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Abstract

This thesis investigates to what extent economic relations impact the newsworthiness of foreign
human rights abuses through a content analysis of six Belgian and Dutch newspapers on
Uyghur repression between 2015 and 2021. Given that the Netherlands has significantly
stronger economic ties with China than Belgium has in terms of trade and FDI, we expect that
Dutch media are more interested Uyghur related stories than Belgian media. The findings
indeed show that Dutch news coverage exceeded Belgian news coverage, that it was featured
more prominently in newspapers, and that coverage was more sustained between 2015 and
2021. A significant share of Belgian news coverage was driven by either domestic
developments or involvement by international actors like the EU or the UN, implying that
Belgian news coverage of the Uyghur genocide is not determined by the extent of the human
rights abuses but rather by the involvement of domestic actors and the international community.
Furthermore, we show that Dutch newspapers published references to genocide both earlier
and to a greater extent than its Belgian counterparts. These findings thus confirm that economic
ties drive media’s interest and awareness of partners’ controversial issues such as human rights

abuses.
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1. Introduction

The Uyghur population in the Chinese province of Xinjiang has been subjected to
extreme levels of repression in the last decades, ranging from surveillance to disappearances
and mass detainment. These human rights abuses have reached the extent that scholars and
political leaders have increasingly started to classify this situation as a cultural genocide (Smith
Finley, 2021). While several countries such as the United States and the United Kingdom have
officially adopted the term genocide, others have been silent or have, in extreme cases even
aided the Chinese government by sending back Uyghur refugees to China (Lavi &
Lindenstrauss, 2016). This discrepancy in response can also be seen by the stark differences
in the extent of media coverage regarding this issue across the world. For instance, while some
western news outlets such as the BBC and CNN have produced many reports on mistreatment
of Uyghurs in Xinjiang (CNN, 2021; BBC-A,2021), Ezell (2021) notes how in the last decades
there have been relatively few articles dedicated to Uyghur issues in media in the Middle East.
The question arises why this discrepancy is the case. Why are some very vocal on this topic

and others silent?

This question is part of a broader inquiry of what determines the extent and variation
of foreign news coverage on human rights abuses. Which foreign events reach the news and
get published is based on several factors that make up the news value of a story. Multiple
studies (Maier, 2021; Shoemaker, Danielian & Brendlinger, 1991; & Wu, 2000) have found
that economic interaction, such as trade, was one of the most important determinants of a
country being followed by the media, followed by cultural and geographic proximity and nation

traits (GDP and population size). Human rights issues existing in the country are by themselves
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weak predictors of foreign news reporting (Maier, 2021), and predominantly become news only

in combination with other factors.

The rise of China over the last decades has increased its prominence in the international
press. However, Zhang & Brown (2009) show that in the case of western media, human rights
coverage does not reflect the human rights situation in China and they argue that these topics
are systematically under-reported in favor of economic and business news stories. This is
argued to be the case due to the fact that news value of economic events is considered higher
than the news value of human rights topics. However, despite the lesser extent of coverage on
human rights abuses, Willnat & Leo (2011) found that in terms of content, China was
consistently portrayed by western media with frames focusing on human rights, besides
political containment, and economic trade. This appears to support the idea of the
domestication of foreign news, in which foreign news is linked to domestic issues or
contextualized from a domestic perspective, resulting in the properties of the country involved

to become less important (Chang et al. 2012).

Furthermore, it has been argued that media is embedded in larger political and
economic structures and thus tend to reflect the political and economic interests of their country
(Lee, Chan & Zhou, 2011). The available research on the issue seem to indicate that economic
interests and relations have an impact on foreign coverage of human rights issues, such as Lee
& Yang’s (1996) observation of US and Japanese international news coverage on the
Tiananmen Square protest being framed in line of their respective government’s strategic
interests. The strongest evidence is provided by Lee et al. (2011) who found a negative
correlation between the amount of politicized news on the Beijing Olympics that mentioned
China’s human rights issues, and the country’s trade volume with China. Yet, this study
included countries with varying degrees of press freedom, as it also found that liberal countries

featured more of these articles than less liberal countries. The question therefore remains
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whether this negative relationship holds across countries with a high degree of press freedom,
as in a competitive free press environment, the media and government will often have

competing agendas and responsibilities. (Novais, 2007).

In light of the above, this thesis aims to answer the question whether economic relations
impact the extent and content of European news reporting on foreign human rights violations.
It specifically focuses on the Uyghur genocide given the severity and scale of the event and as
well as the fact that it has been an ongoing event since the mid 2010’s. This research is
conducted using a content analysis of news articles from several newspapers in the Netherlands
and Belgium between 2015 and 2021. The choice of these two countries is based on their vastly
varying extent of Chinese economic relations in terms of trade and FDI on the one hand, and
their similarities across a multitude of factors such as their media system, geographical
proximity, and foreign policy on the other. With this thesis, the author hopes to further the

understanding of human rights reporting in western media.
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2. Literature Review

2.1 The Uyghur Minority in Xinjiang: From Conflict and Repression to Cultural

Genocide

The resource-rich province of Xinjiang has been gradually incorporated by the Chinese
Empire since the 17th century, becoming an official province in 1884 (Smith Finley, 2021).
The province is home to the Uyghur minority who, as opposed to the Han Chinese, are
predominantly Muslim and speak a Turkic language. The region has had a secessionist past,
with an attempted breakaway from China in 1945 by declaring the short-lived East Turkestan
Republic (Finnegan, 2020). The Chinese Communist Party (CCP) subsequently adopted
assimilationist policies in the 1950’s in an attempt to integrate the province and assimilate
ethnic minorities (Ibid). In 1955, Xinjiang changed status from a province to an autonomous
region and was renamed the Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous Region (XUAR). Unrest amongst
the Uyghur population has been a recurring theme from the 1980’s onwards and was attributed
to religious and cultural differences as well as the discrepancy in socio-economic conditions
between the natives and the Han-settlers. (Smith Finley, 2021). Furthermore, the wave of newly
created states in central Asia after the collapse of the Soviet Union made the Uyghurs in

Xinjiang the only “nation” in the region that was still under control of a colonizing state (ibid).

Tensions escalated in the 1990’s in the wake of the “Baren incident”. Accounts on what
exactly happened varied, but it is known that it was an armed conflict between several hundred
of Uyghurs and Chinese government forces in the Barin Township which lasted several days.
The resulting violence and clashes between Uyghurs and the police and led to the increased
framing of Uyghur unrest as terrorism and subsequent tightening controls on religion in the
region (ibid). The trend of post-9/11 Islamic terrorism discourse has been argued to have been

used as a justification of the CCP’s repressive “strike hard” policies, as it argued that “illegal
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religious activities” associated with the Uyghur minority constituted the roots of terrorism
(Finnegan, 2020). This has led to state violence and a securitization of Uyghur social life,
involving raids on Uyghur homes (Smith Finley, 2021). Policies of repression culminated in
the new National Security Law, passed in 2015, which highlighted internal threats to state
security. Alongside this law, a counter-terrorism law was implemented which specifically

targeted the Uyghur population (Ibid).

In 2017, Chinese authorities in the region published the Xinjiang Autonomous Region
Regulation on De-extremification, which mandated the creation of “transformation through
reeducation” camps (later termed vocational training centers) which has facilitated the mass
extra-judicial internment of Uyghurs in the region. In the same year, 21% of all arrests made
in the country occurred in the XUAR, despite only consisting of 1,5% of the total population
of China (Kanat, 2021). The number of detainees has been estimated to exceed a million (Raza,
2019), and harrowing reports of torture, rape and malnutrition have been published by a
multitude of organizations (Amnesty, 2021 & CFR, 2021). Life outside of these camps has also
drastically changed, with Chinese efforts to eliminate Uyghur culture, including its language,
which has been virtually eliminated from schools. Kanat (2021) notes that Uyghur cultural
practices have only become permitted in narrowly defined and tightly controlled situations, for
either propaganda efforts or tourism. Outside of these situations however, repression goes as
far as banning headscarves and beards. The author also mentions findings that suggest that

nearly 65% of all mosques in the XUAR were either completely destroyed or damaged (ibid).

Even more alarming, it has been argued that the CCP under the leadership of Xi Jinping
has instituted a policy of suppressing birthrates of Uyghurs by forced sterilization, family
separation and mandatory birth control (Zenz, 2020). Smith Finley (2021) provides data that
the city of Khotén in Xinjiang budgeted for enough sterilizations to cover more of a third of all

women of childrearing age. All policies have had an effect on birthrates, in some areas falling
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as much as 60% between 2016 and 2018 while the birthrate in the province as a whole fell by
25% in 2019 alone (ibid). Furthermore, there is evidence that children were forcibly separated

from their parents and send to boarding schools (Zenz, 2019).

The suppression of Uyghur birthrates and culture (including language and religion) has
led to calls condemning the situation as a genocide. Whereas some use more cautious wording
such as a cultural genocide or a “creeping” genocide, it appears clear that at least some of the
five criteria outlined the UN Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of
Genocide are applicable to China’s policies towards the Uyghurs, as Smith Finley (2021)
shows. Besides policies aimed at preventing births (art.2 d.), the surveillance policies and
extremely repressive regime in combination with the mass incarceration can be argued to fall
under both article 2. b) and c), namely causing bodily and mental harm to the group and
inflicting conditions of life on the group with the goal to bring about, in full or in part, its

physical destruction (United Nations, 1948).

2.1.1 International Response

International concern on the human rights situation of the Uyghurs in the XUAR has
existed since the early 2000’s, but the situation has only garnered greater attention in the mid-
2010’s. As was mentioned earlier, the aftermath of 9/11 has led to a discourse and fear of
Islamic terrorism in the world which has been used by Chinese authorities to justify repressive
measures on the population. Having quickly voiced support for President Bush’s “war on
terror”, it sought to frame autonomy movements in the region as terrorist movements
threatening the security of China as well as neighboring countries. Already in 2004, a report
by Amnesty International concluded that September 11 has had detrimental effects on the
human rights situation in the province and shows Chinese efforts to pressure foreign states to

take actions against the Uyghur diaspora (Amnesty, 2004).
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The Chinese government’s pressure on other countries to extradite Uyghurs has been
successful to some degree, even after the human rights reports were public as countries such
as Thailand, Egypt and Saudi Arabia have reportedly sent back many to China. Germany is
also known to have deported a Uyghur refugee to China in 2006 (UHPR, 2011. p.31). However,
the new XUAR security law in 2017 and the subsequent mass incarceration of Uyghurs in
detention centers has led European states to reconsider their refugee status, and they have been

protected from deportation in numerous countries, including Germany, since.

Increased awareness of the situation in Xinjiang following the 2017 security law has
also prompted policy makers to address the concern of forced labor. A report from the Australia
Strategic Policy Institute (ASPI) has found that Uyghurs have been deported directly from
detention camps to factories across China under conditions which has been argued to amount
to slavery. This is only strengthened by the fact that XUAR officials were paid a price “per
head” to “sell” Uyghurs to these factories. In total, it claimed that 82 well-known brands, such
as Apple, Nike, Mercedes-Benz and Calvin Klein have possibly directly or indirectly benefitted
from Uyghur forced labor across their supply chain (ASPI, 2020). As a response to these widely
shared reports, the European Union and several states such as Australia, the UK and the US,
have adopted resolutions and measures aiming to prevent their businesses’ possible complicity
with forced labor goods and have implemented sanctions on XUAR officials and certain

suppliers (UHRP,2022).

