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Introduction 
 
Few crimes carry as much “shock value” as a political killing: the murder of a 
prominent politician is often seen as an attack on not only the victim, but also the 
socio-political structure the victim once represented. One key question for researchers 
investigating the relationships between crime, conflict and the media should be the 
ways in which, and the possible reasons why, the media highlight certain political 
killings while reducing others to mere footnotes in world history. The deaths of John 
F. Kennedy, Anwar Sadat, and Yitzhak Rabin, for example, were considered major 
international events in large part because of the level of media coverage afforded to 
the killings (and their socio-political aftermaths), and because the United States, 
Egypt and Israel were major “players” on the international media scene. Herman and 
Chomsky (1988) coined the useful phrase “worthy and unworthy victims” to highlight 
the ways in which victims of political violence were covered differently by the U.S. 
press, and, although my examination is not an investigation into the political economy 
of the media, the concept certainly has resonance as I examine the degree to which 
victims of certain crimes are afforded greater coverage than others.  
 
This study is a study of the level of press coverage in U.K. and U.S. newspapers given 
to the murders of four politicians: the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) 
President Laurent Kabila (2001), the Dutch politician Pim Fortuyn (2002), the Serbian 
Prime Minister Zoran Djindjic (2003), and the Swedish Foreign Minister Anna Lindh 
(2003).1 The purpose of the research is to highlight and consider the following aspects 
of the coverage of these crimes: (1) the volume of coverage given to each of the four 
victims (in terms of stories and words); (2) differences between U.S. coverage and 
U.K. coverage of the crimes; and (3), possible correlations between the volume of 
coverage given to a victim and the geographic region or country in which the crime 
took place. In addition to the data collected, discussion of these issues will be 

                                                 
1 “Assassination” implies a political motive for the crime, but it is not clear, for example, if the killings 
of Anna Lindh or Pim Fortuyn were politically motivated. I prefer, therefore, to use the words “killing” 
or “murder.” 
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informed by a history of research into international news coverage—research in which 
geography, organization and economics have been considered key influences on the 
content of news. 
 
   
Research on International News 
 
Early studies by scholars such as Lippmann (1922), White (1950), Breed (1955), 
Galtung and Ruge (1965), Tuchman (1977), Gans (1979), Larson (1982), Glasgow 
Media Group (1976, 1980) and Herman and Chomsky (1988) addressed, using a wide 
variety of methodologies and theoretical underpinnings, the ways in which media 
outlets produce slanted images of the world through the genre of news. Although a 
broad generalization, the basic upshot of these works was that the views of the world 
produced by major news agencies were ones heavily influenced by a combination of 
professional, organizational, cultural, political, ideological and economic pressures. 
Where the studies diverged, however, was in which of these pressures the author(s) 
considered to be of paramount importance (for an overview, see Shoemaker and 
Reese, 1996).  
 
While the level of coverage given to the murders of Djindjic, Kabila, Lindh and 
Fortuyn is the main focus of this study, it is also an investigation into the “geography” 
of international news coverage in selected newspapers from the United States and the 
United Kingdom. In many ways, this work is an opportunity to reconsider the utility 
of some “seminal” research on news produced over the past 80 years. Of particular 
relevance to my study are the following areas of communication research related to 
news/journalism: (1) the relationship between news and geography/proximity; (2) the 
organization and routinization of news work; and (3), news and economic 
imperatives. In this section, I will address these three areas, and conclude by 
explaining where my study “fits” within the context of previous research, as well as 
how previous works will inform and guide the discussion of my results. 
 
 
(i) Geo-Cultural Pressures 
 
From the 1960s on, a range of analyses illustrated the ways in which press coverage 
of international events reflected geographic, cultural, ideological and professional 
biases  (e.g. Galtung and Ruge, 1965; Glasgow Media Group, 1976, 1980; Dahlgren 
and Chakrapani, 1982; Larson, 1982; Terrell, 1989; Shoemaker et al, 1991; Fair, 
1993). These works showed that news outlets tended to place a heavy emphasis upon 
culturally or politically “proximate” areas, while coverage of other parts of the world 
(such as Africa or Latin America) was sparse, lacking in context and devoted to 
sensational topics such as natural disasters or conflict. Work on the coverage of Africa 
(e.g. Terrell, 1989; Fair, 1993; Harrison and Palmer, 1986; Philo, 1993) as well more 
recent studies on the coverage of events from Muslim nations (e.g. Said, 1978, 1997; 
Halliday, 1999; Hussain, 2000; Abbas, 2001) supported the idea that coverage of 
certain geographic areas was marked by both sensationalism and de-contextualization. 
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The crux of the Galtung and Ruge (1965) study was that events in “non-proximate” 
(culturally, politically and geographically) nations must be unusual, unexpected, 
negative and/or relate to the elite of the non-proximate society in order to receive 
coverage. In addition, coverage from culturally/socially/politically “distant” nations 
will tend not to focus on complex social or cultural issues, but rather on simple, black-
and-white stories (e.g. dramatic political upheaval, crises, or disasters).  The 
hypotheses of Galtung and Ruge were supported by later works on international news. 
Larson (1982) examined ten years of U.S. news programming and found that the vast 
majority of stories from geo-culturally “distant” nations (usually Africa and Latin 
America) had a heavy emphasis on crisis, exoticism and disaster, while Shoemaker et 
al (1991: 794) concluded that, “world events presented most prominently to the 
audiences of four elite U.S. media are those events that are deviant and that have 
economic or political significance to the United States.” Echoing this point, Chang 
and Lee (1992: 561) wrote that, “most newspaper editors [in the U.S.] appear to focus 
more on factors having significant impact or consequences, especially where 
American security and national interest are involved.”  

