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Abstract: The present article aims to highlight the ways in which the sports hero in Romania is
“annexed”, ie used and instrumentalized by the political power, represented by public institutions,
political parties and | or politicians. The case sindy analyzes the ceremonies and awards bestowed
upon the tennis player Simona Halep, the most prominent sports figure of Romania in the past
decade, by a number of local authorities in the country (Bugteni, Constanta, Cdldragi, Bucharest,
Cluj) and by the Romanian Presidency, from late 2013 to the present day. We scrutinize the
reasons bebind such feats of public homage and the media coverage it entailed, while also trying to
explain why sport, and tennis in particular, is courted assiduously by politicians in the country —
and what this reveals about the standing of the sports hero in Romanian society and political
legitimization strategies. We also explore the reasons why apparently similar political strategies of
gaining political kndos throngh association with a sport bhero work brilliantly for one Romanian
politician and dramatically backfire for another. Last but not least, we take a look at the way the

sports hero was instrumentalized during the COVID-19 pandemsic.
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Preamble and Objectives

This article aims to analyze the ways in which the sports hero in contemporary
Romania is "annexed" and used by the political power, using as a case study the public
honors bestowed upon tennis player Simona Halep, who in the past 6 years has become
one of the most influential Romanians from outside the political sphere, gaining, by
virtue of the performances achieved in her sport, wide social recognition and popular
sympathy (Express Press, 2015). Since this kind of recognition of the great champions
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in Romanian sport has become customary, and their annexation by the political factor
along with other interested parties is a recurring reality (GSP, 2011; HotNews, 2018b),
we intend to analyze the way in which a series of public institutions in Romania (the
town halls of Busteni, Constanta, Calarasi, Bucharest; the city of Cluj - through the Cluj
County Council, but especially through the mayor Emil Boc; the Romanian Presidency)
put it in practice and legitimized themselves overtly, by associating with Simona Halep.

The general objective of this article is to review the ways in which the sports hero
(Simona Halep) is publicly mythologized and glorified. In this sense, we will define the
sports hero, then we will review a series of public festivities that had as a protagonist
the tennis player from Constanta, focusing on the most publicized of them. Last but
not least, we aim to analyze the significance of the athlete in the hierarchy of heroes
accepted by the public, and the analysis of the place that the sports hero holds in the
legitimizations of the political factor.

Our analysis seeks to answer the following questions: a) What are the ways and
strategies by which Romanian political institutions and politicians exploit / annex a
sports celebrity / a spotts hero? Can it be compated with other cases, from other spotts
or other geographical and cultural areas?; b) What is the concrete way in which the
athlete is honored as a public hero and what are the image benefits that political forums
and politicians want to obtain from that homage?; ¢) what was the reaction of the
public opinion and the mass media in Romania towards the instances in which the
sportswoman Simona Halep was the protagonist of an “annexation” (or attempt of) by
politicians? Was there a double standard in evaluating these “seizures”?; d) by whom
does a sports hero nowadays accept to be “annexed”, and why?

Heroism and Heroes

"The human inclination to commemorate heroes" and to celebrate their achievements
"seems to be a universal feature of human culture" (Becker & Eagly, 2004, p. 163),
which spans history: from oral traditions in Antiquity and medieval poems, to
contemporary society, where heroes are honored "not only in literature, but also in film,
television and journalism" (ibid.). Hook (1945) says that the hero is as old as history,
while Fishwick (1975) sees in heroes «the mirrors of time»: “Every hero mirrors the
time and place where he lives. He must reflect the most intimate hopes and beliefs in a
public way". In general, Becker and Eagly (2004, p. 163) note that "heroes and heroism
are defined in terms of courage and risk of one's life as well as noble purpose". A
common denominator of the various theoretical orientations regarding heroism seems
to be its inclusion in the broader category of prosocial or helpful behaviors (ibid., p.
164), "accepting the risk to one's own life being the one that (...) transforms prosocial
behavior into heroism".

Sport as a repository of moral values

Sports heroes are central to modern sport. For Holt et al. (cited in Lines, 2001), "sport
without a hero is like Hamlet without a Prince". The question is whether sport "can
revitalize the moral spirit, without which the community risks becoming an empty
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abstraction" (Smart, 2005, p. 4). To paraphrase Inglis (cited in Smart, 2005), sport used
to be a repository of ideas «that were central to our morality» (ibid., p. 5). The special
moral quality attributed to sport and to its practitioners, amateurs or professionals,
would therefore be the bridge between heroism lato sensu and sports heroism. Sport
"has been credited with the ability to nurture "the natural impulses of generosity,
elation, heroism, grace, [and] decorum" (Inglis, cited in Smart, 2005).

For some authors, however, the influences and (media, financial) pressures to which
sport and athletes were increasingly subjected during the twentieth century "eroded, if
not completely undermined the moral value of sport and the prospect of «authentic»
sporting heroism” (Hoch, cited in Smart, 2005). It is obvious that heroism has been
substantially changed by the rigors and boom of contemporary media.

Without sharing the finality of the classic, martial hero — if we do not consider sport a
surrogate of war, as Orwell (2000) proposed, the sports hero serves a similar function
(Norwood, 1982, p. 12), heroes and sports legends being held in high esteem by
contemporary society and press (ibid., p. 13).