In 2021, several parliaments, including the Dutch, Czech, Canadian and UK legislative
bodies, officially recognized and classified the policies against the Uyghurs in Xinjiang a
genocide. In the same year, the EU implemented the first EU sanctions on China since 1989,
aimed at four XUAR officials who were believed to be involved with Uyghur human rights
violations. The United States has also taken action against companies involved in this matter,

such as the company Hikvision which facilitates the monitoring and surveillance of Uyghurs
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in Xinjiang. Lawmakers have also been attempting to bring this matter to the international
arena, as more than sixty MPs from 18 different countries have called upon the UN to launch
a commission of inquiry regarding genocide and crimes against humanity in the Xinjiang

region (UHRP, 2022).

However, many organizations have argued that the international response has been
weak and ineffective overall. Whereas many states have issued condemnations, many have not
implemented effective measures or sanctions, instead limiting their actions to symbolic
gestures and measures (Baillie & Vandenbrink, 2020). Gallagher (2021) argues that countries
should shift the narrative away from counterterrorism towards genocide and posits that
“naming and shaming” the Chinese government, especially in the run up to the Beijing

Olympics in 2022 could have been an effective tool, but also warned for a backlash.

In the United States, the Biden Administration has designated Uyghurs as a top priority
for refugee resettlement, although reports have shown that no Uyghur refugees were admitted
to the country in 2020 and 2021 (Aguilera, 2021). Furthermore, it appears that China will not
be held accountable to internal law on the matter, as the accusations of genocide will not be
investigated by the International Criminal Court (Hernandez, 2021). The United Nations,
having promised in 2021 that it would release a report on the human rights situation in the
XUAR within matter of weeks, has been silent on it ever since, fueling accusations that China
has been pressuring the UN not to release the report (Page, 2022). Some have placed hope in
civil society and the international media, such as Waller & Albornoz (2021), who argue that
they play a crucial role as catalysts in the international community which is, despite countries’
available methods at their disposal, unwilling to provide a meaningful response to these human

rights abuses.
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2.2 Economic Relations Between China and the World

The post-Maoist economic reforms that started in 1978 under Deng Xiaoping gradually
transformed the country from a Soviet-style command economy to a system that has been
termed “Socialism with Chinese characteristics”. In the first two decades, policies were
implemented to allow foreign investment to enter the country, de-collectivize the agricultural
industry and create the possibility for entrepreneurs to start a business. However, most
enterprises were still state owned, despite some experiments with autonomous decision making
on production, investment, and marketing matters. Only in the late 1990’s did the government
give up control of small and medium state enterprises, while retaining control of the large state-
owned enterprises in the energy and infrastructure sectors (Chow, 2004). These economic
policies have been extremely successful, having created unprecedented growth of about 10%
per year on average between 1978 and 2011 (Haltmaier, 2013), and has lifted about 600 million
people out of poverty and has subsequently turned China into an upper middle-income country
(Lin, 2013). They have become a leading manufacturer of goods, accounting for 28,4% of the
total global manufacturing output in 2018 (Richter, 2020). This has been partially explained as
a result of the shift from a heavy industry-oriented economy to that of a comparative advantage
one, which favored labour intensive goods (Yue & Hua, 2002). This in turn rested on the
political stability, the abundance of natural resources and the large skilled labour force in China

(Sun & Heshmati, 2010).

These developments have also had an impact on trade. Their growth in international
trade averaged at 16,6% per year and China’s trade dependence ratio (trade to GDP ratio) went
up from 9% in 1978 to 50% in 2012 (Ibid). Sun & Heshmati (2010) show that international
trade has been crucial in the success of the economy, allowing for the improvement of
productivity in domestic industries and the advancement of technology. Imports have

substantially increased, from $18 billion in 1978 to $1.9 trillion in 2013, and are currently
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primarily coming from the European Union, ASEAN countries and South Korea (Morrison,
2014). By 2009, China had taken over Germany as the world’s largest exporter of merchandise
and the US as the second-largest merchandise importer (ibid). Exports have increased from $14
billion in 1978 to $2.2 trillion in 2013, and the primary destinations are Hong Kong, the US,
and the European Union. The World Bank has estimated that China’s share of global
merchandise exports could reach as high as 20% by 2030 (ibid). However, concerns have been
voiced of the over-reliance on exports (and related investments) as the main drivers of
economic growth instead of consumption demand, and although the latter is increasing, it is
still argued that China has some time to go before it can achieve a balanced economy (Wolf,

2018).

Furthermore, there have been discussions in the West on the negative consequences of
Chinese imports, in particular the large US trade deficit, which has also seen as a partial reason
for a trade war between the US and China. Whereas the Trump Administration pursued trade
protectionism that led to conflicts with other countries such as Canada and Mexico, it took an
exceptionally harsh stance towards China, directly setting high tariffs on Chinese goods (Park,
2020). However, these tensions are seen by many as not just caused by the supposed job loss
of the US-China trade deficit but as a result of the larger geopolitical conflict between the two
countries (Chen et al. 2020). Nevertheless, this trade war did not appear to have had a
significant effect on the volume of trade between China and the European Union, as both
imports and exports increased according to Eurostat data (Eurostat, 2022). Imports appear to
have grown more substantially than exports, with almost a 47% increase between 2015 and
2022, and has subsequently increased Europe’s trade deficit with China by 50% in the same
period, to a balance of - € 248.9 bn. The largest EU importer of Chinese goods is the

Netherlands, having imported €110 bn. of Chinese goods in 2021 which accounted for nearly

10
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30% of all Dutch extra-EU imports (ibid). It was also the third largest EU exporter to China in

2021 (€15 bn), followed by France (€24 bn) and Germany (€104 bn).

In terms of goods, machinery & vehicles, chemicals, and other manufactured goods,
appear to be the most traded between China and the EU in terms of both imports and exports,
although the EU has a trade deficit in all three categories. Specifically, the largest deficits
concerned telecom, ADP (Automatic data processing) and household equipment. On the
opposite side, the EU does have a large trade surplus in aircraft equipment and medicaments
(ibid). However, the COVID pandemic has exposed numerous dependencies on China, and in
total 103 product categories have been identified in which the EU has a strategic dependency
on Chinese imports, mainly in the in the chemicals, minerals/metals, and pharmaceutical

sectors (Zenglein, 2020).

Besides trade and manufacturing, Chinese investments abroad and foreign investment
in China have increased substantially since 1978. (Si, 2014). Having rapidly developed
primarily from receiving foreign investment, outward Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) began
to grow as GDP increased (Wang et al. 2012). Nevertheless, China remains the second largest
receiver of FDI as well (Wang et al. 2020). Chinese outward FDI has peaked in 2016, and has
seen a steady decline since, in line with the reduction in Chinese investments in Europe, which
has declined to 2013 levels in 2019 (Kratz et al. 2020). This decline is attributed to measures
introduced in 2016 which stepped up capital controls, effectively restricting overseas use of the
RMB, but also the fact that host countries have increased regulatory scrutiny (Hanemann et al.
2019). Looking at the regional distribution of Chinese outward FDI in 2016, the vast majority
is directed towards Asia (67%), primarily consisting of Hong Kong (57,5%). The second
largest region is Latin America (15%) followed by Europe (6,4%) and North America (5,6%)

(Wang & Gao, 2018 p.626). According to Volgyi, & Lukacs (2021), the large share of FDI

11



going to Hong Kong can be explained by offshoring and round tripping activities which will

redirect its investments to a third country.

Chinese outward FDI in Europe has traditionally focused on the “big three” (UK,
Germany and France), with nearly 36% of the total FDI going to them. In contrast, Chinese
FDI in the whole CEE did not exceed 2,5% in 2019 (Kratz et al. 2020). While there has been a
period of increased investment in Southern Europe, Chinese FDI currently still focusses on
Europe’s largest economies. Furthermore, in terms of the investor mix, the relative share of
state-owned enterprises and the sovereign wealth fund has increased dramatically in relation to
private investors, moving from 39% to 68% between 2016 and 2017 (Hanemann et al, 2018).
Chinese outward FDI has primarily entailed greenfield (creation of subsidiary in host country
and building it from the ground up) and joint venture investments, although mergers and
acquisitions (brownfield investments) have been on the rise (Globerman & Shapiro, 2009).
This can in part explain the growing concern over Chinese FDI in Europe and the US, given
that brownfield investment is associated with little economic benefits in terms of job creation.
It also allows the investing country to absorb technology from acquired companies and it can
create worries over national security and the control of strategic industries (Chan & Zheng,
2017). Furthermore, Ebbers and Zhang (2010) show that brownfield investments have become
the main Chinese investment type in Europe. Hanemann et al. (2018) estimate that 96% of

Chinese FDI in Europe currently consists of acquisitions.

It has been noted that China has been making efforts to shift their focus to producing
high-value-added goods with the in 2015 launched “made in China 2025 plan (Jindfichovska
& Ugurlu, 2021). This has been seen as part of a wider idea termed “the Chinese dream”, which
aims to greatly increase economic development and encompasses other large-scale plans such
as the Belt & Road Initiative (Agarwala & Chaudhary, 2021). However, many have highlighted

the challenges China faces, not only from the US and its allies, as these plans are seen to

12



challenge the status-quo (ibid), but also due to the domestic problems they face such as ageing,
environmental degradation, and corruption (Kalha, 2015). Liu (2021) has highlighted the issues
in the wake of the COVID pandemic, such as industrial overcapacity, rising leverage across all
sectors and an inflating real estate market posing threats to the Chinese economy and financial
system. The rampant speculation on a decoupling of the Chinese economy by (mainly) US
policy makers in the last years has exacerbated the overall risk of investing and trading with
China. In response to the latter, China has been devising strategies to overcome these problems,
such as to further the economic relationship with other Asian countries through the Regional
Comprehensive Economic Partnership, and with the EU (Hu et al. 2021). However, efforts for
an EU-China investment agreement appears to have stranded, in part due to increased tensions
over Xingjian and the reluctance of the Chinese leadership to condemn Russia’s invasion of

Ukraine (Yee, 2022).

2.3 Foreign News Coverage on China

Research has posited that the perception of China abroad is still largely shaped by
international media as opposed to the Chinese media (Sun, 2009). Wasserman’s (2016) work
on the Chinese media’s influence on South African editorial agendas shows that it faces
significant challenges as journalists either did not read Chinese media or rejected its perspective
on events. The resurgence of the Chinese propaganda system controlling all Chinese media
outlets (domestic and abroad) has further exacerbated the issues of mistrust and incongruity

regarding Chinese news coverage (Brady, 2017).