 
 

(ii) Organizational Pressures 

During the 1970s, a number of seminal studies of U.S. (e.g., Epstein, 1973; Altheide, 
1976; Tuchman, 1972, 1978; Gans, 1979) and U.K. (e.g., Tunstall, 1971; Schlesinger, 
1978) news organizations were produced.  A common theme in many of the early 
sociological studies, Cottle (1999: 6) notes, is how, 
 

‘…news, in fact, is an organizational and bureaucratic accomplishment.  In 
short, ‘routines’ are organizationally expedient; they help to ‘routinize 
theunexpected’ (Tuchman, 1973; 1978), and they ensure that sufficient 
amounts  of news are produced on time and to a pre-determined 
organizational form…’ 

 
The notion of routines and structural demands shaping content (and underplaying 
context) was crystallized in the notion of the journalistic “news perspective” proposed 
by Altheide (1976). In his work, Altheide writes: 
 

‘The way newsworkers look at the world was shown to be influenced by 
commercialism, political influence, technology, and scheduling 
demands. These concerns become problems which must be solved if 
news is to be presented in a concise and entertaining way.  The solution 
is what I have termed the news perspective, or the view that for 
practical purposes, events can and should be summarily presented as a 
narrative account with a beginning, middle, and end.’   
(173, emphasis in original) 

 
For Altheide, the “news perspective” reduces events to, “objects which can be studied 
independently of the interpretations or meanings and the processes which create 
them” (175).  
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Perhaps the most important suggestion from the works of the 1970s is that the 
structure of news work—news routines, reporter-source relations, cost, technology 
and professional ideals such as “objectivity”—so greatly influenced output.  
According to Epstein (1973), the personal political ideology of the journalist played a 
minimal role in shaping content, as did owner ideology and interference. Similarly, 
Gans (1979) refused to call the values in US news an “ideology,” using instead the 
term “paraideology” so as to, “distinguish it from the deliberate, integrated, and more 
doctrinaire set of values defined as ideology, but it is ideology nevertheless” (68). 
This position (that structure and organization dictate content), however, has come 
under attack (e.g. Cottle, 1999: 7) as being excessively focused on structure, while 
underplaying the influence of advertising, ownership and ideology: factors addressed 
head-on in critical political economic research into news. 
  
 
(iii) Economic Pressures 
 
Unlike the “newsroom sociologists” who focused on the environment in which 
journalists worked—and saw economic pressure as only one aspect of news work—
critical political economists such as Herman and Chomsky (1988), Parenti (1993), 
Bogart (1995), Altschull (1995), and Bagdikian (1992) tended to see media size, 
corporate ownership and advertising as the most important factors in shaping news 
output.  The most “vulgar” (from a Marxian perspective) definition of this position 
came from Altschull (1995:52): 

 
‘…the content of the news media inevitably reflects the interests of 
those who pay the bills.  The argument, in other words, is that the 
financiers – or the paymasters, as we can call them – or the group they 
represent will not allow the 

media to publish material that frustrates their vital interests…it is useful to 
note four basic patterns of relationships between the paymasters and the 
content of news. We will call these relationships official, commercial, 
interest, and informal.’  

 
For Altschull, the media should be seen as, “agents of power rather than wielders of 
power” (77) as media organizations do not dictate ideas so much as they relay ideas 
from their “paymasters.”   
 
The works of Herman and Chomsky (1988) and Schiller (1976) follow similar 
ideological threads. The U.S. media, these scholars argue, are de facto extensions of 
the state-corporate-military complex, and their function is to (directly or indirectly) 
smooth the way for U.S. commerce and government policy, both domestic and 
international. An example of this is the study by Herman and Chomsky on the 
coverage of victims of international violence.  Through a detailed examination of 
newspaper articles, Herman and Chomsky show that certain victims are deemed to be 
“worthy” (and so receive voluminous coverage), while others are “unworthy” (and so 
receive scant coverage).  “Worthy” victims include victims of violence at the hands of 
enemy governments (such as the former Soviet Union), while “unworthy” victims 
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include victims of violence at the hands of allies (such as Indonesia, or U.S.-friendly 
governments or paramilitary groups in Central America). As noted at the beginning of 
this paper, the general concept of “worthy and unworthy” is particularly useful when 
considering the differing levels of coverage given to victims of political violence – the 
focus of my paper. 
 
