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Words don’t just describe the world; 
they change the world. We do things 
with words as John L. Austin (1975) 
has argued. But words can also 
change how we think about some-
thing. In this piece I wish to exam-
ine the everyday usage of words 
referring to strategic fouling, as it 
cuts across various languages. In 
some languages this rule-violation 
gave rise to figurative language 
after the practice became wide-
spread. We find euphemisms but 
also dysphemisms, as well as eval-
uative language (whose purpose 
here is to excuse the action). This is 
important, because ‘if thought cor-
rupts language, language can also 
corrupt thought’ (as George Orwell 
observed). 

	 I will argue that euphemisms and 
other evaluative language which re-
fer to strategic fouling are a piece of 
sporting propaganda, aiming to dull 
our senses to such rule-violations.
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Introduction

In a strategic foul (SF from here on) an athlete breaks the rules of a game de-
liberately and openly in order to gain an advantage, and they accept the pen-
alty for the infraction willingly. The attraction of this move is that it often 
leaves the rule-breaker better off, even after being penalised. Consider the 
Uruguay player Luis Suarez, who in the dying minutes against Ghana in the 
2010 World Cup, used his hand (i.e. hand ball, an illegal move) to swat away 
the ball on the goal line. Suarez prevented Ghana from winning the game 
and thus from proceeding to the semi-finals. Ghana failed to convert the sub-
sequent penalty kick. Uruguay profited from wrong-doing – they retained 
an advantage (not losing the game and thus continuing in the competition).
	 Words don’t just describe the world, they change the world. We do things 
with words as John L. Austin (1975) has argued. But words can also change 
how we think about something. In this paper I am interested in how athletes/
coaches, fans and commentators refer to strategic fouling and contrast this 
across various languages (occasionally I will refer to philosophers of sport 
and their language use).
	 In some languages this rule-violation gave rise to figurative language 
after the practice became wide-spread. We find euphemisms but also 
dysphemisms, as well as evaluative language (whose purpose here is to ex-
cuse the action). This is important, because ‘if thought corrupts language, 
language can also corrupt thought.’, as George Orwell noted (1968:37). My 
examples and those of my colleagues relate mainly to football (soccer), 
basketball and the ‘cynical’ foul in Gaelic football. I don’t think anyone 
has written on my topic (at least not in the German and English literature) 
before. I will focus on the languages I know best: German and English. 
In these two languages there is a tendency to make light of such fouls or 
to make them appear to be acceptable, but in some languages the use of 
dysphemisms stresses the wrongness of such acts. 
	 I have consulted colleagues about languages other than German and Eng-
lish and I have collected these results in the appendix to this paper. I didn’t 
want to rely too much on these examples, because native speakers1 will of 
course have a much richer sense of meaning (of the respective phrases) than 

1	 I presented parts of this paper at Heythrop College/London in 2018. I wish to thank 
all the colleagues who responded to my linguistic survey and especially the following 
for helpful information about their respective languages: Stefan Barratt, Filippo Batisti, 
Gustavo Beade, Maren Behrensen, Mitch Berman, Alfonso Donoso, Emanuel Hurych, 
Marek Kamiński, Barry Lee, Daniel Peres, Yunus Tuncel, Christer Svennerlind, Hana 
Válková, Connell Vaughan and António Zilhão.
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those of us who rely on translations – for this reason I focus on German 
and English. Something will always get lost in translation. Take Maradona’s 
‘hand of God’. For an Argentinian it isn’t just God’s intervention which 
comes to mind, it is also the fact that Maradona was known as ‘god’ in his 
country. The footballer’s play on words can get lost unless you know the 
country and language well. 
	 My focus here is on the pragmatics of language as it applies to strategic 
fouling, particularly on the intended perlocutionary effects on the hearer. 
This is not trivial, because we are dealing with a rule violation and how a 
speaker is presenting it to the hearer. Similarly, think of government spokes-
persons. They often rely on euphemisms (with or without metaphors) to 
make certain actions by the leadership more palatable to the citizens: ‘col-
lateral damage’, ‘surgical strike’, ‘enhanced interrogation techniques’, etc.

