NCIE

Foul Play: Sports Metaphors as Public Doublespeak
Author(s): Francine Hardaway

Source: College English, Vol. 38, No. 1 (Sep., 1976), pp. 78-82
Published by: National Council of Teachers of English
Stable URL: http://www.jstor.org/stable/375994

Accessed: 29/04/2009 20:02

Y our use of the JISTOR archive indicates your acceptance of JSTOR's Terms and Conditions of Use, available at
http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp. JSTOR's Terms and Conditions of Use provides, in part, that unless
you have obtained prior permission, you may not download an entire issue of ajournal or multiple copies of articles, and you
may use content in the JSTOR archive only for your personal, non-commercial use.

Please contact the publisher regarding any further use of this work. Publisher contact information may be obtained at
http://www.jstor.org/action/showPublisher?publisherCode=ncte.

Each copy of any part of a JSTOR transmission must contain the same copyright notice that appears on the screen or printed
page of such transmission.

JSTOR is a not-for-profit organization founded in 1995 to build trusted digital archives for scholarship. We work with the
scholarly community to preserve their work and the materials they rely upon, and to build a common research platform that
promotes the discovery and use of these resources. For more information about JSTOR, please contact support@jstor.org.

National Council of Teachers of English is collaborating with JISTOR to digitize, preserve and extend access to
College English.

http://www.jstor.org


http://www.jstor.org/stable/375994?origin=JSTOR-pdf
http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp
http://www.jstor.org/action/showPublisher?publisherCode=ncte

FRANCINE HARDAWAY

Foul Play: Sports Metaphors as

Public Doublespeak

NosobY WoULD ARGUE the place of sports
in American life; they are big business.
And they are big business because they
fit philosophically with the widely ac-
cepted American dream of open compe-
tition in a free market economy. Ameri-
cans believe in competition, foster it, and
encourage it. They live by its rules. No
wonder the language of athletic compe-
tition has found its way as metaphor in-
to every aspect of American life. If we
are at a disadvantage, we say we've “got
two strikes against us,” things have “tak-
en a bad bounce,” or we're “on the
ropes.” If we are being aggressive, we
“take the ball and run with it,” “take
the bull by the horns,” “come out swing-
ing,” or “make a sweep.” If the fates still
conspire against us, we “take it on the
chin,” “throw in the towel,” or “roll with
the punches” until we’re “saved by the
bell.”

It’s worth taking some time to think

about how these sports metaphors, so
ubiquitous and so ignored until Water-
gate brought them to our attention, de-
scribe the quality of life in America.
The purpose of such metaphors is to
explain unfamiliar or difficult concepts in
terms of familiar images. But recently
there have been some changes in our na-
tional self—concept and these changes are
duly reflected in sports metaphors. We
seem to have changed drastically from a
society in which “it isn’t whether you
win or lose, but how you play the game,”
to one in which, to use Vince Lombardi’s
words, “winning isn’t everything, it’s the
only thing.” And our sports metaphors
have changed with us. “The good fight”
and “the old college try” have given way
to the more sophisticated “game plans,”
“play-calling,” and quarterbacking rhet-
oric of Vietnam and Watergate. Sports
metaphors now often function as public
doublespeak: language meant to manipu-
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late its audience unconsciously. Analyz-
ing sports doublespeak reveals some scary
truths about how we Americans look at
life. In John Mitchell’s words, “when
the going gets tough, the tough get go-
ing,” and we turn out to be a society in
which “nice guys finish last,” and every-
body wants to “be on the winning side.”

The rhetoric of the playing field ap-
pears in advertising, business, and gov-
ernment. Let’s take an obvious examplc
first. President Ford, in publicizing his
economic strategies when he first took
office, devised the W.I.N. button. An off-
shoot of Ford’s other unfortunate sports
metaphor, the promise to “hold the line”
on inflation, the W.N. button was
meant to appeal by familiarity to the
sports-minded American who will “get
ufp for the game,” and “tackle the job”
if the coach just tells him what to do.
Ford hoped that the “win” mentality
was so strongly ingrained in America
that the very word would alter attitudes
and behavior.

