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Abstract

This study examines how gender interplays with the news agenda during a very large 
scale event, in a country still undergoing political transition and where journalism plays a 
significant role in the nation-building process. The present study brings new knowledge 
to this area by examining the news agendas in South Africa on a specific gender-related 
issue: the rights of sex workers and trafficking victims, concerning men and children 
as well, but women in particular. This issue is often debated in connection with global 
sports events such as the World Cup. Drawing on interviews with media practitioners 
and on discourse analysis, the purpose of this study was to examine the news discourse 
on sex labour and trafficking and the connection with the 2010 FIFA World Cup. The 
findings suggest that the media discourse during the event was permeated with the rheto-
ric of nation-building. The combination of sport, media, and nationalism in a country in 
transition resulted in the ‘symbolic annihilation’ (Tuchman, 1978b) of a specific gender 
issue.
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Introduction

The opening ceremony of the 2010 FIFA World Cup in South Africa 
was seen by millions of viewers all over the world. The newspapers and 
TV and radio broadcasts provided a venue for the discursive formation 
of feelings of identity and belonging that few other cultural forms create 
to the same extent as football. However, one of the media debates sur-
rounding the event was the case of sex work and trafficking, following 
proposals from high officials that sex work should be made legal during 
the period of the World Cup 2010. The arguments were several; it would 
help to better regulate and control the sex industry, it would increase 
tax revenue as well as reduce rape as men would have better access to 
sex (Hartley 2009; BBC 2008; Simelane 2009) However, despite these 
demands, prostitution was not legalized in time for the World Cup. 
 The aim of this study is to contribute to an understanding of how 
gender interplays with the news agenda during a large scale event, in a 
country still undergoing a political and democratic transition and where 
journalism plays a significant role in nation-building.
 Feminist research has long viewed the world of sport as a male hegem-
ony and a homosocial sphere, where maleness prevails and women are 
excluded (Messner 2002:92). Journalism in South Africa is no exception 
– women comprise less than 20 per cent of the news sources (GMMP 
2010:68). The issue that remains in dispute is how this insensitivity to 
women’s issues is shaped in the newsroom. The present study brings new 
knowledge to this area by examining the news agendas in South Africa 
on a specific gender-related issue: the rights of sex workers and traffick-
ing victims, including men and children, but women in particular. This 
issue is often debated in connection with global sports events such as 
the World Cup. Drawing on interviews with media practitioners and on 
discourse analysis, the purpose of this study was to examine the news dis-
course on sex labour and trafficking and the connection with the World 
Cup 2010. 
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Background

The 2010 FIFA World Cup was the first to take place in Africa. It was her-
alded as the first real opportunity for South Africa, as well as the African 
continent, to become an equal player on the global stage, getting rid of 
stereotypes, and showing its best side. 
 In connection with the previous World Cup, held in Germany in 
2006, the question of sex trafficking and sex labour became an interna-
tional concern. It was predicted that 40 000 women and children would 
be brought to Germany to serve the ’needs’ of millions of football fans. 
Faced with this information, the Swedish ombudsman for equality ar-
gued that the Swedish team should boycott the event.  I covered this 
issue at the time, while working as a news reporter for the Swedish na-
tional public service broadcaster; I clearly recall the massive headlines 
resulting from this argument, and the media debate that followed. Al-
though the numbers of trafficking victims later turned out to be largely 
exaggerated (Tavella 2007) the question was still raised of a potential 
linkage between large international sporting events and an increase in the 
number of sex workers and victims of trafficking. 
 This debate is politically sensitive in South Africa, considering the 
history of apartheid with its laws against inter-racial coupling (Ratele 
2009). There have been long periods of silence on sexuality in African 
countries at all levels of society, but phenomena such as the HIV/AIDS 
epidemic, emancipation movements, and violence against women have 
brought the topic back to the agenda (Oinas & Arnfred 2009; Mkhwa-
nazi 2010:83-85).  However, South African political scientists have stated 
that the national emancipation movement in South Africa has been pre-
occupied with policymaking while women in their daily lives see no real 
change for the better (Gouws 2004; Hassim 2006:260). Media research-
ers claim that the South African media have failed to address gender is-
sues even at a minimum level (GMMP 2010:106). The reporting mostly 
focuses on women’s public participation in society, such as taking on 
leading and decision-making positions, and omits happenings in the pri-
vate sphere (Buiten 2009). 
 It is important to point out that this study will not debate the extent 
to which the World Cup did or did not create an influx of sex work-
ers and trafficking. It will focus solely on how the connections between 
prostitution, trafficking and the World Cup were reported during the 
year before the World Cup by news media in Cape Town.  One might 
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wonder why the media should cover this issue in particular while report-
ing on a global sports event. Aren’t there numerous more relevant items 
and angles in connection with the World Cup? I argue that this was an 
important topic, considering the following points:

•	 According to the United Nations, South Africa is a regional centre 
for men, women and children who are forced into trafficking (UN 
Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, 2004).

•	 There is still no legislation against trafficking in South Africa. 
•	 Since 1988, it has been illegal to sell sexual services in South Af-

rica. However, Cape Town has several areas known for prostitution 
(Bird & Donaldsson 2009:37-38).  

•	 The boundaries between prostitution and trafficking are becoming 
increasingly blurred, and overlap in many ways including demo-
graphic characteristics of the victims, the way they are exploited, 
and the injuries they suffer from (Farley 2003). 

•	 The debate around prostitution and trafficking during the World 
Cup in Germany should have piqued journalists’ interest in investi-
gating the topic in South Africa.