Language and Speech Acts

Euphemisms (and dysphemisms) used for strategic fouling are not only de-
scriptive (That’s a foul), they also have a performative aspect. According to 
John L. Austin (1975) there are three dimensions to a speech act. The locu-
tionary act is simply the uttering of some words (usually a sentence). The 
illocutionary act communicates the force of the utterance (warning, com-
manding, promising, etc.). The perlocutionary act is the effect (of saying 
something with a particular illocutionary force) on the hearer, which the 
speaker normally wants to achieve (being alarmed after being warned, com-
plying with a command, relying on a promise, etc.).
	 The locutionary act need not detain us here. The illocutionary act in our 
euphemisms (or dysphemisms) is usually that of a statement: She (commit-
ted a foul and subsequently) took one [i.e. red card] for the team. But the 
perlocutionary act aims not just to make the hearer believe the statement but 
also to accept the moral implication of the euphemism: she did the right (or 
wrong) thing.
	 Language forms a large part of the social construction of reality, and eu-
phemisms, sometimes employing metaphors2, are great tools for shaping 
reality in a particular way. The speaker wants the message, which the eu-

2	 Burke (1945:503): ‘Metaphor is a device for seeing something in terms of something 
else. It brings out the thisness of a that, or the thatness of a this.’
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phemisms transport, to appear as ‘natural, objective or as a given’.3 These 
rhetorical devices aim to (re-)structure how the listener perceives reality. 

Definition of Core Terms

The SF is also called the ‘professional foul’4, presumably because it is more 
common in professional leagues. Most SFs will have originated from the 
professional game, but subsequently they might find their way into amateur 
leagues. Outside of sports the adjective ‘professional’ usually has a positive 
connotation. Merriam-Webster’s (online) dictionary5 gives the following 
definitions for ‘professional’: 

(1) conforming to the technical or ethical standards of a profession
(2) exhibiting a courteous, conscientious, and generally businesslike manner 
in the workplace

The adjective might suggest that this type of foul conforms to the ‘ethical 
standards’ of athletes – meaning, that there is nothing morally dubious about 
the practice. It would be far-fetched to claim that the SF is a ‘courteous’ 
act, but for those whose workplace is the playing field it might be a ‘busi-
nesslike’ approach to their ‘work’. However, we should keep in mind that 
although the adjective has positive connotations, this should not induce us to 
believe that the noun which it qualifies (‘foul’) is also positive. 
	 It is very likely that the sporting term ‘foul’ is originally a dysphemism 
for a rule violation. It is difficult to gauge how much of the negative con-
notation is still present. People don’t get too excited about accidental fouls, 
but things are different when we see intentional fouling. Let’s leave such 
empirical questions to socio-linguists.
	 In the English-speaking world it is common to use the adjective ‘strate-
gic’ (foul), but in other languages (Croatian, Finnish, German, Italian, Pol-
ish, Spanish) the practice is known as the ‘tactical foul’. For the Prussian 
General, Carl von Clausewitz (1780-1831), there is a difference between 
these two words. ‘Strategy’ is the overall plan one is pursuing (e.g. to de-

3	 See Chilton (1987:9).
4	 The term ‘professional foul’ becomes wide-spread in the early 1980s, although Tom 

Stoppard named his TV-play from 1977 ‘Professional Foul’. See the usage for the last 50 
years: https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/professional-foul

5	 I am relying on this dictionary because there is a lot of popular (and philosophical) 
support for strategic fouling in North America.



SPORTING PROPAGANDA: THE LANGUAGE OF STRATEGIC FOULING

idrottsforum.org 2020-09-28	 5

moralise the enemy troops, in order to achieve victory), whereas ‘tactic’ is 
a specific or localised aim (e.g. to cut off the cavalry) which contributes to 
achieving the overall plan.6 
	 In sports, the variance between ‘strategic’ and ‘tactical’ to describe fouls 
doesn’t point to a sloppy use of words, but rather to a difference in focus.7 
One word stresses the overall aim to which a specific action is subordinated; 
the other stresses a specific action which might lead to realising the overall 
aim. Of course, not everyone will be aware of the distinction made by von 
Clausewitz and some people might be using these words interchangeably. 
Be that as it may, both expressions reveal that such fouls are meant to con-
tribute to the aim of winning. 

