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Metafora on kielikuva, jota käytetään toisiinsa normaalisti liittymättömien asioiden rinnastamiseen. 
Metaforia käytetään usein värittämään puhuttua kieltä esimerkiksi urheiluselostuksessa. 
Urheiluselostuksesta on tullut osa populäärikulttuuria ja selostajilta vaaditaan nykyään 
asiantuntemuksen lisäksi värikästä kieltä ja viihdyttävyyttä. Tutkielmassani tarkastelenkin metaforien 
käyttöä jalkapalloselostuksen eri osa-alueilla. Tutkielman tavoitteena oli selvittää, vaikuttavatko pelin 
eri osa-alueet siihen, millaisia metaforia käytetään, sekä mitä pelin aikana käytetyt metaforat kertovat 
meille jalkapallosta ja sen luonteesta.  

Aineistoni koostuu kahden jalkapallo-ottelun englanninkielisistä selostuksista. Keräsin aineiston 
manuaalisesti katsomalla ottelut ja keräämällä oleelliset kielikuvia sisältävät lausahdukset talteen. 
Metaforien analysoinnissa käytin apuna George Lakoffin ja Mark Johnsonin kehittämää kognitiivista 
metaforateoriaa. Sen mukaan metaforat auttavat ihmisiä käsitteellistämään eri konsepteja sekä 
määrittävät ihmisten ajattelua kokonaisvaltaisesti. Tulosten analysointiin käytin muokattua versiota 
Tomi Nordlundin määrittämistä peliselostuksen toiminta-alueista. 

Tutkielmassa käy ilmi, että sotaan ja väkivaltaan liittyviä kielikuvia on jokaisen pelin toiminta-alueen 
(esim. hyökkäys ja puolustus) selostuksissa runsain määrin. Useampi aiempi tutkimus onkin tutkinut 
juuri sotaan liittyvien metaforien käyttöä jalkapalloselostuksissa sekä -otteluraporteissa. Myös 
väkivalta- sekä taistelumetaforat ovat paljon esillä selostuksessa, mikä selittyy jalkapallon 
maskuliinisilla stereotypioilla. Eri osa-alueilla on kuitenkin myös niille ominaisia kielikuvia. Esimerkiksi 
puolustaminen on selostajien mukaan fyysistä työtä ja vaarallista, kun taas hyökkääminen on välillä 
jopa taidetta. Jalkapallomaailman suuriin tähtiin kohdistuu myös paljon metaforisia lausahduksia.  

Tulosten myötä heräsi uusia jatkotutkimusideoita, kuten metaforien määrällinen tutkimus laadullisen 
tutkimuksen ohelle toiminta-alueittain. Myös nykyselostusten vertaileminen vanhoihin selostuksiin on 
mahdollinen jatkotutkimusaihe. 
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1 Introduction 

Football’s first ever official match commentary was broadcasted in England in 1927 (Adams 

2002). Since then, people from all around the world have been able to listen to a football match 

narrated by a commentator. Unlike in the earlier decades, the commentators of today do not just 

repeat what is happening on the field. The language in the commentaries seems to be more 

vibrant and diverse than before, which makes the match more interesting in the eyes and ears 

of the spectators. One important aspect of language which makes the commentaries livelier is 

metaphors. In the words of Nazife Sopa (2023, 3), “football commentary and metaphors go 

hand in hand, transforming the sport into a captivating narrative”. 

 Metaphor usage in football language has been researched earlier, at least in the 

forms of match reports and live commentaries. The analysis of war metaphors has played a 

major role in the earlier studies. In the context of written commentary and match reports, 

Gunnar Bergh (2011, 85), among others, has argued that FOOTBALL IS WAR meanwhile Marcin 

Lewandowski (2012) claimed that “football is not only war” in his study, which seems to 

directly counter Bergh’s study.  

 War metaphors in football are an interesting topic that deserves the attention it 

has been given, but to coincide with Lewandowski, there is a great deal more to metaphors in 

football than just war-related ones. Furthermore, the previous examples are from studies 

focused on written commentaries, which are undoubtedly different from their spoken 

counterparts. Research on metaphor usage in football live commentaries is fairly limited and it 

is a gap in research that this thesis will attempt to fill.  

 In this study, I will analyse the metaphors which are used in the spoken live 

commentaries of two football games and divide them into four different areas of action, which 

in this study are attacking, defending, the general description of the game and the actions and 

profiles of the people concerned. The research questions for this study are:  
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1) Do the metaphors used in live football commentary differ between different areas of action?  