Therefore, relatively more research has been conducted on international media
reporting on China. Peng (2004) has shown that US news coverage of China has increased

significantly in the 1990’s, but that articles often employed political and ideological frames

13
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and were subsequently negative in tone. The view that US media has political biases in news
coverage of China seems to be supported by Stone & Xiao (2007) who have observed
increasingly negative reporting on China since the fall of the Soviet Union and that frames used
on the Soviet Union were being applied to China, reflecting the shift from Russia to China as
the biggest adversary of the U.S. Studies on European media coverage of China shows similar
results. Lams’ (2016) research on Belgian and Dutch media supports Willnat & Luo’s (2011)
view that they consistently portray China with frames of human rights, political containment,
and economic trade. Furthermore, Griffiths (2013), has looked at The Economist and the BBC,
finding that 83% of all coverage of China were either related to politics, the economy, national
security, human rights, or the environment. More than half of all coverage was only on the first
two topics and the author concludes that there is a narrow news agenda concerning China, and

specific narratives dominate coverage.

A specific topic that is well researched is the coverage on the Belt & Road initiative, a
global infrastructure development plan launched by China in an attempt to increase economic
relations with the rest of the world. Arifon et al. (2019) looked at media discourse in the UK,
France, Spain and Germany, and argued that European media coverage is dominated by
geopolitical, strategic, economic and political concerns regarding this issue. Furthermore,
comparing between US and EU media coverage of the Belt and Road initiative, Malik (2020)
found that US media coverage of the issue exceeds that of EU countries. Moreover, while the
US media focused more on political issues related to the project, EU media mainly highlighted
economic issues. Looking at media coverage in the CEE region, Matura (2018) in his analysis
of Hungarian and Slovak media, found that media reporting on the Belt & Road initiative was
relatively low in comparison to general news of Chinese economic relations, which was

predominantly focused on the China-CEE partnership (the 16 + 1 initiative). However, the
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news that was published was heavily politicized, as media with close ties to the governments

reported in a more favorable way than opposition media.

While western media coverage of China appears well studied, no research has been
found that specifically looks at the coverage of the Uyghur genocide. Yet, other Chinese human
rights violations have been looked at extensively, such as the 1989 Tiananmen square massacre
and the Hong Kong protests in 2014 and 2019. Krumbein (2015) notes that human rights
reports of US newspapers covering the events in 1989 reflected the human rights position of
the state, and they subsequently published the same information as government reports. Kim
(2000) goes even further by saying that US news coverage of the event was largely shaped by
the government response to the movement and that its views coincided with that of the state.
Wang & Ma (2021) strengthen this argument by looking at US coverage of the 2019 Hong
Kong protests, and see concurrent results, making the bold claim that the American media is
on its way to become as politically driven as Chinese media. It also does not only seem to be
limited to the US media, as Veneti et al. (2016) see a similar phenomenon looking at a UK
newspaper covering the 2014 Hong Kong protests and argued that coverage was reflexive to

the British media system and its national standpoints.
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3. Theoretical Framework

3.1 The Role of the Media

The question of the relationship between the media and society has been a topic
academic debate, just as the question of what role the media (ought to) have. There is a general
consensus on the existence of an interaction between the media and society, although its extent
and direction are still contested (McQuail, 2006). However, wider literature on media has
identified four main roles of journalism which can overlap: monitorial, facilitative,
collaborative and a radical role (Ibid & Nordenstreng, 2006). The monitorial role encapsulates
the informational function the media has. It has to “maintain a constant surveillance on the
world [..] with relevance to the media’s own public, [..] acting as a conduit for information and
views from a range of other sources in society (McQuail, 2006. p.55). The facilitative role
refers to journalism as providing a line of communication between citizens and the government.
The collaborative role journalism can have is argued to come up in situations such as disasters,
crises, or war wherein media collaborates with other external agencies in order to cater to wider
needs of society. Finally, the radical role is argued to be found primarily outside of mainstream
media and encompasses media defending certain groups, issues, or ideological positions on
normative grounds. A more specific and often-cited role of the media, which lies between the
monitorial and radical role outlined by McQuail (2006), is their supposed watch dog function
of government institutions by collectively keeping the government responsive and responsible

(Whitten-Woodring & James, 2012).

The extent to which the media performs these different roles can be argued to be
dependent on the specific system within which the media is located. Hallin & Mancini (2004)
identify three models of media system development, the liberal, democratic corporatist and

Mediterranean model, and argue that media plays a different role in politics in each of these
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systems, based on the role of the state, the extent of political parallelism and professionalism
amongst journalists. Media systems therefore appear to have a big impact on news reporting,
both in terms of what is covered and how it is covered, and the emphasis on different roles of

the media can arguably also result in varying considerations in news and topic selection.

3.2 News Values: Which Events Reach the News?

The various roles of the media can help to shed light on the question what factors
determine stories and events reaching the news. The seminal work of Galtung & Ruge (1965)
can be seen as having introduced the contemporary notion of news values. Having provided
the basis for a new field of academic literature, a plethora of studies emerged, most notably
Harcup & O’neill’s (2001) attempt to update Galtung & Ruge’s model, as well as Joye et al.
(2016) the books by Bell (1991) and Bednarek & Caple (2017). Aggregating the findings of

these authors, one can identify the following general news values (table 1).

Building on the development of news values, scholars have introduced the concepts of
deviance and social significance as theoretical dimensions that can be used to group these
values in relation to foreign news coverage (Shoemaker et al. 1991; Shoemaker et al 1987).
Deviance is based on the event in question and can either be normative in the sense that it
breaks with domestic norms, or deviant in the sense that the event challenges the status quo in
the country and the creates the potential to affect social change (Shoemaker et al, 1991). It
appears to be a strong determinant of news, not only for the US print and television press, as it
could also be seen in various European offline and online media as well (Wendelin et al. 2017).
Furthermore, Diakopoulos & Zubiaga (2014) have also found that event deviancy is a strong
news determinant on Twitter, suggesting that this is a wide-spread phenomenon and

encompasses both traditional and new media.
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Table 1. Aggregated Overview of News Values

News value Meaning Author
Frequency Events occurring suddenly will receive more news | Galtung & Ruge
coverage than long term trends. (1965)
Meaningfulness | Events that are closer related or relevant to audience will | Joye et al. (2016)
be more likely to be selected as news (e.g geographic
proximity, cultural and economic ties).
Conflict Events involving conflict are more newsworthy than events | Bednarek & Caple
lacking conflict. (2017)
Unexpectedness | Rarity and unexpectedness of events increase its news | Harcup & O’neill
value. (2001)
Negativity Bad news is considered more newsworthy than good news. | Bell (1991)
Unambiguity Events which are easier to understand and oversee their | Bell (1991)
implications are more newsworthy than “ambiguous
events”.
Eliteness. Events involving “elite” nations or actors are considered Galtung & Ruge
more newsworthy. (1965)
Superlativeness | The larger the event, the higher chance it will be selected | Bell (1991)
as news.

Building on the development of news values, scholars have introduced the concepts of
deviance and social significance as theoretical dimensions that can be used to group these
values in relation to foreign news coverage (Shoemaker et al. 1991; Shoemaker et al 1987).
Deviance is based on the event in question and can either be normative in the sense that it
breaks with domestic norms, or deviant in the sense that the event challenges the status quo in
the country and the creates the potential to affect social change (Shoemaker et al, 1991). It
appears to be a strong determinant of news, not only for the US print and television press, as it
could also be seen in various European offline and online media as well (Wendelin et al. 2017).
Furthermore, Diakopoulos & Zubiaga (2014) have also found that event deviancy is a strong
news determinant on Twitter, suggesting that this is a wide-spread phenomenon and

encompasses both traditional and new media.

The second dimension is social significance and can apply to both the event and the
country. As for the event, Wendelin et al (2017) identify importance, consequence and impact

of the event as important factors that create news value. Social significance of the country is
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based on its general importance and the political, economic, and cultural significance between
the domestic and foreign state (Shoemaker et al. 1991). Concerning social significance of
countries, different indicators relating to these elements have been identified and can also all
be placed in the “meaningfulness” and “eliteness” news value determinants in table 1. As for
the country in question, GDP, military, and population size appear to be indicators determining
the country’s news value (Maier, 2021). In terms of state relations, political relations
encompass military alliances, economic aid, military presence, and general political ties,
whereas economic relations include trade and FDI. Cultural significance has been denoted by

ethnic and religious similarity (Shoemaker et al. 1991).

Research into the strength of each indicator has shown two things. First, deviancy and
social significance are by themselves strong predictors of news coverage of a foreign event,
even though it is still contested which element is stronger (Ibid & Wendelin et al. 2017).
Secondly, it has also revealed that, besides the size of the country, economic relations are by
far the strongest indicator that falls under the dimension of social significance in terms of state
relations and applies to both traditional newspapers, television press, and new online media
across all countries with a free press. Economic relations have been primarily looked at through
the lens of trade. Wu (2000) has shown in his research of foreign news reporting in 38 countries
that the extent of trade was the strongest predictor of news coverage. These results are
corroborated by later findings by Wu (2007) on the US media and those by Maier (2021), as
well as Golan’s (2008) work on US news coverage on African states and Cazzamatta’s (2018)
paper on German news coverage of Latin America. To a lesser extent, the amount of FDI is
also seen to positively correlate with foreign news coverage (Lee, 2007; Maier, 2021 & Wu

2000).
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3.3 How Media Reports on Foreign News

The section above has outlined what determines the newsworthiness of foreign events
and has put forth the claim that economic relations are a strong predictor of foreign news
coverage. However, it does not answer the question how foreign events are covered and what
factors can explain variation in this regard. One of those factors that explains the difference in
the nature of coverage across states is simply the country itself. Many studies have shown a
universal phenomenon whereby foreign news is “domesticated” in the sense that foreign events
get covered from a national angle and logic (Eide & Ytterstad, 2011; Clausen, 2004 &
Olausson, 2014). This domestication happens through a variety of ways, by for example
highlighting the involvement of nationals or by discussing the implications of the foreign event
to the domestic country. Therefore, as Clausen (2004) says, “global news is particular to each
country” (p.27). Furthermore, it appears that domestication of foreign news does not only
happen trough selecting stories of an event that are relevant to the home audience, but also that
it covers events through frames that are compatible with the culture and values of their society
(Gurevitch & Levi, 2005). This is in part a result of the performing its monitorial and facilitative
role, as these practices are argued increase the understanding and visibility of the foreign event
by the domestic audience (ibid). Yet, there have also been arguments made highlighting the
strong influence historical and cultural traditions, as well as the socio-economic and political
environment, has on journalist reporting (Nossek, 2004). Some scholars, such as Chomsky &
Herman (2002) go even further by showing the tendency of journalists to report events in favor
of national interests, as they did in the Vietham and Soviet-Afghan wars. This is supported by
Riegert (2011), who also shows that foreign news reporting tends to reinforce the national

perspective of events.

Another factor that is argued to influence not only how events are covered but also

which events are covered, is the extent to which national news correspondents and journalists
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are present in the country. Otto & Meyer (2012) have noted a systemic reduction in foreign
news correspondents and regional bureaus and argued that this has harmed the ability of the
media to uncover and report on humanitarian crises and security threats. The importance of
having locally grounded journalists present in the country is also emphasized by Paterson et al.
(2012), who saw the relationship between foreign journalists and local “fixers” as instrumental
in the ability to provide news coverage of stories that go beyond the narrative of official
sources. The trend of “parachute journalism”, by which foreign correspondents are dropped in
complicated conflict areas and are thus not locally “grounded”, is argued to increase the chance
that the reporting will miss facts and be over-simplified (ibid). The importance of individual
journalists is also mentioned by Lams (2015), who saw in her study on Belgian and Dutch news
coverage on China that individual correspondents had a large impact in how issues were
covered. The presence of regional bureaus or permanent correspondents have in the last
decades more and more been dependent on cost considerations and therefore news agencies
will only invest in these if the country has enough news value, which is dependent on the factors

discussed previously.