Euphemisms

Let us look at the language surrounding strategic fouling. There is a lin-
guistic trend, presumably originating from coaches, players, spectators and 
commentators, to accommodate the SF and this becomes apparent in the 
euphemistic language to describe the SF.
	 Kate Burridge (2012:66) writes: ‘Very broadly, euphemisms are sweet-
sounding, or at least inoffensive, alternatives for expressions that speakers 
or writers prefer not to use in executing a particular communicative inten-
tion on a given occasion.’
	 A common function of a euphemism might be to shield us from some-
thing we might find difficult to address directly: ‘They slept together’ for 
‘They had sex’. The aim of using a euphemism might also be to soften the 
impact of something painful: ‘She passed away’ instead of ‘She died’. What 
is the function of ‘sweet language’ in the context of strategic fouling? The 
aim is obviously to make the foul more palatable.8 After all, a foul, whether 
strategic or not, is a violation of the rules.
	 In the UK, when people refer to a SF, you often hear the phrase: to take 
one for the team. This means that you commit a SF and accept, i.e. ‘take’, 
the penalty (e.g. a yellow/red card) for the good of the team. Here, a conse-
quence (penalty) of the act (a SF) replaces the neutral statement: She com-
mitted a (strategic) foul. In the first place this creates distance, by adding 

6	 My examples. See von Clausewitz (1832, Bk. 2, Ch. 1).
7	 My preferred term in this essay will be the ‘strategic foul’.
8	 For a comprehensive account of euphemisms (and dysphemisms) see Allan and Burridge 

(1991).
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an additional layer of reality for the hearer. The hearer is supposed to con-
centrate on the consequent, rather than on the antecedent. The speaker is 
trying to distance the hearer from the reality of the foul: a rule violation. 
On the face of it, ‘to take one for the team’ looks like a commendable act of 
self-sacrifice. It makes fouling look good. 
	 In German it is common to use the phrase: die Notbremse ziehen (to pull 
the emergency brake)9 when a striker encounters just one defender in front 
of the goal. In this situation the defender will bring the striker down. Using 
such euphemisms is an attempt to normalise the SF. Of course, in an emer-
gency one should pull the emergency break, for example, if there is a fire on 
a train – for the good of all passengers. The SFer is doing it for the good of 
her team only – not for the good of all players (officials and viewers).10 She 
places the interests of her team above the requirement to observe the rules 
of the game. 
	 In this example from German the effectiveness of the euphemism is in-
creased by using a metaphor (pulling the emergency break) to transport the 
message, because it creates an additional layer of meaning, distancing the 
hearer even further from the unpleasant content of the message. The under-
lying proposition is: ‘she committed a foul’. In contrast, ‘taking one for the 
team’, is also removed from the immediate reality of the foul, but it is more 
direct; it doesn’t rely on a metaphor, instead it uses a metonymy.
	 The phrase ‘stopping-the-clock’ in basketball is also metonymical. It 
draws the listener away from the antecedent: fouling a player off the ball; 
instead it focuses on a consequence of the action. The phrase might also 
suggest that there is an urgency to it (similarly to the German ‘emergency 
break’), that there is an impending ‘disaster’ which needs to be averted, be-
cause the clock is ticking.
	 Now we come to euphemisms which employ adjectives. The aim here is 
to use an adjective with a positive connotation, which is supposed to carry 
forward to the noun ‘foul’. The word ‘foul’ is of Germanic origin, mean-
ing: ‘dirty’, ‘rotten’, ‘stinking’, ‘decaying’.11 This meaning is still present in 
modern German and English (‘foul language’, ‘it tastes foul’). By using a 
positive qualifier the whole of the expression would seem to be positive (or 
imply that the act was justified).
	 Spectators, commentators and coaches in Canada and the US often speak 
of the ‘good foul’ or the ‘smart foul’. At first glance this looks like a contra-

9	 I am told that the equivalent phrase is used in Dutch.
10	 But see Simon (2015:69).
11	 By transfer it also took on the meaning of ‘lazy’ in German from early on.
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dictio in termini, but just as in the expression ‘professional foul’ the positive 
connotation of the adjective is supposed to carry forward to the noun and to 
suppress its negative meaning.
	 Miller and Coffey (2009:133), in a book aimed at young female basket-
ball players, write: 

Know the difference between a smart foul and a dumb one. A smart foul is 
when the score is close and an opponent is going up for a lay-up and you’re 
the only one who can stop her. If you foul her, so what? She gets two free 
throws, but chances are she would’ve had a sure two points anyway if you’d 
just let her go.