2) What do the used metaphors tell us about the game of football? 

My hypothesis is that the different areas of action include similar metaphors to a 

degree, and war metaphors presumably are very prevalent. However, attacking will possibly be 

described as technical, difficult, and as an action you need to train really hard to master, 

meanwhile defending will be physical and primitive. Football is a physical sport that is 

considered masculine, even now when more and more women are playing the sport. That will 

undoubtedly be shown in the types of metaphors.  

 

2 Theoretical background 

2.1 What is a metaphor? 

The most common definition for a metaphor, according to the Merriam-Webster dictionary, is 

that it is a “a figure of speech in which a word or phrase literally denoting one kind of object or 

idea is used in place of another to suggest a likeness or analogy between them” (s.v. metaphor). 

An example Merriam-Webster gives is “drowning in money”. In a literal sense it is impossible 

to drown in money, as drowning means suffocating by submersion in water or any other liquid, 

and money is not liquid. However, in a metaphoric sense it is possible to drown in money, as it 

can be imagined that someone has so much money that the person in question may not be able 

to breathe due to the weight of the (cash) money. 

Lakoff and Johnson state (1980, 3) that “our ordinary conceptual system, in terms of 

which we both think and act, is fundamentally metaphorical in nature”. This means that in 

addition to words and language, the way we think, act and experience things are also a matter 

of metaphor, we just do not normally think about it (ibid.) 

Conceptual metaphor theory, or CMT, is a theory which came to prominence through 

George Lakoff and Mark Johnson’s classic book Metaphors We Live By (1980). According to 
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Kövecses (2010, 4), “a conceptual metaphor consists of two conceptual domains, in which one 

domain is understood in terms of another”. An example that Lakoff and Johnson use in their 

aforementioned book (1980, 4) is ARGUMENT IS WAR. They clarify the statement by giving 

examples of the metaphor. For instance, the sentences “I demolished his argument” and “Your 

claims are indefensible” are commonly used in everyday language (Lakoff and Johnson, 1980, 

4). 

  

2.2 Types of metaphors 

Lakoff and Johnson (1980) divided conceptual metaphors into three types: structural, 

orientational, and ontological metaphors. The metaphor ARGUMENT IS WAR, which I presented 

above, is an example of a structural metaphor as there is a structural similarity between the two 

concepts. Structural metaphors are deeply rooted in the conceptual system of our culture. For 

example, a person could have never been in a fistfight, not to mention war, but due to people 

commonly arguing since the day they learn to speak, and the metaphor ARGUMENT IS WAR 

being prominent in the culture, the concept of war is understood in our heads (Lakoff and 

Johnson 1980, 63-64).  

Ontological metaphors serve various purposes, but one of their main functions is 

conceptualizing abstract experiences as objects or concrete substances (Lakoff and Johnson 

1980, 25-26; Vu 2015, 69). As an example, Lakoff and Johnson (ibid. 25-34) mention 

INFLATION IS AN ENTITY. Even though inflation is not a physical object, it can still “back us 

into a corner” or “we need to combat it”. Another common ontological metaphor is THE MIND 

IS X, for example THE MIND IS A MACHINE (“Someone is a little rusty today”) or THE MIND IS A 

BRITTLE OBJECT (“Someone’s ego is very fragile”). Personifications (such as “Life has cheated 

me” or “Cancer finally caught up with him”) are also included in the category of ontological 

metaphors.  
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Orientational metaphors are different from ontological and structural metaphors. 

Instead of comparing individual concepts, they include “a whole system of concepts with 

respect to one another” (Lakoff and Johnson 1980, 14). Lakoff and Johnson decided to call 

them orientational metaphors because most of them deal with spatial orientation. The 

metaphorical orientations are not arbitrary, our cultural and physical experiences have a lot to 

do with them (ibid.) For example, the metaphors HAPPY IS UP and SAD IS DOWN have a physical 

reasoning, as people tend to slouch when they hear sad news and improve their posture when 

they are happy or proud (Lakoff and Johnson 1980, 15).  

Orientational metaphors, however, are very dependent on the world around us and 

some of our personal beliefs might not be in unison with the metaphors (Lakoff and Johnson 

1980, 22-23). For instance, BIGGER IS BETTER is a common orientational metaphor, but in 

today’s world, where resources are limited and saving them is a virtue, in many cases people 

may think SMALLER IS BETTER. Nonetheless, some orientational metaphors can even be called 

universal. For example, time is conceptually spatialised in every single language which has 

been researched (Núñez and Sweetser 2006, 401). Núñez and Sweetser also prove that TIME 

PASSING IS MOTION is relative, as in a language called Aymara, which is spoken near the Andes 

in South America, future is considered to be behind us instead of ahead of us (Núñez and 

Sweetser 2006, 402-405). 