Discourses of transition

As South Africa stands on the brink of its third decade of democracy, the 
question of how to measure and evaluate the process of ‘democratization’ 
has been the subject of much political thought and theory (Huntington 
1991; Dahl 1989). Several of the media scholars studying South Africa see 
transition to democracy as an open-ended process, rather than a discrete 
event confined to the period of the democratic elections in 1994 (Skare-
Orgeret 2006; Berger 2000). The South African media scholar Lynette 
Steenveld (2002) has discussed the discourse of transformation in South 
Africa from these elections onwards. A ‘new’ South Africa was born, 
standing in opposition to the ‘old’ nation with its characteristic oppres-
sion of class, ethnicity, and gender (Steenveld 2002:64). The discourse 
of transformation in South Africa is marked by three terms: the rainbow 
nation, reconciliation, and nation-building (Steenveld 2002:64). On the 
night in 1994 when Nelson Mandela won South Africa’s first democratic 
election, the new president gave a speech that invoked a national, com-
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mon identity in the country: ‘we might have our differences, but we are 
one people with a common destiny in our rich variety of culture, race 
and tradition.’ (Billig 1995:97).  However, the ideology that was needed 
to understand the past in order to build a new nation, did not contain 
the necessary search for ‘a new sense of national identity’ (Steenveld 
2002:65). The process of improving people’s basic material living condi-
tions (the Reconstruction and Development Program/RDP) has been 
slow, the crime rate is high, and HIV/AIDS is still a pandemic. 

Media and transition

The sociologist Francis B. Nyamnjoh has discussed the role of the media 
in Africa since the 1990s, describing the development as ‘democratiza-
tion in a context of growing obsession with belonging […] central to un-
derstanding democracy in Africa and the role of the media in promoting 
it.’ (Nyamnjoh 2005:1-3). The transition in South Africa has resulted in a 
profound transformation of the ruling political elite, the ANC, the Afri-
can National Congress. In addition, in comparison to other countries in 
transition, the constitution and legislation of South Africa are strongly 
protective of the issues of human and civil rights (Sparks 2011:13). How-
ever, South Africa is a parliamentary democracy dominated by one party, 
and there is no overwhelming opposition. In recent years, there has been 
an increasing pressure from the ANC over the content and management 
of the South African Broadcasting Company (SABC; Tomaselli and Teer-
Tomaselli 2008). The print media – now primarily owned by black South 
Africans including ‘powerful black editorial figures’ (ibid.:174) – has been 
a safer environment for critical journalism. The relationship between 
South African politics and the media has been characterized as ‘a tame 
and compliant broadcaster on the one hand, and a generally adversarial 
press on the other’ (ibid.). However, a recent government proposal that 
allows fines and imprisonment for journalists seems to be ‘designed to 
ensure that the media can no longer play a campaigning role against cor-
ruption and abuse of power’ (Sparks 2011:14). In addition, the influence 
of the print media can be considered relatively small, as few outside the 
urban communities have access to, or are able to read, newspapers. The 
SABC on the other hand have several radio stations and television chan-
nels, broadcasting in all the official languages of South Africa. 
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Transition and the public sphere

Sports journalism is a unique and highly effective way to create a sense 
of unity in a country (Whannel 2008). The unifying power of national 
and especially international very large scale sports events, such as the Su-
per Bowl, the Olympics, and the FIFA World Cup, has resulted in ‘or-
gies of both nationalism and commodification’ (Rowe 2004:23). Sport 
as media events can be seen as contributing to the shaping, although a 
partial and contested process, of what Anderson (1983) called the imag-
ined community. This was apparent on the occasion when South Africa 
hosted and won the 1995 Rugby World Cup (Steenveld & Strelitz 1998). 
Steenveld and Strelitz used Dahlgren’s (1995) four-dimensional model 
of the public sphere as a framework to discuss how the media used the 
1995 Rugby World Cup to put the ANC’s policy of nation-building at 
the center of their reporting (Steenveld 1998:615). Drawing on Haber-
mas (1989), Dahlgren describes the public sphere as a ‘social space where 
information, ideas and debate can circulate in society, and where politi-
cal opinion can be formed’ (1995:ix). The interaction between the four 
dimensions – media institutions, media representation, social structure, 
and social interaction – shapes the nature of the public sphere (ibid.:11-
21). This model will also be used as a theoretical framework in the present 
study, as it is particularly relevant to studying the interaction between the 
media, its product, and the social structure in transitional countries. 

Gender and the Public Sphere

To identify more closely how the picture of a particular gender aspect of 
the FIFA World Cup 2010 was formed, this study employs a discourse 
analytical approach. It is in line with Fairclough’s (1995) notion of con-
textualizing what is said and its historical, social, and cultural aspects. 
Discourse in media language can be defined as the specific ways to de-
scribe and create knowledge about certain objects, events, individuals, or 
groups. According to cultural theorists, these representations consist of 
cultural values and norms about the world (Hall 1997:6). Thus, a deeper 
theoretical understanding of a media discourse can be obtained by ‘close 
familiarity with what is said and not said, and how it is said – the topics, 
the coverage, the debates, the rhetoric, the modes of address, etc. […]’ 
(Dahlgren & Sparks 1993:19). Discourse analysis is a way of thinking – 
it is grounded in the belief that our view of the world could have been 
different, and therefore it tries to deconstruct what we take as evident 
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(Engström 2008:37). Since the 70’s, feminist media researchers have 
claimed that these media discourses are dominated by a masculine per-
spective (Whitlow 1977; Tuchman 1978a; Gallagher 1981; van den Wijn-
gaard 1992; Creedon 1993; Van Zoonen 1994, 1998; De Bruin & Ross 
2004; Opoku-Mensah 2004; Z Roxberg 2010). The media reflects the 
dominant values in society and journalism has historically been a male 
domain, where men have dominated. This has resulted in a ‘symbolic an-
nihilation’ of women, both within the organizations and in the material 
that is produced (Tuchman 1978b). However, as Van Zoonen points out, 
media production is ‘neither a straight-forward derivative of the mali-
cious intents of capitalist male owners, nor is it merely the product of the 
sexist inclinations of media professionals’ (1994:30). According to van 
Zoonen, media production consists of a complex process with tensions 
between individuals who have different professional views and personal 
values and opinions. There is also the struggle to create unique journal-
ism without losing appeal to a broad range of readers, listeners and view-
ers (ibid.).  This audience, in turn, interprets the message from the media 
in their own specific cultural, social and individual context (ibid.:40). 
 Thus, studying gender discourse in the news should stem from two 
related starting points, seeing news both as a product and as a process 
(Skidmore 1998:205). The next section gives a closer examination of the 
methodology behind this analysis in the present study.