Here the authors suggest that in certain contexts there is nothing wrong with 
fouling another player – it is the ‘smart’ thing to do. They are suggesting to 
the young athlete to adopt a ‘so what-attitude’ about rule breaking. 
	 The entry for ‘smart’ (definition 4) in Merriam-Webster’s dictionary 
reads: 

a : mentally alert : BRIGHT
b : KNOWLEDGEABLE
c : SHREWD – a smart investment

The philosopher William Fraleigh (1982:42) writes: ‘Violating the rules in-
telligently occurs if we consider only the self interest of the offending player 
and team.’ The combination of ‘smart’ and ‘foul’ aims to suggest that ‘smart’ 
equals ‘right’ and/or ‘good’.12

	 Is there a difference between the ‘good’ foul and the ‘smart’ foul? Fra-
leigh (1982) describes a similar situation as Miller and Coffey above, but he 
refers to the ‘good’ foul. Thus we can say that both adjectives have a similar 
function. They indicate that fouling in a particular context is the right thing 
to do. However, Fraleigh (1982:42) stresses that such acts are only ‘good’ or 
‘smart’ for the fouling team: ‘Although such intentional violations, of which 
the “good” foul in basketball is used as one illustration, are “good” in terms 
of the rational self interest of the violator, they are not good in terms of the 
good sports contest.’ If a coach explains to a young player what a ‘good’ or 
‘smart’ foul is (as opposed to a ‘dumb’ foul), the coach not only authorises 
rule breaking, but she also makes it morally acceptable.13

12	 Note that a laser-guided missile is a ‘smart bomb’.
13	 Recently, the sports philosopher John Russell (2017, 2018) put forward a new defence of 

strategic fouling, resulting in a (euphemistic) re-description of such acts. For Russell it is 
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Dysphemisms

A dysphemism uses ‘ugly’ language and in this sense it is the opposite of a 
euphemism (‘sweet’ language). It is a substitution for a neutral expression 
and emphasises the pre-existing wrongness/negativity of an act (or object). 
In some instances a dysphemism may even exaggerate what happened. The 
accidental killing of a family could be turned into a ‘bloodbath’ by the tab-
loid press. It is not surprising that we encounter euphemisms which try to 
make the SF more palatable, but it is noteworthy that some languages focus 
on the ‘ugly’ truth of strategic fouling.
	 It may come as a surprise to the reader that Austrians, although they 
(more or less) share a language with the Germans, use a dysphemism rather 
than a euphemism. Austrians don’t ‘pull the emergency break’. In Austrian 
German the term ‘Torraub’ (literally: ‘Goalrobbery’) is common in football 
to describe a situation where a clear chance to score is terminated through a 
foul.14 The metaphor expresses the wrongness of the SF by likening it to a 
crime. It re-inforces the negative connotations of the neutral expression: she 
fouled the striker in front of the goal. Here, the figurative language creates 
an extra layer of reality which enhances, rather than veils, the underlying 
proposition.
	 We encounter another dysphemism in the Irish sport of Gaelic football. 
In 2014 the governing body of Gaelic football introduced a cluster of ‘cyn-
ical behaviour fouls’. These offences include strategic fouling.15 ‘Cynical’ 
can be defined as human conduct which ‘is motivated primarily by self-in-
terest’.16 In a cynical foul the offender values her interests (or the interests 
of her team) above all other considerations, in particular the co-operative 
element in playing a game or the integrity of the game as an institution. 
‘Cynical’ has been paraphrased as (Shannon 2018): ‘to resort to whatever it 
takes’, and this includes a disregard for acceptable standards of behaviour. 
	 The ‘cynical foul’ of strategically breaking the rules retains its sense of 
moral condemnation in Gaelic football, because it is a recent addition to the 
rules, and secondly because it is part of a bundle of violations which make 
up various ‘cynical’ fouls. I suspect that this re-inforces the wrongness of 
strategic fouling. 

the play element of games, which sometimes permits transgressions, and we should more 
aptly describe them as ‘shenanigans’, ‘high jinks’ or ‘antics’. See Imbrišević 2020.