 
Overlapping Pressures and Coverage of the Kabila/Djindjic/Lindh/Fortuyn 
Murders 
 
Where, then, does an analysis of the level of coverage afforded the murders of Kabila, 
Djindjic, Lindh and Fortuyn fit within this (admittedly truncated) history of research 
into international news, and how will these previous works inform and guide my 
study? To begin, it is critical to recognize that the three “pressures” I have discussed 
are by no means mutually exclusive, and that there is a high degree of overlap in the 
explanations. In many of the organizational studies, for example, it was noted that 
news organizations utilize “routines” for the purposes of organizational efficiency and 
speed. This, of course, links with a political economic understanding of the genre 
whereby news is seen as a “product” to be packaged and sold as cheaply and 
efficiently as possible. Similarly, the proposed tendency towards coverage of 
culturally “proximate” regions (a result of geo-cultural pressures) is related to 
organizational and political economic factors: stories on proximate regions are more 
likely to be within the professional and cultural “universe” of the journalist and/or 
editor (organizational pressures), and are also likely to be cheaper to cover and more 
attractive to domestic audiences (political economic pressures). 
 
A second factor to consider is the presence of the audience—or, to be more precise, 
the invisibility of the audience—in many of the worked cited to this point. As the 
notion of an active, interpretive audience gained academic currency only in the last 20 
years, it would be redundant to critique early research on news organization and 
content for a lack of attention paid to the audience. Suffice to say, however, in much 
of the early seminal research the audience was—either implicitly or explicitly—
treated as a homogenous, passive mass. The works of Morley (1980), Hall (1980), 
Ang (1985), Katz and Liebes (1986), and Moores (1993) opened the door to a more 
nuanced understanding of the role of the audience in making sense of what was read, 
heard and seen. In any analysis of news, it is critical to recognize that audience 
understanding of the news product is influenced by a number of factors above and 
beyond the presentation and framing of the story. 
 
Finally, it is important to explain how previous works on news production and content 
will inform my research, as well as how my work “fits” into the tradition of research 
into international news. The works cited in this section represent a wide variety of 
methodological, ideological and ontological spheres. As a content analysis, my study 
is neither a political economic nor an organizational analysis of international news, 
yet these areas can inform and guide a discussion of the results. The value in 
addressing these disparate spheres can be found in the aforementioned “overlaps” 
between the three pressures. The fact that many of the studies, despite varying 
methodologies and causal attributions (economics, ideology, professional routines, 
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cultural biases, etc.), reached related conclusions—a focus on proximate regions, 
international events related to domestic interests, “crisis” in non-proximate nations, 
“sensational” events, and so on—suggests uniform tendencies in the production of 
international news. It is the purpose of my research to consider my data in light of 
these tendencies.     
 
 
Methodology 
 
This study is based upon data obtained through a quantitative examination of news 
stories on the killings of Zoran Djindjic, Laurent Kabila, Anna Lindh and Pim 
Fortuyn. A great deal of debate has taken place in the field of communication studies 
regarding the utility of statistical data in examining issues such as news coverage. As 
Shoemaker and Reese (1996: 32) note, numerical data have value in “summarizing 
what is to be found in media content,” as well as providing researchers with the 
foundations for larger, more encompassing studies: 
 

We are drawn as researchers to those repetitive patterns of widely attended-
to mediated messages that have social significance and were produced by 
media organizations in a routine and standardized way. These systematic 
repetitive patterns of content make it more likely that content represents 
some underlying cultural pattern or organizational logic. 

 
It is my intention in this study to highlight the “systematic repetitive patterns” in the 
coverage of the four politicians in question, and to use such patters as a springboard 
for further discussion. The discussion and analysis of the data will be guided by two 
factors: previous literature on international news, and the socio-political and geo-
political contexts within which the killings took place. In other words, in order to 
consider the coverage of the murders more fully, a layer of context will be added to 
the skeleton of data already supplied. 
 
The four victims were chosen for a number of reasons: (1) their murders were recent, 
and all took place within a short time frame; (2) the modes of their murders were 
similar (three shootings and one stabbing); (3) they came from distinct geo-political 
regions (Western Europe, the Balkans and central Africa); and (4), they represented 
various levels of political power (two heads of state, one foreign minister and one 
political candidate). For each of the four politicians, a search for news stories was 
conducted using the Lexis-Nexis system in the following eight newspapers: the Times 
(U.K.), Telegraph (U.K.), Independent (U.K.), Guardian (U.K.), New York Times 
(U.S.), Washington Post (U.S.), Los Angeles Times (U.S.) and Chicago Tribune 
(U.S.). The Sunday versions of the papers were included in the sample. The 
newspapers in question were selected because they represent, whether warranted or 
not, national “papers of record” in terms of international news coverage. This is 
particularly true of the four “broadsheet” newspapers from the U.K.: the Times, 
Telegraph, Independent, and Guardian. Two of the U.S. newspapers – the New York 
Times and Washington Post – are also known for their (relatively) comprehensive 
international coverage. 
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Starting from the day after a murder, and using the name of the murdered politician as 
a search key, one month of stories was searched.  The results were checked to make 
sure that the stories did, in fact, deal with the person in question, and that there were 
no repeat stories (the same story in two editions of the same newspaper) or unwanted 
material (such as short “teasers” for stories provided in full in later pages of the same 
paper). A total of 644 stories on the four murders were obtained: 224 from the four 
U.S. newspapers, and 420 from the four U.K. newspapers (letters to the editor were 
included in the sample, although they made up a very small percentage of the stories). 
Once the stories were obtained and checked, a number of factors were coded 
according to newspaper and country of origin: (1) the number of stories per killing, 
(2) the number of words written per killing, (3) the average number of words per 
story, and (4) the date and frequency of the stories. Every effort was made to ensure 
that the articles included in the sample dealt with the victim in question, and articles 
which gave only passing mention to a victim were omitted.2 
  
 
The four victims: Laurent Kabila, Pim Fortuyn, Zoran Djindjic and Anna 
Lindh. 
 
