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Abstract

Within the broader medis-sport nexus frumework, sport is known for providing not only engaging
performances for the entertamment market, but also imporiant symbolic capital m termn of natsopal idan-
tity and public diplomacy. The present paper looks at bow these dimensions overiap, focwing on the
ceatrnlity of the medin logie withim ik dynamics of the secial field of wport and it corollany celebnize
ten mmagery. The aiin of the paper 15, thos, to identify the costexmal aspecty and tee legitimatkon smane
ghes mobilmed through medin discowmses in the overlap of the it vt snd the national bere msge
ol & sport acter. Whed and bhow dees mediz crown an athlete with the national hive aura” What does
this national hero status imvelye m reoms of identity and sdentification mechaniums® Fecusing on a cor
pus of 310 aplime artcles and 12 Facshook highlights published by tava main Romanian sport new -
papers diuring the 2014 Roland Gammos Tournament, the study discusies the media comstruction of the
raisdng sport s, Stmona Halep (e, fime Remanian teants plivver to enter Top 2 WAL a5 natonal hero,
The analysis examines not only the svmbolic power of the sport performances as national identiey re-
eoirees and celebriny inpur, but also tw engaging defiberative spaces that emerge along with the na-
tional bere frame and the hybrid fonm of ervie cedebrity practices iovolved in legitinizing it

Keyweards: sport celebrity, nanonal bere, media dibeoarse, cedebrization, HalepMnnia.

Introduction

Sport becoming one of the grenf passions of the 2191 Century {Bovle & Hoynes, 2009) con
be related 1o bath its sy mbalic rechness, s well as te its pole=position in the celebrity marke:
and within the broader celebrization process (Hepp. 2012 Tumer. G. 2004). On the ane hand.
sport “offers a rich source of stories that can, in many ways, function s a direct mirror of na-
tional identity” (Hilvoorde, Elling, & Stokvis, 2010, p. #0), serving both the construction and
the celebration of national identity {Alabarces, Tomlinson, & Young, 2001 ; Poulton, 2004),
While fuelling the sense of national pride and “we-ness” feeling, it hn: become n strategic
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public diplomacy tool (Grix & Houlihan, 2014: Manzenreiter, 2000; Pork. 2017}, providing
one of the most powerful form of national performuonce (Edenvor, 2002, p TE) oo the global
stage. On the other hand, sport has consolidated its constant presence on the public agenda
by leveraging the general medin-centne natiure of Todoy ‘s socreties and the ascending wave
of the popuinr culiure {Hermes, 2006 Stevenson, 2002, 2003: Tumer, B., 2001, 20032). T,
thus, answered the general guest for spectacularity and intense emotional experiences thar
people are criving for

En this overcrowded and dynamic popular culture spacinum, sport continees to provide us
with one of the most engaging and spectacular expenience worldw ide. Consistent with the new
dynamics of the popular cultvre, which nwers 10 borh beng widely embraced and highly
engaging, these was an impormant ncreae in the social value amached 1o sporm, as i “carries
very strong images, has o moss internntional sudience, nsd appeals to all classes”™ (Gwinner
& Swonson, 2003), Nevertheleas, the geneml evelution of the sport workd s been strongly
influgneed by the media gaining centrality (Whannel, 1992, 2009 within this social field.
The media-sport nexus came as an "expression of the commercialzntion of in its entertain-
mhend style, s emiphasis on godls and spectackes and its construction of performers as celebr-
ties” (Kennedy & Hills, 2009, p. 4. By understanding the powerful “seduction imagery™
iSoulage, 1995, p. | 34) imbedded i sport, media hos contributed to both reflecting and re-
defining the spor ethos, providing visibility pot onky to sport actars and events, but also to
the sport imngery itseil It 5, thos, no surprse that sport metsphors, actors and practices were
ensiby mtegrated and recontexiualized n so many areas, including educanon or paliics {see
Jansen, & Sabo, 1994 Segrave, 2000 Semino & Masci, 1996),