14	 See here: https://www.fachsprachen.net/fussballsprache/t/torraub
15	 Other cynical fouls concern abusive or aggressive behaviour towards a match official.
16	 See the entry ‘cynical’ in Merriam-Webster’s dictionary.
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	 Cynical fouls in Gaelic football trigger a ‘black card’. The choice of col-
our may just be a pragmatic consideration. There is no need to provide the 
official with a black card because the referee simply produces her note-
book, which is black. However, the adjective black often has negative con-
notations: ‘blackmail’, ‘black market’, ‘blackball’, ‘black death’, etc.17 The 
choice of colour might also indicate that such acts are morally unaccept-
able.18

Evaluative Language

We have already encountered the ‘professional foul’, the ‘good foul’ and 
the ‘smart foul’. Here, the adjective qualifies the noun and gives the action 
a positive evaluation. We are familiar with this kind of move from politics. 
The present British government likes to put a superlative spin on everything 
they do. The new ‘track and trace’ app for the Corona virus was supposed to 
be ‘world-beating’. Unfortunately, it died prematurely in the development 
stage.
	 However, there are other types of evaluative language where it functions 
as an excuse. In German you hear: ‘das letzte Mittel’ (the last available op-
tion).19 In English we may encounter phrases like ‘had to’, was ‘forced to’ 
or ‘it was the last resort’ to describe a SF (aimed at preventing a goal by the 
opposition). 
	 In such phrases the wrongness of the foul is admitted, but at the same 
time these expressions convey that there is an excuse for acting in this way: 
a threat had to be removed; a disaster had to be averted; it had to be done in 
order to secure a win. 
	 This kind of thinking (and speaking) has recently entered the (sports-) 
philosophical literature. Erin Flynn (2017:344) writes: ‘we speak of a com-
petitor resorting to the foul and rarely if ever of the foul as something the 
competitor should be proud of.’ Flynn argues that previously philosophers of 
sport tried to find justifications for strategic fouling. In certain circumstanc-
es it is the right thing to do. Flynn’s approach is different. He (2017:344) 

17	 But see the cultural movement ‘black is beautiful’ which started in the US in the 60s; also 
‘black power’. In the fashion industry the colour ‘black’ is always stylish, hence phrases 
like: ‘beige is the new black’ to express that something is now in fashion.

18	 Some football coaches in the Czech Republic use the ‘cynical’ phrase: ‘once you are 
lying down, you can’t run’ to encourage their players to commit a SF, if necessary.

19	 In Argentina you wouldn’t use metaphors but the phrase: ‘a foul as the last resort’ (‘falta 
como último recurso’). We find the same phrase in Uruguayan and Chilean Spanish.
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‘concedes that often enough there is something wrong with the strategic 
foul, though it ought nevertheless to be excused.’ And our language reflects 
this judgement. 
	 Flynn (2017:343) argues ‘that the project of playing to win structures 
the competitor’s practical reason such that it is sometimes unreasonable to 
hold the player to all ethical standards within the game’. Sometimes moral 
requirements and practical reason clash. Flynn urges (349) that we cannot 
‘force the competitor to abandon the aim of winning, to force a losing move, 
and so to stop competing.’ For Flynn our understandable response to some 
strategic fouls is (349): ‘what else could they do?’ He is suggesting that 
sometimes there is no other viable option than to break the rules. Of course, 
one could keep on fighting (against the odds) and prepare to lose graciouly, 
if it comes to that. This would be my answer to Flynn’s rhetorical question: 
‘what else could they do?’20

	 Is the prospect of losing or falling behind in the score similar to an emer-
gency on a train, where we have to resort to pulling the emergency break? 
The evaluative language some sports fans (and philosophers) use conveys 
that this is the case.

