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Abstract

The topic of organised crime in relation to mass media is rather marginal in
academic studies and this research is one of the first attempts to fill the gap. This thesis is
based on Russian media coverage and many interviews with leading Russian experts,
entrepreneurs and journalists. It analyses the relationship between the mass media and
organised crime in post-Communist Russia. It aims to identify the place of these social
institutions in the complex reality of this transitional country, to grasp some important
features of their relationship, and to provide a framework for a further analysis.

This thesis emphasises that the Russian news media have been increasingly
involved in politics. It examines the media’s role in relation to Russian power elites
through the prism of the “symbolic method.” The symbolic method is defined as a means
of exercising symbolic power that aims to impact the symbolic capital of parties involved.
This research shows that organised crime reporting comprises significant part of the
symbolic method and, as such, is an effective instrument of political confrontation. This
makes the media attractive to organised crime groups, which are deeply embedded in
Russian power networks, and results in the establishment of numerous ties between the

mass media and the Mafia.

This thesis consists of seven chapters. Chapter 1 introduces the main features of
the Russian media; Chapter 2 identifies the main types of Russian organised crime.

Chapter 3 analyses weakness of the news media in the face of numerous methods of

pressure from the power elites. This may explain the presence of ties between the Russian
mass media and organised crime, which is illustrated in detail in Chapter 4. Chapter 5
outlines numerous difficulties of organised crime reporting, and Chapter 6 offers an
explanation of why these problems do not prevent the media from publishing
investigative stories. The final chapter reviews the history of Russian investigative

journalism and assesses its role as a watchdog of the public sphere.
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Introduction

This thesis examines the relationship between the mass media and organised
crime. Crime stories have always been popular with audiences, which has led media
organizations to satisfy demand with crime reports. There are numerous studies on the
relationship between the mass media and crime.' However, the relationship between the
news media and organised crime in Russia has not been studied in detail yet. This topic is
rather marginal in media research. This thesis is one of the first studies trying to fill the
gap.

It focuses on Russia and examines the period of last twenty years, since 1985.
This country and this period are chosen not only because organised crime in Russia is
very powerful and embedded in many social institutions, and not only because of the
presence of numerous reports on organised crime and corruption in the Russian mass
media. The main reason for this is the fact that it has been the time when two independent
processes started in Russia, following the beginning of socio-economic reforms in Russia,
pursued by M. Gorbachev and modified by B. Yeltsin. The first of these processes was
the increase of the independency and power of the Russian news media. The second was
the rise of organised crime that soon became very powerful force, threatening the Russian

state, business people and politicians alike.

It has been a period when the two growing powers tried to establish new relations

between each other, relations that were based on their new roles and positions in

transitional Russia. The role and status of the Russian mass media before this time were
very ditterent. The Soviet mass media was an ideological machine controlled by the
Communist Party. Some sort of organised crime existed despite the ideological slogan
that there was no organised crime in Soviet society. Nevertheless, organised crime had

not been as multidimensional, widespread, visible and powerful as it became during

Yeltsin’s presidency.

' For example, Surette, R. (1997) Media, Crime, and Criminal Justice Images and Realities. An
International Thomson Publishing Company; Barak, G. (ed.) Media, Progress, and the Social Construction
of Crime, Studies in Newsmaking Criminology. New York & London: Garland Publishing, Inc; Hewitt K.D.
and Osbomn, R. (1995) Crime and the Media: The Post-Modern Spectacle. London.
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This thesis examines various aspects of the newly established relationship
between these two powers. First, it explains why the media has become attractive for
criminal syndicates. Second, it assesses the arsenal of methods available to organised
crime groups in order to put pressures on media organisations and compares it with the
power of media’s response. Third, it examines the connections of organised crime with
the mass media.

It should be noted that a full knowledge about the relationship between the
Russian mass media and organised crime is unlikely to be achieved without a clear
understanding of the place occupied by these two institutions in the complex reality of
post-Soviet Russia. Consequently, one of the important objectives of this research is to
embed the mass media, organised crime, and their relationship into a larger picture of

Russian society on the verge of the third millenium. As a matter of fact, I regard this to be

the most important asset of this research, because it gives us an opportunity to compare
the developments of these two powers and to establish a solid base that can be used for

further detailed studies of the relationship between organised crime and the media in

post-Communist Russia.

This thesis tests the following set of interconnected hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1. Russian organised crime is connected with economic and political

elites in Russia;

Hypothesis 2. The increased status of the Russian mass media is explained by its

monopoly on the use of the “symbolic method”, which is one of the major

Instruments in intense political competition between the power elites;

Hypothesis 3. Crime coverage (especially reports on organised crime and

corruption), which is an important part of the symbolic method, plays a very

important role in the political campaigns;

11



Hypothesis 4. Because of that, organised crime (which is a significant component
of the power elites) is interested in the news media, and it has established ties with

some media companies.

