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In today’s society, sports have become a “powerful vehicle for mediating 
meanings and feelings” (Kennedy & Hills, 2009, p. 1). We argue that one of the 
main sources that provide sports with such social value is related to identity and 
identi�cation issues, which are important for the functioning of sports (Dunning, 
1999, p. 5). Similarly to politics, sports are governed by a representation mecha-
nism, as athletes and teams compete for their fans or for the community they are 
part of (i.e. club level, regional level, or national level). It is this ‘we-ness’ feeling 
and the identi�cation with the performances of the athletes that keep our interest 
alive and trigger our engagement with sporting activities. Indeed, it seems fair to 
suggest that almost everybody develops a sports-related identity at some point in 
their lives and attaches deep meaning to sporting events (Shapiro, 1989).

Finally, politics has found in sports not only a valuable “seduction imagery” 
(Soulage, 1998, p. 134) that captivates the public, but also a powerful mobilizing 
force. �e emotional engagement and involvement that people feel and the quest 
for exciting signi�cance (Maguire et al., 2002) make people want to be part of the 
performance. �is organic engagement and the power of sports “to project onto 
politics the connotations of enthusiasm, competitiveness, and personal involve-
ment” (Semino & Masci, 1996, p. 251) spur political actors to use sports meta-
phors to bolster up the intended e�ects of their discourse.

2.2	 Sports metaphors in times of elections

During elections, political discourse abounds in metaphors, conventionally or 
creatively mobilized to draw voters’ attention and engagement. As noted earlier, 
sports and war have o�en been found to be important metaphorical source do-
mains in framing political events, particularly elections (Lako� & Johnson, 1980; 
Howe, 1988; Gibbs, 1994; Semino, 2008). Media coverage of elections is �lled 
with sports and war metaphors, and, arguably, many such metaphors tend to 
be conventionalized, e.g. running for o�ce, a neck-and-neck race, �ghting a bat-
tle. Candidates themselves also use sports metaphors in their electoral speeches 
to describe themselves, to refer to their campaign or to that of their opponents. 
Sometimes, they employ novel metaphors associated with sports, e.g. Obama’s ex-
tended basketball metaphors used in the 2008 Democratic primaries (see below).

�e race conceptual metaphor is arguably the most pervasive metaphor used 
in election discourse (Matlock, 2013; Burnes, 2011; Scheithauer, 2007). Some 
popular linguistic realizations of these metaphors are: “Bernie Sanders formally 
announced that he was running for President” (Lepore �e New Yorker, July 9, 
2015), “White House candidates hurtling almost neck-and-neck towards the �n-
ish” (Deignan, 2005, p. 30; note the shared conceptual structure with motion of 
the race metaphor). Following this confrontation logic and given the shared 
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limitation to applying MIPVU to Romanian is the lack of a corpus-based diction-
ary of the Romanian language. However, for the purpose of our study, the use of 
the online version of DEX (the “Dictionary of the Romanian Language”) is suf-
�cient, since we analyze posters that have little linguistic content. In short, we 
consider ‘EuroChampion’ as a MRW.

As for the analysis of the visual representations of elections are sports, we 
rely on studies of visual rhetoric in advertising (Forceville, 1996, 2008; Phillips 
& McQuarrie, 2004). When analyzing the visual expression of the metaphor, we 
observe that the source domain is represented through sports symbols (e.g., the 
cup, the badges, the timer) and integrated with the target. �ese symbols are fa-
miliar markers used to visually trigger either the source or the target of the meta-
phor, or to visually express some of the mappings between these concepts (see the 
VISMET corpus annotation scheme available on the website of the Metaphor Lab 
Amsterdam). In addition to the familiar visual markers, our analysis also included 
other features of the visual realization of the elections are sports metaphor, 
such as candidates as athletes and their depiction as a team on the posters. Once 
we have identi�ed its verbal and visual expressions, we suggest interpretations of 
the ‘EuroChampions’ metaphor for each of the �ve posters analyzed, in order to 
determine the meaning of the metaphorical correspondences in the images and, 
ultimately, to grasp the intended message of the campaign.

4.	 Findings: Identi�cation and analysis of the metaphors in the posters

We start the analysis with the electoral posters that display the whole team of 
candidates, since the EP election used a party-list system. �en, we continue 
with a thorough analysis of the posters depicting individual candidates, lead-
ers of the liberal team (those who were placed on the �rst two eligible positions 
on the party list).

�ere is one visual element that we would like to brie�y discuss before pro-
ceeding to the analysis of the linguistic and visual realization of the elections 
are sports metaphor in the posters selected. �e logo of the party  – a yellow 
arrow, pointing upwards, in a blue quadrant  – is present in almost all posters, 
except poster 2. One can argue that the logo in itself is a powerful metaphorical 
image; the position of the arrow could be interpreted as a visual realization of the 
established orientational metaphor good is up. �e rising arrow indicates motion, 
progress, and in this case it suggests the forward progress of the party, but also the 
forward progress by the party (the progress projected onto voters and the country, 
in general). Considered as part of the posters, the logo supports the visual real-
ization of sports metaphors. Performance in sports is forward-oriented, athletes 
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around the slogan “Change vs. more of the same” (Matlock, 2012) or Obama’s 
2008 (“Change”) and 2012 campaigns (“Forward”).

�e foregrounded metaphor here, in both the textual and visual modes, is 
the time-moving metaphor time is moving forward through space (see 
Boroditsky, 2000; Gentner, Imai & Boroditsky, 2002) that is realized linguistically 
by ‘clock’ and ‘Europe’s time’. However, the visual representation of time as a clock 
activates associations with another sports-related element: the timer. An impor-
tant component of sports paraphernalia, the timer has here a normative, referen-
tial signi�cance, i.e. evaluation of the athletes a�er strict rules of performance. At 
the same time, the timer is indicative of a sense of urgency, i.e. the time pressure 
of the competitive framework.