The modern sports hero

According to Barney and Barney (1989), athletes become heroes because of their
consistent and remarkable long-term performance, as well as because of their morality,
proven social responsibility, and intellectual abilities. Smith (1973) says that modern
sports heroes have special physical abilities, maintain a standard of excellence year after
year, overcome obstacles, and display individual flair or charisma. Modern sports
heroes, notes Wenner,

are models of athletic competence and of social values who are admired for
their outstanding and skillful sporting petformance, their courage, expertise,
perseverance, assertiveness, generosity, social ideals, dependability, honesty and

character. (Lawrence A. (ed.), 1998, p. 138).

Writing in Dilema 1/ eche magazine, Coman (2010) distinguishes between stars, celebrities
and heroes. The first category is allegedly a meteoric one and maintained by the media,
the second is recommended by artistic, sporting, economic performances etc., which
"enjoy public recognition and intense media coverage". Heroes, writes Coman, "remain
in the collective consciousness for a remarkable deed, usually one with a larger
purpose” marking the history of a community, which would also extend to sporting
achievements. It remains to be seen whether Simona Halep is just a transient national
hero (Dumitriu, 2018, p. 30) - it is certain that she enjoys, at this moment, the status of
sports hero and a lasting celebrity.

The politics-sports relationship. The political annexation
of the sports hero

It has been argued (Hoberman, 1977, p. 82) that, based on historical evidence, "sport is
not an ideologically neutral entity". If we looked at it as a mere physical activity,
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exclusively utlitarian, it would be "really harmless". However, the appropriation of
sport (and especially of its heroes) by "ideological observers of all kinds: political
figutres, writers, sociologists" etc. invalidates the thesis of neutrality. Sport, therefore,
"gives rise to meanings, including ideological" appropriation, "only when an observer
thinks of it" (ibid.). Moreover, sport has been transformed, countless times throughout
history, into a policy instrument, “being appropriated by observers with ideological
interests (Paddick, 1984) and integrated into a political Weltanschauung”" (Hoberman,
1977, p. 83).

As sport is a popular leisure activity and has a "liquid quality” (Edwards, 1973, cited in
Paddick, 1984, p. 61), which makes it "ideologically innocent" (Hoberman, 1977, p. 80),
it is common for politicians to use sports and sports figures as a resource, for a variety
of political purposes. Sport provides politically useful resources, and modern sport in
patticular has been "rarely free from political influence" (Horne et al., 1999, cited in Lin
et al., 2008).

Like religion and show business, sports offer the politician association with
something non-political that large numbers of people are attracted to. Not only
do politicians use the rhetoric of sports for political purposes, they also express
their interest in sports to dramatize their commonality. Candidates campaigning
for office attend sporting events, mention the local team, and seck the
endorsement of famous athletes. Endorsement-seeking illustrates how the
politics seeks out popular culture. The endorsement of a famous athlete
somehow gives the aspiring politician a kind of popular status and humanity he
might not enjoy otherwise. The athlete is the embodiment of both material and
moral success on the playing-field, and the politician seems to think that with
the association some of the heroic magic might rub off. And this is nothing
new: both Al Smith and Herbert Hoover sought the endorsement of Babe Ruth
in 1928! (Combs, 1984, p. 67)

In the last century, the danger of exploiting sport for commercial and political purposes
has increased (Pedersen, 2013), as the resonance of the phenomenon and of sports
heroes in society "exploded". The Nazi Reich, fascist Italy and Peronist Argentina
(Rein, 1998) each used sport for ideological purposes, while communist countries such
as the GDR and the USSR (Riordan, 1977 cited in Paddick, 1984, p. 59) "have invested
heavily in sports, often to support nation-building and to use international success,
especially Olympic success, to demonstrate the superiority of communism over
capitalism" (Houlihan, 2007). However, not only authoritatian systems resott to spott,
but also politically stable and economically advanced states: the opportunity to
strengthen national identity through sports success and to do diplomacy and country
marketing via sport, as a soft power resource, is far too tempting to ignore (ibid., pp.
3472-3476). It should also be noted that in the scheme proposed by American
sociologist Orrin E. Klapp, which explains the appearance of a popular hero, public
recognition and formal honors represent the second stage (Klapp, 1949), out of a series
of five that lead to the "hero cult".
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For the purposes of this analysis, as the terminology related to the instrumentalization
of sport and sports heroes is diverse, the terms "annexation", "exploitation",
"appropriation", "instrumentalization" will be used alternately, but always with the same
meaning, that of using sport and sports heroes for an ideological purpose, to advance a
political message ot to improve the image of the politician / entity associated with the

sportts hero in order to "annex" his / her celebrity.

An object of the political annexation we analyze, celebrity has become a defining
feature of our media society. Ubiquitous in the mainstream media and the tabloid press,
in advertising and activism (Driessens, 2013, p. 641), it has profoundly affected many
areas, especially politics, as "celebrity has become a valuable resource to use in power
struggles" (ibid., pp. 641-42). Celebrity status gives those who enjoy it discursive power
and a voice that cannot be ignored (Marshall, 1997, cited in Driessens, 2013, p. 642)
and is supposed to function as a general mark of success (Bell, 2010, cited in Driessens,
2013, p. 642). Celebrity culture, notes Cashmore (2006, p. 6), "affects (...) not just
passionate fans, but entire populations". Indeed, the social and cultural impact of
celebrity is obvious - what has been conceptualized as celebritization (Driessens, 2013, p.
643). One interpretation of this phenomenon is that it denotes the versatility of
celebrities within media and entertainment (Lewis, 2010, cited in Driessens, 2013) and
their "migration" to areas not traditionally associated with fame. A celebtity who
supportts a politician or even becomes one is a common example.