The study

This study monitors a specific media debate and its development over 
time examining the extent to which the issue appeared in the news, how 
it was portrayed, what was emphasized and what was not covered. The 
study was conducted in two parts; through archive search and interviews.

Archive search 

The first part of my research design was to closely monitor how the con-
nection between prostitution, trafficking and the World Cup was covered 
by the leading news provider in Cape Town: the daily English language 
morning newspaper Cape Times and its sister publication Cape Argus, 
which is published in the afternoons. They are owned by Independent 
Newspapers, with more than 30 daily and weekly newspaper titles in 
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Gauteng, Kwazulu-Natal and the Western Cape.1 The Cape Times in 
2011 had 231 000 average issue readers. The title is aimed at the ‘upmar-
ket reader, with an emphasis on corporate news’ (Readership Fact Sheet, 
Cape Times). The Cape Argus in 2011 had 321 000 average issue readers. 
The title is aimed at readers that are ‘independent minded and have an 
entrepreneurial flair’ (Readership Fact Sheet, Cape Argus). A majority of 
the readership of both newspapers are white or coloured, black or Indian 
readers form a minority (ibid.). 
 The articles that were selected were chosen as they contained certain 
keywords that were employed in the archive search; ‘prostitution’, ‘traf-
ficking’, ‘sex workers’, and ‘sex industry’. Each of these words was com-
bined with the keyword ‘World Cup’. The search went back to 11 June 
2009, one year before the event, and ended on 11 July 2010, the day the 
final game of the World Cup was played. This period is the most in-
teresting to study, as the media logic allows the coverage of the World 
Cup to intensify closer to the event. I do not mean to suggest that I 
have managed to examine the full scope of articles on this subject during 
the period, as I cannot guarantee that the digital on-line archive is com-
prehensive. In addition, the search engine of the archive does not allow 
truncation. In any case, the scope of the data is a total of 83 articles. 

Field-work

To fully interpret the journalistic text, it needs to be contextualized and 
seen from the collective editorial process by which it is formed (Fair-
clough 1995; Hultén 2000). Therefore, after I had begun the discourse 
analysis of the articles, I visited South Africa in June and July 2010 and 
conducted research interviews with media practitioners at the Cape Times 
and the Cape Argus. 
 However, the issue was covered by several media institutions. There-
fore these interviews were complemented with interviews at all the major 
newsrooms in Cape Town, in order to more completely understand the 
reporting on the FIFA World Cup, and more specifically on trafficking 
and prostitution. Thus, interviews where also made with journalists at 
the following newsrooms:

1. SABC, the national public service TV and radio broadcaster. 
2. E-TV, the leading commercial TV-station in South Africa. 

1 http://www.iol.co.za/newspapers, accessed 24 August, 2012.
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3. News 24, South Africa’s premier online distributor. 
4. Die Burger, a daily newspaper in Afrikaans, which is circulated in 

the Western and Eastern Cape provinces.  
5. Independent Online, a site that serves a number of South African 

Newspapers, including the Cape Times and Cape Argus, the Star, 
Pretoria News, Daily Tribune and the Daily Voice. 

The discourse analysis of the content in the Cape Times and the Cape 
Argus was initiated before the fieldwork in South Africa, and so I knew 
that the topic I was particularly interested in had not been substantially 
covered, at least not by these two newspapers. The interviews were used 
as a source to gain more knowledge (Zelditch 1962) of how and why the 
media organizations covered (or failed to cover) trafficking and prostitu-
tion. The informants spoke as representatives of their organizations, and 
none of them asked to be anonymous, but I have chosen not to quote 
them with workplace, name and title, as the issue can be delicate and 
controversial.2  The informants were both male and female and included 
editors-in-chief, managing editors, news editors and editors. Among 
other things, these media practitioners were asked what they had found 
to be the major stories in connection with the World Cup. I also inquired 
in particular how they had reported on trafficking and prostitution in 
connection with the event. In addition, there were questions regarding 
whether there had been any specific difficulties covering an event of this 
scale, such as for instance government interference or audience opinions. 
 The opportunity to visit South Africa during the World Cup also 
deepened my understanding of the event, embracing the magnitude and 
the culture that surrounded it, and feeling the joy that South Africans felt 
about hosting the World Cup. However, this sense of pride dazzled even 
the journalists, a situation that will now be further described. 

Findings and analysis

The scope of 83 articles, mostly in the news sections, in the Cape Times 
and the Cape Argus on the issue of prostitution, trafficking and the World 
Cup may sound like a substantial coverage. However, divided over the 

2 The quotations have been slightly adjusted in the sense that spoken language has 
been amended, without interfering with the content.



MARIA ZUIDERVELD

34 scandinavian sport studies forum | volume four | 2�013

thirteen months of the study period, this comprises only between one 
and four articles per month for both papers. 

Symbolic annihilation

The media discourse on the World Cup was not dominated by report-
ing on prostitution and trafficking. It can be regarded as an example of 
a symbolic annihilation of an important issue that only made the front-
page on two occasions, both of them in the Cape Argus. In September 
2009, there was an article about ’scores of brothels’, operating in Cape 
Town’s city bowl and suburbs. In May 2010 there was a report on a Ser-
bian war criminal who was hiding out in South Africa and was connected 
to ’sleaze wars’ over control of the sex industry in South Africa before the 
World Cup.  
 The development of the coverage of the topic followed a similar pat-
tern in both the newspapers. The topic had its first peak six months be-
fore the World Cup, with reports on new concerns about sexual exploita-
tion of children and police trying to clean up the streets with raids against 
brothels, and clients of prostitutes, in particular an infamous building in 
central Cape Town known for drug-dealing and prostitution. 

Figure 1 Number of articles. 

