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Of the Political Stage, the Game of Politics, and the Campaign Weapon

When we speak of the "political stage", the "game of politics", or the "campaign weapon" (Baldauf, 1997,
pp. 186f. & 214; transl. V. M.), this reveals one thing in particular: to speak of politics is to speak in
metaphors. More than that: conceptual metaphors such as POLITICS IS THEATRE, POLITICS IS A
GAME, or POLITICS IS WAR reveal that ambiguity is already built into the images of our language.
Ambiguity is a fundamental property of language (cf. Klein & Winkler, 2010) and of images (cf.
Bentwich & Gilbey, 2017). As a verbal image, the metaphor is therefore ambiguous as well.

Metaphors We Live By

But what are metaphors, actually? Metaphors we live by (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980) structure not only
how we speak, but also how we think and act. They allow us to understand the abstract, rethink the
familiar, and lead us to new insights (cf. Jakel, 2002, p. 22). This is precisely what makes metaphors
significant for educational processes.

A metaphor transfers experiences from a concrete, often
more familiar domain — such as theatre, game, or war — onto
a complex, more abstract domain such as politics (cf.

POLITICS IS THEATRE

Baldauf, 1997, pp. 15ff.). In doing so, it brings certain LIGHT SOURCE:
aspects into focus while obscuring others — highlighting and Theatre

hiding (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980). X

To take one of these examples: POLITICS IS THEATRE s .
brings the necessary publicity and visibility of political e

action into the light, while its seriousness and credibility Conflict el

remain in the dark.

Co-determination

Seriousness

Figure 1 makes this mechanism visible. The light in which

politics appears is cast by the theatre. What lies within the HIGHLIGHT
beam of light is highlighted as an aspect of politics by the Publicity (mpuisioii
metaphor. Other aspects of politics, lying outside the beam Relationship between  °f POlitical

citizens and politicians actioZ

of light, remain unseen in the shadow of the metaphor (cf.
Manner, n. d.).

Each metaphor thus creates its own readings, while at the

H 1 Figure 1: Highlighting and Hiding of the Conceptual Metaphor
same time concealing what another metaphor would make = Faue t: Hshishins -

ViSibIe (own illustration, adapted from Manner (n. d.), drawing on the
findings of Baldauf (1997))
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Metaphors and Ambiguity

Why are metaphors ambiguous? The definition of ambiguity in the ACES framework helps answer
this question:

"Ambiguity refers to a property of situations, information, or signs themselves: a situation is
ambiguous when it admits of more than one legitimate interpretation, when relevant information
is contradictory or incomplete, or when the categories required for orientation are themselves
contested." (Gloe & Manner, in preparation; cf. also Heindl & Gloe, 2026)

This also applies to metaphor: ambiguity refers to a property of the metaphor itself. It is ambiguous
because it admits more than one legitimate interpretation, and because the metaphorical transfer
itself always remains incomplete. Like an image, a metaphor can only be circumscribed, not fully
described (cf. Kramer, 2003, p. 513). And, as with an image, the meaning of a metaphor only emerges
in perceiving, thinking, and speaking about it — rather than being fixed within it (cf. Hoffmann, 2021,
p. 177). A metaphor, then, cannot be reduced to a single reading. And it always remains only an
incomplete excerpt, because it highlights certain aspects while hiding others.

On the Trail of Ambiguity: Exploring Metaphors in Class

How can this ambiguity become tangible for learners? By having them explore metaphors and their
ambiguity themselves, using metaphor analysis (Schmitt, 2024). This research method can be adapted
for classroom use (cf. Madnner, 2024, p. 142). Students go through the research process themselves:
they analyse, categorise, and interpret metaphors (abridged from Schmitt et al., 2018). In which
metaphors is politics represented? Which conceptual metaphors can we compile? What do they
highlight, what do they hide? And what does a comparison of different conceptual metaphors show
us? These are questions students can track down for themselves. In principle, any form of text is
suitable for this — newspaper articles, political speeches, social media posts. Students can even
explore the metaphors of their own classroom: textbooks, teaching materials and notes, or interviews
that learners conduct with one another.

Applied in class, metaphor analysis fulfils central didactic principles that foster the ability to deal with
ambiguity:

e Principle of Openness and Non-Closure: Metaphor analysis requires an open research stance
in class as well. Its answers are not arbitrary, but the result of the method's rule-governed
application. What remains open are the readings themselves: learners may arrive at different
interpretations, placing readings side by side and comparing them rather than narrowing them
down to a single one.

e Principle of Productive Irritation: Simply identifying metaphors can already be irritating in
itself — for instance, when their frequency reveals just how pervasively language is permeated
by metaphors. Comparing one's own interpretation with others' can likewise give rise to
irritation, when these diverge from one's own. The irritation becomes productive when it leads
to further reflection, rather than premature rejection.

e Principle of Reflexivity: Through metaphor analysis, students can explore for themselves how
metaphors shape their own knowledge, judgment, and interpretation of themselves and the
world. Comparing this with other interpretations makes visible that one's own view is only
one possible view among several, and depends on the vantage point from which one looks.

(cf. Gloe & Manner, in preparation, on the didactic principles)

Verena Manner Ambiguity Competence for Education and Society (ACES) 2



AC E s ACES Article

Ambiguity Competence
for Education and Society

The Spotlights on Politics

Theatre, game, war - these three common

metaphors for politics have already appeared

at the outset. Placed side by side, it becomes \ l 1
visible how differently they illuminate the - o ~
same object (see Figure 2).

As shown, each of these three spotlights is e Poyy,
already ambiguous in its own right: none of pot\“‘f“e S g Sug®
the metaphors fixes a single reading. Taken \S‘“é_ca\ st "IZ"ba,'gh
together, they show something more: even b continted” .,tbpo""
multiple metaphors never combine into a \‘tes“’g\:‘ ) Pgﬁtritcya;l mz‘,’:;j:/rf:,,,s
complete picture, and yet they are richer Pty ) e - -
than the concept they open up. An abstract “eqe‘;‘;ff:; oower ”";Zin;”f
concept such as politics thus appears as ‘:,‘ee;ae‘:::ias e manoef,f,e"
something that eludes definiteness on a“dqat‘;‘i:%‘\\“ o by the

several levels at once: within each individual e ol et
metaphor, and in the juxtaposition of several. POLITICS ot

And yet metaphors bring light into the dark

- de5pite, or pel’ha ps because of, their Figure 2: Comparison of the Conceptual Metaphors POLITICS IS THEATRE, A GAME, and WAR

H H (own illustration from university teaching, drawing on the findings of Baldauf, 1997; examples
amblgu Ity' translated by V. M.)

Practical Material: Templates for Working with Metaphors

Here you will find two templates for working practically with metaphors - developed in the
author's own teaching practice and tested with both pupils and university students.

e Template_HighlightingHiding

e Template_ComparisonConceptualMetaphors
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