The link between the media, the entertainment industry (to which sport can be
asctibed) and politics has generated the phenomenon known as "celebrity politics"”
(Agyepong, 2017). It has its historical origins in the United States, where the Kennedy
era and Ronald Reagan’s election were seen as the point of convergence between
"celebrity production lines and politics”" (Turner, 2004, p. 18). It is noteworthy that the
literature on politicians and other decision-makers who use celebrities, either trying to
become celebrities themselves or using celebrities to legitimize their policies, is limited
compared to those dealing with the involvement of celebrities in politics.

In a typology developed by Marsh, 't Hart and Karen Tindall, the authors supplement
the existing framework with a new category, that of the politician who uses others’ celebrity,
described as ,,office holder who uses specific celebrities and others’ fame to endorse
their own candidature, party or policies” (Marsh et al., 2010, p. 327). The typology of

nn

celebtity politics proposed by Marsh et al. also includes "celebrity advocate", "celebrity
activist / endorser", "celebrity politician" and "politician celebrity" (ibid.). It is in the
novel category of this typology that we will include the politicians who "annexed" (or
tried to annex) the celebrity and the success of the sports hero Simona Halep, in cases

that we will analyze.

The persuasive effect of famous activists and supporters seems to be more pronounced
when certain conditions are met. 't Hart and Tindall (2009, cited in Marsh et al., 2010)
argue that the political and charitable activities of celebrities will be seen as more
significant and successful the more the initial source of their fame is based on merit, the
greater the social prestige of the cultural field in which the celebrity gained fame; the
longer the fame; and the wider (geographically and numerically) and more open (relative
to social classes and cultural groups) is the extent of fame. All the boxes seem to be
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ticked in the case of Simona Halep, one of the most popular contemporary Romanian
athletes (DigisportRo, 2019).

The political annexation of sports
heroes around the world

The phenomenon of the annexation of sport by politics is not, as we mentioned at the
beginning, by far a Romanian one. Congratulating, nominating and honoring sports
heroes with distinctions or special ceremonies are practiced all over the world.

For example, on the occasion of the World Cup held in Russia in 2018, the
controversial Chechen leader Ramzan Kadyrov granted the honorary citizenship of the
country to the Egyptian national star, Mohamed Salah, taking advantage of the fact that
the "Phataohs" set camp in the Republic. According to The Guardian (2018), dictator
Kadyrov vehemently denied using Salah's presence in Grozny to generate positive
publicity. Even so, the quoted source notes, Kadyrov made sure that a series of photos
of him with Salah were made public.

Other footballers have also become honorary citizens of some localities — among them
the Portuguese Luis Figo (The Portugal News, n.d.), the Argentine Diego Maradona
(La Stampa, 2017) or the German Philipp Lahm (BeSoccer, 2019).

Tennis too attracts public honors. In August 2014, the most successful player in
Bulgaria, Grigor Dimitrov, received the title of honorary citizen of the city of Varna,
with unanimous votes (Novinite 2014). That same year, the famous tennis player Rafael
Nadal, born on the Spanish island of Mallorca, received the title of "adopted son" of
Madrid, the highest distinction of the city, from the mayor Ana Botella (Dawn, 2014).
Another Iberian tennis player, Carlos Moya, was honored in 2004 with the honorary
citizenship of the Croatian city of Umag, receiving a special medal from Croatian
President Stjepan Mesi¢ (Croatia Open Tournament History, n.d.).

In women's tennis, the Hungarian player Timea Babos was among the eight athletes,
artists and scientists rewarded by the Budapest Municipal Assembly in 2018 because
“through their activities, served the development of Budapest and the growth of its
reputation” (Babos, 2018). The award consisted not only of honorary citizenship, but
also of a financial incentive (ibid.). The first Japanese to become a world leader in the
WTA circuit, Naomi Osaka, was congratulated in January 2019 by Japanese Prime
Minister Shinzo Abe, who thanked her for her victory at the US Open, purportedly
giving Japan energy and excitement in difficult times (The Guardian, 2018). And the
success of Halep's opponent in the final of Roland Garros 2017, the Latvian Jelena
Ostapenko, was publicly exploited, with the youngster becoming the star of a video
presentation of her hometown, Riga (Focus on Travel News, 2018).

It should be noted, however, that politicians do not always "blindly" consent to the
annexation of a popular sports figure. This was the case of the Polish tennis player
Agnieszka Radwanska, who was nominated in 2019 for the honorary citizenship of
Krakow, her hometown, but did not receive the distinction. "Honorary citizenship (...)
is not a medal for sports achievements, but for achievements for the city, for the
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development of a certain field in the city. Something we haven’t seen yet", explained a
public official, Rafa Komarewicz (Afaae, 2019).

Politics and tennis on harmonica tones

In the recent history of Romania, the use of sports heroes by the political factor is a
common practice: because sport enjoys a unique social impact, an important sporting
performance is rarely ignored by politicians. The famous party at the Golden Blitz
restaurant (ProSport, 2018a), featuring, in April 20006, the then president of Romania,
Traian Bisescu, who came to congratulate the footballers of Steaua Bucharest for
qualifying for the UEFA Cup semifinals, is a classic case of "annexation" of the sport.