It is evident that quantitative methods are not especially useful for this research.
Qualitative methods are more appropriate, but there is a problem of collecting
information. At first glance, personal interviews are the most promising source, but they
have several disadvantages, which are especially obvious in the study of the relationship
between organised crime and the mass media. Drawbacks of personal interviews are not
only problems of cost and time, which are frequently mentioned among major
disadvantages of this method.” There are a number of other difficulties.

The access to journalists is one of them. As it will be shown in this thesis, the
status of the Russian mass media has significantly increased. Many journalists are
regarded at least as important as politicians in Russia. In fact, many of the journalists
have a higher esteem for themselves than for high-ranking officials and well-known
politicians (including the Prime Minister and President).? Given that they are normally
very busy, it 1s evident that to make an appointment for an interview with any of them is
difficult.

The major obstacle, however, is the problem of respondent’s bias, which is
strongly strengthened by the features of the research object. The topic of organised crime
and corruption 1s dangerous to cover. Many examples show that respondents may risk
their life. Furthermore, it 1s the topic that is not convenient to talk. The reputation of a

media outlet can be negatively affected if this sort of information is disclosed. It means

that we are unlikely to receive reliable answers from the respondents.
In addition, the research should be based on clear and comprehensive information,

for example, regarding the pressure on the mass media. Most people, including

Journalists, cannot remember everything, and, during interviews, are unable to give much

needed details such as names and the time of some important events. Finally, if an

? Wimmer, R. and Dominick, J. (1994) Mass Media Research: An Introduction. Belmont: Wadsworth
Publishing Company, p. 129.

3 For example, Tregubova, E. (2004) Bayki Kremlevskogo Diggera [A Kremlin Digger’s Tales]. Moskva:
Ad Marginem.

12



interview took place, the researcher is under invisible obligation not to reveal information
that can hurt his source. In these circumstances, it is evident that personal interviews
cannot be used as the main method for this study.4

Fortunately, there is no particular need for interviews. Very valuable data can be
obtained from hard selective work of numerous printed sources. First, Russian journalists
have recently published several books, in which they reveal much verified data about the
situation in the Russian mass media and their relationship with authorities.’

The second source is the media reports. From time to time journalists give
interviews (to other prominent journalists) and reveal a lot of information that can be
analysed and used for this research. In addition, there are reports in which the media
disclose information about Russian media companies and journalists. This source 1s not
particularly important in Western societies, where the media constitute an independent
social institution. It is, however, an abundant source of data regarding the Russian news
media.

Third, a textual analysis of the media reports can give an insight into organised
crime coverage in Russia.® It should be noted, though, that texts should be analysed in a
broader framework. I adopt Fairclough’s approach, which implies that text is the product
of interaction between the processes of production and interpretation that are embedded

into societal, institutional and situational context.” The knowledge of these contextual

factors 1s important to understand the hidden mechanism of news production and

relations within the mass media.

These printed sources lack the drawbacks mentioned above. They are more easily
verifiable. Furthermore, even if some media may sometimes twist their reports, this sort
of data is generally more reliable than those obtained from personal interviews (the fact
that it has been published shows that its authors are ready to be taken into court in order
to defend their words). Finally, a researcher does not have direct or indirect obligations to

the sources and is free to give his or her critical interpretation of the events.

* Interviews are important, of course, but they should be used only as a supplementary method.

° For example, books by Borovik, Tokareva, Tregubova, Konstantinov, Vachnadze, and Vitaliev.

® Some details can be found in Deacon, D., Pickering, M., Golding, P. and Murdock, G. (1999)
Researching Communications. London: Amold, New York: Oxford University Press, pp. 132-161.
" Fairclough, N. (1989) Language and Power. London and New York: Longman, p. 34.
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Thus, the findings of this research is drawn from many sources, including an
analysis of nearly one thousand publications on organised crime and corruption reported
by the Russian and Western press, aired by the Russian nationwide TV channels, and
published by leading investigative Internet news agencies. Although interviews have
several drawbacks, they are still important for obtaining first hand data so I used
information collected from twenty-five interviews with media researchers, Russian and
British reporters, investigative journalists, representatives of Russian law enforcement
agencies, politicians, and media managers. The interviews were conducted in London,
Moscow and St. Petersburg, mainly from 2000 to 2003. The purpose of the interviews
was to learn about respondents’ reflections on Russian powerful elites and their relations
with media organisations. Although the interviews were open-ended and depended on
professions and positions of the individuals, I always tried to refer to their own
experience in order to verify what they were saying. When I was not able to arrange a
meeting with someone, I analysed the interviews given by him or her to other people.

As I realised that any data associated with organised crime is based on many
assumptions and indirect evidence, I used several sources so that I could tnangulate. In
addition to interviews, I have explored a great deal of survey material, Russian television
programmes, the literature of political science, as well as media and organised crime
studies. I also used my own observations on the work of journalists and their relations
with power elites and the public. Most examples of this thesis are taken from the
interviews that were confirmed by mass media publications. I used only the most reliable

sources, such as the reports of the most respected Russian media companies and

. 8 .
agencies.” In some cases I have observed developments surrounding some personages of
this thesis for several years.