The Genealogy of Figurative Language

When we learn a language we start with objects, persons and then say some-
thing about them. This is plain language. Figurative language features at a 
later stage; it builds on plain language. I remember hearing the phrase Er 
zog die Notbremse (He pulled the emergency break) for the first time while 
watching a football game on TV in my early teens. A striker was alone in 
front of the goal and the last defender decided to bring him down. I also 
remember thinking that this was an odd phrase and that it somehow didn’t 
fit the situation, because when we played football, we wouldn’t bring a lone 
striker down. My reservations about this phrase had nothing to do with a 
lack of familiarity with this expression; linguists (Gibbs 1998:101) tell us 
that ‘people primarily form very concrete, literal images’ for figurative lan-
guage. I simply didn’t see that the situation warranted calling it an emergen-
cy. My younger self’s skepticism about the aptness of this expression has 
never left me.21

20	 See Imbrišević 2020.
21	 On aptness of metaphors see Jones & Estes 2006:19.
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	 People who use such metaphorical language all the time (players, coach-
es, fans) will become desensitised to the figurative content. They will not be 
aware of the metaphorical origins as they use these expressions. To them, 
it is just like plain language. They will not question whether the expression 
aptly describes the action on the playing field. But those who encounter such 
language for the first time, learners of a foreign language and people who 
aren’t familiar with the expressions of a particular sport, will have to inter-
pret what the expression might mean, or might have to ask for clarification. 
We also have to include all those who heard such a phrase at the time it was 
coined. In such moments hearers will have to decide whether the figurative 
language is a good substitute for plain language, whether it is appropriate.
	 Nowadays, many English speakers might be desensitised to the figura-
tive meaning of ‘foul’. Originally it would have invoked a sense of dis-
taste. Speakers of Germanic languages22 can still reconstruct this figurative 
meaning. But for many athletes it is ‘just’ a rule violation. And, as I have 
mentioned, some have developed a so-what-attitude to fouling (Miller and 
Coffey 2009:133).23 
	 Over time the figurative meaning of an expression gets lost. In English 
we use expressions, which are now dead24 metaphors, non-figuratively. Two 
common examples are ‘daisy’ (Old English: day’s eye – the flower opens in 
the morning and closes at night) or ‘window’ (Old Norse: vindauga – wind-
eye). But the figurative language describing strategic fouling is ‘fresh’ and 
we can easily grasp its non-figurative roots. Most of the expressions I am 
discussing are less than 50 years old. I suspect that this is no coincidence; 
with the professionalisation of sport the (commercial) pressure to succeed 
made the SF into an ‘option’. And this is reflected in the language.
	 Most of the language we use is inherited from previous generations. 
Occasionally we are allowed to be creative with language, e.g. in private, 
when we invent a new expression to address our beloved, or in public, if we 
write for a living and create new words or phrases to express a fictional (or 
non-fictional) reality. But the motivation in the context of strategic fouling is 
a different one. We need to ask, why have some language users felt the need 
to invent euphemisms (and dysphemisms) and other types of figurative and 

22	 Strictly speaking, English is also a Germanic language.
23	 It is likely that our attitudes toward non-SFs differ from SFs, because the former will 

be mainly accidental and the latter are intentional rule-violations. These are empirical 
questions, and I will leave them for socio-linguists to answer. I suspect that there is 
also a cultural divide when it comes to strategic fouling between Europeans and North 
Americans, which is also reflected among philosophers of sport.