 

2.3 Football commentary 

After the rise of the television in popularity and the large number of sporting events 

broadcasted, sports have become “a form of popular culture” (Richard 2008, 193). Football is 

considered to be the most popular sport in the world by many and the demand for televised 

football games is huge.   
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Sports commentary, or sportscasting, is “the oral reporting of an ongoing activity, 

combined with provision of background information and interpretation” according to Charles 

A. Ferguson (1983, 155-156). Its main purpose is to give information of a certain game to “an 

unknown, unseen, heterogeneous mass audience” who are willingly watching the game and 

listening to the commentary (Ferguson 1983, 156). The commentator’s job is very demanding 

as there is constant action on the field. However, there are moments in the game where nothing 

of particular importance is happening, but the commentator is willing to retain his flow of 

language, sometimes with “extensive narrative stretches” (Chovanec 2009, 1855). The narrative 

stretches are generally improvised, which occasionally creates interesting utterances.   

Even though the commentator’s main purpose is to be informative, the audience 

hope them to be entertaining as well, which explains why commentators are associated with the 

narrative stretches. Commentators are also expected to be well-mannered, non-biased and avoid 

positive narration towards either of the teams, at least in regular league or cup games. 

Nonetheless, the emotions of sports and the freedom of spoken discourse can break the norm. 

Some of the most iconic lines in sports commentating history have come out of unexpected and 

surprising situations, where the commentator intuitively slips out the first thing to come to their 

mind.  

 

2.4 Previous research 

As metaphor is a common figure of speech and football is the most popular sport in the world, 

there has been a plethora of studies conducted on both of the subjects and even combining the 

two. A great number of previous studies have focused on the war metaphors used in match 

reports and live commentaries. For instance, Gunnar Bergh (2011, 85) claims that: 

[I]t would in fact be hard to imagine such football reporting without the use of war-inspired 

terminology of the type quoted, arguing for a situation where such expression in fact has 

become a [sic] indispensable verbal tool in the commentators’ profession. 
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According to him (2011, 92), the number of war-inspired metaphors in minute-by-minute 

football commentary is so high that there is a case to be made for a master metaphor FOOTBALL 

IS WAR. In addition, Alzawaydeh and Alghazo (2018) analysed conceptual metaphors in 

football headlines (2018) and found that almost 56% of the studied English headlines included 

a war metaphor.  

However, Marcin Lewandowski took an opposing stance and focused on non-

violent metaphors in his work Football is not only war. Non-violence conceptual metaphors in 

English and Polish soccer language (2012). In his study, Lewandowski (2012, 82-85) presented 

non-war related master metaphors, such as A SOCCER MATCH IS A THEATER PERFORMANCE 

and A SOCCER MATCH IS A TEST. As the subject of war metaphors in football is so widely 

discussed already, I will not focus my study on war metaphors specifically. Nevertheless, as 

they are a considerable part of the discussion about conceptual metaphors, war metaphors 

cannot be completely excluded.  

 

2.5 Idioms, similes and “dead” metaphors  

In this study, I decided to include idioms and similes in my analysis, but I decided to exclude 

dead metaphors from the scope of the study. According to MasterClass.com (2022), “a dead 

metaphor is a figure of speech that has lost its potency because of overfamiliarity”. To rewind 

something is a great example of a dead metaphor, as the action of rewind is very uncommon 

nowadays, but people use it in everyday speech and know what it means without possibly 

knowing the original action. 

In Olli Alkio’s master’s thesis (2019), which focuses on metaphor use in football 

written match reports, he included words like attack, defence and corner in his analysis. 

However, those are words which are used in the official terminology in football (an attacker/a 

striker, a defender, a corner kick etc.) so I consider them as dead metaphors and, consequently, 
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unnecessary to include in this study. Other (dead) metaphors which I decided were not 

fundamental for this study were, for example, shot and captain. 

Differentiating between idioms and metaphors is difficult, in some cases 

impossible, and therefore I decided to include idioms in my study. If a person tells someone to 

spill the beans, they are not actively hoping someone to spill their beans out of a can, but to 

know if there are any interesting rumours. Spilling the beans is a classic idiom, but it also looks 

like a metaphor, as spilling in this case can be compared to saying things one might not have 

needed to say (similar to pouring too much liquid in a cup and it consequently spilling) and 

beans can be compared to rumours. 

