into its textual and understand how the writer makes clear to us the nature of his underlying concerns.

We all know that the advertisement rely on people’s attention for only a short time. So it is important to quickly grasp the message in the advertising. By putting the Theme in the first position in a clause, the advertiser can make the people easily and quickly know what the advertisement is about and can get their attention at once.

The basic message of an imperative clause is either ‘I want you to do something’ or ‘I want (you and us) to do something.’ The unmarked theme in imperative clauses is the verbal group functioning as Predicator, or plus ‘don’t’ if negative, and ‘let’s’ in ‘let’s’ forms. For example:
(8) Fresh up with Seven-up.                    (Aerated water advertisement)

(9) “Give up my Pepsi? Don’t even think about it ” 

BE YOUNG

HAVE FUN

DRINK PEPSI

(10) Always buy Chesterfield.                    (Chesterfield Cigarette) 
With the verbal group “fresh up ”in the first position in the clause (8), the customers can quickly grasp the characteristics and particularity of Seven-up. In clause (9), the first clause begins with the verbal group “give up” and ends with a question marker. Then the second follows with “Don’t even think about it ” directly. From them we can see the important position the Pepsi plays in people’s hearts. There are multiple themes in clause (10), “Always buy” in which ‘always ’ is an interpersonal theme and ‘buy’ is an experiential theme. It also emphasizes the popularity of Chesterfield among people by putting ‘always buy’ at the beginning of the clause.

Marked Themes usually express some kind of setting for the clause or express a feature of contrast. For example:
(11) When the Pressure’s on, keep calm. Keep calm.   (Kalms medicine advertisement)
Here the marked theme is a kind of setting.

The imperative is the only type of clause in which the Predicator (the verb) is regularly as Theme. By putting the verbal group at the beginning of a clause, the advertisers can easily get people into action.
3 Experiential Metafunction
When we look at the language from the experiential perspective, we are focusing primarily on the “context” of a message. Language enables human beings to build a mental picture of reality which is made up of process, to make sense of what goes on around them and inside them.

The most decisive contribution to the total meaning of a text comes from what the text actually talks about, that is, from the words that are used. The majority of advertisements fulfill the “get action” requirement by using the imperatives to know what kinds of verbs are used in the imperative in advertising English.

The most processes in imperative clauses are material process because they want people to get action. The actors are audiences (‘you’ are omitted in the imperative clauses). G. N. Leech, in his English in Advertising, points out that the most common used verbs are these: make, get, give, have, see, buy, come, go, know, keep… We can divide them into four parts. 

First, the obvious synonyms for ‘buy’, they are: try, ask for, take, use, choose, look. Etc. The aim of the advertiser is quite specific. He wishes to capture the attention of the members of the mass audience and make them buy the product. So he uses ‘buy’ and its synonyms. For example:
(12) Buy one pair. Get one free.                          –PEARLE Vision Center

(13) Look for Top Shelf on your grocer’s shelf in the new microwave entrée section, and go places with it.                                             ----Hormel Food
Most of these verbs or verbal groups involve the physical actions, so they are material processes.

Secondly, the verbs inserted in their contexts, turn out to mean little more than ‘buy’, such as, give him an X, discover the X, Let X solve your problems. Some of them are material processes and some of them are mental processes. For example:
(14) Let the world largest estate sales organization help you. 
Thirdly, a smaller group does not ask the customer to buy the product, but tries to make sure that its name will be present in his / her mind in the buying situation, such as, ‘remember, make sure there is only one X.’ Most of them are mental processes. For example:

(15) Since smoking isn’t allowed in hospital, make sure you have plenty of Wrialey’s Spearmint Gum to see you through. That cool clean taste is just what the doctor ordered.
Fourthly, the advertiser asks the customer to contact the dealer /agent with greater or lesser urgency. This is particularly frequent in advertisements for services, such as, insurance and travel, or for products in the more expensive range, such as, cars. For example: 
(16) Call Neil Latson at 617-236-17600 for more information. And bring your antique jewelry up to date.                                   (Consulting advertisement)

(17) Visit your local Investor Center or call 24 hours 1-800-544-7272. 

(Consulting advertisement)
Buying using these verbal groups directly, the advertiser can tell the consumer to go and buy the product, or at least ask him/her to send for more information or to make a trial of the product.
III. Conclusion
Through the three Metafunctional analysis of the imperative clause in advertising English, I find the reasons why the advertiser likes to use the imperative clauses in advertising.

The imperative clauses in advertising English are to make persuasion and conviction, not to command. Putting the verbal groups at the beginning of a clause and the verbs show that the advertiser uses more imperative to call upon the customers to act and can easily attain the end. 
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