The next peak was two months before the World Cup, when, to give an 
example, the Argus reported that there was a sufficient supply of con-
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doms for the whole tournament, and football fans were urged to ’remain 
responsible while having a good time’.3 

Male-dominated discourse

Even though prostitution and trafficking mostly concerns women and 
children, men dominated in the media discourse surrounding it. The 
women concerned were rarely given a chance to speak for themselves and 
give their side of the story. Instead the spokespersons were male. People 
in the sex industry were very rarely used as sources; the newspapers sel-
dom talked directly to them on the issue. The Cape Times interviewed 
them in one article, and the Cape Argus in five articles. Instead other 
actors spoke for them. In this study, a source is defined as a person or 
organization that was allowed to make a direct or indirect statement in 
the article. The most common sources in the articles were public authori-
ties, including members of parliaments and representatives of the ANC, 
the Democratic Alliance, and the African Christian Democratic Party, as 
well as ministers from, for example, the health and the justice depart-
ments. Two other sources that were quoted on several occasions were 
Dan Plato, the mayor of Cape Town and JP Smith, mayoral committee 
member for safety and security. 
 FIFA was one of the least quoted sources. The organization was quot-
ed only twice in the Cape Argus in connection with prostitution, traffick-
ing and the World Cup. When it was quoted on the issue, a male per-
spective dominated. With 101 days to go, FIFA secretary general Jérome 
Valcke took the media on a tour of the newly built multimillion dollar 
stadium, lyrically praising the venue. Later in the article he was asked 
about the plan that the city had to clear the streets of prostitutes ahead of 
the tournament. Valcke answered that the issue of prostitution and the 
World Cup was a myth, and that it was not an issue for FIFA.4 In another 
article in the same issue Valcke expanded on the subject, saying that sex 
work exists throughout the world, even in Zürich where FIFA has its 
headquarters, and where he said prostitution is very well organized ac-
cording to the Swiss system.5 

3 ’A million condoms for World Cup Fans’, Cape Argus, 3 June 2010.
4 ’FIFA man waxes lyrical over city stadium’s perfect pitch’, Cape Argus, 1 March 2010.
5 ’Fifa says 2010 sex work not its problem’, Cape Argus, 1 March 2010.
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Figure 2 Sources in the articles. 

Themes in the articles

Despite Valcke calling it a myth, the question of whether prostitution 
and trafficking would increase ahead of the World Cup was the most 
common theme in the reporting on the issue by the Cape Times and the 
second most common theme in the Cape Argus. In the present study, a 
‘theme’ is defined as a journalistic perspective on a certain issue. Differ-
ent themes on prostitution and trafficking were identified in the articles, 
with some articles containing several themes. 
 NGOs, police officers and researchers repeated over and over again in 
the newspapers that between 40 000 and 100 000 women and children 
were trafficked into Germany for the World Cup in 2006 and that the 
same thing would happen in South Africa.  The reporters rarely ques-
tioned these statements. While some articles revealed that this statistic 
had been proved to be a myth, it was still reported as a fact in other 
articles. For example, in an article published in March 2010, the AIDS 
Foundation of South Africa called the predictions ‘sensationalism and 
exaggeration’.6 Six days later, the Cape Times again reported that 100 000 
people could be trafficked into South Africa during the World Cup.7 

6 ‘Department welcomes gift of condoms from Britain’, Cape Times, 11 March 2010.
7 ‘Tough new trafficking law won’t be passed in time for the World Cup’, Cape Times, 

17 March 2010.
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Figure 3. Themes in the articles.

Tourists wanting sex

The concern about every aspect surrounding the World Cup, and the 
need for a successful event to help build the nation, permeated South Af-
rica. In the media, the discussion on prostitution and trafficking therefore 
was also constructed from the needs and the perspectives of the tourists. 
One chronicle wanted to talk straight: ‘Face it, there will be a contingent 
of geriatric sex maniacs’.8 The Cape Argus in particular discussed whether 
and how many of the tourists would actually want to buy sex during the 
tournament. Some of these articles linked sex and football, seeing access 
to prostitutes as part of the entertainment around the game. A children’s 
rights organization stated that: ‘Soccer is a man’s game. There will be an 
increase in the demand for prostitution’.9 The South African National 
Aids Council (Sanac) and the non-profit organization Sex Workers Edu-
cation and Advocacy Taskforce (Sweat) proposed that condoms should 

8 ‘Never mind stadiums, what have we laid on for the flood of geriatric sex maniacs’, 
Cape Times, 16 June 2009.

9 ‘Province urged to ensure safety of children for 2010 soccer’, Cape Argus, 6 July 2009.
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be branded with football balls during the event.10 When the mayor Dan 
Plato strongly opposed the idea, saying that prostitution would not be 
promoted through the World Cup, a chronicle called him a ‘wimp’.11 
 At the beginning of June 2010, just a few days before the event, the 
Argus reported that 200 000 condoms would be distributed to football 
fans in Cape Town. In the same article, the Cape Town tourism chief 
executive stated that sex tourism was part of the entertainment offered 
during the event: ‘The adult entertainment and sex industry is growing 
globally and visitors want that’.12 
 Ten days into the tournament, the Argus followed up on the fears of 
a shortage of condoms.13 However, the next day some people in the sex 
industry said that the number of clients had been disappointedly low. 
The Cape Times concluded that nothing comes between a man and his 
sport, ‘not even sex’.14

Sex as business

The media discourse around prostitution seems to have been that pros-
titution was not a problem but rather a form of entertainment, particu-
larly in connection with football. Hence, journalists could routinely dis-
cuss sex for sale as a business, and the possible financial benefits that the 
World Cup might bring to this industry. A masculine perspective was 
applied to an issue that mostly concerns women.
 The sex industry in Cape Town was reported to be preparing for ‘a 
bumper season’. The manager of Chicago Gentlemen’s Club said she 
would ‘definitely be recruiting more ladies’ for the World Cup, while 
Jade, a private escort, said: ‘I’m very excited about 2010. It’s going to be a 
fun time in Cape Town. I can’t wait’.15 A few days later there was another 
report, drawing on a study published a year earlier, on the rising number 
of brothels in the city suburbs, many operating under the disguise of 
guest houses. The organization Sweat stated that these brothels would 

10 ‘Nuts to the idea of branding condoms with soccer balls’, Cape Times, 16 December 
2009.