Similes, on the other hand, can be really similar to metaphors. According to 

Merriam-Webster, “A simile is a figure of speech that compares two otherwise dissimilar 

things, often introduced by the words like or as … [a] metaphor is when a word is used in place 

of another to suggest a likeness”. For example, a phrase “That man is like a pig” is a simile but 

“That man is a pig” is a metaphor. Due to their similarities, I decided to also include similes in 

my study.       

 

3 Materials and methods  

In this study, I analysed two football matches commentated in English, the first being a La Liga 

(Spanish first division) match between Real Madrid and Barcelona and the second being a 

World Cup qualification match between Brazil and Argentina. Both of the analysed games were 

played in a round-robin format, where every team plays every team and the points (3 for a win, 

1 for a draw) are counted in total. I found the games from YouTube and watched the games 

there as well. I watched both of the games once and paused the videos to write down the 

metaphors I found. I also wrote down the timestamps of the metaphors I found to paraphrase 

them correctly in my study. 
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 My research is mostly qualitative in nature, as the main point of the study is to 

find which kind of metaphors are found in the commentaries and in which parts of the game the 

aforementioned metaphors are used in. Qualitative research handles non-numerical data, and it 

aims to gather information from data, which is gathered from real-life situations. However, this 

study also includes quantitative research, as I am counting the number of the essential 

metaphors I found in total, and I will divide them into their own categories.  

 I took inspiration from Tomi Nordlund’s master’s thesis Selostajat tulessa – 

jääkiekkoselostusten metaforien nykyisestä luonteesta (2016). The thesis is based on analysing 

metaphors used in ice hockey commentary, a subject which is very close to my study. In 

Nordlund’s study, he divides the game into six different areas of action, which can be translated 

to attacking, defending, contact situations, the actions and profiles of the people concerned 

(players, referees etc.), the general description of the game and puck handling. By some 

modifying, the preceding areas of action can be used in analysing football games, too.  

 I decided to divide my findings into four categories, attacking, defending, the 

actions and profiles of the people concerned and the general description of the game. Contact 

situations and handling of the game equipment happen in football as well, but I chose to merge 

them into other categories, mainly attacking and defending, due to there being relatively few of 

them in the games I analysed. 

  

4 Results 

Even though my study is more qualitative than quantitative, I still think it is important to know 

how many metaphors are used in football commentary. I gathered 225 different metaphors to 

analyse from the two matches I watched. The actual number is substantially more, as some 

metaphors were so frequent that I did not find listing all of their instances necessary. Also, as I 

previously mentioned, I did not include dead metaphors, such as attack or defence, in my data. 
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The high number of instances mean that metaphors are a very common trope used in football 

commentary and therefore analysing them is important. I will also try to answer my research 

questions and examine which kinds of metaphors are used and what they tell us about football, 

as football has certain prejudices in our everyday culture. 

 I divided the metaphors in the previously mentioned four areas of action, namely 

attacking, defending, the actions and profiles of the people concerned and the general 

description of the game. Next, I will go through the findings in the areas of action, one by one.  

 

4.1 Attacking 

I previously mentioned that I will not focus specifically on the war metaphors of football, but 

in the case of attacking metaphors it is impossible to avoid them. A considerable number of the 

metaphors I found that are based on attacking parts of the game are based on shooting, which 

itself is a war metaphor. “Striking” the ball was a very common in the matches I watched, and 

it was mentioned very often (examples 1-4). 

1) “Comes in on his left foot and strikes it on target” 

2) ”That’s a great strike” 

3) ”That was very close, great strike from the young Mallorcan player” 

4) “Phenomenal strike! World class, nothing else” 

Sometimes striking did not mean striking the ball, but the whole action of counter-attacking the 

opponent (5). In this example, Barcelona take the ball from Real Madrid and attack against 

them with a really fast attack.  

5) “Barcelona strike straight back and it goes to Suarez” 

Striking is not the only violent metaphor used in attacking situations. Especially for shooting 

the ball, there are many other ways of telling the audience that a hard (and usually a great) shot 

has been made, such as “bullet” (6), “rifle” (7) and “blast” (8), which are all words typically 

used for shooting with a firearm rather than a foot.   
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6) ”That’s a bullet header” 

7) ”And rifled home! Paulinho, delayed, not denied” 

8) “The rebound, blasted in” 

Adding to the example (5), other actions of attacking play can be described by violent or war-

related metaphors. For example, a ball can be “stolen” (9) off someone if they are too careless 

with it. In the same sentence, Luis Suarez, who took the ball from Casemiro, also dribbles past 

him, which the commentators describe as “beating” Casemiro.  