With conteimporary popilar cultiere being densely populated with images and namtives
about celebrities and their lives (Beer & Burrows, 2013, p. 33), the new cultural visibility of
iport and the fact that it works as 2 “patural source of prestige” (Allson & Monnington, 2005,
P- 91 secured its presence under the spotiights. Moreover, once entering the media logic, sport
wak comverted into one of the most resourceful Gelds 1w fuel the celebriry marker [ Andrews
& Jackson, 2001; Ogden & Rosen, 2010 Smart, 2005). In this ov eriapping process betweesn
producing the heroic (nattonal) medels and the comumercial (c2lebrity | anes, “in papular dis-
cotirie, the concepts of hero and star, celebrity and persanality are often confised and any
notional boundaries berween them blurred” (W honnel, 2002, p. 40). Nevertheless. they all re-
ly on spoit becoming a ~powerful velicle for mediating meanings and feelings” (Kennedy &
Hills, 2009, p.11. But io what extent do these celebrity-related siones overlap, compete or over-
ihadow the ones addressing the identitary power embedded in spon narratives? Wihat role does
medkia play in connecting or keeping these wo dimensions apart?

The aim of this paper is o address the relation between the sport performance a5 celebri-
¢ input aned sport performance as symbalic capital for the natienal identity discourses and
proctices, Thas, starting from the peneral premiise of the media-centric namue of sport, the smdy
addresses the dynamic relation hetween celebrity and national hero s social constructs. In
doing so, it focuses on the legitimating strategies used by media tn fmming sport actors and
their performances in terms of celebrities or in terms of national heroes mther than on the con-
tent of the twe media frames. When and how does media mebilize these frames” To whnt ex-
tent do they overlap and what favours this process?

The study focses on Simona Halep, the first Rommian tennis plaver to enter Top 3 WTA,
thus: riggenng an entire HufepMaunie phenomienon in amd outside ber home-country. This
case whndy ik relevant not only for the celebrity logle and Tndom practices, but alsa for the
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national hero media framing and the corollary legitimation mechanizms. Nevertheless. it
should be nated that Halep™s rising sport star story o nol the mere focus of the paper, but
rather the context that allows for undertanding when and how media lnks ar switches be-
bween the star rhetoric and the national hero frome.

Celebrities and national heroes: from competing frames 1o
converging frames

The study is placed within o constructrvise framework, where both the celebrity and the
hero concepis are addressed as social constmcts, object to constant secial negofiation and
{rejcefinmition. On the one hond, the celebrity status of sport actors i mainly “constituted dis-
cursively, by the way fn which the individual is represented” {Turner, Bonner, & Marshall,
20040, p. 11} On the other land, alike celebrities, herves are secially shaped, (as o conmting-
ok process of social constmicrion mther than the performance of an individual courageons
nct or as a social condition that emphasizes narratives of heroism nnd saerifice” {Scheipers,
2014, p. 5} This, m turn, moves the focus from understanding whe the celebritics or herpes
are towards how they are secially builnwnd redefined,

If considering sport a3 one of the main fiekds to fuel the celebrity marker has become as
mx i mndic os its symbobc value for the national wentity discourses and practices, celebrity and
natisaal sdentity e been muinly approached a8 altemntive bogics indiscussing the socml sig=
nificance of spon performances and speciatorship experiences. Neverheless, we ngoe that
there are soime constimtive papects for these frumes that allew for 1 mare integrative approach.

Both eelebrity and national identity comtructs are highly emotiowally rooted. From jov.
price or excitement, to disappointment, shame or anger, sport 15 “pnimanly abewm shared ex-
periences (Hibvoorde, Elling & Stokvis, 20 10) that bring people together as much o they di-
vide them. People relate to both cetebrities and notional identity topics in termn of the feelings
they arouse and the emoticnnl engagement they frigger. This is strongly conmected o the et
that botl are activating significant idantity and identification mechanisms. While the worihip
logic tggered by notional heroes i linked with the “we-ness” feeling, the fan-commumity cul-
ture of celebrity plays an important role in terms of socinl cohesion and identity formation
je.g.. Marshall. 2010; Stemheimer, 2011). Based on thi aspirational and inspirtional identi-
fication mechanisms, alike celebrities, who meuld the cultures in terms of pawer relations, ex-
pectations, identity formarion and self-presentntion {Dressens, 2003), heroes themselves work
o agents of socil influence (Coethals & Allison, 2012, p, 222). They are as much relevant in
defimng onesell ond revealing their values and preferences, as they are 1o terms of providing
rele=medeli people choose to relate 1o, In other words, besides it entertammg role, o sport
celebrity is somenne who captivates and inspires, somepne people identify with and wish 1o
be like. Similardy, sport national heroes speak abouwt (selfjdefining valoes and beligfs, inspir-
ing and Fascinating masses that, to a very lange extent. feel they con dznnfe with them. Sian-
ing from this general framework, it can be argued that celebrity and nattonal dentity can work
tegether in enhancing coe anather’s power to aieact and engage people.