Before delving into the results of the study, a brief description of each victim, and the 
nature of their killing, will be presented in this section in order to place the data into 
some semblance of context. 
 
Laurent Kabila 
On January 15, 2001, Laurent Kabila, President of the Democratic Republic of Congo 
(DRC), was shot while sitting in his office in Kinshasa. The exact time and date of 
Kabila’s death are unknown, with some reports indicating that the President had 
initially survived the shooting. The motive for the killing—Kabila is reported to have 
been shot by one of his bodyguards— appears to have been an attempted coup d’état. 
Kabila had been in power since 1997, following the overthrow of the former leader, 
Mobutu Sese Seko. The DRC had been embroiled in a violent civil war since 1998, a 
conflict involving the neighboring nations of Uganda and Rwanda. Laurent Kabila 
was succeeded as President by his son, Joseph. 
 
Pim Fortuyn 
On May 6, 2002, Pim Fortuyn, standing outside of a radio station in Hilversum where 
he had just given an interview, was shot five times and killed. Fortuyn was the leader 
of the political party, Pim Fortuyn List, and was running for a seat in the Dutch 
parliament. The Dutch national elections were scheduled to take place on May 15, 
2002. Fortuyn was known for his opposition to immigration, as well as the fact that he 
was gay. Fortuyn was shot by animal rights activist Volkert van der Graaf, who was 
captured moments after the killing. Van der Graaf, believed to have psychological 
problems, claimed that he had acted alone. While many saw the murder as an attempt 
to de-rail the Pim Fortuyn List campaign, van der Graaf’s motivations for the killing 

                                                 
2 For example, one story on a speech given by French President Jacques Chirac made a single, passing 
reference to Pim Fortuyn. This article was not included in the sample. 
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remain cloudy. Pim Fortuyn List won 17% of the seats in the May 15 elections, 
making it the second-largest party in the Dutch parliament. 
 
Zoran Djindjic 
On March 12, 2003, Zoran Djindjic, the Prime Minister of Serbia, was shot twice and 
killed. Djindjic, a former mayor of Belgrade, came to power following the overthrow 
of the government of Slobodan Milosevic. The Milosevic regime ended in October 
2000 following national elections, the results of which Milosevic attempted to annul. 
Leading a broad-based coalition (Democratic Opposition of Serbia), Djindjic was 
elected Prime Minister in December of 2000, and took office in January of 2001. 
Djindjic is perhaps most famous for his role in sending Milosevic to stand trial in 
front of the United Nations War Crimes Tribunal in The Hague. In addition to his role 
in sending Milosevic to The Hague, Djindjic had clamped down on organized crime 
in Serbia, leading many to suspect that members of the mafia were involved in his 
murder.  
 
Anna Lindh 
On September 10, 2003, Anna Lindh, the Foreign Minister for Sweden, was stabbed 
while shopping in a Stockholm department store. She died in hospital on September 
11, 2003 as a result of her injuries. Lindh, a member of the Social Democratic Party, 
was Foreign Minister from 1998 until the time of her death, and was tipped to succeed 
current Prime Minister Göran Persson to become the first female Prime Minister of 
Sweden. Five days after the murder, Per-Olof Svensson was detained by the police on 
suspicion of committing the murder. Svensson was released when a second suspect, 
Mijailo Mijailovic, was arrested. After initially denying involvement in the killing, in 
January 2004 Mijailovic confessed to the murder, but denied that the killing was 
politically motivated.  
 
 
Results 
 
Overall Numbers 
 
The U.K. newspapers produced almost twice as many articles (420: 224) on the four 
killings as their U.S. counterparts (see Table 1). The bulk of this difference came from 
the number of stories published on the killings of Pim Fortuyn and Anna Lindh, while 
the numbers of articles and words printed on the Djindjic and Kabila murders in the 
U.K. and U.S. newspapers were relatively similar (see Tables 1 and 2). The U.S. 
newspapers published 147 articles and 84,688 words on Djindjic/Kabila, while the 
U.K. papers published 129 articles and 69,462 words (see Table 4). As noted, 
however, the difference in the total numbers was affected primarily by the coverage of 
the other two killings. For example, the four U.K. newspapers published six times as 
many articles (183:30), and six times as many words (114,251:18,643), on the murder 
of Pim Fortuyn as did the four U.S. newspapers (see Tables 1 and 2). In fact, the U.K. 
newspaper with the lowest number of articles on the Fortuyn killing, the Independent 
with 38, still had eight more articles on that subject than the four U.S. newspapers 
combined. U.K. newspapers also published over twice as many articles (108:47), and 
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almost four times as many words (63,502:17,082) on the Lindh murder than the U.S. 
newspapers. 
 