9) ”Casemiro, was beaten by Suarez, steals it off him” 

Passing the ball is typically done with lower speeds than shooting it, but in one example the 

ball was “launched” (10) to a player. A good pass, especially close to an opponent’s goal, can 

be a great goal scoring opportunity and a threat for the opposing team. In the game against 

Brazil, Messi gave an “invading” (11) pass close to Brazil’s goal. 

10) ”Launched too long, but well defended by Emanuel Mas” 

11) ”A beautiful invading ball, right across” 

 

Orientational metaphors are prevalent in football commentary, which is not surprising as they 

are common in our language. For instance, orientational metaphors are used to help us 

perceive the playing field. Usually, attacking is considered going up and defending is 

dropping down. The previously mentioned metaphors HAPPY IS UP and SAD IS DOWN are 

relevant to this, as attacking is generally treated as a fun action and defending is treated as 

demanding and tedious. The commentaries in question are not exceptions, as there are many 

instances of attacking being considered moving upwards (12-14). 

12) ”Umtiti’s up there” 

13) ”Pique’s come up, Umtiti’s come up” 

14) “This man, seeing his wingbacks pushing beautifully high” 

An interesting term to consider in this category is “deep”. “The deep” can mean the ball playing 

team’s defensive area, or a player being close to their own goal or in a more defensive position 

than expected (15). However, in some instances, “the deep” is the opposing goal and the area 
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surrounding it (16), which seems to repeal the ATTACKING IS UP, DEFENDING IS DOWN 

metaphor I proposed earlier. In this case, it can be compared to swimming: your own goal is 

the shallow end, and the opposite goal is the deep end, where surviving and functioning (scoring 

a goal) is more difficult (Nordlund 2016, 38-39).   

15) ”Messi from a deep position, finds Alcacer” 

16) ”They’re getting wide but they’re not getting deep” 

Football teams generally focus on keeping their defence close to their goal, and if an opposing 

player is “too close” to their goal, the defenders move near the attacking players and try not to 

allow them any time or space to get a goal scoring opportunity. If a player is in the attacking 

zone alone or with plenty of room, it typically is bad for the defensive team. Thus, the 

commentators often mention aforesaid situations (17-18). In some cases, the attacking player 

going into a space where a number of defenders are protecting the goal (19) is acknowledged 

as well.  

17) “Pass to Carvajal, he has the freedom” 

18) ”Ronaldo with some workspace” 

19) ”Carvajal running into the maze (that’s why he hasn’t scored a goal all season)” 

Passing the ball happens quite frequently in football, but most of it is simple passes between 

the players. However, some passes lead to goals. A pass which leads to a goal is called an assist, 

which explains the meaning of the pass: it assists or helps the goal scorer to score the goal. This 

was evident in the commentary. Some good passes, especially in the attacking area, were 

compared to setting the table ready (presumably for the main course: a goal) (20) or described 

as a “red carpet pass” (21) which indicates that the assister, who was Gabriel Jesus in this case, 

“rolled up a red carpet” for Neymar, who could walk on the carpet and show off, or comparably, 

run and score a goal. 

20) ”Dani Alves it is that sets the table” 

21) ”Right here, with his red carpet pass in the space” 

As seen in the previous examples, shooting is seen as something powerful, raw, and violent, 

passing is seen as helpful, beautiful, sophisticated, or even a piece of art. Dribbling, which is 



 

12 

handling the ball by your feet, is even more frequently regarded as an art form. Many young 

football fans grow up watching dribbling compilations of the best players in the world.  

 The two matches I analysed included players such as Lionel Messi (in both 

games), Neymar, and Cristiano Ronaldo, who are considered by many to be the best dribblers 

in the world. Therefore, the dribbling metaphors are very frequent. Dribbling is often compared 

with dancing (22-25) due to rapid feet movement in both of the actions. Dribbling is also 

compared to dangerous activities, such as minesweeping (26) or tightrope walking (27), as 

losing the ball can lead to a counterattack for the opposition.  