With the W.LN. button, Ford hoped
to make use of a sports metaphor the way
advertising does. He wanted to make the
analogy from athletic success to success
in other fields. We all expect to be ma-
nipulated by advertising, so it is no sur-
prise to see professional athletes advertis-
ing hair tonic, shaving cream, even froz-
en pizza or panty hose. The doublespeak
is implicit: use this product, and you will
enjoy the same success as Frank Gifford,
Arthur Ashe, Joe Namath. Associating
the athlete with the product, however,
makes another claim for the athlete: it
extends his expertise beyond the playing
field. Ad agencies hope we will take the
advice of these “pros” about shaving
cream, hair tonic, frozen pizza, or panty
hose; after all, the pro wouldn’t make a
wrong choice about these products any
more than he would throw the ball away
at a crucial moment of the game. So the
athlete is an expert, as well as a hero. His
ability to “score” carries over into finan-
cial and the sexual arenas as well; there is

even a product named “Score.”

Since it has been established by adver-
tising that the athlete is both hero and
expert, sports metaphors are used more
subtly to sell products. In the MGB ad
that reads “MGB. Think of it as a well-
coordinated athlete,” we can see how
much athletic ability is admired. No
longer do we compare the good athlete
or the good team to a well-oiled machine:
now we’re comparing the machine to the
good athlete. Like a well-coordinated
athlete, you’ll “score” in your MGB.

But advertising is an easy target for
doublespeak analysis. More complex by
far is the way sports metaphors function
in business, where their analysis leads to
crucial revelations about American eth-
ics. Business has always been fond of the
football analogy, as William H. Whyte,
Jr. points out:

No figure of speech is a tenth as seduc-
tive to the businessman. Just why this
should be—baseball curiously is much less
used—is generally explained by its adapt-
ability to all sorts of situations. Further-
more, the football analogy is satisfying.
It is bounded by two goal lines and is
thus finite. There is always a solution.
And that is what makes it so often treach-
erous.!

Business uses the team philosophy, says
Whyte, to hedge on moral issues. By
making analogies to sports, business con-
vinces the outside world that its deci-
sions aren’t truly consequential: they are
“games” executed by good “team play-
ers.” The fact that dollars and human
lives may also be involved is not included
when the sports metaphor is used, for
the sports metaphor imposes automatic
limits on the way business activity is
seen.

I1William H. Whyte, Jr., “The Language of
Business,” in Technological and Professional
Writing, ed. Herman A. Estrin (New York:
Harcourt, Brace & World, 1963), p. 83. In this
part of the paper, I am indebted to an unpub-
lished paper on “Sports Metaphors in Business”
by John Driscoll.
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The goal of sports activity is always un-
ambiguous and non-controversial; partici-
pants do not come together to discuss or
debate the ends for which the activity
has been established, but rather take this
end for granted and apply themselves in
a single-minded fashion to the task of de-
veloping the most efficient means to
achieve the predetermined unchanging
and non-controversial end: winning.?

So the sports metaphor precludes
thought; it operates on unconscious and
irrational levels, manipulating its users as
well as its audiences. Perhaps its use in
business, where the idea of competition
in the free marketplace still carries moral
force, has something to do with man’s
aggressive nature; what sports and busi-
ness have in common that allows the
sports metaphor to be drawn so often
and so successfully by American busi-
nessmen is aggressiveness. Sports are an
acceptable form of releasing aggressive
impulses; if business uses the sports meta-
phor, isn’t the aggressiveness of business
automatically acceptable?

. . . [the] same aggressive impulse which
can lead to strife and violence also under-
lies man’s urge to independence and
achievement. Just as a child could not
possibily grow up into an independent
adult if it were not aggressive, so an adult
must needs continue to express at least
part of his aggressive potential if he is to
maintain his own autonomy.?