24	 This is itself a metaphor.
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evaluative language for SFs? Why coin such expressions? In the military 
context it is clear that such terms are supposed to hide the grim reality of 
conflict: smart bomb, surgical strike, collateral damage, enhanced interro-
gation, friendly fire, extraordinary rendition, ethnic cleansing, etc. 
	 In the context of strategic fouling, the aim of using euphemisms is to 
shield us from the (moral) impact of a rule-violation. My contention is that 
such language is a form of propaganda, similarly to its use in the realm of 
military conflict. Figurative language, say a metaphor, can help in discover-
ing a truth (Burke 1945:503), but when it is used as a vehicle for a euphe-
mism, it distorts or hides the truth. 
	 Some people will say that the original ‘veiling function’ of euphemisms 
gets lost over time and that current speakers use such language as if it were 
plain language. That is certainly true for very old expressions, the aforemen-
tioned dead metaphors, but the language surrounding strategic fouling is rel-
atively recent. I submit that we should scrutinise such language. We should 
ask at least two questions. What is underneath the veil? And, is it harmless 
to use such language?
	 The euphemism, based on metonymy, of ‘stopping the clock’ (i.e. fouling 
a player off the ball at the end of a game) in basketball may not raise any 
eyebrows nowadays. It may well be that for the basketball fan this phrase 
amounts to plain language, and that it is a harmless way to describe a wide-
spread practice. But consider the phrase ‘hack-a-Shaq’ (i.e. stopping the 
clock by targeting the weakest free-thrower on the team). It was coined in 
the late 90s when Shaquille O'Neal was still playing, and I suspect that it 
was originally a dysphemism – ‘hacking’ someone is not a pleasant activity. 
These two expressions seem to be in tension.
	 Consider bringing down a striker25 in front of the goal and describing it 
as: to pull the emergency break. This kind of foul is not a harmless act, and 
for this reason the expression isn’t harmless either. Governing bodies are 
clear that such an act is a serious rule-violation – the player is given a red 
card and is sent off. The player did not ‘use the emergency break’, rather, 
she committed ‘goal robbery’. 
	 It is much more obvious that we need to scrutinise our language when it 
comes to military conflict. Death by ‘friendly fire’ might be considered plain 
language nowadays, but the phrase ‘enhanced interrogation techniques’ 
hides a moral violation: torture. All states use this kind of language to give 
their actions the sheen of acceptability, but in times of crisis or military 
conflict we need to be wary of such propaganda. The moral stakes may not 

25	 In dysphemic language: chopping a striker.
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be as high in the sporting context. Nevertheless, when we are dealing with 
euphemisms in sport, we should ask: why was it necessary to coin this ex-
pression in the first place?
	 Is it true that taking one for the team is a praiseworthy or even supererog-
atory act? If the speaker simply wanted to state (a fact) that some action was 
a foul, she wouldn’t need to employ a metaphor and/or euphemism. 
	 One guiding principle of language is efficiency in communication. This 
principle can be restricted, for example, by considerations of expressivi-
ty (playing with language, style, literary allusions), but this is not the case 
here. In our context, the speaker is not merely commenting on an action in a 
match, she wants the listener to perceive reality in a particular way. At least, 
this is the case for the originator of the phrase and for those who use it while 
it is recent. Here the aim is to shape the listener’s sense of right and wrong. 
By using rhetorical devices like euphemisms or evaluative language we can 
short-circuit or eliminate the process of moral assessment. As a result the SF 
might appear in a positive light. 
	 Commonly euphemisms shield the hearer from something unpleasant 
(‘We’ll have to let you go.’ instead of ‘You’re fired!’26). In the context of 
strategic fouling the primary function of euphemisms is to shield the hearer 
from the negative connotations of a foul. Furthermore, euphemisms clearly 
try to make light of something which is or might be morally objectionable. 
Sometimes metaphors serve as a vehicle to transport this message. Meta-
phors can re-shape reality. Eva Kittay writes (1987:39): ‘The cognitive force 
of metaphor comes, not from providing new information about the world, 
rather from a (re)conceptualization of information that is already available 
to us.’ This holds not just for metaphors but for all figurative language.
	 A metaphor adds another layer of meaning – thus creating distance – be-
tween the facts (a foul, in neutral language) and the perlocutionary intent 
of the speaker, the ‘new’ reality: the hearer should realise that the foul was 
morally justified, acceptable, permitted, positive, etc. And evaluative lan-
guage, suggests to the hearer that the labour of morally assessing the foul 
has been done, or that there are excusing conditions – there is no need for 
the hearer to do it for themselves.
	 We can and do use many euphemisms without much critical thought, and 
this may be right (he passed away, he went to a better place, etc.). But when 
the intent is to manipulate (friendly fire, collateral damage, etc.) then we 
are dealing with (political) propaganda. Even if such terms became second 
nature to many language users, we would still need to examine them when 

26	 The word ‘fired’ is probably a dysphemism in this context.
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they are used and evaluate if they are hiding something and what that is. 
When dealing with (political) propaganda, the ubiquity of the expression 
does not give us licence to let our critical faculties go to sleep. I submit that 
the same goes for euphemisms for strategic fouling. Their original aim was 
to manipulate, and some of these terms may still achieve this, no matter how 
commonplace these expressions have become. The existence of dysphemic 
expressions for strategic fouling supports my contentions that we must be 
careful when using ‘sweet language’. Dysphemisms re-inforce our moral 
sensibilities.