3.4 Expectations and Hypotheses

In sum, the literature mentioned in this chapter has given this thesis ample grounds for
formulating expectations on the outcome of this research according to the theory. On the
question of general news coverage on a foreign country, one can, following the theory of news
values, expect more extensive foreign coverage of a state with which the media’s own country
has stronger economic relations. This is because the news value of the country (and thus events

happening in it) is higher due to these relations.
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Furthermore, it has been consistently shown that the media attempts to domesticate
foreign news events by focusing on the national relevance and reporting in accordance with
national norms and values. Despite the apparent low news value of human rights violations by
themselves, the argument can be made that the strong human rights discourse existent in many
liberal democratic states during this study’s timeframe, combined with domestic discussions
regarding treatment of various minorities and the European refugee crisis in 2015, would

increase the overall relevance of stories regarding human rights violations on ethnic minorities.

However, one can expect that news will focus on those events in countries that are more
relevant to the domestic audience, as a selection needs to be made on which of the (numerous)
foreign human rights violations will be featured. Given the importance of economic relations
in predicting foreign news value, one can hypothesize that there will be more news coverage
on Uyghurs in countries with stronger economic ties to China than in countries with weaker

economic ties to China.

Moreover, one can expect that the increased news value of the country should lead to
increased attention by journalists and could entail the placement of more permanent
correspondents who can focus their reporting on longer term trends and issues. One can
therefore, relating back to the research question at hand, expect that coverage on Uyghurs will
be more sustained (i.e., more regular) and will have started earlier in countries with stronger

economic ties to China than in countries with weaker economic ties to China.

Even though one can expect countries with weak economic ties to still report on the
situation of the Uyghurs in Xingjian, one can expect that this will consist of relatively more
short-term news value events, such as another, more relevant, country or entity getting
involved. This can be considered as “elite” involvement, in Galtung & Ruge’s (1965) words.
An example could be U.S involvement in conflicts abroad, as Qian & Yanagizawa (2009)

found that the strategic use of human rights reporting by the U.S government led to short term
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news value. Furthermore, domestication theory posits that foreign news stories that include
domestic involvement will often have a higher news value than news with no domestic angle
Therefore, given the lower news relevance of China by itself, one can formulate the hypothesis
that countries with weaker economic ties to China will cover the Uyghur genocide to a greater

extent in relation to domestic involvement and the involvement of elite actors.

It should again be emphasized that these expectations do not apply to every country, as
media in non-democratic states can be argued to act differently than media in liberal democratic
states, given the likelihood of censorship and government control. A liberal democratic system
with a free press is therefore an essential qualifier for the expectations set. Having outlined
these general theoretical expectations, this thesis can now formulate the hypotheses that will

be testes in this research:

H1: There will be more news coverage on the Uyghur genocide in countries with stronger
economic ties to China than in countries with weaker economic ties to China.

H2: Coverage of the Uyghur genocide will be more sustained and will have started earlier in
countries with stronger economic ties to China than in countries with weaker economic ties
to China.

H3: Countries with weaker economic ties to China will cover the Uyghur genocide to a
greater extent in combination with domestic or elite involvement.
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4. Methodology

The previous chapters have outlined the relevance of launching an inquiry on the
question to what extent economic relations impact news reporting in European states on human
rights violations against Uyghurs. We have formulated several hypotheses this thesis aims to
test. This chapter outlines the methodology and research design. It starts with a section on the
operationalization of the two main variables: economic relations and media coverage. The
following section discusses the case selection, first justifying the reasons for looking at the
Uyghur genocide as a human rights violations case and then identifying two case countries
whose media will be researched, after which it justifies the use of newspapers and select

specific outlets. Lastly, a section is devoted to data collection and the coding procedure.

4.1 Operationalization of Economic Relations and News Coverage
4.1.1 Economic Relations

In order to measure the economic importance of China to the case countries, this thesis
uses the indicators employed by Lee (2007) regarding economic significance. These consist of
the trade size between the two countries and the amount of FDI coming from China. In order
to control for factors such as economic size and other trade relations, this thesis used received
FDI relative to the country’s Gross Domestic Product and assesses trade relations in terms of
Import and Export partner share, which denotes the percentage of imports (exports) coming
from (going to) a partner country of the total imports (exports) of the destination (source)
country. The extent of these economic relations is assessed from the period of the 1st of January
2010 to 31st of December 2020. The reason for this timeframe is as to include enough years to
gain an understanding of the extent of trade relations in the medium term. 2020 has been chosen

as the last year given that it was the most recent date where specific data on import and export
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partner share were available. Regarding trade, the average Import and Export partner share
between 2010 and 2020 will be used. In terms of FDI, this thesis will use the total Dollar

amount of received FDI in this period relative to the country’s GDP in 2020.

Economic data was collected from various sources. First of all, this thesis uses “The
China Global Investment Tracker” (CGIT) by the American Enterprise Institute in order to
measure inward FDI originating from China. This tracker allows one to identify the exact
amount of Chinese FDI per year and per country and for which specific projects money was
invested. It is therefore a powerful tool to assess in detail the development of Chinese
investments in this thesis’ case countries. Secondly, data relating to trade is collected from
OEC (Observatory for Economic Complexity) and GDP data has been found through World

Bank Open Data.

4.1.2 Media Coverage

The analysis of media coverage is conducted through a qualitative content analysis.
Firstly, it is necessary to research how much media coverage there has been of the Uyghur
genocide in the countries this thesis has chosen to take as cases and how prominent articles
were featured. This will be assessed by looking at the number of published articles, word count

of those articles and where in the newspaper they have been published.

Secondly, the relevant news articles are analyzed in order to assess the actual content
of these news stories and to look for similarities and differences between reports in different
countries. Key elements regarding content are the topics which within Uyghurs are covered
and whether the media sees the human rights abuses in Xinjiang as a genocide (cultural or

otherwise). Given a lack of a clear pre-existing framework, an exploratory sample and
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subsequent analysis of the sample was conducted to construct the bulk of the coding manual,

which will be discussed in a subsequent section.

4.2 Case Selection
4.2.1 The Uyghur Genocide

Given China’s Human Freedom Index ranking of 150, there have been multiple human
rights violations in China that could have been used as a case in this study, such as the
crackdown of the Hong Kong protests and repression in Tibet. However, the choice of selecting
the repression of Uyghurs in Xinjiang as a case is warranted for several reasons. Firstly, it
concerns a case that is ongoing and has lasted for more than a decade. It is an event that is not
marked by large scale explosive clashes between people as was the case in Hong Kong, as
instead these events take place gradually and outside of the public view. One can put forth the
argument that the situation in the XUAR will be much more covered as a “true” human rights
event as it will not be influenced by the “newsworthiness” of violent clashes as was the case
with the 2019 student protests. Secondly, the situation in Xinjiang has been thoroughly reported
on by NGOs such as Amnesty and Human Rights Watch over this period of time, which should
increase the visibility of the issue to the media. Thirdly, the scope of these human rights
violations is beyond what the world has seen in recent decades, including up to 12 million
people living in the XUAR. The nature of these crimes is also extreme. Mass internment,
surveillance, sterilization and stigmatization of a group of people based on ethnicity and
religion are reminiscent of the darkest pages in the world’s history and are therefore also
universally condemned by European states. The treatment of Uyghurs is not a debate subject
as it stands in clear opposition to EU norms and values regardless of ideological position, and

one can therefore not expect news coverage to be influenced by ideological interpretation.
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4.2.2. Countries

In selecting countries as cases for this study, it was deemed important to control for
extraneous variables and keep cases as similar as possible besides the independent variable of
interest according to a Most Similar Research Design. This design was opted due to the fact it
is seen as a robust method in cases of deductive and variable-oriented research approach
(Ancker, 2008). As was shown in the Theoretical Framework chapter, how the media functions
is in large part also dependent on the existing media system in which it is located (Hallin &
Mancini, 2004). It was therefore deemed important to include media system theory in the case
selection process of this thesis, as is common in other studies relation to media coverage (Hallin
& Mancini, 2017). Furthermore, this thesis has attempted to control for other variables that
could affect foreign news coverage on the Uyghur genocide, such as country size, geographic
proximity, language and other cultural factors, for example the number of Uyghurs residing in
the country. Following this selection process, this thesis has chosen two countries: Belgium
and the Netherlands. This section will outline the justification for this choice and why it will

strengthen the research at hand.

First of all, the two countries are neighboring states and are both relatively small states
within Western Europe. There is a close economic and political cooperation between the two,
not only through the EU but also via the Benelux Union. Furthermore, they have a shared
history, culture and (to a partial extent) language. They also have aligned security interests
given their membership of NATO. There are also extensive links between the two populations,
with many Belgians living in the Netherlands and vice versa. These links also extend to the
media. Both countries are placed in Hallin & Mancini’s (2004) Democratic-Corporatist model.
Moreover, the shared language in Flanders and the Netherlands has also allowed the two media
systems to be arguably one of the most interconnected ones in Europe given the extensive

cooperation between news agencies. For example, Flemish Public news broadcasts often work
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together with Dutch counterparts by for instance pooling foreign news correspondents (VRM,
2016). Newspapers also feature this cooperation and are also linked through company
ownership. For example, DPG Media is a Belgian media group which owns Belgian quality
newspaper “De Morgen”, but also owns two large Dutch national newspapers, De Volkskrant”
and “Trouw”. Subsequently, Belgian holding Mediahuis controls the Belgian “De Standaard”
and Dutch “NRC Handelsblad” newspapers. As a result, some foreign news correspondents
report for both Dutch and Flemish newspapers. Lastly, and more specifically related to the
Uyghur case, there have been a relatively similar number of Uyghurs living in both countries,
a 1000 in Belgium and 2000 in the Netherlands (IODE, 2022), translating to roughly 0,011%

of the population in the Netherlands and 0,008% of the Belgian population.

However, a major difference of these countries is on the independent variable of
interest, namely economic relations with China. The following table (Table 2) outlines the
economic importance of China to the Netherlands and Belgium. Having controlled for GDP,
one can see that the Netherlands gained a significant higher share of Chinese FDI compared to
Belgium. Furthermore, China is a vastly more important trade partner to the Netherlands in
terms of imports, being its second biggest import source with an import partner share averaging
around 10% between 2010-2020, and its largest extra-EU importing source (Germany being
first). In contrast, only 4% of all Belgian imports were sourced from China. Despite a similar
export dependence on China, one can still discern that the Netherlands has had much stronger
economic ties to China than Belgium has had in the timeframe. Furthermore, the data also
shows a rising trend concerning Dutch trade relations with China, which cannot be seen in

Belgium. A full overview can be found in Appendix 1.