11 ‘Sweating it out to persuade the mayor there’s more to life than platonic love’, Cape 
Times, 5 January 2010.

12 ‘A million condoms for World Cup fans’, Cape Argus, 3 June 2010.
13 ‘City keeping up with Cup condom demand’, Cape Argus, 21 June 2010.
14 ‘Just in: World Cup addiction has got paid-for sex licked’, Cape Times, 22 June 2010.
15 ‘Sex industry excited about bumper 2010’, Cape Argus, 15 September 2009.
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cash in on the World Cup, depending on how well they advertised them-
selves.16 
 In February 2010 the police stated that they had found 96 new pros-
titutes on the streets of Cape Town. Many of them were teenagers, who 
said the reason that they hit the street was the prospect of big earnings 
during the event. According to the police, the young girls saw them-
selves as freelance entertainers who would quit after the World Cup.17 
Three days before the World Cup a chronicle again stated that sex tour-
ism would be part of the entertainment, and gave some tips: ‘Unfor-
tunately, there are probably not enough local sex workers to meet this 
demand, usually subject to seasonal fluctuations. If, purely for the sake 
of argument, you are a man, remember that these frolicsome people like 
threesomes’.18 

Tourists at risk

Tourists buying sex were never described in criminal terms, even though 
prostitution was and still is illegal in South Africa. Instead, the emphasis 
was on the concern that these tourists might become infected with HIV/
AIDS in particular, but also other sexually transmitted diseases, from 
prostitutes in South Africa. As mentioned above, reporters questioned 
whether there would be enough condoms distributed during the tourna-
ment.  In September 2009 the provincial health spokeswoman admitted 
that there was ‘no final condom distribution plan as yet’.19  The fear of 
tourists getting infected with HIV/AIDS while buying sex was brought 
up again in March 2010.  Health officials were being grilled by the parlia-
ment for poor preparation for the World Cup. A mass condom distribu-
tion campaign had been planned but one member of parliament also 
asked for an AIDS education campaign to be launched: ‘This was crucial 
with the high HIV rate and with sex workers preparing for the influx of 
soccer fans’.20 

16 ‘Brothels rife in Cape Town’s suburbs’, Cape Argus, 19 September 2009.
17 ‘Army of young prostitutes hits city streets’, Cape Argus, 20 February 2010.
18 ‘It’s AA for away if you’re too much in your cups during this football playfest’, Cape 

Times, 8 June 2010.
19 ‘Sex industry excited about bumper 2010’, Cape Argus, 15 September 2009.
20 ‘Health officials grilled on poor cup readiness’, Cape Argus, 11 March 2010.
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Reporting prostitution and trafficking: the journalists view

The interviews with journalists at the Cape Times and the Cape Argus 
revealed that the journalists did not consider the debate on prostitution 
and trafficking to be a major topic for their papers, despite their knowl-
edge of the sex industry operating in Cape Town. 
 The other media companies in Cape Town shared the same view. Pros-
titution and trafficking were among the smaller topics in their reporting. 
They did report the risk of a massive influx of prostitutes and trafficking 
victims ahead of the World Cup, but the question disappeared from the 
news agenda once the event had started. The journalists described how 
the topic never arose, in spite of attempts to raise the issue from con-
servative, Christian groups in South Africa. 
 The journalists interviewed for this study referred to what they saw as 
more pressing social problems; poverty, domestic violence, criminality, 
drugs, and HIV/AIDS. The media companies gave the same explanation 
for why the topic was at the bottom of the agenda, despite their recogni-
tion of the ongoing sex industry in Cape Town: the fact that South Africa 
has so many other social problems to deal with, such as poverty, crimi-
nality, drugs and HIV/AIDS.  These issues overshadow the problem of 
the sex industry. One of the journalists stated that domestic violence is a 
much bigger problem for women than prostitution. Another journalist 
reasoned in a similar way, and suggested that the sex industry involves 
a limited part of society and therefore the subject does not have a high 
priority. The journalists were aware that the people of South Africa did 
not have the strength to deal with all the downsides of the country.

‘Not to trivialize the prostitution issue, it is obviously very important, but we 
tend not to make a much of a fuss about this, in this country. People are I sup-
pose weary in a sense of all the big stuff that is going around, people are looking 
for relief really from some of the big issues.’ (Journalist 1)

However, these are constant domestic issues, there to cover every day, 
while trafficking and prostitution became a more prominent issue spe-
cifically during the period of the World Cup. The journalists also appear 
not to have noticed the post-colonial aspects of the situation: rich white 
westerners visiting the country, and seeing access to sexual interplay as 
part of their entertainment.
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Police and NGOs as sources

In this study, South African journalism was characterized by an uncritical 
form of account reporting and a lack of independent analysis and ques-
tioning by the reporters, who let the ‘cultural economy of sport’ (Rowe, 
2004), where nationalism plays a central role, construct a narrative in the 
media where football-related prostitution was not a problem but rather 
a form of entertainment. FIFA’s dismissal of the issue as something that 
exists worldwide seems to have also affected the media view of the prob-
lem. The journalists might have unconsciously used FIFA’s attitude to 
justify their own lack of investigation into the extent of prostitution and 
trafficking. 
 The journalists in Cape Town thus knew about the problem, but stat-
ed that it was not that extensive and that there were other issues that 
were more important to report on. However, it appeared that few of the 
media companies had closely investigated the precise extent of prostitu-
tion and trafficking in Cape Town during the World Cup. 
 As shown by the discourse analysis described above, the main sourc-
es in the Cape Times and the Cape Argus were public institutions and 
authorities, the police, and non-governmental organizations. The jour-
nalists at the Cape Argus and the Cape Times had on several occasions 
received tip-offs about trafficking in Cape Town, but admitted that it is 
hard for journalists to investigate this subject. It could be dangerous and 
the newspapers were also not certain about which journalistic method 
should be used to prove such a statement. 
 This seems to have been the case in the other media companies as 
well. The police had told the journalists that trafficking and prostitution 
was a minor problem. Most of the media companies seem to have been 
satisfied with this answer. Consequently, the journalists relied on public 
sources and went no further in their investigation.