 
Table 1. Number of Stories within one month of killing 
 
 Fortuyn Lindh Djindjic Kabila 
New York Times 16 14 24 23 
Washington Post 4 7 14 14 
Los Angeles Times 4 10 17 14 
Chicago Tribune 6 16 20 21 
(U.S. Total) (30) (47) (75) (72) 
Guardian 48 34 23 21 
Times 46 27 14 8 
Telegraph 38 22 13 14 
Independent 51 25 26 10 
(U.K. Total) (183)  (108) (76) (53) 
     
Total 213 155 151 125 

 
 
Table 2. Number of Words within one month of killing 
 
 Fortuyn Lindh Djindjic Kabila 
New York Times 9,673 6,708 9,719 17,217 
Washington Post 3,808 2,914 7,841 13,499 
Los Angeles Times 1,909 2,404 9,832 9,326 
Chicago Tribune 3,253 5,056 4,810 12,471 
(U.S. Total) (18,643) (17,082) (32,175) (52,513) 
Guardian 29,759 24,246 12,588 12,593 
Times 30,749 17,041 7,302 4,340 
Telegraph 22,634 10,307 5,710 9,605 
Independent 31,109 11,908 10,628 6,696 
(U.K. Total) (114,251)  (63,502)  (36,228)  (33,234)  
Total 132,894 80,584 68,403 85,747 

 

Stories and Words: Relatively Speaking 

In comparing the coverage of the four killings, the number of stories and words 
published in the eight newspapers tell only one side of the story. The other side is to 
be found in an analysis of the emphasis placed on certain stories vis-à-vis others. In 
terms of the proportion of stories published, the four U.K. newspapers placed a 
heavier emphasis on the killings of Pim Fortuyn and Anna Lindh than on the killings 
of Zoran Djindjic and Laurent Kabila, while the opposite was true of the U.S. 
newspapers. At the individual level, Pim Fortuyn was the dominant story in the U.K. 
broadsheet press. Of the 420 articles from the U.K. on the four murders, 183 (43%) 
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dealt with Fortuyn (see Table 3). These 183 articles also contained nearly half (46%) 
of all of the words published in the U.K. articles examined. Second on the list of 
stories was Lindh (26%), followed by Djindjic (18%) and Kabila (13%). The U.S. 
coverage, on the other hand, was a near-mirror image of this: Djindjic had the largest 
proportion of stories (33%), while Kabila had the largest proportion of words (44%). 
In the U.S. press, Fortuyn and Lindh were a distant third and fourth, with 13% and 
21% of the stories, and 15% and 14% of the words respectively (see Tables 3 and 5). 
 
 
Table 3. Percentage of stories & words by subject 
 
 Fortuyn Lindh Djindjic Kabila 
U.S. stories 13% 21% 33% 32% 
U.K. stories 43% 26% 18% 13% 
(U.S. + U.K. stories) (33%) (24%) (23%) (19%) 
U.S. words 15% 14% 27% 44% 
U.K. words 46% 27% 15% 13% 
(U.S. + U.K. words) (36%) (22%) (19%) (23%) 

 
 
The emphasis on the Fortuyn and Lindh murders in the U.K. press is highlighted 
when the data are combined and compared to those of Djindjic and Kabila (see Tables 
4 and 5): 69% the 420 U.K. stories dealt with the Fortuyn/Lindh murders, versus only 
31% for Djindjic/Kabila. In terms of emphasis, this was, again, mirror image of the 
U.S. newspaper coverage, where 34% of the 224 stories focused on Fortuyn/Lindh, 
while 66% addressed the Djindjic/Kabila killings. This split was also reflected in the 
ratio of words printed on each killing, with U.S. newspapers publishing nearly 2.5 
words on Djindjic/Kabila for every 1 word on Fortuyn/Lindh. In the U.K. newspapers 
the numbers were reversed, with 2.5 words on Fortuyn/Lindh for every 1 on 
Djindjic/Kabila. 
 
Table 4. Number of stories & words by combined subject 
 
 Fortuyn/Lindh Djindjic/Kabila 
U.S. stories 77 147 
U.K. stories 291 129 
(U.S. + U.K. stories) (368) (276) 
U.S. words 35,725 84,688 
U.K. words 177,753 69,462 
(U.S. + U.K. words) (213,478) (154,150) 

 
An interesting piece of data to result from this study is that while the total number of 
stories (in the U.K. and U.S. newspapers combined) written on the death of Laurent 
Kabila (125) was the lowest of all four victims, the average length of story for Kabila, 
at 686 words, was the longest of the four (see Table 6). Particularly noteworthy is that 
the New York Times published 23 articles on Kabila at 749 words per article, and the 
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Washington Post published 14 articles on the Congolese leader at 964 words per 
article: an average of 300 to 400 words longer than all other newspapers, save the 
New York Times. In the U.K. newspapers, the shortest articles were written on 
Djindjic (at 477 words per article), while in the U.S. it was Lindh (363 words). 
 