As we have shown, the association with sport has political utility. Additionally, "as
sports figures become popular embodiments of heroic success, their celebrity status can
become a resource for successful political recruitment” (Combs, 1984, p. 68). For
example, in Liberia, former footballing great George Weah won the chair of president
in 2017 latgely due to his status as a national hero (IICRR, 2018). However, "the
transfer of magic is not guaranteed": in 1976, the US presidential candidate, Gerald
Ford, was supported by a plethora of athletes, which, however, did not bring him the
success he craved (Combs, 1984, p. 67). The National Union for Romania's Progress
party (UNPR) built its communication campaign in the 2019 European elections on the
sporting successes of two former glories, Ilie Nistase (tennis) and Anghel Torddnescu
(football), who opened the electoral list (Stiripesurse, 2019). However, the strategy of
annexing the two big names in sports failed miserably (GSP, 2019b).

Simona Halep's star has attracted, through its growing brilliance, the Romanian political
patties and Romanian politicians of recent years. One of Simona Halep's first political
"annexations" took place in December 2013 (GSP, 2014a; Actualitatea Prahoveand,
2014), after the 23-year-old athlete at the time, star of Romanian tennis, had a
remarkable year in the WTA circuit, winning no less than six tournaments (GSP,
2014b). To the surprise of some, the one who decided to publicly honor Halep was not
the mayor of Constanta, her hometown, Radu Mazare, who had publicly expressed his
reservations about the value of tennis (Libertatea, 2018), but, the mayor of the
mountain town of Busteni, Emanoil Savin. He granted the young sportswoman the title
of honorary citizen of the locality, a distinction to which a 500-square-meter plot of
land was later added (Jurnalul Prahovean, 2014b), for which Halep signed the
paperwork two months later.

"Bugteni will become the capital of Romanian toutism in the future and it seems natural
to me that all the great Romanian personalities will have a house in this resort, where
they will retire in their old age, a kind of neighborhood of champions. On the other
hand, Busteni supports the sporting performance and it seems natural to me to reward
[Halep] propetly”, mayor Savin defended his gesture, according to Adevirul (2013).

An article published in February 2014 on an online information platform by Busteni
City Hall noted (IloveBusteni, 2014) that "Simona Halep was welcomed today,
according to tradition, with bread and salt and huge bouquets of flowers by the mayor
of Bugteni, Emanoil Savin, at the Bugteni City Hall". The same piece of news pointed



Vasile-Teodor BURNAR | 15

out that the ceremony was attended by the future neighbors of Halep, the judoka Alina
Dumitru, gold medalist at the Olympic Games in 2008, and the fighter lonut Iftimoaie,
in turn rewarded by Emanoil Savin's mayot's office in previous years (Adevirul, 2014),
as a part of a euphemistically called "tradition" — in fact a well-developed toutism
marketing strategy by the officials of the institution from Busteni, meant to increase the
visibility of the town (Adevirul, 2013) and presumably to promote the mayor. No less
than 50 personalities from various fields had been rewarded at that time by the Busteni
City Hall and the mayor Emanoil Savin with the title of honorary citizen of the locality,
the mayor talking about the creation of a "Champions Quarter" in Busteni. The article
went on to note that "Simona was dealt a big sutprise, prepared especially for her by
Emanoil Savin, namely two huge cakes, one in the form of a tennis racket and the other
representing the trophy won in Doha® (IloveBusteni, 2014. Please note that the underlinings
in both quoted paragraphs belong to us and want to highlight the self-laudatory, sometimes hyperbolic
rhetoric practiced by Bugteni City Hall and Emanoil Savin at the award ceremony in honor of Simona
Halep).

More interesting than the honors themselves — in fact, typical and practiced all around
the world for exceptional achievements in a field of activity - was the ceremony staged
for Halep. A filming of the event (Ziua de Constanta, 2014) shows how, at the entrance
to the Busteni City Hall, the sportswoman is greeted by Mayor Savin with the two
festive cakes. The score is provided by a harmonica player hired by the town hall, who
performs the couplet:

With respect and value
The honorary citizen
Made ber life beantiful
The tennis player from Constanta!

She has no worries or care
World number 7, aye,
And I'll win game after game,
uz 1 also wanna win a Grand Slam!

The association of Busteni with Simona Halep, who announced her intention to build a
house in the city (Libertatea, 2014), was just beginning to take shape. In the summer of
the same year, after the final played at Roland Garros, the new honorary citizen was
congratulated by the local mountain rescuers. "The Princess of the Carpathians”, as she
was nicknamed ad hoc by the local press (Jurnal Prahovean, 2014a), was honored by
the authorities with a huge banner raised over 2300 meters high, under a symbolic
place, the Monument of Heroes — the Cross of Caraiman. On the banner, an onlooker
could read, in huge letters, "Thank you Simona Halep!".

In the summer of 2017, right after surprisingly losing the final at Roland Garros to
Jelena Ostapenko, Halep returned to Busteni where, according to press, she was
received with honors (Fanatik, 2017) by local officials represented by Mayor Irinel
Ghita and Deputy Mayor Nae Savel. It should be noted that the former mayor,
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Emanoil Savin, who had opened the series of honors towards Simona Halep, had
meanwhile become a senator.

In October 2017, a message from the patliamentarian for the newly crowned world
leader received publicity. "Unlike others, Emanoil Savin knows a champion when he
sees one" an article in the national press stated (Republika News, 2017). "He greeted
most of Romania's great athletes in Busteni, when he was mayor of the Prahova resort.
One of the biggest, obviously, is Simona Halep", the soutce noted.