‘It has been kind of a subtext all the time that I have been an editor here, people 
have come and alleged that there is human trafficking going on, particularly in 
these clubs like the one I just described to you, but no, it would be difficult to 
kind of get inside those clubs and find out if those people are being held against 
their will.’ (Journalist 1)

The exception was one newspaper, which said it really had tried to in-
vestigate the scale of prostitution and trafficking in connection with the 
World Cup. Its representative stated that they had talked to several peo-
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ple in the sex industry and put heavy pressure on the police to make a 
statement, but had not managed to find any evidence of an increase.  

‘Believe me, we searched all over for human trafficking, for prostitution, and we 
have prostitutes, of course, like every major city in the world, but we could not 
see that there was a huge rise in prostitutes in Cape Town. […]’ (Journalist 6)

Gender at the bottom of the World Cup agenda

The journalists interviewed in this study could not recall any topics other 
than sex, prostitution, and condom supply that specifically related to 
gender in the reporting on the event. The exception could be said to 
be News24, where the most visited page was a gallery with pictures of 
the wives of the English football team players; this page received over 
90 000 visits. 
 The journalists pointed out that most of the reporting on the World 
Cup was on things that happened off the pitch. Most of the space in 
the newspapers and news programs was given over to the practical is-
sues surrounding the event. They all gave the same answer when asked 
which issues they mostly reported on: infrastructure and the building of 
the new football stadium. The World Cup provided Cape Town with an 
opportunity to improve the standard of the roads, to create a more func-
tional public transport system and to upgrade the airport. For example, 
the journalists stated that the event forced public authorities to establish 
a bus route in the inner city. The coverage of the building of the new sta-
dium in Cape Town mostly concerned whether or not it would be ready 
in time. 

News reporting as part of the nation-building project

However, the new stadium was ready in time, and June 11, 2010 saw 
the opening ceremony of the first FIFA World Cup on African soil. The 
ceremony featured 1500 performers including the Soweto Gospel Choir, 
and was punctuated by vuvuzela blasts. The audience included former 
archbishop Desmond Tutu and the United Nations secretary-general 
Ban-Ki Moon. A few hours later, South Africa tied 1-1 with Mexico in 
the opening game. South African pride was greater than ever, and the 
nation’s flag was to be seen everywhere. In Cape Town, every other car 
had South African flags strapped around the side-view mirrors and flying 
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from the antennas.  Indeed, the scene was little different in Cape Town 
newsrooms; in several of those I visited, flags and pennants had been put 
on the walls as apparent tokens of national sentiment. 
 There was a generally positive attitude towards the FIFA World Cup 
among the journalists who participated in this study. The event had be-
come part of the nation-building process, and they reflected on this in 
their reporting. One journalist admitted that their newsroom had sud-
denly become very patriotic. During the World Cup, their journalism 
had been of a lighter and more entertaining character. Several of the me-
dia companies spoke about how the World Cup was an opportunity to 
promote South Africa in a positive way. 

‘We were not going along with the government agenda, but you realize it is for 
the greater good.’  (Journalist 5)

‘It has been an opportunity to really showcase the country for people, and I 
suppose, as journalists, we often cover fairly grim stuff, but around the world 
cup it has been an opportunity to “write lighter”.’ (Journalist 1)

The findings suggest that the media discourse during the event was per-
meated with the rhetoric of nation-building, and that journalists played 
a part in bringing together the ‘imagined community’ (Anderson 1983). 
For one editor, the World Cup was one of the biggest events in the his-
tory of South Africa. While he was aware that their reporting should be 
objective and factually correct, he was tired of what he saw as the nega-
tive reporting that surrounded the event. He had encouraged his report-
ers to constantly look for positive news angles when covering the World 
Cup. One example was the discussion of whether the money spent on 
the event should instead have been used to lower unemployment, fight 
crime, and create better education. The editor did not understand these 
claims, and told his reporters that if it had not been for the World Cup, 
South Africa would never have had the money in the first place. The rea-
son for this editorial line was that positive reporting would be good for 
the country. However, there were cases where the editor had a hard time 
finding a positive angle. Cape Town already had a big stadium, and it was 
hard to motivate the building of yet another venue for the sake of the 
World Cup. The editor spoke about how he struggled to find a reason to 
motivate this. In the end, a colleague helped him. 
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‘If that is the price we are going to pay to have the World Cup in our country, 
it is a small price to pay. The thing was that the negative was coming in, we had 
to dig a little bit deeper to find the positive, and I just said to our guys, dig a bit 
deeper if you need to find the positive side as well.’ (Journalist 4)

Readers reacting against negative reporting 

The positive reporting was not only driven by the journalists themselves. 
There was a tension between creating qualitative journalism without los-
ing appeal to their readers, listeners and viewers. The newsrooms noticed 
that when they did report critically on the World Cup, this drew heated 
reactions from their readers, listeners, and viewers, who were unhappy 
that the country was being described in negative terms at a time when 
everybody’s eyes were turned towards South Africa. The Cape Times and 
the Cape Argus experienced this when they wrote about security guards 
on strike at the stadium, a story that also received international attention. 
 As van Zoonen (1994:40) points out, it was evident that the readers, 
listeners and viewers interpreted the message from the media in their 
own specific cultural and social context.  The self-esteem of South-Afri-
cans had been low since the harsh transformation that the country had 
gone through after the first democratic elections in 1994. One editor 
stated that the critique of their readers was driven by an anxiety about 
whether South Africa would actually be able to arrange this mega-event. 
According to the editor, this attitude changed as soon as South Africa’s 
football team Bafana scored against Mexico in the opening game.  From 
this moment, the media company could not publish anything negative 
on the World Cup on its website without a storm of backlash in the 
comments. For example, a report that the captain of the Paraguay team 
had said that he doubted that South Africa would succeed in arranging 
the event, since the bus he had travelled in had broken down, drew 450 
angry comments from readers who were enraged by the captain blaming 
South Africa instead of the bus, which had actually been provided by a 
sponsor. 
 According to another editor, the atmosphere among the South Afri-
cans could be described as a kind of nationalism that originated in this 
low self-esteem. 