Table 5. Percentage of stories & words by combined subject 
 
 Fortuyn/Lindh Djindjic/Kabila 
U.S. stories 34% 66% 
U.K. stories 69% 31% 
(U.S. + U.K. stories) (57%) (42%) 
U.S. words 29% 71% 
U.K. words 72% 28% 
(U.S. + U.K. words) (68%) (32%) 

 
 
Table 6. Average number of words per article 
 
 Fortuyn Lindh Djindjic Kabila 
New York Times 604 434 405 749 
Washington Post 952 416 558 964 
Los Angeles Times 476 240 578 666 
Chicago Tribune 542 316 241 594 
U.S. average (621) (363) (429) (729) 
Guardian 620 713 547 600 
Times  668 631 522 543 
Telegraph  596 468 439 686 
Independent  610 476 409 670 
(U.K. average) (624)  (588)  (477)  (627)  
Overall average 624 520 453 686 

 
 
Individual Newspapers 

Of the eight newspapers examined, two stood above the rest in terms of volume of 
material published and relative balance in the reporting of the four murders: the New 
York Times and Guardian (see Tables 7 and 8). Each newspaper published roughly a 
third more material on the four killings than their national counterparts. In the case of 
the New York Times, the Kabila murder was the most reported of the four. For the 
Guardian, the Fortuyn and Lindh murders were dominant, and the newspaper 
published significantly more material on the Djindjic and Kabila murders than did 
their domestic competitors. 
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Table 7. Individual U.S. newspaper coverage as percentage of all U.S. stories and 
words 
 

 New York 
Times 

Washington 
Post 

Los Angeles 
Times 

Chicago 
Tribune 

U.S. Stories 34% 17% 20% 28% 
U.S. Words 36% 23% 19% 21% 

 
 
Table 8. Individual U.K. newspaper coverage as percentage of all U.K. stories and 
words 
 

 Guardian Times Telegraph Independent
U.K. Stories 30% 23% 21% 27% 
U.K. Words 32% 24% 20% 24% 

 
 
At the other end of the scale in the U.K., the Times and Independent were particularly 
skewed in their coverage. Stories on Pim Fortuyn alone accounted for 52% of all 
words published by both the Times and Independent on the four killings (see Table 2). 
The murder of Laurent Kabila, on the other hand, warranted only 7% of the words 
published by the Times, and 11% of the words published by the Independent. When 
the numbers from Fortuyn and Lindh are combined, 80% of all of the words published 
by the Times on the four killings concerned these two politicians, leaving 20% for 
Djindjic and Kabila. Were it not for the volume of coverage of Djindjic and Kabila by 
the Guardian, the figures for the U.K. newspapers would have been even more 
lopsided.  From the U.S. perspective, the Los Angeles Times proved to be the weakest 
link, with only 19% of all of the U.S. words on the killings (see Table 7). In terms of 
the number of stories and words published, the New York Times added a level of 
respectability to the overall U.S. figures, although not with the same weight as the 
Guardian in the U.K. 
 
 
In this research, the figures show clear patterns in U.S. and U.K. coverage of the four 
killings, patterns that both support and question some common assumptions about 
international news coverage in countries such as the United States and United 
Kingdom.  
 
 
Discussion 
 
Taken at face value, the fact that the four U.K. newspapers produced nearly twice as 
many articles (420:244) on the murders as those from the U.S. would appear to 
support the idea that U.S. press outlets are less likely to focus on international affairs 
than their European counterparts. A more detailed analysis of the figures, however, 
reveals that the difference in terms of volume was not general, but related to the 
subject of the stories: U.K. coverage outdistanced the U.S. coverage due to an 
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overwhelming focus by the U.K. newspapers on the killings of Pim Fortuyn and Anna 
Lindh. It is one of the more surprising results of this study that U.S. newspapers 
produced almost the same number of stories and words on the killing of Zoran 
Djindjic (a European head of state) than did the four U.K. newspapers. The fact, 
however, that U.K. newspapers would devote between two (in the case of the 
Guardian) to ten (in the case of the Times) times as much coverage to the killing of 
Pim Fortuyn relative to the killing of Djindjic is a revelation considering the fact that 
Djindjic was the political leader of a nation involved in the only significant war on 
European soil since 1945. The Telegraph, for example, produced only 5,710 words on 
the Djindjic killing, while the Times produced 7,302. That the Telegraph would 
produce only slightly more material on the murder of a European prime minister than 
the Chicago Tribune, would, on the face of it, seem unlikely. This, however, proved 
to be the case. 
 
The low level of coverage afforded to Laurent Kabila—the only non-European 
victim—by the four U.K. newspapers is also worthy of attention, and should again be 
seen in relation to the coverage of the other murders. While the Guardian gave 
Fortuyn and Lindh roughly twice as much coverage (each) as Kabila, the Times 
produced seven times as many words on the death of the unelected Pim Fortuyn as 
they did on the death of President Kabila, with the Independent not far behind with 
five times as many words. The murder of Laurent Kabila was, by far, the most 
underreported of the four killings in the U.K. press. The New York Times, Washington 
Post and Chicago Tribune, on the other hand, all made the Kabila killing the most 
covered of the four murders (by quite a significant margin), with the Los Angeles 
Times having the Kabila killing only slightly behind that of Djindjic. 
 