28



Table 2. Aggregated overview Trade & FDI between China and Belgium/Netherlands

Import Export

GDP Chinese FDI = FDI/GDP  Import Partner  Export Partner  Rank Rank

(2020) (2010-20) (2020) Share (2010-20) Share (2010-20) (2020) (2020)
Netherlands 912,2 15,71 1,73% 10,37% 2,21% 2nd 8th
Belgium 515,3 1,95 0,38% 4.1% 2,19% 6th 8th

Table 2. Aggregated overview Trade & FDI between China and Belgium/Netherlands. Own table: data

collected from WITS, CGIT and World Bank Open Data. In USD (Billion).

4.2.3 Media and Newspapers

This thesis has decided to use traditional media, and in particular quality
newspapers, for this analysis as it has been shown that “quality” or “elite” newspapers are Still
very important agenda-setting agents, both for national broadcasts, local, and non-elite media
, and even for social media (Dotson et al. 2012). Furthermore, as they are bound by size, what
articles get published and which place they get in the newspaper can clearly show which stories
editorials find worthy to publish. Three newspapers will be analyzed per country and were
selected on the basis of readership, ideological spread and on the criteria of being a “quality
newspaper”. They also had to have daily publications. Regarding Belgium, one Francophone
and two Dutch-language newspapers have been chosen given the importance of both languages
in the country. The newspapers are outlined in table 3. De Volkskrant is a Dutch daily
newspaper with catholic roots and is considered to have a centre-left political leaning as
opposed to NRC Handelsblad, a paper with a liberal origin and which is argued to adopt a
centre-right political stance. Trouw was originally an orthodox protestant newspaper published
illegally during the Nazi occupation of the Netherlands. It distinguishes itself from other Dutch
daily quality newspapers by its increased focus on religion and philosophy. Turning to

Belgium, De Morgen is a Flemish daily newspaper with socialist origins and is therefore also
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considered to have centre-right leanings. De Standaard has catholic Flemish roots and is
considered more centre-right. Le Soir, the only Walloon and francophone newspaper, was
never part of a pillar or ideology, although it is currently considered to be a progressive centre-

left news outlet.

Table 3. Newspaper Selection

Newspaper Country Owner

De Volkskrant Netherlands DPG Media

NRC Handelsblad Netherlands Mediahuis

Trouw Netherlands DPG Media

De Standaard Belgium Mediahuis

De Morgen Belgium DPG Media

Le Soir Belgium Rossel & Cie. S.A

Table 3. Newspaper Selection (Own table)

4.3 Data Collection

Data is collected from two databases, NexisUni and Gopress for Dutch and Belgian
newspapers respectively. All articles on China by the aforementioned newspapers have been
collected from January 1%, 2015, to December 31%, 2020. Using their search engines, search
terms of “Uyghurs” and “Xinjiang” (in Dutch and French) were used to identify every
newspaper article discussing Uyghurs, which were then put in a dataset for analysis. These
keywords have been deliberately made broad enough to avoid what Soothill & Grover (1997)
call “false negatives”, in their assessment of keyword analysis using LexisNexis, namely that

the keyword is too specific and thus omits potentially relevant articles. In order to counter the
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issue of false positives, i.e., irrelevant articles, due to the broad keyword search (ibid), this

research has manually checked and assessed the relevance of each article in the dataset.

4.3.1 Coding Manual and Procedure

Having collected all the newspaper articles on China and having identified all articles
on Uyghurs, this thesis built its coding manual used for the content analysis. From both the
theory and common sense, several categories are already evident, such as publication date,
specific newspaper, page and publication section, word count and author. Another category is
whether the article refers to genocide. However, in order to develop topics that can be assigned
to each article we conducted an exploratory analysis of 25 randomly selected newspaper
articles from a pool of articles above 500 words that mention Uyghurs. This has been done to
adhere to Hsieh & Shannon’s (2005) approach of conventional content analysis and to
inductively construct categories for the coding manual. Attention was paid developing topics
that are easily identifiable from the article alone. In order to aid the reliability of conducting a
coding exercise by oneself, each article in the dataset is given a unique number which, together
with the plain article text, is the only data available when applying the coding manual to the
newspaper articles, which were ordered randomly. After this procedure, the other relevant data

hidden during the coding exercise became available during the interpretation of the results.

From this exploratory analysis, nine topics were developed (Appendix 2). These are:
Human rights, terrorism, culture, domestic angle, foreign angle, Chinese response, politics and
diplomacy, soft power, and companies. Articles are coded as having a human rights topic if the
focus of the article is on human rights abuses, such as reports of mass detainment, religious
repression etc. The terrorism topic is assigned to articles discussing Uyghurs as (potential)

terrorists or articles discussing terrorist attacks with Uyghur involvement. Culture includes
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articles whose main topic is on Uyghur cuisine or traditions. Articles are coded as having a
domestic angle if the main topic is on a domestic element related to Uyghurs, such as the actions
of national politicians, involvement of domestic companies or actions taken by Uyghurs living
in the country. Stories with a foreign angle include articles which are about Uyghurs in
countries outside of China, such as the Uyghur diaspora living in Turkey. Articles on the replies
of China on criticism of Uyghur policies has been assigned “Chinese response”. The topic of
“politics and diplomacy” is assigned to articles whose primary topic is on the involvement of
the international political community, and includes stories on sanctions, summits etc. We
assigned articles the “soft power” topic which discusses (the threat of) Chinese influence

abroad. Lastly, all articles on specific companies have been assigned the “companies” topic.
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5. Results

5.1 Distribution of News Coverage

5.1.1 National Differences

News articles referring to Uyghurs 2015-2021
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Figure 1. News articles referring to Uyghurs 2015 - 2021

Between the start of 2015 and the end of 2021, this research has identified 1011 news
articles which include either the word “Uyghur” or “Xinjiang”, out of 41,509 articles which
mention China (23,903 Dutch articles and 17,606 Belgian articles). Having eliminated doubles
and irrelevant articles (articles whose main topic was not on Uyghurs, Xinjiang or an issue
directly related to their repression), a total of 426 news articles were found. Dutch newspapers
have published 241 articles whereas Belgian newspapers have published a total of 185 articles
related to Uyghurs within the timeframe. In each consecutive year, except for 2021, Dutch
news coverage exceeded Belgian news coverage in terms of individual articles published
(figure 1). From 2015 to 2018, Dutch newspapers published at least twice as many articles

devoted to Uyghurs than Belgian papers. Only from 2019, Belgian newspaper coverage started
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to approximate the number of Dutch articles published, reaching 70% of Dutch coverage in
2019, 75% of Dutch coverage in 2020, after which the extent of Belgian newspaper articles

exceeded Dutch ones with 90 to 84 articles respectively.

Moreover, looking at the word count of the news articles, we find that Belgian
newspaper articles contained on average 601 words, whereas Dutch articles averaged at 678
words (appendix 3). Again, Dutch articles exceeded Belgian ones in this regard, even having a
higher word count in 2021 despite Belgian papers having published more articles (figure 2).
The relative difference in word count is also higher compared to the difference in individual
articles published, with extremes in 2016, 2017 and 2018, where the number of words in all
Belgian articles was around 60%, 90% and 85% lower compared to Dutch news coverage

respectively. The difference lowered from 2019 onwards.

Word count of articles referring to Uyghurs 2015-2021
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Figure 2: Word count of articles referring to Uyghurs, 2015-2021

We can also look at the positioning of articles, i.e., where articles were published in

newspapers, as this can show the importance of topics. Almost 4% of all Dutch articles on the
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topic have been placed at the front page, and nearly 6% on the second. Belgian newspapers
have only positioned 1,6% of all articles on the front page, and just 1% on page 2 (figure 3).
These findings seem to strengthen the previous expectation that Uyghurs have been a more
important news topic for Dutch media than for Belgian media, as they produced not only more
articles, but also dedicated more words to the topic and have even published more articles on
the front page. Furthermore, Dutch media featured significantly more publications than Belgian
media in the first four years of the timeframe (2015-2018), only starting to approximate Dutch

coverage when the Uyghur issue gained more international attention.
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Figure 3: Page distribution of articles 2015-2021

This can also be seen by looking more closely at the distribution of coverage. The first
four years (figure 4) are marked by more or less consistent coverage from Dutch newspapers,

with news articles published in almost every quarter with the exception of Q1 2016. On the
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other hand, Belgian newspapers have published far less consistently, with certain bursts of

coverage at the start of 2017 and the latter half of 2018.

News articles referring to Uyghurs 2015-2018
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Figure 4: News articles referring to Uyghurs 2015-2018

We can see several things when we look at the articles published in the periods where
Belgian coverage approximated Dutch article publications. First of all, 2015 stands out as it
was a year where there was more news coverage in both countries on Uyghurs than in the
subsequent two years. More than half of the articles published were on terrorism, with the
majority discussing the Uyghur connection to the 2015 Bangkok bombing and Uyghur
involvement with the Islamic State. The prominence of the terrorism topic in 2015 can be
explained by the already strong interest in terrorism stories in European media as a result of

the rise of ISIS and subsequent terrorist attacks such as the Charlie Hebdo shooting in 2015.

Belgian news coverage on Uyghurs became sporadic in the subsequent years until the
second half of 2018. One exception is the first quarter of 2017, when both Dutch and Belgian

newspapers published the same number of articles. Yet nearly all articles were on a single
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event, namely on the introduced counter-terrorism legislation in Xinjiang making GPS systems
compulsory in cars®. These results become even more significant if we look at the number of
words dedicated to the topic at hand, as we can see that its difference is much higher than by
merely looking at the number of articles published (Figure 5). This again indicates that for the
Netherlands, Uyghur related topics were apparently more “newsworthy” than was the case for
Belgian newspapers, as Dutch editorials have allowed for a significantly higher word count

dedicated to this.

oo Word count of news articles referring to Uyghurs 2015-2018
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Figure 5: Word count of articles referring to Uyghurs 2015-2018

A different picture emerges if we look at the subsequent years (Figure 6). The second
period from 2019 to 2021 is marked by highly consistent coverage of Uyghurs, with similar

article publications in most quarters. The difference between the number of Dutch and Belgian

L Articles 29-33
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newspaper publications is also significantly lower than in the previous period of 2015-2018.
Furthermore, a check of the word count has also revealed no large differences in that regard
during this timeframe (appendix 4). This suggests that the news value of Uyghur related topics
has increased for Belgium newspapers to match that of Dutch newspapers. This can be
explained by the increased international attention on the fate of Uyghurs in the XUAR, with

NGO'’s publishing reports and sanctions being announced by other countries.

A finding that should be mentioned is that in 2020, Dutch and Belgian newspapers
published less articles on the topic than was the case in 2019 and 2021. This could possibly be
explained due to the COVID pandemic having diminished the importance of Uyghur human

rights violations for both politicians and the media in that year.
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Figure 6: News articles referring to Uyghurs 2019-2021
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5.1.2 Newspaper Differences
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Figure 7: Newspaper articles referring to Uyghurs 2015-2021

Narrowing down the analysis to compare the extent of individual newspaper coverage,
we find that it does not appear to be dependent on newspaper ideology. Looking at both
individual articles produced (figure 7) and word count (figure 8), we can see large differences
in coverage of newspapers that have the same political leaning. Nevertheless, the analysis

yielded several findings which are important to mention.