Nevertheless, celebrities and national heroes also act as very confrowersiul constructs.
Unifying and dividing forces are both embedded in them. as they gencrate streng in-groop
and owl=group identificanon procesies. Thus, sport celebrities and natmwnal heroes are open
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to 4 highly emotional and engaging public debate. genernting waves of enthisiastic support
and admiration, s well as contra-waves of erincism and rgjection

Another controversial layer is ndded by the medin tabloidiration and the high volntility of
the walk af fme — wilk of dhome narranives, e fo zero slaries thit codee 1o highlight the
foct that, in the realm of spont heroism, stardom. and celebnity, we ended up to face “the fruth
of the seandal” {Rowe, 1997, cited in Wenner, 2013, p. 4). These resourceful findom reac-
tions and corellary public debates genenited by and around celebrities and heroes are the ones
that medin is invelved in, by means of bath wiggering and leveragiong them o keep the pub-
lic highly engaged.

Moreover, there s the debate around the mene celebrity nnd hero concepts, which have
teen subject o a connnuens demecratizanen awd redefiniton process. When it comes 1o the
celebrity culture, the “demotic ™ (Turner, G.. 2010) set the premises for the rise of micro-
celebrities pnd empowered the ordinary people a5 porentinl celehrity prodigy. This brought
along a shift from achieved celebrity to (media) attrrbuted celebrity (Rojek. 2001 ), which in-
tensified the divcussions and criticism upan the devabantion of meritocracy in e celebrity
cuiltiire (Cashmore, 2006; Marshall, 1997). It alse came with a miher pejoritive sense for the
celebrity label and the rise celefoids (Rojek, 2000 Tumer, G., 2006}, referring to persons
whe are mstantaneously in the spothight, but unoble to hold attention m the long nm.

As for the hero rhetaric, it also shifted from an exclusive o a mmore inchisive approach
(Frisk, 2018}, going bevond the debate aver persanological versus simational factors and
looking more closely to the “banality of heroism™ (Zimbardo, 2007). This allowed for hero-
ic figures and actions to migrate townrds new source-fields and embrace such relatively mun-
dane figures as celebrities (Frisk, 2008, p. 4. The broadening seine of heroes and heric
nnrratives led people question the hero stotus of sport actors {Beid, 2017}, ms they are mere-
Iy pizudo-heroes (Drucker, 1997), being given un undeseryed stane based on a celebriny ex-
trupolation bins.

Fallowing ..the myth of the mediated centre” (Couldry, 2003), nivother aspect that is worth
addressing m laying emphasis on the commion grounds of celebrity and national identity s the
central role played by mediie in shaping both constructs. On the one hand, celebrities are mere-
Iy done and undone by media {(Smart, 2005, a8 medin covernge B o constitutive par of their
existence. ©n the other hond, media is the one that provides visibility for the notional idente
ty discourses and practices, becoming the main stage for the national identity debates nnd the
wocial imogery 16 be displaved. In both coses. it s not only about mediating. but also sbout an
active role of medin in contributing to the ongoimg process of redefining both celebrny nnd ni-
tiomal identity constructs, But, besides these general points of convergence that speak about
the shored media-dependency and the sirong emotional engagement and idemification mech-
anisms triggered by both celebrity and national identite, what is renlly o1 stake in ryving to -
derstand and link between these ova constructs when it comes to 3pom sturs”