No wonder the Duke of Wellington was
able to observe that “the battle of Water-
loo was won on the playing fields of
Eton.” The skills learned on the playing
field by the child are translated into the
battles of the adult.

But there is also a certain cynicism as-
sociated with the use of the sports meta-
phor by business:

2]ke Balbus, “Politics as Sports: The Political
Ascendancy of the Sports Metaphor in Ameri-
ca,” Monthly Review, March 1975, p. 30.

3Anthony Storr, Human Aggression (New
York: Atheneum, 1970), p. 59.

What happens to some guys is—well, I'll
draw the analogy to sports again. Base-
ball has its hot players and the next year
the hot players cool off, and what hap-
pens is that their salaries drop and they
get optioned out to Toledo.*

In Jerry Della Femina’s description of
what happens to advertising men who
don’t produce, the sports metaphor ob-
scures the human position of the adver-
tising executive, the man who has a good
year followed by a bad year and sudden-
ly finds himself nursing an ulcer and out
of a job. Like most sports metaphors, this
one permits the reader to ignore the ethi-
cal implications of cut-throat competi-
tion among advertising agencies for top
talent.

But business still isn’t the “Big Game”
—that’s government. And, as we might
now expect, the bigger the game, the
more prevalent the sports metaphor as
doublespeak. Watergate revealed the
wholesale use of the sports lexicon by
politicians, but Watergate was neither
the beginning nor the end of the sports
metaphor. As William Safire points out
in his excellent book The New Language
of Politics,> Shakespeare may have been
the first to use these comparisons. King
Henry V told his troops before Harfleur
“I see you stand like greyhounds in the
slips, straining upon the start. The game’s
afoot . . .” But Safire also notes that
Shakespeare wasn’t the last; the section
on “Sports Metaphors” in The New Lan-
guage of Politics is a wonderful compen-
dium of quotations from past political
greats beginning with Woodrow Wil-
son’s “I have always in my own thought
summed up individual liberty, and busi-
ness liberty, and every other kind of lib-
erty, in the phrase that is common in the
sporting world, ‘A free field and no fa-
vor,”” and stopping at JFK’s “Politics is

4 Jerry Della Femina, From Those W onderful
Folks Who Brought You Pearl Harbor (New
York: Simon & Shuster, 1971), p. 124.

5New York: Random House, 1968, p. 421.
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like football. If you see daylight, go
through the hole.”

Amusingly enough, politics doesn’t
content itself only with the football met-
aphor so favored by business. Instead, it
inadvertently reveals its seamier side by
the frequent use of the horse race anal-
ogy. There are front-runners and dark
horses, long shots and shoo-ins. The win-
ner takes the reins of government, while
the loser is an also-ran who was “nosed
out.” Harry Truman said, “I am trying
to do in politics what Citation has done
in the horse races. I propose at the finish
line on November 2 to come out ahead

. ..7 It seems that in politics, more
than in advertising or in business, the use
of the sports metaphor reveals more than
gamesmanship, competition, or vicarious
aggression; it also reveals an affinity with
gambling.

But Safire’s compendium, while amus-
ing and instructive, is pre-Watergate and
he therefore views the sports metaphor
as innocuous. He says,

Sports metaphors relate closely to many
people, which is why politicians spend
the time to create them; at other times
they are tossed off without thinking be-
cause they are already a part of the lan-
guage. After a Kennedy aide appeared on
Lawrence Spivak’s television panel show
Meet the Press, the President called to say
“They never laid a glove on you.” It is
the classic remark of a trainer to a prize-
fighter who has been belted all over the
ring. (pp. 421-22)

Since Watergate, we have become more
attuned to the way sports metaphors are
often used to make big decisions involv-
ing all our lives seem trivial and inconse-
quential.