Focusing on Dutch newspapers, we find that they appear to publish a relatively similar
number of articles. Trouw has published the most articles on this issue, followed by NRC
Handelsblad. However, looking at the word count one can see that there is no clear outlier in
terms of news coverage, as the Volkskrant overtakes Trouw in several years despite publishing
less articles (Figure 8). Nevertheless, it is clear that Trouw has covered the issue most
consistently. A reason for this is possibly the weekly column on the Islam around the world
called “In the shadow of the minaret” by Arabist and journalist Eildert Mulder, who has devoted

several of his columns to the fate of the Uyghurs.
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Word count of newspaper articles referring to Uyghurs 2015-2021
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Figure 8: Word count of news coverage referring to Uyghurs 2015-2021

The frequent columns by Eildert Mulder can also explain the results showing that
despite the extent of Trouw’s news coverage, relatively few articles were published on the first
pages, instead the majority of articles being published in the middle of the newspaper between
pages 9 and 15. Furthermore, none of their relevant article publications were placed on the
front page. In contrast, nearly 20% of NRC Handelsblad’s news publications on Uyghur related
topics were positioned on the front page or the second page. De Volkskrant has published five
articles on the first and second page amounting to 8% of all articles they have published on the

topic at hand (Figure 9).
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Page distribution of Dutch news coverage referring to Uyghurs 2015-2021
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Figure 9: Page distribution of Dutch articles referring to Uyghurs 2015-2021

Turning the analysis to Belgian newspapers, larger differences can be observed. The
main finding is the fact that Le Soir has published significantly less articles than its Flemish
counterparts. Furthermore, De Morgen is the only newspaper to have published articles on
Uyghurs in every single year, as the other two did not cover the topic at hand in 2016. A look
at the word count yields similar results, with Le Soir at the bottom of the list. An interesting
finding is that despite Le Soir publishing most articles in 2015, these consisted of very short

articles, and they thus overtaken by the other two Belgian newspapers.

However, looking at the page distribution of articles we can see that le Soir has
positioned nearly 8,5% of its published articles on the first two pages, whereas De Standaard
has published nothing on the Uyghurs on its front page (figure 10). De Morgen has only
published one article on its front page and no articles on the second page. Just as was the case
with Dutch newspapers, the majority of articles are still located in the mid-section of the
newspapers. Yet, if we look at the first five pages of the newspaper, Le Soir has published

nearly 18% of all articles within these pages, followed by De Morgen with nearly 16%. De
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Standaard has published the least in the front of the newspaper, amounting to slightly under

5% of all articles related to Uyghurs.

Page distribution of Belgian news coverage referring to Uyghurs 2015-2021
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Figure 10: Page distribution of Belgian articles referring to Uyghurs 2015-2021

The results thus do not show any clear indication what causes a variation in distribution
of news coverage between individual newspapers. Looking at ideological stance, we can see
large differences between both NRC Handelsblad and De Standaard (considered as centre-
right papers), and between Volksrant, Le Soir and Trouw (considered centre-left papers) in
terms of articles published, word count and article positioning. The higher extent of news
coverage by Trouw can be explained by its focus on religion and philosophy, as the argument
can be made that from this framework, stories involving religious repression and human rights
violations have a higher news value. However, we could not find an adequate explanation for

the differences in the extent of coverage between the other newspapers. In particular, the
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finding that Le Soir has published significantly less articles than its Flemish and Dutch
competitors has been one of the most noteworthy results. Yet, an explanation for why this is

the case cannot be reliably deduced from the available literature or analysis.

5.1.3 Authorship and Newspaper Ownership

It also appears that newspaper ownership does not impact the extent of coverage on
Uyghurs, which has been seen by looking at the coverage between DPG Media, which owns
De Morgen, Volkskrant and Trouw, and Mediahuis, which owns De Standaard and NRC
Handelsblad. However, one important finding is that it appears that more authors publish in
different newspapers from DPG Media than is the case for Mediahuis. In the former, eight
authors were found that published articles in the other newspapers from the parent company.
In the latter’s case that was only two. Furthermore, looking at authors publishing for both parent
companies we find that only one author has published one article for the competing company,
indicating that there is no significant cooperation between the two parent companies. When we
take a more thorough look at authors publishing in multiple DPG Media newspapers, we can
see that many authors publish the same article in multiple newspapers with altered titles.
Examples are the mandatory GPS tracker newspaper articles published by the same author in
both De Morgen and De Volkskrant? and the same publications on forced labor in Trouw and
De Morgen®. In total, this research has identified 11 pairs of nearly identical, slightly altered

article publications from the same author within the newspapers of DPG Media*.

2 Article 32;33
3 Article 77;78
4 Article pairs 142-144; 163-162; 169-170; 255-256; 259-260; 208-219; 291-297; 363-364; 374-381
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5.1 Topic Distribution

Distribution of topics
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Figure 11: Distribution of topics

Within the dataset of articles on Uyghurs, nine broad topics have been developed during
the exploratory analysis, with attention being paid to ensure mutual exclusiveness. The share
of articles dedicated to each topic is depicted in figure 11. The first, and arguably most
unsurprising finding, is that the highest share of news coverage in both Belgium and the
Netherlands was solely focused on Uyghur human rights abuses, 40% and 51% respectively.
The three most published topics in Dutch newspapers were, besides human rights, politics &
diplomacy (15%) and domestic news (11%). Belgian newspaper coverage was even more
concentrated on these three topics, with domestic news articles consisting of more than one-
fifth of all their publications, followed by political and diplomatic news at 19%. This leads us
to our second main finding, the relatively high share of articles covering Uyghurs from a
domestic angle in Belgian newspapers. The fact that even Dutch newspapers published many
articles from a national angle seems to confirm domestication theories. Furthermore, the fact

that the share of articles on politics and diplomacy was also sizable can also be explained using
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news values, given the increased newsworthiness of topics when elite actors such as the US

and U.N start to get involved.

Another finding that should be mentioned is that Dutch newspapers published three
articles whose main topic was Uyghur culture, a topic which completely lacked in Belgian
newspapers. A closer look at these articles reveals that two discussed Uyghur cuisine and
restaurants and the third was an interview with a Uyghur musician®. As it is the case that both
countries feature Uyghur restaurants and a comparable number of Uyghur residents, the reason
for this discrepancy cannot be explained. However, as this only consisted of three articles of

the 426 in total, a further investigation is not warranted.
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Figure 12: Distribution of topics in word count.
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If we instead look at the number of words dedicated to each topic we can see human
rights is still the most written about topic and that its relative share is even higher than if we
look at only individual articles (figure 12). It also appears that Dutch coverage seems to be
slightly more spread out over topics as is the case with Belgian articles. The relative share of
words dedicated to domestic articles in Belgium is also higher, reinforcing our previous finding
that news appears to be more driven by domestic events in Belgian media than in the
Netherlands. In the case of the latter, its relative share in word count was lower than in terms
of individual articles, yet domestic issues remain the third most covered topic in the country’s

press.

Turning our analysis to individual newspapers, we can see some differences in
coverage, although this, again, does not seem to be based on ownership or political stance
(figure 13). For instance, De Morgen, De Volkskrant and De Standaard wrote a significantly
higher share on the topic of politics than NRC Handelsblad, Trouw and Le Soir. However, one
interesting aspect is that nearly one-third of all news coverage by Le Soir has been on domestic

stories related to Uyghurs.
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Figure 13: Distribution of topics in individual newspapers
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Investigating the development of topic salience over time, the main finding is that we
can observe a gradual downwards trend from 2018 onwards in terms of the relative share of
the most salient topic that year, suggesting that coverage becomes more balanced in terms of
subjects it discusses (table 4). Yet, human rights was the most salient topic by far in both
countries between 2016 and 2020. The more balanced coverage in 2021 (and to a lesser extent
2020) can be explained by the growing infamy of Xinjiang, increased domestic and
international concern and diplomatic conflict, which led to stories or events by themselves. An
example can be the increased attention on the Belgian extreme left PTD/PVDA party given
their refusal to vote for a resolution condemning the situation in Xinjiang and naming it a

genocide®.

The analysis has thus far yielded interesting findings, appearing to support the
hypotheses and expectations developed in this thesis that Dutch media would cover Uyghurs
to a larger extent than Belgium media. Yet, what is even more interesting is that the
investigation on article topics seem to suggest there are not only differences in how much
Uyghurs are covered but also in what way they are covered. A subsequent assessment of two
topics, domestic stories and articles related to politics and diplomacy, featured in the next
sections of this chapter, indicates that Belgian news has been more driven by domestic events
and international political events than was the case in Dutch media. Moreover, the last section
will show that there even appear to be large differences between countries in how the situation
in Xinjiang is assessed, by looking at the extent to which news outlets refer to the word

“genocide” in their publications.

6 Article 350; 376; 331; 332.
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Belgium Netherlands

Most salient  Share of Share of Most salient  Share of Share of

Year topic total articles word count  topic total articles word count

2015 | Terrorism 50% 62% | Terrorism 53% 58%
Human Human

2016 | rights 100% 100% | rights 75% 93%
Human Human

2017 | rights 50% 70% | rights 92% 96%
Human Human

2018 | rights 64% 65% | rights 81% 85%
Human Human

2019 | rights 63% 72% | rights 65% 75%
Human Human

2020 | rights 51% 61% | rights 57% 57%
Domestic Politics and

2021 | angle 31% 31% | diplomacy 32% 22%

Table 4: Table outlining the most salient topic per year in Belgian and Dutch Newspapers

2015-2021
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5.3 Domestic News Coverage

News coverage of Uyghurs from a national angle
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Figure 14: News coverage of Uyghurs from a national angle

We find that Belgian newspapers published more articles that covered Uyghurs from a
national angle than Dutch newspapers did (figure 14). It can also be seen that coverage of
Uyghurs which involves a domestic element only became substantial in 2019. De Morgen
published the most articles (17) followed by Le Soir (14). Focusing on Belgian news coverage,
we find that eight of the forty articles discussed a scandal in which the Belgian embassy in
Beijing let a Uyghur woman get arrested after having requested family reunification with her
husband who is a political asylum-seeker’. Interestingly enough, this story is completely absent
in publications by Le Soir, even though they reported it on their website (Belga, 2019),
suggesting that this was not considered an important enough topic to devote space in their
newspaper to it. This story was also covered in the Netherlands by De Volkskrant®. The second
most covered story (with seven articles), in this case published by all Belgian news outlets, was

the debate and subsequent adoption of the resolution recognizing the risk of genocide in

7 Article 98; 101; 104; 112; 113; 120; 373; 377
8 Article 118
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Xinjiang®. Another salient story was about an extradition treaty ratified by Belgium and China
in 2021, and the concerns raised on how it might impact Uyghur refugees and dissidents. This
was the main topic in four articles'®. Whereas it is not the main focal point in any article
published by Le Soir, the treaty has been mentioned three times in their articles on other
topics!. Other articles were about the supposed pro-China views by the political party
PTB/PVDA and on the announcement of Chinese sanctions on a Belgian Member of the

European Parliament.

We find that Dutch newspapers focused on stories involving export of knowledge and
technology by both Dutch universities and companies to China, and how it had potentially
helped in suppressing the Uyghur minority. Every newspaper published related stories,
amounting to seven of the twenty-seven stories'?. Furthermore, we find a relatively high share
dedicated to Dutch political responses (7), of which three were related to the Dutch
Parliament’s recognition of genocide!3. Other articles were related to Uyghurs living in the
Netherlands, covering stories relating to asylum policy, intimidation of refugees by the Chinese

state and protests against the Uyghur genocide.