Conclusion

In the context of strategic fouling euphemisms are the equivalent of political 
propaganda: sporting propaganda. Euphemisms downplay negative conno-
tations; in this context they dull our moral sensitivity. The aim is to change 
how we view something (and how we feel about it27): a SF is not a bad thing 
– it’s a good thing. In some languages the bitter pill needs a sugar coating 
(euphemisms), but not in all languages.28 In contrast, evaluative language 
puts a positive spin on things (a smart foul) or suggests that there was no 
other option; there is an admission that the act is morally problematic, but 
it can be excused.
	 Dysphemistic (and plain language) points directly to the wrongness of 
the action or that it is morally problematic (Goalrobbery!). It highlights our 
moral outrage (or disapproval). It expresses the indignation we feel, much 
more than a phrase which uses just plain language. Its aim is to enhance the 
negative element in the action, rather than to shield the hearer from it.
	 My contention is that dysphemisms in this context aren’t (particularly) 
problematic, because they merely re-inforce our existing moral sensibilities. 
However, euphemisms decribing SFs are a piece of ‘sporting propaganda’, 
aiming to manipulate the hearer into adjusting their moral compass. When 
we use figurative (and evaluative) language which refers to rule-breaking, 
we must carefully consider whether, and in which way, this language shapes 
the narrative of sport.

27	 There is also an emotional element to figurative language, which I will not pursue here.
28	 I would be grateful if readers would point me to examples I have missed in the languages 

I have covered here, or to provide me with examples from other languages.
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APPENDIX

Euphemisms, Metaphors and Dysphemisms:
I am told that there are no euphemisms, metaphors or dysphemism used 
when referring to the SF in the following languages: Argentinian Spanish, 
Chilean Spanish, Uruguayan Spanish, Croatian, Finnish, Hungarian, Italian 
and French.

Brazil
My favorite euphemism describing the SF comes from Brazilian Portuguese; 
there we encounter the ‘providential foul’. The adjective has an evaluative 
function. Thus, the offending player is not to blame for the foul. It was 
God’s will, or it was destiny that she stopped the opposition from scoring or 
winning. Such an appeal to higher power is familiar from Maradona’s ‘hand 
of God’ explanation. For South Americans, God is a football fan – and He 
is on their side.

Poland 
In Polish a SF can be called ‘nieczysta zagrywka’, which means ‘dirty 
trick’. This is not as bad as a crime (Goalrobbery). A ‘dirty trick’ may be a 
bad thing, but unscrupulous people will use it.

Portugal
In European Portuguese the SF is called ‘falta cirúrgica’, which means ‘sur-
gical foul’. The adjective ‘surgical’ suggests that it is used in very specific, 
finely targeted situations (cf. ‘surgical strikes’ in war; also Robert Simon’s 
‘judicious’ foul). The phrase expresses that you are ‘surgically’ removing a 
threat – like a surgeon who is removing a cancer. Thus, the wrongness of 
the action is turned into something positive. The implication here is that it 
had to be done. It may also imply that something that appears to be harmful 
(surgery) actually has good consequences. 

Sweden
In Swedish we find the expressions ‘ta en varning/utvisning’, meaning to 
‘take a yellow/red card’ (literally to ‘take a warning/an ordering out’). This 
is also metonymical. The phrase can be used to justify a SF after it happened 
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or to encourage a player beforehand to commit a SF. When faced with a 
threat (of losing a game) the SF is the right thing to do. The language use 
in Swedish football seems to suggest that the SF has been normalised, it is 
simply an option within the parameters of the game. Thus, its effect on the 
hearer is euphemistic.

Turkey
Most replies to my linguistic survey were about football (soccer), but in 
Turkish basketball a particular move is called a ‘Yugoslave foul’: thwarting 
an attacking move by your opponent early on. This used to be a favour-
ite response by the Yugoslave national team in the 1980s. At the time the 
Yugoslave team was very successfull and this might have popularised this 
particular move. I couldn’t find out whether this is now a neutral expression 
in Turkish, merely describing the originator of the move, like the ‘Fosbery 
flop’ in high jump. It would also be interesting to know whether it was orig-
inally meant to be a dysphemism: this is the kind of nasty move (only) the 
Yugoslave team would use.
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