22) “We know what he can do as he dances with Rakitic” 

23) ”When you see a ballet dancer like that, coming in against those knives coming in” 

24) ”Neymar gets his dancing shoes on” 

25) “Look at Higuain as Messi’s feet continue to dance” 

26) ”Suarez tiptoes through the defensive landmines” 

27) ”Squirrel on a telephone wire, from the number ten” 

 

4.2 Defending 

In the games I analysed, I found 70 relevant attacking metaphors but only 43 for defending. In 

a sense that is natural, as one team’s attack is another team’s defence and football is generally 

considered an attacking game. There certainly are similar metaphors between the two parts of 

the game, but there were considerable differences among them as well. 

 One of the most interesting examples is the perception of danger. Terms like 

“escape” (28) and “rescue” (29) were used when a clear goal scoring opportunity was denied 

by the defence or the goalkeeper. In one example, a defender did “emergency action” (30) to 

prevent a goal being scored and in another the goalkeeper “takes out the insurance policy” (31) 

when he kicks the ball out of play. By these examples, conceding a goal is being treated as 

something dangerous or even fatal. Regardless, in the English Premier League in the 2022-23 

season, an average of 2.85 goals were scored per game (Ducker 2023), which suggests that 

conceding a single goal is not actually a game-ending scenario.  
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28) “What an escape for Keylor Navas” 

29) ”And Keylor Navas for Real Madrid’s rescue” 

30) ”Emergency action taken by Alba” 

31) “He takes out the insurance policy, no risks” 

Adding to the danger aspect, gambling is a source for metaphors (32-33) in the matches I 

studied. Gambling is a high risk, high reward action, which can pay off if the gamble is 

successful, but it also can backfire if unsuccessful. For example, raising the defensive line can 

help scoring a goal because more people are attacking, but it also creates more space between 

the defensive players and the goalkeeper, which is obviously advantageous for the opposing 

players.  

32) “They’re taking real gambles” 

33) ”It’s time for Real Madrid to gamble” 

Physical work is also a popular source area for defensive metaphors. It is a fascinating 

juxtaposition with the forms of attacking I previously mentioned, namely dribbling and passing. 

They are regarded as art, something easy on the eye, meanwhile defending, especially tackling 

is physically demanding, effective, maybe even ugly. Actions like “digging” (34-36) and 

“sweeping” (37-38) were common occurrences.  

34) “Casemiro gets dug in” 

35) ”Casemiro has another little dig in” 

36) ”It was Sergi Roberto digging in” 

37) “Ter Stegen (…) sweeps and keeps” 

38) ”Marcelo tries to sweep it from Enzo Perez” 

Organization and collectiveness are traits that are appreciated in the defensive game. It was 

shown in the metaphors, as good defending was described by “tidying up” the area (39) and 

“keeping the back door locked” (40) so any uninvited visitors would not go there. Good defence 

is also sturdy, in one example there was “layer after layer” of defence (41). Bad defence 

however is broken, cracked, or full of holes (42). 

39) “Umtiti tidies up at the back” 

40) ”They better keep the back door locked” 

41) ”But again, layer after layer of Brazilian defence” 

42) “That backline, covered in holes like Swiss cheese they are” 
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Going back to the similarities between attacking and defensive metaphors, a great number of 

war metaphors and violent metaphors were used. Taking the ball from the opposition was called 

“robbing” the ball (43-44) on a few occasions. In one situation, where an attacker was playing 

more defensively than usually, he was “sacrificed” (45) and Barcelona’s goalkeeper, Marc-

Andre ter Stegen, was not conceding goals, so he was “in the line of duty” (46). 

43) “Wonderful football here but robbed here” 

44) ”Robbing the ball beautifully” 

45) ”Barcelona sacrificing a striker for a midfield player” 

46) “It’s ter Stegen who’s in the line of duty” 

 

4.3 The general description of the game 

This section may not be as clearly defined as attacking or defending, so I will start this section 

with a brief explanation. By the general description of the game, I am referring to the whole 

game or the teams individually, but not singular players. It can relate to a team’s nickname, 

their positions in a league table or the temper of the game, to give a few examples. 

 The two games in the analysis are between well-known rivals, which definitely 

made a difference in this section. Argentina and Brazil are fierce rivals, they are the two biggest 

teams in South America, and Barcelona and Real Madrid’s games are considered to be so 

iconic, their rivalry has been given a nickname, El Clásico. 