Despite the quite substantial share of coverage on domestic aspects regarding Uyghurs,
it is the case that very few articles were featured at the front of the newspaper. Only three
articles reached the front page, one from De Morgen and two from Le Soir, and only three
Dutch news articles were published on the first three pages, as opposed to eight in Belgian
newspapers (appendix 5). Again, these findings strengthen the view that domestic aspects

related to Uyghurs have been the main drivers for Belgian newspaper editorials.

9 Article 269; 272; 274; 288; 376; 379; 387
10 Article 202; 257; 258; 302

11 Article 305; 376; 387

12 Article 117; 152;160; 181; 225; 235; 318
13 Article 130; 229; 242; 283; 285; 287; 413
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5.4 Political News Coverage

Coverage of political events related to Uyghurs
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Figure 15: Coverage of political events related to Uyghurs

As was seen before, a substantial share of news coverage related to Uyghurs discussed
political and diplomatic aspects of these human rights abuses. The Uyghur genocide has
become an element in the much wider conflict between the West and China, and it has led to
sanctions, condemnations from western leaders and it has been a prominent topic discussed
during summits. Given that theory has established the high news value of international
involvement (such as by the U.S and U.N), it comes as no surprise that there is very little
variation in the extent of coverage between Belgium and the Netherlands (figure 15), both in
articles produced as in word count (appendix 6). However, if we look more closely at which

actors were the primary subject in the articles, we can see interesting discrepancies (figure 16).

First of all, we find that Belgian political news articles covered the EU to a very high
extent. Again, this appears to support our expectations given that the most important EU
institutions are in Brussels, and it thus seems that both eliteness of the EU as an actor and

domestication complement each other. We also found that Dutch newspapers devoted
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significantly more coverage to relations between China and the Taliban than Belgium did.
However, this could be explained by the involvement of Dutch soldiers in combat missions in
Afghanistan, which resulted in twenty-five losses, as opposed to the much smaller contribution
of the Belgian military, and who have suffered no casualties in their mission. Furthermore, we
can see that US involvement has a relatively high share of coverage in both Dutch and Belgian
newspapers, fitting expectations. Interestingly enough, UN involvement has been covered
substantially less in Belgium than in the Netherlands. This might be due to the fact that the
International Court of Justice, a UN organ, is based in The Hague, which would confirm

expectations set by domestication theory.

Main actors in political coverage related to Uyghurs
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Figure 16: Main actors in political coverage related to Uyghurs

We also found a high discrepancy regarding individual newspapers (figure 17). Le
Soir’s coverage comprised of 50% on EU responses, followed by articles on the UN, US and
the west in general (16,75% each). De Standaard features a high share of articles on Turkey
and its relations with China, a topic which only De Volkskrant covered too. We find that De

Morgen covered nearly every country/international organization/regional reference, with the
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exception of Turkey. Lastly, we conducted a subsequent assessment of article placement. It
revealed that Dutch newspapers placed these articles in a more prominent place than Belgian
newspapers did. Yet, this appears to be mainly the case due to NRC Handelsblad, who has

placed nearly 40% of these articles on the first two pages (Appendix 7).

Main actors in political coverage in individual newspapers
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Figure 17: Main actors in political coverage in individual newspapers
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5.5 References to Genocide in News Coverage

References to genocide
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Figure 18: References to genocide

The analysis shows that Dutch newspaper have published significantly more articles in
which genocide was referenced (figure 18). Of the 241 Dutch newspaper articles, 62 referenced
genocide, a quarter of all Uyghur coverage. In contrast, only 28 of the 157 Belgian articles did
so, amounting to only 15%. Furthermore, in each year, Dutch articles exceeded Belgian
articles. Dutch articles also referenced genocide earlier, already in the last quarter of 2018,
whereas Belgian newspapers only started referencing genocide in the second half of 2019.
Moreover, Dutch newspapers have more consistently published articles, only missing one
quarter in 2019 since it started referencing genocide. The last general finding is that no Belgian
articles that referenced genocide were published on the front page, as opposed to the four

articles published by NRC Handelsblad and De Volkskrant!4.

14 Art 121; 291; 310; 369
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If we focus on individual Dutch newspapers, we can see that Trouw has published not
only the most articles referencing genocide, but it has also published in every quarter (except
the last quarter in 2019). NRC Handelsblad published somewhat sporadically, featuring one
article in 2018, four in 2019 to only start publishing a significant number of articles in 2021.
De Volkskrant has published the least genocide-referenced articles and only started doing so in
2021. If we look at authorship of these publications, it was found that it was quite concentrated,
as the two authors with the most publications referring genocide made up between 47% and
57% of all their newspaper’s articles that referenced genocide. Another interesting element is
that publications by the editorial (without a named author), made up a sizable proportion of

this type of coverage, almost 20% in Trouw and nearly 15% in de Volkskrant.

If we look at Belgian papers (figure 19), the most striking result appears to be that Le
Soir has only referenced genocide in only two articles, both published between April and June
2021. We can also see that news coverage by De Morgen features slightly more articles
referring to genocide than De Standaard, with 15 to 11 articles respectively. If we look at the
distribution, we can see that the latter paper published relatively more articles than the former
in 2019 and 2020, although De Morgen has overtaken De Standaard in 2021. Focusing on
authorship, we find that most articles referencing genocide were authored by the editorial in
question (no published author), ranging from only 13% in De Morgen to 45% for De
Standaard. However, each newspaper had just one journalist that published a significant share
of the other publications referencing genocide. De Standaard has had just four authors, of
which the most published one has written 26% of all genocide-referenced articles. In contrast,
De Morgen has had ten different journalists reference genocide, although their most published

journalist in this regard also makes up for 26% of all relevant articles. Le Soir featured only
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two articles of which one was an editorial piece and the other published under a journalist’s

name?s.
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Figure 19: References to genocide in individual newspapers

Furthermore, following our assessment on which topics genocide was referenced, we
find that most newspapers referenced genocide in articles focused specifically on human rights
violations, such as in interviews with heads of NGOs'® or coverage due to a human rights report
7 (figure 20). We also found that genocide was highly referenced in political coverage, which
can be explained due to news on sanctions regarding the Uyghur genocide. An interesting
finding is that we observed that genocide was more often referenced in coverage of domestic
aspects in Belgium (nearly 30%) than was the case for Dutch newspapers (nearly 10%). We

can also see that Dutch newspapers referenced genocide in every topic to some degree. A

15 Art 357; 356
16 E.g Art 457
1TE.g Art 339; 199
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particularly noteworthy finding is that nearly 10% of all Dutch genocide references were placed
in topics on companies. The six articles in total mainly discussed private company involvement
in forced labour practices in Xinjiang*®. This becomes even more relevant when we see that in

the nineteen articles on companies in Belgian newspapers, the word genocide was never used.
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Figure 20: Distribution of genocide references across topics

Lastly, a look at individual newspapers reinforces the view that Belgian newspapers
referenced genocide almost exclusively in human rights, politics and domestic topics, whereas
Dutch newspapers referenced this in a broader range of topics (figure 21). De Volkskrant and
NRC Handelsblad has had less than 30% of their mentions of genocide in articles on human
rights, instead being featured in articles with an international angle to the Uyghur genocide (of
which all were about Uyghurs in Turkey!®) and political news. We find that Trouw has

referenced genocide in nearly every topic except for the terrorism topic. Related to the latter

18 Art: 313; 324; 382; 398; 426
19 Art 79; 82; 85; 275; 291; 325; 369; 384
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topic, it is interesting that even in an article on the threat of Uyghur terrorism by De Volkskrant
the term genocide is mentioned in relation to Uyghurs?. The broad use of the term genocide in
Dutch newspapers suggests that the awareness or recognition of the fate of Uyghurs as a

genocide is much more prevalent in the Netherlands as it is in Belgium.
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Figure 21: Distribution of genocide references across topics in individual newspapers

20 Art 333

58



CEU eTD Collection

6. Discussion of Findings

The results outlined in the previous chapter thus appear to indicate with relative
certainty that the extent of economic relations has a noticeable impact in how important foreign
news events are considered by media outlets. Despite a common language, similar access to
information, and even despite operating under the same parent company, there is a substantial
difference in the extent of news reporting on Uyghurs between the Netherlands and Belgium.
We find significant differences in the extent of individual publications and in word count, as
well as in how prominently articles were featured within the newspaper. The fact that Dutch
news coverage has been more consistent over time, and has started earlier, further strengthens
the view that Uyghurs are higher on the agenda in the Netherlands than in Belgium. The
findings therefore confirm H1, that stronger economic ties lead to more coverage of the Uyghur

genocide, and H2, that stronger economic ties lead to earlier and more sustained coverage.

Moreover, the findings support general news value theory, given that events involving
elite international actors like the US were given a high share of total coverage. In both
countries, this was the second most published topic, and they also published nearly the same
number of articles, which suggests that international political events relating to Uyghurs has
had the same news value in both states. The reason why this topic featured a higher share in
relation to total coverage in Belgium than in the Netherlands, is due to the fact that other topics
appeared to have less news value for Belgium, leaving domestic and political news articles to

represent more than a third of all Belgian coverage.

Furthermore, the analysis yields strong support for domestication theories, given that
both Dutch and Belgian news coverage featured a high share of articles discussing domestic
aspects related to Uyghur repression. The findings indicated that Belgian news coverage was

more driven by these events than Dutch news coverage was, given that one-fifth of all Belgian
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articles discussed stories related to domestic developments. Interestingly enough, support for
domestication theory was also found looking at political news coverage, as we saw that both
countries published more articles on international organizations which were (in part) based in
their own country, such as the high share of articles on the EU in Belgium. This indicates that
eliteness and domestication can complement each other. These results therefore confirm H3,
that countries with weaker economic ties will cover the Uyghur genocide more through higher

news-value stories involving international actors and/or domestic involvement.

What is perhaps the most striking finding is that many Dutch news articles named what
is happening in Xinjiang a genocide, whereas this was featured to a far lesser extent in Belgian
coverage. Not only did Dutch articles mention genocide much earlier, but they were also
referenced in every topic related to Uyghurs. In contrast, most Belgian articles only mentioned
genocide in news stories on domestic and international political actors who were either
debating on or adopting a resolution specifically calling the situation a (risk of) genocide. This
indicates that either Belgian newspaper authors did not see the situation in Xinjiang as a
genocide to the same extent as their Dutch counterparts, or that the awareness of it is

significantly lower.