It would be reasonable to assume that a significant reason for the extensive coverage 
of the Lindh and Fortuyn killings by the U.K. press was the direct relationship 
between the crimes and the functioning of the European Union. The killing of Lindh 
took place only days before a national referendum on adopting the Euro as the 
national currency of Sweden, while the killing of Fortuyn took place a short time 
before Dutch national elections in which Fortuyn, with his anti-immigration platform, 
was expected to be a key player. The potential impact of the Lindh killing on the Euro 
referendum in Sweden undoubtedly had resonance in the U.K.: one of only a handful 
of EU countries yet to adopt the Euro as the national currency. Similarly, due to the 
influx of immigrants to Britain in recent years, European Union immigration policy 
was also an issue addressed in detail in the U.K. press, making the possibility of a 
future Dutch coalition government including the Pim Fortuyn List salient for British 
journalists.  
 
The volume of coverage afforded to the murders of Lindh and Fortuyn should be 
understood within the context of a number of highly controversial debates taking 
place within broader European politics. However, if the column inches given to the 
Swedish and Dutch killings were due to connections to “hot” EU-related issues, this 
makes the lack of coverage of the Djindjic killing contradictory. If EU interests were 
dominant factors in explaining the Lindh/Fortuyn coverage, then the murder of 
Djindjic should have merited significant attention. With the exception of the 
Guardian, however, British newspapers offered relatively little coverage of the 
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Djindjic killing, despite the fact that the murder could lead to the possible 
destabilization of EU-neighbour Serbia. The focus on Lindh and Fortuyn by the U.K. 
press begs a number of questions related to issues of proximity, newsworthiness and 
sensationalism. As discussed, previous literature on news coverage of international 
affairs has emphasized the tendency of Western media outlets to marginalize events in 
culturally and politically “non-proximate” regions of the world. Detailed coverage of, 
for example, national politics, is limited usually to events from “proximate” regions. 
The relatively heavy coverage given to the Lindh/Fortuyn killings lends weight to this 
assertion.  
 
That the coverage of the killing of two national leaders would be overshadowed, and 
by such an overwhelming margin, by the coverage of the killings of a foreign minister 
and an un-elected head of a then-minority political party suggests that cultural and 
physical geography, and not the geo-political importance of the victims, had much to 
do with the coverage in the four U.K. newspapers. In geo-political terms, the murders 
of Djindjic in Serbia and Kabila in the Congo could have proved (and still could 
prove) to be incredibly destabilizing for those two nations and their neighbors. While 
psychologically traumatic for their families and friends, and for the citizens of their 
respective nations, the killings of Anna Lindh and Pim Fortuyn could not be described 
as politically “destabilizing” events for Sweden, the Netherlands or the European 
Union—at least in the way that the killings of Djindjic and Kabila could be de-
stabilizing for Serbia and the DRC.  
 
A final aspect of the Lindh/Fortuyn emphasis in the U.K. press to consider is the 
relatively sensational nature (from a media perspective) of the two killings, as well as 
the “media image” of the two victims and their countries. Whether deserved or not, 
few countries in Europe have the reputation for public safety and tranquility on a par 
with either the Netherlands or Sweden. The brutal and highly public murders of Lindh 
and Fortuyn—a stabbing in a department store and a point-blank shooting outside a 
radio station—were perhaps cognitively dissonant events for members of the U.K. 
press: the crimes simply did not fit with the stereotypical images of Swedish and 
Dutch societies (the 1986 murder of Swedish Prime minister Olof Palme 
notwithstanding), thus making for more “sensational” stories. On the other hand—
again, whether warranted or not—political violence and social turbulence are often 
framed by the media as being part and parcel of life in regions of the world such as 
the Balkans and Africa.  
 
In addition to being citizens of supposedly tranquil nations, Lindh and Fortuyn 
challenged the stereotype of a major political figure: Lindh was a relatively young 
mother of two, while Fortuyn was a flamboyant, openly gay academic stumping on an 
anti-immigration platform. While qualitative evidence could add nuance the 
contention that the amount of coverage afforded Lindh and Fortuyn was directly 
related to these factors, the volume of coverage of their killings makes it a likely 
hypothesis. Previous literature on “sensationalism” in news, linked to the profit-
orientation of advertiser-supported media, would appear to dovetail with the number 
of words devoted to the killings of these two politicians, especially vis-à-vis the 
killings of Djindjic and Kabila, which were in no way as “sensational” in the media-
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centric sense. A hypothetical question worth considering would be: if a female foreign 
minister of the DRC was stabbed to death in a Kinshasa department store, would that 
crime receive as much coverage as the killing of Lindh did in the U.K. press? The 
“sensationalism” of the murders of Lindh/Fortuyn, therefore, appears to have been as 
much a function of geography as it was the personality/gender of the victim or the 
mode of killing.  
 