When speaking about sport actors, who act as representatryes of thedr notions n compe-
titiourk, the natienal identity componsnt is merely embedded in their perfonmances. There-
fore, the media covernge they enjoy and their crowning as stars on the celebrity marker take
this nntional identity as default part of the whele conatruct, Moreover, it is a reseurceful n-
put that media disconrses and coroliary celebrity practices can leverage in terms of visibili-
ty and engaging public debates. This comes o, somehow, fulfil the nostalgic quest for
merthecTatic-ased celebrity ond hero stnhus, as sport @self stamds as the as “nitimste meri-
werney” (Bell, 2009, p. 54).
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There is afso 1 more silent, vet strategic link between celebrity and nntionnl identity that
could be better understood within the bronder famework of colurnl citizenshup and the use
of popular ciiliire as valuable resource for the public sphere. Once popular cultire hias be
comie more and “more influential in arenas of socist and political fife beyond the realm of en-
terminment/|eisure” (Grindstaff, 2008, p. 207), it sturted to be used s an aliemative way 1o
dew attention on distinet public imterest topics that people were more willing to engags with
It became rther common, and, moreover, secially expected and valued for (sport) celebri-
ties fo get ivolved in supporting social causes, national branding efforts, discussing econom-
ic or palitical issues oF reviving c1vic culture practices, thus. contributing. s much as reflecting,
the ¢celebrzation broader process,

To some exrent, we can prgue that there it 3 win-win relation in overlapping celehrity and
natienal identity. On the one hand, celebrity can levernge the symbolic eapital that the nation-
ol identity activates and the opportunities it brings in terms of public debate and media inter-
est, On the ather hand, natonal adenmey can levernge the media exposure of celebrty, the
magnetism and (he engagmg debates it triggen. This, i fum, can generate new forms of n-
volvement in civic debates, overcoming the “cynical distance thot more and more people ake
from politics and the public sphere” (Hermes, 2006, p. 40) when nation and nationnl identi-
ty are 1o be addressed.

Nevertheless, this overiap berween celebrity and naional hero con bring 1o the fore -
partast face management threats for both the signifier {the sport actor), as well as the signi-
fied {national identity ). which are even higher when we deal with zuch competitive and
dynnmixc fields like sport-related events. The constant media serutimy and exposure, the blur-
ring lines berween public and private life and the digging up for controversies and spectace-
larity beyond professional performances is a significant part of the celebriny-related pracrices.
This, b turn, can enter in conflict with the secial expectations and the normative Eamework
of the national identity proctices and the role-model status that the ntienal here b expected
fo consistently perfonm. While celebrity comes with l&ss pressiire, as it 1s expected to be mere-
by about enterainmeit and spectacularity. being a notional hero seems to be maore sbouwt o rit-
uahized conduct, values and responsibilities that act as social eonstrams i werms of who, when
and haw can the mational identity card be playved by and through spert actors. For the lotter
is it longer 1he imnge of the performer that ia of stake, bor the image of a0 ntire mation that
i mimetically comnectad to the performance ol the span herm

The methodological framework of the study

When addressmng the sport performmnes and the sport actor in general, medn " conssgquent=
Iy pushed fo engage in discursive proctices that | . | are instremental in directing viewers [the
public] toward specific undentandings of the on-field action” (Desmamis & Broce, 2010, p.
339}, ag muich as ity broader ofl-Nield social significance. The media framing process provid-
ing schemes of imerpretation (Entman, 1993; Gofliman, 1974; lvengar, 2005; Scheufele, 2004;
Resse, 200 de Vireese, 2005) for the sport actar s perfonmance i, imphicitly, embedded o dis-
cussing the spart star — national hero approach. Nevertheless, this is mther the silent method-
piogical fayer of the study, as its aim i to move the focus from the condent of the fromes to
the legitimation mechamsms beyand them and the dynamics of therr use in mecha disconre,
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Trying to understand this process. there were two main dimensions in defining the corpus
of the media disgoune anakysis: Simona Halep's case study a5 objeet of bath a rasng spon
star and a national hero — this is the actor-based corpus logic; and the 2014 Roland Garros
Toumament media coverage as a svmbalic moment for the mising star-natenal ero dyad —
ihks is the event=based corpus logic, Thus, with the Rolasd Garros tine- e as nucles (25
Maoy-8 June 20 14, the corpus gathered 310 poline articles and 12 Facebook highlights: posts
published by two main Romanian sport newspapers, Prodgort ind Gazeti Sporinlor, not o
Iy during the event. but alse one week pre and past competition, to better umdenstand the evo-
Jution of the medin discowrse (Le. oll the articles that referred to Simonn Halep durnng the 13
May- 15 June 20 14). Moreover, focus on “rising” star and nationnl hero phase was relevant
in tmederstanding the emergence process of the twvo frames, when medin is highly sctive both
in building them and in legitimizing their use. Therefore, the muin research dimensions tham
structured the entire analyiis of the media discourse were: identifying the contextual pspeces
and the legitimation strategies mobilized by the media in crowning the nsing sport star as no-
tignal hero (2. What makes a sport siar be framed as national hera®) and understznding the
new constrict that emerged once overlapping the pvo statuses