‘I know that nationalism is a dirty word in Europe, and I do not want to call it 
nationalism, it is something slightly less than nationalism, but South Africa suf-
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fers terribly from low self-esteem […] the overwhelming sentiment whenever 
we take on something like this is it is going to fail […] This World Cup forces a 
lot of people to step back and say we actually were wrong, we can do this stuff, 
we are that good.’ (Journalist 3)

Conclusion and discussion

This study investigated the media coverage of sex work and trafficking 
in connection with the 2010 World Cup in South Africa. The news dis-
course was examined by analysing reporting on this topic in two news-
papers, and also by interviewing media practitioners. The results bring 
new knowledge to the interplay between gender and the news agenda 
during a large scale event.  Sex work and trafficking were not a priority in 
the World Cup coverage. This result was somewhat surprising, as several 
newspapers had seemed to focus on the issue at an early stage, well be-
fore the event started. However, once the games began, interest moved 
away from these issues, possibly due to sentiments of national pride and 
solidarity. When reports did appear, the emphasis was on the influx of 
prostitutes, a possible boom in the sex business, and the risk of tourists 
becoming infected with HIV/AIDS. 
 The findings illuminate how the gendered nature of journalism is 
shaped not only by the masculine practices of journalism, but by the en-
tire social and historical structure in which media operates.  South Africa 
took the opportunity to use the World Cup to face the ‘growing obses-
sion with belonging’ (Nyamnjoh 2005:1-3) in its new democracy. This 
idea was promoted by the media, too, but in this case it also restricted 
their freedom of speech, resulting in self-censorship on a crucial aspect 
of the daily lives of women in South Africa. In this context, the journal-
ists seem to have found that there was no room for critical examination, 
not even in relation to criminal acts such as buying sexual services.  The 
harsher environment for critical journalism in South Africa (Sparks 2011) 
might well be one contributing factor. The mega-event was once again 
used by the media to put the ANC’s nation-building project on the agen-
da, echoing the media discourse surrounding the 1995 Rugby World Cup 
(Steenveld & Strelitz 1998). In this agenda, there was no room for social 
issues such as trafficking and sex labour. The nature of the public sphere 
was thus shaped by close interaction between the media institutions and 
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a specific social structure where a country in transition searched for relief 
from everyday problems. 
 The question is, therefore, whether gender was the most important 
explanatory factor as to why the issue of trafficking and prostitution 
was not higher on the media agenda.  This study shows how two differ-
ent journalistic ideals were set up against each other. On the one hand, 
there was the investigative role of journalism, where social injustices are 
scrutinized. On the other, there was the role of journalism in building 
and strengthening the nation. In South Africa, it seems that these ideals 
found themselves in contradiction during the period of the World Cup. 
This resulted in the de-emphasizing of an issue that appeared to be too 
problematic for South African media, during the period where the coun-
try hosted this mega-event. 

Acknowledgement

The author would like to express her gratitude to the Nordic Africa Insti-
tute, Uppsala. Their funding made this research project possible.

References

Anderson, Benedict (1983) Imagined communities: reflections on the origin and the spread of 
nationalism, London: Verso.

BBC News (2008) “SA call to legalise prostitution”, 29 January, http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/
hi/africa/7215962.stm, accessed 4 September 2011.

Arnfred, Signe and Oinas, Elina (2009) “Introduction: Sex & Politics – Case Africa”, 
NORA – Nordic Journal of Feminist and Gender Research 17(3), pp. 149-157.

Berger, Guy (2000) Deracialisation, democracy and development. Transformation of the South 
African media 1994-2000. Paper prepared for the Political Economy of the Media in 
Southern Africa Seminar, 24-29 April 2000, Durban, South Africa. 

Billig, Michael (1995) Banal Nationalism, SAGE: London, Thousand Oaks, New Delhi. 
Bird, Ruth and Donaldson, Ronnie (2009) “‘Sex, Sun, Soccer’: Stakeholder-Opinions on 

the Sex Industry in Cape Town in Anticipation of the 2010 FIFA Soccer World Cup, 
Urban Forum 20, pp. 33–46.

de Bruin, Marjan and Ross, Karen (2004) (Eds) Gender and Newsroom Cultures, Identities 
at Work, Hampton Press: New Jersey.

Buiten, Denise (2009) Gender transformation and media representations: Journalistic dis-
courses in three South African newspapers, Doctoral dissertation, University of Pretoria. 

Cape Argus, Readership Fact Sheet, http://www.iol.co.za/cmlink/cape-argus/advertis-
ing-1.999141, accessed 24 August 2012.

Cape Times, Readership Fact Sheet, http://www.iol.co.za/capetimes/advertising-and-
readership-1.999129, accessed 24 August 2012.  

Creedon, Pamela J. (1993) (Ed) Women in mass communication, Newbury Park CA: Sage.



SEX, FOOTBALL, AND THE MEDIA

47scandinavian sport studies forum | volume four | 2013

Dahlgren, Peter and Sparks, Colin (Eds) (1993) Communication and Citizenship: journal-
ism and the public sphere, London: Routledge.

Dahlgren, Peter  (1995) Television and the public sphere : citizenship, democracy and the media, 
London: Sage.

Dahl, Robert A. (1989) Democracy and its critics, New Haven: Yale University Press.
Engström, Kerstin (2008) Genus och genrer: forskningsanknutna genusdiskurser i dagspress 

[Gender and genres: research on gender discourse in newspapers], Umeå: University 
of Umeå.