In December 2017, just two months after securing the world number 1 position, a
premiere in Romanian women's tennis, Halep received, also from Busteni, a rare
accolade, being honored with an occasional postage stamp, valid on the spot for only
one day, and also with a postcard. The initiative belonged to the same Savin, this being
a joint venture by the Busteni City Hall, the Bartoc Cultural Foundation, the Bucharest
Philatelists’ Association and the national postal services operator, Posta Romani
(Observatorul Prahovean, 2017). The stamp contained the inscription “WORLD
NUMBER 1 IN THE 2017 WTA RANKING”, and the postcard showed Simona
Halep next to the globe. The reverse of the illustration marked the connection between
Busteni and Halep, emphasizing that the latter, "HONORARY CITIZEN OF
BUSTENI, BECAME ON OCTOBER 7, 2017, IN BEIJING, THE LEADER OF
WORLD TENNIS", with the text being superposed on an image of the mountain city.
500 copies of the postcard were put on general sale.

Busteni City Hall's desire to "capitalize" on Simona Halep's success was also evident in
the summer of 2018, less than a month after her triumph at Roland Garros. Then, the
mayot's office officials issued and treleased for circulation a new limited seties of 400
postcards, inscribed with the face of Simona Halep and the Roland Garros trophy, a
gesture occasioned by the Busteni City Days. The postcard portraying Halep served,
inter alia, "to mark the 110th anniversary of the first documentatry attestation of
Busteni". Observers noted that the tribute was normal, as another world number one in
Romanian tennis, former glory Ilie Nistase, had also enjoyed it (ProSport, 2018b).

The road opened by Busteni was followed by other public institutions and officials
from Romania. In June 2014, on the very day when Halep climbed to 5th place in the
world, the local councilors from Constanta, together with the mayor Radu Mazire,
finally offered her in absentia the distinction of honorary citizen and the key of the city,
as well as a land of about 500 square meters in the locality (Digi24, 2014). "Of course,
there are some who will say that they proposed to make her an honorary citizen a few
months ago and I said that she must grow. I see it stimulated her and she grew very
fast. Once again, congratulations! ", mayor Mazire was quoted as saying. A local
councilor, Stelian Gima, noted that Halep brings international notoriety to Constanta,
likening its reputation to that of the well-known summer resort of Mamaia (ibid.).

""Many in Caliragi wonder why Halep
is an honorary citizen"

One of the cases of political annexation of Simona Halep that raised the most eyebrows
took place in Cildrasi, on November 28th, 2018 (Observator de Cildragi, 2018).



Vasile-Teodor BURNAR | 17

Coming after an exceptional year, the leader of the WTA hierarchy accepted the
invitation of the local officials, led by mayor Daniel Stefan Drigulin, to pay them a visit
to receive the title of honorary citizen of Calirasi municipality. It is interesting to note
that the invitation was issued through the Caldrasi Branch of the Romanian Aromanian
Community, which also organized a special event in her honor. According to Romanian
media (Fanatik, 2018), about 700 Aromanians lived in Cdldrasi at the time. Faced with
doubters of its honesty, the organization was quick to motivate its approach: "The
grandparents from the father’s side, Halep Stere and Zoica, grandparents Halep Nicolae
and Sirma, as well as grandparents from the mother’s side, Pufleanu Dumitru and
Chirata, and grandparents Pufleanu Pana, emigrated to Cadrilater in 1932, locating in
Rahman-Asiclar commune, Cildrasi county, passed through Cilirasi on arrival,
frequented Cildragi municipality through their preoccupations and so connected with
Cilarasi ” (Jurnalul de Calarasi, 2018).

On a blizzard, Halep arrived in Cildrasi, where the workers fought with the snow all
morning to pave way. "There has been no such mobilization since the elections", was
the extremely expressive comment of one of the workers (Sport.ro, 2018). The festive
agenda included a visit to the office of the mayor Drigulin, the presence at a show
honoring the champion, the handing over of the title of honorary citizen by the mayor,
press statements and an autograph session.

Of interest for the present analysis is the way in which the initiators of the event
justified their gesture and exploited the moment in the media. Thus, Mayor Dragulin
declared: “Why Simona Halep? Because she is Romanian. Why Simona Halep? Because
Romania lacks models. She is a model of work, ambition, perseverance, effort. All this
is embodied in this golden lump that Romania has and which is called Simona Halep.
We are a small community, around 68,000 inhabitants, who I am convinced are
following Simona. Why Simona Halep? Because she is ours and, although she does not
have a Cildrasi ID, we adopted her, and I am honored that I am her contemporary”.
The same Drigulin promised a tennis complex in Céldrasi that was to be named after
the tennis player (Editia.ro, 2018). Taking advantage of Halep's presence in Cilirasi, the
mayor then seemed to validate his own public policies (Marsh, 2010, p. 327), stating
that “T'oday is a time when, slowly, slowly, Cilarasi sits (sic) on the map of Romania as
a city where things are done, step by step, so that the citizens of this city feel ever closer
to home" (Observator de Cilirasi, 2018).

This time too, the media highlighted the ritual staged for Simona Halep: the tennis
player " was greeted with bread and salt" by two children in traditional Romanian
costumes (Actualitatea de Caldragi, 2018) and was received in the office of the mayor
Daniel Stefan Drigulin, signing in the book of honor and also on a miniature flag”
(Ziua de Constanta, 2018).