 As the teams in the matches are legendary rivals and the games between them are 

usually very close, it was not very surprising that combat sports metaphors found their ways 

into the commentaries. The usual closeness of the games was indicated by mentioning weight 

classes in the commentary (47). Weight classes are used in combat sports to separate the fighters 

into smaller subdivisions, which should eliminate physical mismatches. The game between 

Real Madrid and Barcelona was compared to a boxing match, where they “exchanged 

haymakers” (48). Brazil also gave “a sucker punch” to Argentina in their game (49). 
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47) “And it’s like two heavyweights, isn’t it, the final seconds of a world class battle, just 

slugging away at each other here” 

48) ”Both teams exchanging a few haymakers” 

49) ”That is a real sucker punch to Argentina” 

In addition to combat sports, war metaphors and other violent metaphors were indeed used to 

describe the game as well. In the Brazil versus Argentina game, the commentator was talking 

about an earlier game where Colombia and Chile were “duelling” (50) and that Peru was close 

to being “eliminated” from qualifying to the World Cup (51). In the other game, Barcelona was 

“a man down” (52) when Messi was sidelined for a moment after he was bleeding.  

50) “Chile and Colombia were duelling for 90 minutes in the heat” 

51) ”A match that could pretty much eliminate the Peruvians” 

52) ”They’re a man down, Lionel Messi trying to get back on” 

As I mentioned in section 3, both of the games were part of a round-robin tournament. This 

means that the teams do not get eliminated and the seasons are long. CONMEBOL (The South 

American Football Confederation that arranges the World Cup qualifications for South 

American teams) qualification is 18 matches, and La Liga season is as much as 38 matches. 

The season is regarded as a story which has a beginning, middle and end. If two teams have 

similar number of points in a league, they are having a race towards a certain position in the 

table. In the Real Madrid-Barcelona game, the two were very close to each other in the top of 

the table and their process towards winning the competition was called “a title race” (53). There 

were literal story metaphors as well, as in the previously mention game they were tied in the 

70th minute, and the commentator was anticipating “the final chapter” of the game (54). 

Argentina’s game was not going according to their plans, so they were “losing the plot” (55). 

53) “Keeps the title race going” 

54) ”What’s in the final chapter?” 

55) ”There’s only a half hour left but Argentina seems to be losing the plot” 

The teams were also compared to machines and other inanimate creatures. For example, in 

certain places, Germany’s national football team has been previously referred to as a “well-

oiled machine” due to their consistency on the highest level. Brazil and Argentina were named 
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as “two powerhouses” (56) and the tension of the game between Real Madrid and Barcelona 

was so high that the spectators could feel the electricity (57). Funnily enough, Brazil was also 

paralleled to a boiling kettle, of which Argentina was trying to keep the lid on (58). 

56) “Two powerhouses, two of the best on the planet when it comes to national teams” 

57) ”Plenty of hands in front of the television that feel the electricity from this game” 

58) ”Argentina, they’re looking to try to keep the lid on this Brazil team” 

 

4.4 The actions and profiles of the people concerned 

The players are an integral part of commentary. Most of the players are idolised by many people 

and the commentators tend to watch the star players’ actions very closely and comment on their 

performances, as the commentators act as marketers for the game and the companies they 

represent. The superstars of the game, especially Lionel Messi, were sometimes not even 

considered humane due to their outstanding performances (59), game after game.  

59) “Lionel Messi does it again, he’s superhuman” 

However, bad showings do not go out of notice. A commentator was humorously pondering if 

Messi is human after all (60) and if a player was not playing up to the expectations, they were 

“in the shadows” (61) or in a role of a spectator (62). Argentinian players also “shrunk” (63) 

when they put their national team shirt on, implying that they play well for their club teams, but 

in national games they are miserable and afraid of the opponent.   

60) “Sometimes you think he’s superhuman, he proved that he was human there” 

61) ”He’s been very much in the shadows in this game” 

62) ”Can’t find Suarez, who’s largely been a spectator in this game” 

63) ”You put the blue and white shirt on and they just seem to shrink” 

Animals are a typical comparison when praising someone on their physical appearance or 

attributes. “Fast as a cheetah” and “strong as a gorilla” are good examples of that. After an 

impressive dive to save the ball, a goalkeeper was called “a cat that grows wings” (64), which 
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refers to a cat’s ability to jump high and wings keeping him in the air longer. Players were also 

“barking” (65) and had “a DNA of a Bengal tiger” (66). 

64) “He is a black cat that grows wings” 

65) ”Alves barking his frustration” 

66) ”He’s got the DNA of a Bengal tiger when he comes out of it” 

Most of the high-level football teams have youth academies, where youth team coaches train 

the players to be ready for first team football. The biggest youth academies have gigantic 

facilities, where players live and eat, as well as train. The operation can be compared to animal 

refinement. Therefore, the commentator specifically mentions players who were “bred” in the 

academy (67), as it is rare that the biggest clubs in the world have their own academy players 

playing.  

