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THE RUSSIAN MEDIA

For years the official newspaper of the Soviet Union, Pravda, only printed what government officials wanted
it to, and so it became an important propaganda tool for the Communist Party. After the coup of 1991 and
the dissolution of the country, Pravda continued as an independent newspaper with more freedom of the
press than the country had ever allowed. Under Putin, the government again tightened its hold on the press,
but Pravda has reinvented itself as a tabloid with a huge audience. Today it has little to fear from official
censorship because its investigative journalism tends toward exposés of incompetent police work, corrupt
low-level officials, and dirty train stations. Its biggest stories focus on celebrities, such as fashion models,
radio hosts, and a hockey player hit with a cake. For serious journalists, however, who want to investigate
the top layers of political power, it is a different story.

During a joint press conference with Vladimir Putin in early 2005, two Russian reporters challenged com-
ments by U.S. President George Bush about the lack of a free press in Russia. Of course, the reporters were:
hand picked to accompany Putin on his trip to the United States, but they argued that the Russian media often
criticizes the government. It is true that newspapers and television stations are now privately owned in Rus-
sia, although the state controls many of them. There are also many instances of reporters commenting on po-
litical actions and decisions, but how much real freedom they have is not clear. One example occurred when
the Kremlin used a state-controlled company to take over the only independent television network, NTV.
When the ousted NTV journalists took over a different channel, TV-6, the state shut it down. Russian media
circles also were suspicious of the alleged poisoning of Anna Politkovskaya, one of the most outspoken crit-
ics of the government’s policies in Chechnya. In March 2007 correspondent Ivan Safronov, who worked for
the business daily Kommersant, was killed in a fall from the window of his Moscow apartment.

The status of freedom of the press in Russia is illustrated by media coverage of the school seizure at Beslan
in 2004. As the tragedy unfolded on a Friday, two of Russia’s main TV channels did not mention what was
happening until an hour after explosions were first heard at the school. When state-owned Russia TV and
Channel One finally reported it, they returned to their regularly scheduled programs. However, NTV, which
is owned by state-controlled Gazprom, did have rolling coverage for three hours, even though it started
late.

State corporatism appears to be impacting the media business, just as it has oil, gas, aircraft building, and
auto companies. For example, in May 2007 the Russian Union of Journalists was evicted from its headquar-
ters in Moscow to make space for the Russia Today television channel. According to the general secretary
of the RUJ, the eviction was based on an order from President Vladimir Putin to accommodate the expan-
sion plans of the state-owned English-language channel, which aims to promote a positive image of Russia
abroad. One newspaper, the Novaya Gazeta, has blatantly criticized the Russian government. Since 2000
five employees of Novaya Gazeta have died under violent or suspicious circumstances. The latest were in
January 2009, when the newspaper’s lawyer, Stanislav Markelov, and a young reporter, Aanstasia Baburova
were fatally shot by a masked gunman. The editor, Dmitri Muratov, put two of his reporters under armed
protection and instituted a policy that any article with sensitive information was to be published immediately,
reducing the benefit of killing the reporters. No one blames the government directly for the attacks, but the

message is clear: don’t criticize the government.

INSTITUTIONS OF GOVERNMENT

The structure of the government was put in place by the Constitution of 1993. It borrows from both presi-
dential and parliamentary systems, and the resulting hybrid government is meant to allow for a strong presi-