Data obtained from the coverage of the killings by the four U.S. newspapers provide 
an interesting juxtaposition to the data from the U.K. While the overall volume of 
coverage from the U.S. was lower, U.S. newspapers devoted much more attention to 
the Djindjic and Kabila killings than they did to those of Lindh and Fortuyn. This 
would appear to contradict the assertion that Western media outlets are more likely to 
cover “sensational” events in “proximate” nations than “less sensational” events in 
“less proximate” nations. What needs to be stressed, however, is that the concept of 
“proximity” includes not only geography and culture, but also economic, political and 
military interests. In other words, countries may be geographically “distant,” but have 
a high degree of economic or military importance. These aspects of proximity could 
go some way toward explaining the rather surprising data from the analysis of the four 
U.S. newspapers. United States (and NATO) intervention in the former Yugoslavia, 
and a continued (albeit limited) U.S. military presence in sub-Saharan Africa 
connected the Djindjic and Kabila killings to U.S. foreign policy interests. In addition, 
the economic and political pressure placed upon the Djindjic government by the U.S. 
(and other nations) to send Slobodan Milosevic to stand trial for war crimes in The 
Hague, would most probably have been a factor in the amount of coverage afforded to 
the killing of the Serbian premier. This would tie into the point made in a number of 
previous studies (Galtung and Ruge 1965; Shoemaker, et al, 1991; Chang and Lee 
1992) of international news that levels of coverage are often linked to foreign policy 
and diplomatic interests, and that these interests can override a number of other 
factors, including geographic proximity. This conclusion was also reached by a 
number of critical political economists (e.g. Herman and Chomsky 1988; Schiller 
1976; Bogart 1995; Altschull 1995). 
 
As noted earlier in this paper, the history of U.S. news coverage of Africa—and of 
sub-Saharan Africa in particular—has been less than stellar. The volume of coverage 
given to the killing of Laurent Kabila is, in some ways, a double-edged sword. On the 
one hand, the fact that all four of the U.S. newspapers would allocate more of their 
news holes to the killing of an African leader than to the killing of European 
politicians could be seen as an interesting development: any coverage of African 
affairs, one could argue, is better than no coverage at all. On the other hand, the 
volume of coverage of the Kabila killing could also perpetuate the Conrad-esque 
image of Africa: a “dark continent” where political unrest, violence and disasters are 
commonplace. As previous research into press coverage of sub-Saharan African 
nations has shown, crisis coverage is often the only coverage provided to readers. 
Stories on the killing of a leader such as Kabila, therefore, are rarely juxtaposed with 
stories on, for example, economic or cultural affairs in countries such as the DRC. 
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Implications 
 
In this final section, I would like to address the implications of this research vis-à-vis: 
(1) the three “pressures” discussed in previous literature on international news; and 
(2), future research into coverage of the killings of the four politicians in question, as 
well as political murders in general. 
 
What do the results of this study tell us about the three “pressures” discussed earlier in 
this paper? The results from the U.K. press, with an overwhelming focus on the 
murders of Lindh and Fortuyn, appear to support the idea that the press focus on 
sensational and culturally/politically proximate stories. While it is outside the scope of 
my research to give concrete reasons for this focus, the previously discussed 
“overlap” in organizational, geo-cultural and political economic pressures comes to 
the fore. The sensationalism of the Fortuyn and Lindh killings, the “attractiveness” of 
the stories from a circulation perspective, the cultural and political proximity of the 
events, and the relative organizational simplicity of covering these stories, would 
appear to go some way towards explaining to results.  
 
The general applicability of this “meta-model” begins to crumble, however, when the 
results from the analysis of the U.S. newspapers are introduced into the equation. The 
fact that the U.S. newspapers gave more coverage to Djindjic and Kabila forces us to 
reconsider the complexity of words such as “proximity,” as well as overly-simplistic, 
economic-determinist ideas relating to “sensationalism” and profits. For example, was 
the emphasis on the Lindh/Fortuyn murders by the U.K. press the result of the 
“sensational” nature of the killings, or the fact that they were prominent politicians in 
EU nations? Similarly, was the emphasis placed on the Djindjic/Kabila killings by the 
U.S. press directly related to U.S. foreign policy interests, or the fact that editors saw 
these killings as more geo-politically significant than the Lindh/Fortuyn murders? The 
notion of context becomes even more important when one considers the fact that there 
was not a high degree of variation in the emphasis of the coverage at the national 
level: the four U.K. newspapers were relatively similar in their focus, as were the four 
U.S. newspapers. In many ways, the differences between the U.K. and the U.S. press 
in the coverage of the four murders, and the fact that the newspapers fell into line 
along clear national lines, illustrates the highly contextual and culturally-specific 
nature of what is deemed to be newsworthy, and why.  
 
This leads me to my second, final point regarding the implications of this research. 
This project is intended to be a first step towards a more comprehensive, quantitative-
qualitative study of the coverage of political murders. The dramatic difference in the 
levels of coverage given to the four victims—particularly within the British press—
begs for further research to be conducted on the nature (framing, discourse, sourcing, 
ownership, editorial policies, etc.) of such coverage via qualitative analysis. Although 
statistical data can impose limits on the type of the conclusions that can be drawn, 
quantitative studies are extremely valuable in illuminating broad (and specific) 
patterns of coverage over extended periods of time, related to “underlying cultural 
patterns or organizational logic” (Shoemaker and Reese, 1996: 32). An exposure of 
these larger patterns is useful for both contextualizing subsequent qualitative research, 
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as well as rebuffing accusations of textual research, with smaller samples but more 
intensive analysis, as nothing more than “idiosyncratic” or “piecemeal” studies. In the 
case of the coverage of the Kabila/Djindjic/Lindh/Forutyn killings, clear patterns of 
imbalanced coverage emerged: patterns deserving of further attention. 
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