Not all the people of Caldrasi welcomed the invitation extended to Halep, however. In
a video dedicated to the event, Pro TV news remarked, with transparent irony, that "in
Cildrasi there is no tennis court and many people in the city wonder why Halep is an
honoraty citizen", given that "she never had any connection with this city" (Spott.ro,
2014). In an article titled “Tennis player from Constanta, Simona Halep, will receive the
title of honorary Caldrasi. This is why ... , the journalist Marian Pirloagi, from the
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publication Atitudinea din Cildrasi, ironically commented on the whole approach,
suggesting that it represented a sample of political opportunism (Atitudinea din
Cildrasi, 2018).

The most acid comment regarding the distinction given to Halep in Cildrasi came,
however, from the local journal Realitatea din Caldrasi, in an article entitled,

suggestively, "Suld' ... the Prefecture. .. Drigulin. .. the Press Office and Simona Halep!", that
catalogued the event as a "masquerade" with the "sole purpose" of promoting the
mayor:

We believe that the great champion Simona Halep has nothing to do with the
city of Cildragi. Our newspaper refuses to take part in this masquerade with the
sole purpose (...) to promote the image of Daniel Stefan Drigulin, on the advice
of some councilors paid with public money, who have no idea what world they
live in. (Realitatea din Caldrasi, 2018)

A successful annexation: Emil Boc

Another Romanian politician and mayor, the former prime minister Emil Boc, currently
the mayor of Cluj-Napoca, had a clearly superior media coverage regarding the
association with Simona Halep. Over time, Boc, a regular of appearances next to
athletes and singers (Antena 3, 2011), stood out as a supporter of the Fed Cup
(women's tennis) team of Romania — which he hosted in Cluj in 2016, twice in 2018
(when he met Simona Halep at the airport), and in 2020 respectively. Moreover, in
2018, Boc was warmly embraced by Simona Halep at the end of the match with Patty
Schnyder, a gesture that made the rounds around Romania. "Surely no mayor in the
wotld will have this honot," Boc said at the time, according to Fanatik (2018).

In February 2019, when Romania played again with the Czech Republic, this time away,
in the quarterfinals of the Fed Cup, Mayor Boc made his way abroad, where he was
leader of the fans and drummer-in-chief, being noticed and praised, for his efforts, by
Halep (Pal, 2019). It is noteworthy that the group of supporters from Transylvania
displayed a banner in Ostrava on which was written "Cluj-Napoca supports the
Romanian team" (Andrei, 2019).

Two months later, in the Fed Cup semi-final against France, played in Rouen, Emil Boc
"relapsed"”, stepping once again in the spotlight as leader of the Romanian fans who
went to the Hexagon, with the mayor being singled out for praise by the non-playing
captain of Romania, Florin Segirceanu (Monitorul, 2019a). According to Gazeta
Sporturilor, which interviewed him on that occasion, the "ultras" Boc "was a one-man
show at the confrontation France - Romania 3-2, from the Fed Cup semifinals. The
mayor led the supporters in the stands, acting like a real supporter during the two days
of the competition" (Dinu, 2019).

The frequent appearances at Romania’s tennis matches and his friendship with Simona
Halep seem to have benefited Emil Boc and Cluj, the mayor being labeled by the press

! Expletive with sexual connotations, in Romanian.



Vasile-Teodor BURNAR | 19

as "a big fan of tennis", which allowed him to talk about the possibility of Cluj hosting
a WTA tournament. The move would further increase the prestige of the Transylvanian
city, which in recent years has stood out through the electronic music festival
UNTOLD (Prodan, 2015). In his turn, the businessman Ion Tiriac, a close friend of
Halep, confirmed that he will discuss with Emil Boc on this topic (GSP, 2019a).
Moreover, the press speculated that Boc's presence on Romania's trips was patt of a
communication strategy developed to lobby a future indoor tournament in Cluj, which
was to be organized from 2020 (Sport.ro, 2019; Media9, 2019a). Some local journalists
were not at all convinced of the sudden passion for tennis of Boc and his men.
Commenting on the presence of a real squadron from Cluj Municipality at the match in
Rouen, a publication sarcastically shouted, referring to "Simona Halep's directors’
gallery": "Come on Romania! We are locking the City Halll" (Media9, 2019b).

In June 2019, Halep returned to Cluj, with the city hosting (with the direct support of
the Cluj County Council), for the second year in a row, Sports Festival (Ziare.com,
2019), where the tennis player starred in an exhibition. Again, the good relations
between Emil Boc and Simona Halep came to light: during the exhibition, Halep
invited Boc on the court, lent him the racket and played for him the role of a ball girl,
provoking him to a ,,duel” with her father. Simona Halep even bowed to Mayor Boc
(Burnar 2019a), to the thunderous ovations of 10,000 spectators. Conjecturally, it can
be speculated that Boc earns political kudos from his association with Halep: the tennis
player publicly expressed, on the same occasion, her gratitude to the mayor (in obvious
contrast to her snubbing of Bucharest mayor Gabriela Firea on the National Arena —
see Contescu, 2018) and her endorsement of a WTA tournament in Cluj, an event that
would further increase the city's fame and, consequently, the already high approval
rating of Mayor Boc (Monitorul, 2019b; Monitorul, 2019¢).