Findings: when rising star’'s charm meets the national hero's halo

The contextual aspects of Simona Halep's heroization

Celebrities, like heroes, are as much about the person mnd his! her action as they are ahou
the context in which they perform. This context-dependency is very important in understand-
ing the rinmlized dimension of both the celebrity nnd the hero medin crowning. as their si-
s quest for extm=ondinary settings, which need 10 be spectacular and symbolic in themsebves.

In discussing the performance of Simona Holep ot the 2014 Roland Garros tournument,
one unportant comextal sspect refers ta the symbaolic power of the sport event inell The
Reland Carres CGrand Slam teumaiment is one of the spon megmevents, defined by a ligh me-
din exposure and generating a strong “vortextual” charcter {Whannel, 2002, e a mpid dif-
fusion of all elements connected to the event towards o large and heterogeneous public
workdwide, These well-known mternational competitions oct as real meaia cvenfy, working
as “high holvdoys of mass communication” (Dayvan & Kots, 1992, p. 1} that people are al-
tracted by and engaged with. Moreover, interms of sport geopalitics, they rise significant in-
terest and engagement too, as they are perveived to host strategic symbalic battles not only
between sport octors, bt also between the countries they represent on the sport battlefield.
Mega spor events, hence, provide a high visibility for ntional identey discourse o be dis-
plaved ond reshaped, imvvesting the athlete with the respomsibility of scting ns ambassadors
for their nation an the infernational stage (Kileline, 2014; Park, 2017; Vincen et al,, 2010).

Apother important aspect relates to the mere profile of the athlete, whe then was a fredh
syport figure going through o symibolic “medin baptizing” on the celebnity market, due to her
performance oreseendo during the previous months: “ Stmonia Halep ends wp impressing more
s nrare peraple deee te fer extraaedinory aolievenenes during fie s veun Tie Ravaeian
et reaielved de 4 WTA pliree ioved eeviered the evciusive civcle of top performers af Boland
Garros! ™ (gip.ro, 22.035.2014). Her underdog profile added to both the general interest in her
evalution, a5 well as 1o a higher identification on e miweenc weclandow a5%, rephHeating the
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entire nation’s geopolitical status and struggle as “small” country. This resonates with previ-
ous studies stanng that people are significantly more likely to sympatbuze and identify with
vnderdogs because of their hard time overcoming bemng voung, small, or historieally unaic-
cesaful (Allisen & Burnetie, 2009, Goethals & Allison, 20012, Kim et al., 2008},

In a celebrity-saturnted world, where evervone seems to be imvolved in either producing
or consuming celebrities (Rein, Kotler & Stoller, 1997). new actors coming on the celebrity
radar can genemte 3 supporting and semehow enthisiastic reaction from the public, whoe grves
them credit and expects them 1o challenge the sfenn que within the sport hierarchies. Hence,
the buzz effect generated by Simona Holep's fast climb from Top 30 te Top 3 WTA within
less than a vear drow everyone's atreniion. Her autstnnding performance within i tennis megs-
event, where vou usunlly expect a clash between well-established sport titans, have been am-
plified by her outsider’s positron. It 15 this mere element of unexpected achievement, az well
s the fast growth that humanizes the new born here and made it easy for the peeple to iden-
ey with her and her success atory: i meselt thar vaes nnfiekable o year dga, fer which our
firthe o on Joary Bvack aff it gooad cleeqad njf'lrl:l!'ﬁ"' (gep.ro, 1062014