Campaign poster 3

Despite being the least metaphorically rich poster in our corpus, the third poster 
of the campaign is also built around teamwork and team e�ort as essential compo-
nents of the sports conceptual and symbolic repertoire. �e visual representation 
of elections as sports focuses here on the extended political team: in addition to 
the candidates in the EP elections, the whole party as a team is depicted in the im-
age. �e team members behind the ‘EuroChampions’ are brought to the fore and, 
along with them, the implicit teamwork e�ort.

Figure 3.  PNL campaign poster 3

In this poster, the focus is on the teamwork, making the ‘EuroChampions’ meta-
phor more about teams and team performance than about individuals and in-
dividual performance. Teamwork is a shared value for both politics and sports. 
�e metaphor of teamwork “is explicitly cooperative” (Cudd, 2007, p. 64), in that 
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ambivalent nature of the ‘cooperative means-competitive ends’ design,2 which 
makes it both attractive and morally valued by society.

�e yellow scarves could be linked to the ones that are usually worn by the 
supporters of sports clubs, to symbolize belonging to a community. Although they 
are not speci�c to a particular sport, in general, the use of sports-club branded 
scarves is mainly associated with team sports such as football, basketball, rugby or 
handball. Moreover, fans usually wear them during competitions in order to ex-
press their sports-related identity and their support for their favorite team. Here, 
the politicians wearing yellow scarves could be mapped onto athletes, based on 
the visual representation of politicians’ standing position, similar to that of ath-
letes solemnly listening to the national anthem during sports events. Nevertheless, 
in this poster there are no additional explicit elements to visually convey the 
‘EuroChampion’ metaphor (e.g., the absence of the golden cup).

�e next two posters move the focus from the collective actor, the 
‘EuroChampions’ team, to individual actors, namely the two leading candidates 
of the party, Norica Nicolai and Adina Vălean. �ere is not only a highly compo-
sitional similarity between the two posters (e.g., the spatial arrangement of the 
image elements, text, and picture), but also a similarity in terms of the linguistic 
(e.g., the ‘EuroChampion’ linguistic metaphor, the ‘�ght’ linguistic metaphor) and 
visual (e.g., the golden cup, the winner’s badges) means by which elections are 
sports is conveyed.

Campaign poster 4

Figure 4.  PNL campaign poster 4

Poster 4 reads ‘�e EuroChampion of Romanians’ dignity. Norica �ghts for…’ 
[EuroCampioana demnității românilor. Norica luptă pentru  …]. �e phrase 

2.  Cooperation within the team (cooperative means) and competition between teams (com-
petitive ends) for achieving the goal, that is winning against the other competitors.
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‘EuroChampion of Romanians’ dignity’ is literally nonsensical; only the metaphor-
ical reading of this phrase is meaningful, provided that we understand politics and 
elections in terms of sports. As a political champion, Nicolai defends her fellow 
countrymen’s dignity in Europe. �ere is an explicit principle of representation, 
built on the metonymic relationship between politicians and the countries they 
represent. Being the ‘EuroChampion’ of Romanians’ dignity allows the candidate 
to identify herself with Romania and, consequently, transfer her political gains to 
Romanians in general. In a comparable manner, the winning athletes symbolically 
transfer their victories to the countries they represent.

Next, the text of the poster reads ‘Norica �ghts for…’, which is a war insertion 
in the sports metaphorical framing. �is is not surprising, given that sports and 
war both include a conceptual confrontational dimension. As far as the lexical 
item �ght is concerned, the dictionary only registers the war-related sense, when 
we look up the verb. As a noun, the sport-related sense is also present, but, accord-
ing to MIPVU, the analysis of MRW has to be made within the same word class.

�e reference to ‘war’ and ‘warrior’, in addition to the ‘�ghting’ metaphor, sug-
gests a higher level of determination and devotion attributed to the ‘EuroChampion’ 
as political performer. �e text in the badges refers to the things (the causes) that 
the candidate �ghts for in the European Parliament: regional security for Romania, 
equal rights for Romanians in the EU, better paid maternity leave and elimination 
of violence against women.

�e sports competition imagery activated by the ‘EuroChampion’ metaphor 
also acts as a catalyst for the war source domain. �e ‘�ght for’ metaphor makes 
the political �ght seem less personal and aggressive when interpreted in the sports-
related framing. At the same time, this metaphor reveals a strong feeling of determi-
nation and an action-oriented political positioning of the candidate. It is not a ‘�ght 
against’ someone, but a ‘�ght for’ certain causes, the focus being switched from the 
confrontation between political opponents to a more abstract (and thus, less aggres-
sive) �ght to achieve socio-political goals, which more people could bene�t from. 
�erefore, the ‘EuroChampion’ metaphor rede�nes the underlying ‘politician/can-
didate as warrior’ metaphor in a way that makes the electoral race be more about 
promoting high political performance and less about outshining other candidates.

Visually, this poster adds to the metaphorical representation of the sports 
domain. In addition to the golden winning cup, there are also four badges with 
ribbons (familiar visual symbols for sportive competitions) that are usually given 
to winners. �e victory badges allude to the idea of meritocracy that is suggested 
by the ‘EuroChampion’ metaphor: the candidate is awarded these badges in rec-
ognition of her meritorious previous activity in the EP and of the high political 
performance. She is determined to continue the ‘�ght’, and this is why she com-
petes for another �ve-year mandate as member of the EP. While the golden cup is 
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