Gabriela Firea and the failed annexation in Bucharest

What worked for Emil Boc and Clyj turned, however, spectacularly against another
Romanian politician, namely Gabriela Firea, the general mayor of Bucharest between
2016 and 2020. She had her first contact with Halep in February 2018, when the
politician awarded her with the title of honorary citizen at the Excelsior Theater (GSP,
2018a), "as a sign of recognition of sporting merits", as shown in an internal act of the
Bucharest Municipality (CGMB, 2018). In June 2018, immediately after Halep won the
final in Paris, the Bucharest Municipality was asked by the champion and her staff to
organize a meeting with the fans, to present a replica of the trophy (GSP, 2018b). After
recriminations that the Municipality marginalizes the event (DC News, 2018), the
agreed place was the National Arena, the largest stadium in Romania (capacity: 55,634),
and the date was set for June 11. In context, two days before, a Social Democratic Party
(PSD) rally "against judicial abuses" had taken place in Bucharest, attended by about
two hundred thousand supporters of the political party of which Gabriela Firea was a
member (Hotnews, 2018a). She made a speech in front of the crowd, followed by the
PSD leader, Liviu Dragnea, who opened his speech by urging people to congratulate
Simona Halep because "she brought us joy after 40 years". PSD supporters present in
Victoriei Square reacted with loud applause.
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Two days later, according to the press, "at the opening of the ceremony, the general
mayor of Bucharest, Gabriela Firea (PSD)", weating the tricolor scarf on her chest,
"offered Simona Halep the symbolic key to the city and tried briefly to talk, but was
booed off stage by the 20,000 people in the stands, who then chanted the
sportswoman's name. Firea left the Arena before the end of the cetemony, at which
point the boos turned even more intense" (Acum TV, 2018). As a result, "after this
incident Gabriela Firea wrote on her Facebook page that the boos came from teams of
hateful citizens, who came well organized, strategically placed among decent people”
(Stirile TVR, 2018). The mayor lamented that "no good deed goes unpunished" and
accused "the Soros’ propaganda apparatus”" and "its press henchmen", "fake news",
"malicious comments" or "money received from dubious NGOs to transform
Bucharest into a city under siege. Faced with an avalanche of insults and other critical
comments, which accused her of "using Simona's image for some political capital”
(Vice, 2018) Firea had to shut down her Facebook page three times in just twenty hours
(Newsweek, 2018).

But it was not only the appearance of Gabriela Firea next to Simona Halep and the fact
that she preceded her in the order of speeches that infuriated people. After the
cetemony,

a set of collages and videos designed in PSD laboratories, accredits the idea that
tennis player Simona Halep, winner of the Roland Garros tournament, cheered
on Sunday on the National Arena by tens of thousands of Bucharest residents,
especially families with children, would have been, in fact, the booed one and
not the general mayor of PSD Gabriela Firea (...). The materials, which would
make Goebbels' propaganda apparatus envious, were conceived, as revealed by
the former president of PSD Victor Ponta, by a certain George Harabagiu from
Neamt, brought along at the PSD headquarters in Bucharest by Liviu Dragnea,
president of PSD. The materials were disseminated by the PSD organizations
Giurgiu, Mehedingi, Tulcea, Constanta, Bucharest, Ilfov, Valcea (..). He
distributed at 20:01 the piece which was then taken over by many PSD county
organizations, and wrote «Alert the organizations and dissemination groups in
the counties. Maximize the impact of the posting. Divide into groups! » (Acum
TV, 2018).

Harabagiu, the coordinator of PSD's online campaigns, was fired by the then PSD
president, Liviu Dragnea, after the controversial campaign (Digi24, 2018), which
outraged a good part of the Romanian media and public (Dobrescu, 2018). Through
many of its members, PSD admitted that it had mismanaged the entire event,
apologizing to Halep and its fans and eating humble pie for the "unforgivable blunder".
"Simona Halep desetved neither the faking of the meaning of the Monday night
festivity, nor the use of her name in an unintelligent manner. We have an obligation to
apologize for this gesture. I personally do it", wrote the social democrat Ionug
Vulpescu, former Minister of Culture, on his Facebook page (Eremia, 2018).

Mayor Firea also issued a mea culpa, following the wave of public criticism, stating after
a few days that, based on her experience as a former journalist, she believed that “this is
how it happens all over Europe, this is how it is done in America” (Topescu, 2018).
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In the Romanian media, the event was front page material for days in a row, generating
a unanimously negative stance against the actions of the politician and condemning the
political intrusion in sports (Dumitrescu, 2018). The general note was to qualify the
appearance of the mayor next to Halep as a major blunder, a huge communication and
political marketing error by the Municipality and especially by Firea personally.
Covering the topic, Vice noted that “Simona Halep's victory at Roland Garros is about
the only joy that the Romanian people still have today. Thus, it did not escape without
being stained by the political dirt we are in" (Rogu, 2018).

Halep herself sought to distance herself from the scandal created around the moment,
declaring: “I don't do politics, I don't say anything, I just went to share this joy of
showing people the trophy. I went there strictly for the people, I do not want to
comment on this topic" (Sport.ro, 2018).

Significant for our discussion is that what happened in Bucharest in June 2018 led the
debate in another direction, some observers (Cartianu, 2019) wondering why a similar
approach aimed at Halep, that of Mayor Emil Boc in Clyj (in the many cases previously
described), worked in Transylvania, but failed dramatically for Gabriela Firea. The
explanations can be neither categorical nor final, being rather a combination of factors:
the public image of each of the mayors (generally good for Boc, seen as a progressive
politician, in contrast to Firea, allegedly an impostor in politics), the political affiliation
of each (an anti-PSD wave in Romanian society for the past five years being detrimental
for the mayor of Bucharest), the positive promotion of Cluj in the mainstream press,
unlike that of Bucharest, and so forth. A member of the National Audiovisual Council,
Radu Herjeu, commented that the attitude of the press and public opinion in the case
of Firea and Boc's association with Halep reeks of double standards and "propaganda":
"Aha, I finally understood what propaganda wants to say! It's awful, even an electoral
mess, to hand over the key of the capital city to the world number 1 in tennis, but it's a
great and praiseworthy human refinement, totally apolitical on top, to go with the drum
(N to tennis matches and sneak in all the pictures with our players!" (DC News, 2019).