The fot that she was not only a fresh figure on the celebrity market. but also “an antis-
tar wha challenged the celebnty lows, converted her into 2 hero prodigy for both the medin
pird the general public; “Beoawse she docor | aiow Bie vanity and the imperiinence of e -
|'.|..|.1:_If.i1;|.lnl Hie ferpris of revaif |!" II_IlI S e irgr: s efated’ imd she 5y vo acfrery in r.l'n-_ﬁ:fﬁ.
She iz, dustead, handworking, fooused aod divonnie ” (gepor, 16,05 2004}, This success ste-
ry. entirely grounded on sport performance and the underdog struggle. was seen as opposed
io the shortcut of the celebnty and, thus, closer to the mentocratic concept of boath stars and
heroes. And what better context for the nse of a new sport stor and notional hero than o meaga-
event with such high media vistbality and tradition?

Moreover, Simona Halep's performance at the 20 14 French Open came within a general
context defised by a scarcity of high-level performaneces of Romanian athletes teams in sport
mega-events and an intense public debare nround nanenal identity-redated ssues. On the ane
bhand, her perfermance mnrked a historic maement as she became the firt Remanian woman
femnis player that managed 1o enter the Top 3 W TA and the second one to reach a Rolond Giars
ros Grand Slam Final (after Virginta Ruzici in 1978): “Flomnpa Mifua 1977 Virginia Ruzici
1978 ared 1980, Smong Hulep 2004, These numies ore the history of the Romonian fevmis af
ita highest fevel, the only Romurian tevinis phivers wlo sunuged to meuch o Wamen Grond
ST fimals” (pro_ra, 7.06.2014), On the other hamnd. Simona’™s achievement come to fill this
void and fo provide Romanians with a symbelic anchor in terms of notional pride and collec-
tive success that they could relate to,

These contexmal aspects made Halep s performance stand out and generate an iniense emo-
nonal reaction among the Romanion public. Everything was fuelled by a media discourse thar
focused on the sensationalism of the performance and used o mther “yperbolic™ register to
defing the symbolic value of this perfermance: ~Me firw global s borw after Bevolntion
e 1989} Frow the [084 World Cup produbly me ather Rommtan fewm er athlcke enjoyed
sech u media exposmre like Stutona Hulep” (pro.ro, 9.06.20|4). Nevertheless, this is consis-
tent with the media logic and the celebrization of the sport field. since emotionalization and
drnmatization strategies are mobilized to capiore people’s atention { Dressens, 20 | 3a) and get
themn engaged with both the persona (star or hero). the story and the media content that buift
them hoth within this “new melodramatic imagination” {Beer & Penfold-Mounce, 2009)
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Legitimizing tha national hero status

In crowmning Simonn Halep s national hero, medin was imvolved as muoch i buikding a
cons stent hero-fomimg, o5 o was i justfying . Therefors, i building this image of ~5-
RO HHII'.'P. e reroipre Sl ey 1o rm:'_,fium curtoons  ( Faceboaok h.ighl.igl'!t POST from
Pro. 4.06, 2014, relating to the SupsrWomnn representation of Simonn Halep), there were
four mai legitimation strategies that the Romanian media discourmes used.

The first strategy is built on the historic achievement argument and plays on the factual
cord of statistics nnd track records, To some extent, this works as 2 form of ranonalization in
defining sport success and speaks obout what Hughson (2009) refers to as the modem sport
fascinntion with quantification. Nevertheless, it i+ not anly about the mere uwiex of achieve-
et — " She fghes to brake the records! lneredible perfermaree for Stoonce Hualep! Quly one
player munaped ro da this in the lese 15 years”” (gsp.ro, 6.06.20 14), a5 it {5 about the “his-
torical sense” of the achievement (Hughson, 2009, p. 7)1 “ Teduy Simoen Halep elives Hi-
gt Ruzici ¥ clanee (e e only Romanwicn plaver fo e weon the Bofova Gares Gile),
tiree decades apart™ (gapore, TOG200); " Hie Ndvtose aned Foginia Rusiet fove onde thefr
iwidy fa B top an te Fronch capital field [ New, Swona Falep, fimeor wineer in J0UE,
ix the ane Bt carmies the rapes of w enfire ooty for awetier frophy fo come ™ fgspam,
ITUS2004). In this repard. the athlete’s performance is no longer an individual, but o collec-
Tive one that activates the nanonal pride and the corollary nanonal idennfcation meclanism,