Nixon's “jocko’macho” talk (as Nicholas
von Hoffman called it) was amply dem-
onstrated; the limited supply of tough-
guy metaphors, akin to verbal locker
room swaggering of muscle-flexing 7a-
chismo at the beach: . . . Years earlier,
some critics had felt that Nixon’s overt
enthusiasm for spectator sports (shaking

hands with athletes, telegrams and phone
calls to coaches) was simply a calculated
ploy (“a grandstand play”) to win the
favor of certain voters, to create the illu-
sion that he was “just one of the guys.”
It was no illusion. Nixon was not the first
politician to use the imagery of athletics
. . . but the transcripts reveal that the tra-
ditional emphasis on “fair play,” “follow-
ing the rules,” and “good sportsmanship”
had been replaced by a “win at all costs”
mentality.5

One need hardly comment further on
what Watergate did to the language; its
only good effect was to alert many
Americans to the way language does
both form and corrupt thinking. For
that, we should probably be grateful.

Unfortunately, the effects of Water-
gate aren’t longlasting. In the midst of
the recent New York City financial cri-
sis, the Wall Street Journal carried the
following story:

After a seven-month game of political
brinkmanship, the Ford administration has
browbeaten New York City into “fiscal
responsibility” and the city has pressured
Washington into limited federal help.

But the path to that outcome proved to
be far different than either side had ex-
pected, and the ultimate results happier
than either would have predicted just a
short time ago. There seems to be no clear
winner in the long struggle—just losers
of varying degrees. . . .

The reconstruction of these events
leading up to the Wednesday statement
discloses basic miscalculations by every
player in the game . . . .

The city’s fiscal crisis, surfacing last
May, rapidly developed into a high-level
game of political chess—played out in
Washington and New York and Albany,
full of bluff and bombast, maneuver and
surprise.”

Only the name of the game has changed;

6 Hugh Rank, “Watergate and the Language,”
in Language and Public Policy ed. Hugh Rank
(Urbana, 1ll.: NCTE, 1974), pp. 8-9.

7November 28, 1975.
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the article goes on to discuss how New
York’s crisis developed into a standoff
between Ford and the city, in which par-
ticipants in the negotiations between
New York and Washington felt that “it
was hardball both ways, and nothing
was spared.” The “hardball season” of
negotiations ran from September through
November, when Ford and New York
City finally reached a compromise.

This story illustrates very well the dan-
gers of relying too heavily on sports
metaphors. Here a genuine crisis has been
reduced for readers to a game in which
participants are trying to out-bluff and
out-maneuver each other while New
York and perhaps the rest of the nation
await the consequences. And the crisis
is portrayed as a strategy problem, rather
than a human problem or a problem in
responsible government.

‘What is the lesson to be learned from
looking at our culture’s continuing use
of sports metaphors to render important

situations innocuous in advertising, in
business, and in government? If it is true,
as Walker Gibson said to the NCTE
Convention in 1973, that “learning to
read is learning to infer dramatic charac-
ter from linguistic evidence,” then exam-
ining the metaphors used in popular cul-
ture provides good insight into our char-
acter as a nation. And if it is also true, as
Orwell remarked in Politics and the En-
glish Language, that “language can cor-
rupt thought,” then sports metaphors be-
come not merely ways of revealing our
adolescent preoccupation with aggres-
siveness, with winning, with games, but
also ways of perpetuating those con-
cerns, of glorifying them, of passing
them on unexamined to our children
through our national culture. It is at least
worth a few minutes of our time to
wrestle (there it is again) with the de-
cision of whether we really want to see
ourselves forever as a nation of team-
players and sports fans.

Northeast MLA Liaison Committee

The NEMLA Liaison Committee has
been established to provide counselling
service and to aid in the placement of
new, unemployed, and part-time profes-
sionals in English and Modern Lan-
guages. It needs representatives from all
the states—several from the larger states—
to serve as information interchange per-
sons who will carry out advisory coun-
selling and promotional functions on

their local campuses and on specific re-
gional levels to be decided upon by the
liaisons within each state and in Canada.
Nominations (and self-nominations) are
welcome. Please send them, with indica-
tions of their geographic and academic
areas, to: Maurice Cagnon, Chairman,
NEMLA Liaison Committee, Depart-
ment of French, Montclair State College,
Upper Montclair, NJ 07043.
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