Climbing up the political ladder: when Halep received
the Presidential award

The President of Romania, Klaus Iohannis, in turn awarded public honors to Halep, in
July 2019, after she had won the Wimbledon tournament. As a result of her triumph,
the sportswoman then received the highest decoration of the State: The National Order
"Star of Romania" in the rank of Knight (Burnar 2019b). The ceremony was hosted by
the Union Hall of the Cotroceni Palace, bordered by stained glass windows depicting
the great historical figures of the Romanians, from Basarab I to Constantin
Brancoveanu. "Thank you on behalf of Romanians for the way you promote Romanian
sport" the President told the tennis star (Digi 24, 2019), with the two also discussing
the possibility of a match, which would have been televised. Halep would later
countermand the match, "advised by relatives not to enter political games" (Contescu,

2020).
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Interestingly, Simona Halep's political "annexation" came not only from politicians, but
also, surprisingly, from fans. In August 2018, a fan of Halep from the diaspora took
advantage of her presence at a match in Montreal to criticize, through an invective, the
ruling party in Romania (PSD), being then imitated by other spectators (Dobrescu,
2018). In the end, Halep asked her fans to refrain from such actions (Chiujdea, 2018). A
speculative explanation for choosing Simona Halep's match as an outlet for political
frustrations, as a site of political protest, must take into account the high visibility of the
event and the (self-) portrayal of the Romanian diaspora as a spokesman for the
democratic aspirations of Romanians as a whole.

The political use of Simona Halep as a vaccination vector
during the COVID-19 outbreak

Yet another instance in which Halep was used by Romanian politicians arised during
the COVID-19 outbreak in 2020. At the start of the pandemic, when the situation was
tense and Romanian authorities urged people to follow the health guidances they issued
to curb the transmission of the virus, Halep was one of the celebrities who recorded a
Public Service Announcement-type video message which was meant to inform about
the risks of the pandemic, in March 2020 (GSP, 2020).

Subsequently, at the beginning of 2021, Halep was coopted by the Health Ministry of
Romania to help the Romanian State in its propaganda effort to convince the general
public of the effectiveness of the new vaccines that were just starting to be rolled out
and administered against COVID-19. On January 5th, 2021, the Facebook page of the
Ministry ran an image of Halep, containing a short quote: “Yes, I will surely take the
vaccine jab”, a photo which was accompanied by the caption:

Simona Halep is not only a sportswoman we admire, but also an example of
responsibility to follow. After conquering COVID-19, Simona wants to get the
vaccine, now she knows how the disease feels like.

"Yes, I will surely take the jab when possible, because I want this pandemic to
end once and for all", Simona said. We all want it to end as soon as possible. To
get back to the things and people we love. To our favourite sports. For that, we
need to be responsible, to be like Simona. #RoVACCINation (Ministerul
Sanatatii, 2021)

Although one can say that this is not an instance where a particular politician has taken
credit for showing up next to Halep, we argue that this is another case of political
instrumentalization, as the Romanian State is a political actor per se on the continental
and the world stage, and on this occasion it plainly aimed to use Halep to inject life into
a floundering vaccination effort (Onciu, 2021), which goes to show the sports hero’s
value for politics in this day and age, as his / her platform reaches millions of people, in
some cases much more than a politician or a group of politicians will ever be able to.
To put things into perspective, the Romanian elections of 6 December 2020 drew to
the ballots only circa 6 million people (Rezultatevot.ro, 2020), less than one in three
voters. It was the lowest turnout after the Romanian Revolution of 1989 (Prelipceanu,
2020), and it showed that Romanian people are disenchanted with politics, while
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Romanian politicians suffer from a lack of legitimacy. Hence, the use of sporting greats
to endorse the contentious (at least, in the early stages) vaccination program.

Conclusions

As early as 2013, Simona Halep started to be appealing to Romanian politicians. The
pioneer of Simona's public tecognition was the mayor of Busteni, the first mayor in
Romania to award the Constanta native the diploma of honorary citizen, amid
disinterest in Halep by other public authorities. From that moment on, alongside
continuous improvements in the WTA rankings for Halep, the acts of homage coming
from politicians began to multiply. Although the public honors practiced by officials
towards a sports hero are commonly practiced worldwide, both the Romanian media
and public have denounced in select cases the lack of legitimacy of certain initiatives,
criticizing the said politicians as opportunists. In some cases, one can speak of a faulty
application of an established communication strategy or a wrong judgment of the
context by the organizers. Other politicians have not suffered the same fate, receiving
preferential treatment from both Halep and the public and the media. This analysis,
combining theories about the instrumentalization of sportspeople by politics with
empirical research and the analysis of journalistic discourse, did not aim to provide
definitive answers or issue verdicts on the legitimacy, morality or immorality of these
public actions. Future studies have the mission to enrich our approach and to reveal the
motivations of political actors in relation to the honored athletes.
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