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The conceptual metaphor in the politician’s discourse is not only a stylistic tool to embellish their rhetoric, but a cognitive tool to understand and even mould reality. It is a persuasive vehicle to influence the audience’s emotions and thoughts. The reality made by politicians can be decoded by analyzing how they use conceptual metaphors in their discourses. As Mukhortov claimed, a linguistic analysis of a discourse remains one of the most effective methods to adequately assess the politician’s verbalized thoughts and to understand his or her intentions [Mukhortov: 86]. By researching conceptual metaphors in presidential discourses, we may reveal presidential thinking patterns and underlying mindsets in various communication settings [Цзи Сяосяо: 239].

Lakoff and Johnson justly argued that “the most fundamental values in a culture will be coherent with the metaphorical structure of the most fundamental concepts in the culture” [Lakoff, Johnson: 22]. Hence, sport, as one of basic elements of human life, is a vital source used to generate conceptual metaphors. In American culture, the enthusiasm towards sports is manifested not only in a routinely used vocabulary like “ kick off”, “a big hit”, or “slam dunk”, but it becomes a phenomenon of pragmatically-bound discourses, and the presidential discourse is a big proof to that.

This paper focuses on sport metaphors in the eight State of the Union addresses delivered by the 44th president of the United States Barack Obama from 2009 to 2016. 

We have singled out six conceptual metaphors from the source domain of sport. Those are ECONOMIC COMPETITION IS A SPORT, EDUCATION COMPETITION IS A SPORT, IMMIGRATION OPPORTUNITY IS A SPORT, POLITICS IS A SPORT, INNOVATION COMPETITION IS A SPORT, and AMERICA IS A TEAM.

The president employs the conceptual metaphor ECONOMIC COMPETITION IS A SPORT in his talk about domestic and international economy. Domestically, he repeatedly uses the phrases “give someone a fair shot”, “get a fair shot”, “play by the same set of rules”, “same rule from top to bottom” so as to emphasize the idea that any American has equal opportunities in the economic sphere. The sport metaphors help Obama sounds like a referee who knows the rules of the game and like a coach who knows how to help his team win. By saying “this country needs them in the game” and “we are stronger when America fields a full team”, the president reinsures the people that they are needed for a common cause and he thus ignites the spirit of cooperation.  

As to international economy, the sport metaphor shows that the president is a fair judge who encourages all to play by fair rules, and at the same time he reminds the nations that they are competitors, meaning something totally different. International economy relationships are regarded as a sport, and the president is hinting that any player dreams to win. Clearly, the president shares the traditional American ambition of becoming a number one in the world economy when he says, “I do not accept second-place for the United States of America”, let alone “sit on the sidelines”. As for the rules to be followed by the nations, Obama says that “we (Americans) should write those rules” and “we should level the playing field”. 

Another conceptual metaphor in Obama’s rhetoric is INNOVATION COMPETITION IS A SPORT. It also focuses on competition between nations, and is manifested through such metaphors as “win the race” and “beat other countries in the race”. As a coach he warns his team against “letting other countries win the race”. The phrases “to win the race to educate our kids”, “lags behind”, “Race to the Top”, and “the playbook” show that the conceptual metaphor EDUCATION COMPETITION IS A SPORT also emphasizes the spirit of competition between students, as well as between nations. 
Still other conceptual metaphors are IMMIGRATION OPPORTUNITY IS A SPORT, POLITICS IS A SPORT and AMERICA IS A TEAM. Immigrants are regarded as competitors in a sport and are welcomed on the condition if they are about to “play by the rules.” Political groups or parties are viewed as players who can “team up” for a common cause. By saying “this nation is great because we worked as a team”, the president highlights the spirit of cooperation and unity.   

In conclusion, it must be said that the economic sphere is the primary focus in Obama’s speeches as far as the frequency of sport metaphors is concerned. The president seems to use sport metaphor as a conceptual tool to create an image of a fair economic environment, both domestically and internationally. However, the metaphorical expressions like “I do not accept second-place for the United States of America” and “we should write those rules” reveal his intention of leaving other countries no opportunity to win the game he is playing. If a contestant is both a player and a rule-writer, how can the game be fair? The political reality he constructs with sport metaphor makes negotiation and compromise impossible in the political sphere, and only leads to either-winner-or-loser situation, rather than win-win situation.
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