The next three legitimation strutegies are all somehow connected to the circulation of the
celebriy capital (Cronin & Shaw, 2003 Driessens, 200 3b: Humter, Burgens, & Davidsson,
2008). One ts based on an im-group Hall of Fame validation, which uses well-established sport
pptional beroes to confipm the status of a new one. In doing so, media tirns fo Romanian sport
legends, such as former footballer Glheorghe Hagl, former tenns chumpion e Nastse and
gymnastics legend Nadin Combneci. to show their support and acceptance for the new bom
hera: “< e kings Hugl spoaks wbout < the quoen™: She s extroardivary, she con beoone
by 1™ (headline, gsp.ro, 5.06.2084)0 “A champion message fo unother champion! Nidia
Convinret affer Stmona Halep loxt the finad: = Yow wrode J'r::ll'nr:r-".'-' {headline, gsp.ao,
7.00.2014). This works as o symbolic trumfer of celebrity capital and national identity value.
Moreover. it enables a hero-reproduction cycle thar bath the media and the public were wait-
ing for: “Ather 22 vears, Hulep hes olieady nade inmportont sieps for betng pon af Bie e
gallery ur Roswomices greoy affilefes, Mie Ndstoae, Nudice Comimiend o Ghoorohe Hagi. The
Ieiprdy ‘u.l'u:prr ix nrrmu.l'.flp H'Jrllﬁr::r anfhenie Bomapdan spart lf.ll.l'lm'i'.l.l.-l' bBagn after Bl and she
ix peomated i the eunive world] ... ] The < Malep=> pheremenon bas o fisoe (proro, 9.06.2014).

Another source of legitimation for the national heeo stams was, irenically, the mere me-
dia interest generated by the athlete within the global media community. To same 2xtent, the
fact that Simona Halep appeared on the infemational press radar worked as an additenal
pressure for the natianal rhetoricnl arena ( Pesmarais & Wallace. 2018 to acknowledge her
global star stofus and the potential it hios i Terms of national bronding, This acted as an ex-
ternnl validation of the sport star on the global scene: © TTe ivternatanal press is new more
ard meore ivderested i our Rosevian, and Ewro British ingives in petting o short interview”
(propsoriro, 2803 2014); “ T international press is af her feef” (promo, 306.2014), but al-
W a5 o apportunity for promoting Romanis’s country image — " Simana Malep widiey bisios
i for Rowuia at e Roland Gurres” (gsporo, 5.06.2014).

The last aspect that T will address in terms of legitimating the nofional bero frame is the
ghly vivible nitianal fandom wave, engaging both onhine and offline fins-siructures and prac-
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tices. People’s enthusiastic reactions to Simona Holep's performnnce echoed and. moreover.
provided consivtency o the patenal hera medin framing.

i the ane hand, there was an impressive display of fan support for the athlele on sacial
media, where fans mainly stated their gratitude and pride. Their wonship disconrse went be-
wond the sport perfermance itself and brought into question not enty the sport prow ess hero,
bt also the werad here (Hughvon, 2000, Simoena Halep's performance and public figure end-
ed up triggering o form of ervic fandom, which tranilated in engaging in deliberative spaces
sbout the wider significance of the spon performance and the sport star siarus.

This form of civic fandom is as much abowt worship and enthosiasm, as it & about (self)-
reflection and deliberntion. It encompasses criticism directed towards the lnck of govermment
support for sport, scepliciom regarding the authenticity of patriotic discourses, spoart geapol-
itici or debafes about what it means and 15 expected from a celebrity role-maedel.

Om the other hand, media provided visibility to the Romanian fans from all over the world,
focusing en their messages, practices and display of matenal symbols (e.g. the Rommmin
flagh. This, m mrm, underscored the wide-scale suppont and acceptance of Simona Halep ms
mattonal hero; it ako poshed further the spowball effect of the HalepMania phenomenon
From taxi drivers and TV stars, to politicians or singers, everyane felt the need to embrace
the trend or to resct to HalepMania, contributing to the prominence of the topic on the na-
tiohal medin agenda — = Smona Halep, B Sth fennie plaper wardsiside seached o momen e
prvetiped by the whale white sport comnmmmin: From Romuniom fiues o fs from the cowtnies
she wing hee titer in, to the weitten pivss and televisions, everyene i3 watcling ler” (pro.ro.
18.05.2014). Simona Halep's achievements worked as n binding agent betwezn the lecal and
the dinsporic commmmity, enhancing the power that sport has in shaping, a5 well i@ empow-
ering what Anderson ([ 1983] 2006) called the “imogined communities”™