Fairclough, Norman (1995) Media Discourse, London: Edward Arnold
Farley, Melissa (Ed) (2003) Prostitution, trafficking and traumatic stress, Binghamton, NY: 

Haworth Maltreatment & Trauma Press. 
Gallagher, Margaret (1981) Unequal opportunities: the case of women and the media, Paris: 

Unesco Press. 
Global Media Monitoring Project (2010) Who Makes the News? http://www.whomakes-

thenews.org/, accessed 6 April 2013.
Gouws, Amanda (2004) ”The Politics of State Structures: Citizenship and the National 

Machinery for Women in South Africa”, Feminist Africa 3, http://www.feministafrica.
org/index.php/the-politics-of-state-structures, accessed 4 September 2011.

Hall, Stuart (1997) Representation: cultural representations and signifying practices, London: 
Sage.

Hartley, Ray (2009) “Motlanthe must fire Selebi now”, Times Live, 6 January, http://
blogs.timeslive.co.za/hartley/2009/01/06/motlanthe-must-fire-selebi-now/, accessed 
4 September 2011. 

Hassim, Shireen (2006) Women’s Organizations and Democracy in South Africa – Contest-
ing Authority, Wisconsin: The University of Wisconsin Press.

Huntington, Samuel P. (1991) The Third Wave: Democratization in the Late Twentieth Cen-
tury Norman: University of Oklahoma Press

Nyamnjoh, Francis B. (2005) Africa’s media, democracy and the politics of belonging, New 
York: Zed Books.

Messner, Michael A. (2002) Taking the Field. Women, men and sports, Minneapolis: Uni-
versity of Minnesota Press. 

Mkhwanazi, Nolwazi (2009) “Teenage Pregnancy and HIV in South Africa”, in: Ann 
Schlyter (Ed), Body Politics and Woman Citizens African Experiences, Sida Studies, no. 
24. 

Opoku-Mensah, Aida (2004) “Hanging in There: Women, Gender and Newsroom Cul-
tures in Africa”, in: Marjan de Bruin and Karen Ross (Eds), Gender and Newsroom 
Cultures: Identities at Work, New Jersey: Hampton Press, pp. 107-117.

Ratele, Kopano (2009) “Sexuality as Constitutive of Whiteness in South Africa”, NORA- 
Nordic Journal of Feminist and Gender Research, 17(3), pp. 158-74. 

Rowe, David (2004) Sport, culture and the media: the unruly trinity, Buckingham: Open 
University Press.

Roxberg, Maria Z. (2010) ”Rapport från regnbågsredaktionen. En studie om kvinnors 
erfarenheter av att verka som journalister i Sydafrika [Report from the Rainbow Na-
tion. Women’s experiences of being journalists in South Africa]”, Nordicom Informa-
tion 32(1), pp. 61-73. 

Shafer, Richard (1998) “Comparing development journalism and public journalism as 
interventionist press models”, Asian Journal of Communication, 8(1), pp. 31-52.

Shah, Hemant (1996) “Modernization, Marginalization, and Emancipation: Toward a 
Normative Model of Journalism and National Development”, Communication Theory, 
6(2), pp. 143–66. 

Skare-Orgoret, Kristin (2006) Moments of Nationhood. The SABC News in English – The 
first decade of Democracy, Doctoral dissertation, University of Oslo. 

Skidmore, Paula (1998) “Gender and the Agenda – News reporting of child sexual abuse” 
in: Stuart Allan, Gill Branston and Cynthia Carter (Eds), News, Gender and Power. 
London, New York: Routledge.



MARIA ZUIDERVELD

48 scandinavian sport studies forum | volume four | 2�013

Simelane, Timothy (2009) “Prostitutes to play in 2010 World Cup”, Swazi Observer, 
8 January, http://www.observer.org.sz/index.php?news=691, accessed 4 September 
2011. 

Sparks, Colin (2011) South African media in comparative perspective, Ecquid Novi: Afri-
can Journalism Studies, 32(2), pp. 5-19.

Steenveld, Lynette and Strelitz, Larry (1998) “The 1995 Rugby World Cup and the poli-
tics of nation-building in South Africa”, Media Culture and Society 20(4), pp. 609-629. 

Steenveld, Lynette (2002)“Transforming the media: a cultural approach”, Communica-
tion: South African Journal for Communication Theory and Research. 28(2), pp. 63-73.

Tavella, Anne Marie (2007) “Sex Trafficking and the 2006 World Cup in Germany: Con-
cerns, Actions and Implications for Future International Sporting Events”, Northwest-
ern University Journal of International Human Rights 6(1),  http://www.law.northwest-
ern.edu/journals/jihr/v6/n1/8, accessed 4 September 2011.  

Tomaselli, Keyan and Teer-Tomaselli, Ruth (2008). Exogenous and endengenous democ-
racy: South African politics and media. The International Journal of Press/Politics 13(2): 
171-180.

Tuchman, Gaye (1978a) Making news: a study in the construction of reality, New York: The 
Free Press.

Tuchman, Gaye (1978b) Hearth and Home: Images of Women and the Media, New York: 
Oxford University Press. 

UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (2004) “Southern Africa: 
South Africa a regional centre for human trafficking”, http://www.irinnews.org/re-
port.asp? reportID=41837, accessed 4 September 2011. 

van Zoonen, Liesbet (1998) ‘One of the girls’ in: Stuart Allan, Gill Branston and Cynthia 
Carter (Eds), News, Gender and Power. London, New York: Routledge,. 

van Zoonen, Liesbet (1994) Feminist Media Studies, London: Sage.
Whannel, Garry (2008) “Sport and the Media”, http://www.sage-ereference.com/view/

hdbk_sports/n18.xml, accessed 4 September 2011.
Whitlow, Scott (1977) “How male and female gatekeepers respond to news stories of 

women”, Journalism Quarterly 54(3), pp. 573-579.
van den Wijngaard, Rian (1992) ‘Women As Journalists: Incompatibility of Roles?’, Af-

rica Media Review 6(2), pp. 47-56.