This thesis finds no clear determinants of news coverage related to individual
newspapers, suggesting that the ideological stance of the newspaper has no significant effect
on coverage. The most surprising finding, namely the significantly lower extent of coverage
by the francophone newspaper Le Soir, cannot be accounted for in the analysis or theory.
Several options are possible, albeit that all remains mere conjecture and could only be
thoroughly investigated in further research. The first, and most straightforward option, is that
the coverage by Le Soir is just an anomaly in Belgian Francophone newspapers and that other
newspapers, like Le Libre Belgique, feature the same extent of coverage than its Flemish

counterpart. Secondly, a more speculative possibility is that Flemish news coverage is higher
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than Francophone news due to the shared language with the Netherlands, which in combination
with common ownership of newspapers leads to more interaction between Dutch and Flemish
journalists, which in turn could spill over to how important the issue is considered as a news

story. This could be investigated in further research.
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7. Limitations

The theoretical framework and methodology used in this thesis were appropriate to
investigate news coverage on Uyghurs in the Netherlands and Belgium. However, some
limitations can be identified which should be considered in case of further research on the topic.
First and foremost, feasibility requirements had the result that only one francophone newspaper
could be analysed, as opposed to the two Dutch-language Belgian papers. This significantly
reduced our ability to make robust claims on the difference between Walloon and Flemish
newspapers. This was further problematized by the extremely low coverage of the French
language paper chosen for the analysis, which also made it challenging to identify and justify
trends in coverage. Secondly, feasibility has also limited the analysis to only two countries.
Even though the case selection has been very robust, having selected two countries that are
very similar but have a vastly different extent of economic relations with China, an expansion
of cases would have benefitted the analysis to more precisely identify variables that influence

news coverage of foreign human rights abuses.
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8. Conclusion

This thesis has set out to investigate to what extent economic relations impact the
newsworthiness of foreign human rights abuses in order to shed light on the specific
determinants of news coverage on these issues. Whereas research has established that foreign
human rights issues are generally under-reported in Western countries in favour of political
and economic news, no enquiry has been launched on the question of what drives this coverage.
Given that the literature has identified economic relations as being a strong predictor of general
foreign news coverage, this thesis explored whether this also holds for news on foreign human
rights abuses specifically. It has attempted to do so by investigating Dutch and Belgian news
coverage on the Uyghur genocide between 2015 and 2021, given the varying extent of
economic relations with China between those two countries. It was hypothesized that stronger
economic relations would increase the news value of China, translating in more coverage on
Uyghurs, and that coverage would be less driven by higher news value stories such as domestic

involvement in the issue or involvement by important political actors.

Employing a qualitive content analysis, this thesis has collected all articles of six
different newspapers on Uyghurs within the timeframe and has identified the main topic of
those articles. It found that Dutch news coverage exceeded Belgian news coverage, that it was
featured more prominently in newspapers, and that coverage was also more sustained over the
timeframe. Moreover, a significant share of Belgian news coverage was driven by domestic
developments or due to the involvement of international political actors like the U.S, implying
that Belgian news coverage of the Uyghur genocide was not primarily driven by the existence
and nature of these human rights abuses, but due domestic and international involvement.
Furthermore, it found that Dutch newspapers published references to genocide both earlier and

to a greater extent than its Belgian counterparts. These findings suggest that Dutch media’s
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interest and awareness of the issues in Xinjiang are far greater than in Belgium, and the
argument can thus be made that China and subsequent news from China has a greater news
value for the Netherlands. While further research involving other cases might expand our
understanding of the precise mechanisms and specific elements of economic relations
impacting human rights reporting, the results of this thesis suggest that the extent of economic

ties is a strong predictor of coverage on human rights abuses.
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10. Appendixes

Appendix 1: Table outlining FDI and Trade Between China and Netherlands Belgium between
2010-2020

Netherlands

Imports

from Exports to Total  Total Import Export Chinese
Year GDP China China Imp Exp Share Share FDI FDI/GDP
2010 846,6 47,4 7,18 511 439 9,28% 1,64% 0,27 0,03%
2011 904,1 54,5 9,04 586 535 9,30% 1,69% 0,27  0,03%
2012 839 53,5 9,79 584 520 9,16% 1,88% 0 0,00%
2013 876,9 52,6 10,3 554 439 9,49% 2,35% 0,47 0,05%
2014 891 57,4 10,1 572 530 10,03% 1,91% 2,04 0,23%
2015 765,3 50,1 9,21 473 434 10,59% 2,12% 3,47 0,45%
2016 783,5 50,6 10,4 467 433 10,84% 2,40% 489  0,62%
2017 831,8 55,8 11,7 530 495 10,53% 2,36% 0,39 0,05%
2018 913,6 65,3 13,6 601 549 10,87% 2,48% 2,43 0,27%
2019 907,1 65,3 13,5 576 530  11,34% 2,55% 0,59 0,07%
2020 912,2 64,9 15,6 511 524 12,70% 2,98% 0,89 0,10%

Mean 10,37% 2,21% 0,17%

Data collected from WITS, CGIT and World Bank Open Data. In USD (Billion).
Belgium

Imports Exports to Total  Total Import Export Chinese
Year GDP from China China Imp Exp Share Share FDI FDI/GDP
2010 481 12,7 5,73 321 283 3,96% 2,02% 0 0,00%
2011 522,6 16,5 8,02 388 338 4,25% 2,37% 0 0,00%
2012 496,2 141 7,87 360 317 3,92% 2,48% 0,26 0,05%
2013 521,6 13,8 7,57 372 328 3,71% 2,31% 0 0,00%
2014 534,7 15,2 7,58 379 330 4,01% 2,30% 0,71 0,13%
2015 462,1 13,8 511 314 269 4,39% 1,90% 0,29 0,06%
2016 475,7 13 5,75 326 281 3,99% 2,05% 0 0,00%
2017 501,5 13,6 7,52 352 304 3,86% 2,47% 0,22 0,04%
2018 5433 14,6 6,02 385 330 3,79% 1,82% 0 0,00%
2019 533,3 15,6 577 364 318 4,29% 1,81% 0,35 0,07%
2020 515,3 16,4 7,71 332 309 4,94% 2,50% 0,12 0,02%
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Mean 4,10%

Data collected from WITS, CGIT and World Bank Open Data. In USD (Billion).

Appendix 2: Coding Manual

2,19%

0,03%

Code Number Category Content Info
Basic Article Data
1 Random Number Eg: 1234 number to identify
article.
2 Newspaper Volkskrant, NRC,
Parool, Trouw, De
Morgen, De
Standaard, Le Soir,
Le Libre Belgique
3 Country Belgium,
Netherlands
4 Date of Publication | DD/MM/YYYY
5 Author Text Full Name
6 Newpaper Section
7 Word Count Numerical
Primary Data
8 Newspaper  Article | Text Full  article text
Body retrieved from
database

Content Analysis categories

10

Chinese Response

Main focus of article
on reactions by the

Chinese Government

11

Terrorism

Main focus of article
on terrorists and

terrorist attacks

12

Culture

Main focus of article

on Uyghur culture

(traditions, music)
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13 Politics & | Focus of article on | Eg. Summits,
Diplomacy politics,  summits, | sanctions, boycotts
sanctions and
boycotts.

14 Soft Power Focus of article on
Chinese influence
and soft power

15 Companies Focus of article on
specific companies

16 Human rights Focus of article on | e.g. internment,
human rights abuses | forced labour,

surveillance and
privacy.

17 Domestic Angle Focus of article on | e.g. domestic
domestic angle | protests, local
related to uyghurs political responses,

local company
involvement,
response from
domestic Uyghur
diaspora

18 International Angle | Focus of article on |e.g Uyghurs in

Uyghurs in foreign
countries (ex China)

Turkey
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Appendix 3: screenshot confirming average word count per article in Dutch and Belgian

newspapers
Column Labels
Be NL Grand Total
Average of Words 601,9891892 678,6224066 645,342723
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Appendix 4: Word count of news articles referring to Uyghurs 2019-2021

Word count of news articles referring to Uyghurs 2019-2021

30.000
25.000
20.000
-l
2
5 15.000
k]
E
S
z
10.000
. .
. ‘ ‘ il
Qatrl Qtr2 Qtr3 Qtrd Qtrl Q2 Qtr3 Qtr4 Qtrl Qtr2
2019 2020 2021
mBelgium 1.385 3.438 3.370 12.297 8.641 874 9.170 4.576 23.134 24.391
m Netherlands 2563 7.252 13.953 14.523 11.765 1121 7470 8.006 20.684 26.613
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Appendix 5: Page distribution of domestic Uyghur coverage
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Appendix 6: Coverage of political events related to Uyghurs in word count

14.000

12.000

10.000

:

Number of words
[

4.000

2.000

0

m Belgium
= Netherlands

Coverage of political events related to Uyghurs

m Belgium

= Netherlands

2018
1.037 1327 1.695 12.222

497 1912 1.470 13.273
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Appendix 7: Placement of political coverage in individual newspapers

percantage of articles

35,00%

30,00%

25,00%

20,00%

15,00%

10,00%

5,00%

0,00%

m De Morgen

m De Standaard
= Le Soir

1
0,00% 0,00% 0,00%
0,00% 0,00% 7,14%
0,00% 16,67% 0,00%

= NRC Handelsblad 10,00% 30,00% 0,00%

m Trouw

m Volkskrant

0,00% 0,00% 0,00%
0,00% 13,33% 0,00%

Placement of political coverage in individual newspapers

0,00% 13,33% 0,00% 6,67% 0,00% 0,00% 0,00% 0,00% 6,67% 20,00%13,33% 13,33%20,00% 0,00%
0,00% 0,00% 0,00% 0,00% 0,00% 0,00% 14,29% 7,14% 0,00% 21,43% 7,14% 7,14% 14,29% 0,00%
0,00% 0,00% 16,67% 16,67% 0,00% 0,00% 0,00% 0,00% 16,67% 0,00% 0,00% 33,33% 0,00% 0,00%
0,00% 0,00% 0,00% 10,00% 10,00% 0,00% 20,00% 10,00% 0,00% 10,00% 0,00% 0,00% 0,00% 0,00%
0,00% 0,00% 9,09% 0,00% 27,27% 18,18% 18,18% 0,00% 0,00% 0,00% 9,09% 9,09% 0,00% 0,00%
6,67% 0,00% 6,57% 0,00% 13,33% 0,00% 20,00% 0,00% 6,67% 0,00% 6,67% 0,00% 0,00% 6,67%
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Appendix 8: Article Database (excluding text)

Number
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13*
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Country Language

NL

NL

Be
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Be

NL

Be

NL

NL
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Be

NL

NL

NL

NL

NL
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NL

Dutch

Dutch

Dutch

Dutch

French

Dutch

Dutch

Dutch

Dutch

Dutch

Dutch

Dutch

Dutch
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Dutch

Dutch

French

Dutch

Newspaper
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Trouw

Le Soir

Volkskrant

Date

06/02/2015

06/02/2015

25/03/2015

30/03/2015

30/03/2015

31/03/2015

21/04/2015

19/06/2015

11/07/2015

13/08/2015

19/08/2015

10/09/2015

14/09/2015

24/09/2015

02/10/2015

06/10/2015

19/11/2015

20/11/2015

Author

Fokke
Obbema

red

annelien de
greef

red

red

David
Oranje

ADB

Oscar
Garschagen

red

anp

Michel
Maas

red

Oscar
Garschagen

anp

red
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Speelman
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Marije
Vlaskamp
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Section
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In het
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13

11

26

32

12

13
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23

Page Words

534

301

611

103

91

425

100

492

79

89
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284
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80
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756

187

433

Title
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Drie Chinese
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China schenkt
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jaar cel voor
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in Chinese regio
Xinjiang

Beauté. ..

Chinese Moslim
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cel.

De fotoprijs is
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de
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China tot
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Thailand stuurt
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