67) “Carvajal and Nacho and Morata, they’ve all been bred at Real Madrid” 

Another way of acquiring players is buying them from other teams. In today’s footballing 

world, where the biggest teams have plenty of money, that is the more frequent way. The 

players have become products, which the teams buy if they have the money for it. According 

to the commentators, James Rodriguez was a “must-have” player after his terrific World Cup 

(68) and Douglas Costa is not a player but “a product” (69).  

68) “James Rodriguez was the must-have player after the World Cup finals in 2014” 

69) ”Douglas Costa, the Bayern Munich product, stepping in” 

Managers are the leaders of their teams. They command their players to do desirable actions 

and give the players the tactics they should follow, just like a teacher or an army officer. During 

the half-time break they gave the players “lectures” (70), comparable to a teacher instructing a 

student on their tasks. FOOTBALL IS WAR is a recognized metaphor, thus it is not surprising that 

the managers were called “generals” who hopefully help the army to win the war (71).  

70) “Both managers rehearsing their half-time lecture in their heads” 

71) ”A general who knows his army doesn’t he … will he win the war?” 
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5 Discussion 

In this section, I will analyse the results of the study and talk about possible further studies. 

 

5.1 Summary of the results 

The two matches analysed included a plenty of colourful speech and metaphor in the 

commentaries, as the 225 analysed metaphors indicate. Many of the metaphors are war-related, 

as could be expected from the previous studies. However, they are not the only types of 

metaphors in the commentaries and there are differences between the areas of action as well. 

 Structural metaphors were the most common type of metaphor in the 

commentaries, which was shown in the examples in section 4. Orientational metaphors mainly 

focused on helping the spectators perceive the playing field. There were hardly any examples 

of the metaphor HAPPY IS UP, SAD IS DOWN.  

 My first research question was “do the used metaphors differ between the 

different areas of action?” As I presumed, war metaphors are frequent in all areas of action. 

Nonetheless, attacking was indeed compared to forms of art, such as dancing or tightrope 

walking. Attacking metaphors were evidently the largest part of my results section, which 

shows that football is a goal scoring game, and when one team is attacking and the other is 

defending, the emphasis is on the attacking side. The differences between the areas are not as 

great as it seems. Due to attacking being the first section in the analysis, some types of 

metaphors needed more description.  

 The second research question in this study was “what do the used metaphors tell 

us about the game of football?” Football is a team sport, but a great deal of the commentary is 

focused on individual players instead of the whole team. Hence, a substantial portion of the 

metaphoric phrases focus on the individual players as well, especially on the superstars of the 
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game. My hypothesis was that the physical aspect of the game, as well as masculinity, would 

be well represented in the metaphors. There certainly are metaphors based on masculine 

assumptions, such as power and fighting.  

 However, as shown in the earlier examples, especially attacking metaphors 

included references to stereotypically feminine activities like dancing. In addition, the 

competitive aspect of the game overtakes the masculinity in the commentaries: it is not about 

the power; it is about countering the power by whichever means.  

  

5.2 Further research 

A bachelor’s thesis is fairly short in length, meaning that a deep inspection of any part of the 

game is difficult. Therefore, some sections of this study are shorter and briefer than I would 

have wanted. For example, two matches were sufficient enough for my study but for further 

studies the number of matches could preferably be higher.   

 This study was almost solely based on qualitative research, but future research 

could probably take the numerical data into account, too. It would be interesting to find out the 

percentages of metaphors in the different areas of action or the proportions of war-based and 

nature-based metaphors in the match commentaries. 

 Another possible study would be comparing the commentaries of today with the 

commentaries of past decades. I claimed in the beginning that the commentary of today seems 

more colourful than before and I would like that to be proven by data. Another research topic 

from a different perspective would be to interview the commentators behind the match 

commentaries and ask them questions about certain metaphors and why they use them.  
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6 Conclusion 

Metaphors in football commentary is a research topic that has been studied before, mainly from 

the perspective of war metaphors. Nevertheless, other types of metaphors are prevalent in the 

commentaries as well. For the most part, the other common types of metaphors are traditionally 

masculine. However, there are differences between the different areas of action. Defending is 

usually considered dangerous and physically demanding meanwhile attacking is sometimes 

even considered as a form of art. In the future, it would be interesting to study the number of 

metaphors in football commentaries and to compare the number and the types of metaphors to 

commentaries of the past decades. 
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