Looking ar the dynamics of the rw'o media framings of Simena Halep's performance, we
could say that the raising spart star status boilds mostly oo the spectsculity of the cutziders
{underdog) success and on the logic of “the few, known by the mawy™ (Evans, 20035, p. 19}
embbeded in the media exposure and the acknow ledgement of public recognizability. When
it comes 1o the the nanonal hero, the focus s moved from the inkerest and admiranon far the
athlete and her perfermance towands the identification and warship for the broader success
mode] that both Simonn and her spor achievements stand for. Thie, even though borh are so-
cially valued, while the ramsmng sior froine s stronghy rooted in the celebrity an token of suc-
cess (Bell, 2010, p_ 48], the national hero frame works as a category of social recognition (Frisk.
2018, p. 10) placed within what Goode | 1978) called the economy of respect and. moreover,
the economy of aspirationnl (national) identitv. As, Whannel {2002, p. 52} noted. it is only
through fransforming sport stars doings into the form of storizs thar they comme 1o signify, and
the national hero comes to build an this symbolic meaning-making process

Conclusion

To iwvestigare when and how media crowns an athiete with the natenal hero starus, this
paper focused on the contextual aspects and the legitimating strategies that favour the use
and the averinp between the sport cetebnity ond national hero frames. The consistent emoticn-
al compoangnt of hoth celebrities and nwanonal heroes, a2 well ai their lngh medi=dependen-
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ey provide the general premises for a successful overiop between the two frames m terms of
symbolic capitnl and public engagement,

The study revealed that the intense fandom reaction o Simona Holep's top performance
an the 2014 Rolland Garros, labelled the HatepMamn phencmenan, was [avoired by four
types of extri-ordinary contextunl aspects: the symbolic value and global visibility of the
iport megs- event (ie, the Grand Slam Tourmament), the scarcity of Romaman top performe-
ances in internutional sport competitions, the intense identity-related debates in the national
public sphere, and rhe underdog stame that Simena had before her acclaimed international
recognition as o top tennis playver.

In ferms of legitimanng Halep's natwonal hero stans, on the one hand, there was the fcs
tunl logic that build around the sport statistics and the hisione sense of the ochievement in-
dex logic. On the other hand, there was the celebrity-system validation done by already
established sport national eroes, the inemational press and fmiis. Nevertheless, the miost in-
sighiful part les in the mere conrent and legitimagion strategies and refers fo the overall
process of building this sport star as notional here frome

The consistency of the natianal hero siatus came from the dynmnic ce-construction process,
which involved not only the iational media, but also other actors from the global media-com-
miumity, celebrities and public figures, as well a4 the variow: fandom stroctures. Furthermaore,
it was the dialogic and deliberative patuse of buildng the national hero statua that fieelled the
intemity and the widescale recogninen of Simona Halep's performance. Beyond the gener-
ol enthaesiasm and the high éemotional engagement that people usually ivest in rising st
like Sumena Holep, the national hero aurm is ot only aboot notional pride and identi Geation,
but alsa sbout a form of civic fandom. What is really ot stake in the emerzence of civic fon-
dom practices i that they comvert sport perfornances ino valuable resources Tor the public
iphere. triggering deliberntive spaces that people find ensy to engage within, and addressing
public issues that go beyond sport itseil, such as the national idenniny retoric

Mevertheless. as both celehrities and national heroes are more about a social construction
process than o static positien, this dynnimic view mises the question of their lpng-1enm cote-
sistency and redefinition. To what extent was Simona Halep more than o feewdiing or a frum-
ey nptional e (Goethals & Allisan, 2012, pp. 222 =229 Did she go through ar bevaond
the spart eeleroid one-hit huck? To address these (injstability and {injcomsistency issues em-
hedded in both the sport celebrity and hera status a broader time-frame longitudinal anakysis
should be undertaken 0 examine the dynomic redefimtion of the two fromes:
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