I used interviews as an opportunity to find out general opinions and estimates

about what is going on in the Russian media community and to identify problems of
journalistic work. When appropriate I always tried to move to facts and details such as
names of people involved and timing. From my experience, it was difficult part for
respondents, so I asked to indicate possible additional printed sources on any particular

case. Then I searched for the recommended sources and studied them in detail. Such a

® For example, Newsru.com, Strana.ru, Interfax.ru - leading Russian news websites

14



procedure allowed me to collect primary data, which was accomplished, refined, and

verified by secondary sources.

The data collected has not been used randomly or uncritically. Even the

information taken from interviews has not been taken for granted. Neither did I use data
obtained from a source independently from the other information collected on the subject.
Moreover, I tried to embed all facts into an institutional and societal context and to
1dentify possible interests and incentives of parties involved. My ultimate goal was to
combine all evidence into an internally non-controversial scheme that can be analysed
from an academic perspective.

This scheme is not a final academic verdict; it is rather a sort of report produced
by a prosecutor, who has studied all evidence on a particular case and formed his vision
of the event. It is known that prosecutor versions do not necessarily accurately reflect the
reality and should be examined and verified by the court. Likewise, I propose my scheme,
drawn from collected evidence, and expect its critical assessment and evaluation from
Russian media experts and the world academic community.

My key argument is that post-1991, the Russian mass media became an important
player in confrontation between powerful networks because of the increased role of the
symbolic method due to a rise of democratic institutions and a decline of popularity of
using coercive methods for economic and political benefits. This thesis defines the
symbolic method as a means of confrontation aiming to downgrade the symbolic capital
of the opponents. It should be noticed, though, that it would be a mistake to claim that the
symbolic method completely overpowers the use of other available methods, which are
also outlined in this study. It is more accurate to say that the symbolic method has
occupied a very important place in the arsenals of confronting powerful networks, which
made the mass media an attractive asset for organised crime and resulted in establishing
ties between the media and the Mafia.

The composition of this thesis is rather complex as it reflects the complexity of
interdependence and interaction between Russian powerful elites, including the
relationship between media companies and organised crime. Structurally, this thesis can
hardly be broken into parts because all of its seven chapters are closely connected with

each other, and, consequently, any separation is likely to undermine a number of

15



important ties between some of them. To demonstrate this and alleviate the task of getting

through the text, I provide a scheme of ties between the chapters, shown in Figure I.1.

Chapter Chapter
1 2
Chapter Chapter Chapter
3 4 S

Chapter
§

Chapter
7

Figure 1.1 Ties between Chapters in this Thesis.

Chapter 1 and Chapter 2 introduce and describe in some detail the Russian mass
media and organised crime, two main subjects of this thesis, which is vital for
understanding the content of the entire thesis. The subsequent chapters explore various
aspects of the relationship between media companies and organised crime. Chapter 3,
Chapter 4 and Chapter 5, while focusing on different features of the relationship,
generally provide evidence on the ties, established between some Russian media
organisations and criminal syndicates, and suggest an explanation of why the news media
can hardly avoid being dominated by organised crime and other powerful elites.

Chapter 6 explains why powerful actors are interested in ties with the media and
provides a number of examples of how media organisations can be used for obtaining
political benefits. The final chapter analyses the branch of journalism that should aim to

represent the right way of relations between the media and organised crime: Russian

16



investigative journalism. However, it shows that Russian investigative journalism has not
avoided deficiencies of other media networks and does not pay an adequate role in the
reinstatement of the public sphere.

The following sections of this introduction review the content of the chapters in
more detail. Thus, Chapter 1 reviews the Russtian mass media, its history, main
developments, problems and actors. The first section of the chapter briefly reviews the
period from 1917 to 1991 and shows that the development of the Russian news media at
that period was greatly controlled by the political leadership of the Soviet Union. The
relationship between the state and the media had been determined by Lenin’s ideology of
the dominance of the Communist Party over the political structure of the Soviet Republic.
The media was seen as a tool that can be used by the leadership of Communist Party in
order to explain its ideas and to dictate its will. Stalin, Khrushchev and Brezhnev slightly
modified this approach so that it could help them to reach their own targets.

The process of significant changes in the relationship between the mass media and
the Russian government started during the Yeltsin era. Although Yeltsin tried to
manipulate the media in first years of his presidency, progressively, the major Russian
media organisations had been taken under control by the Russian oligarchs. The oligarchs
is the group of richest men in Russia, who made their multi-billion pound fortunes during
the privatisation of leading Russian state enterprises that was launched by Yeltsin. The
oligarchs and their media companies helped Yeltsin to win the presidential election in
1996. After that, however, the communication between the Russian state and the news

media became greatly mediated by the oligarchs.

After Yeltsin’s resignation on 31 December 1999, Vladimir Putin, the new
President of Russia, started reforms that have made a considerable impact on the Russian
mass media. The last section of the chapter examines main trends of Putin’s reforms and
analyzes his policy towards the media. Although Putin always underlines his support for
democracy and freedom of the press, some of his policies have been strongly criticised in
the Western media. In particular, the Western media has condemned his position towards
Gusinsky and Berezovsky, the two biggest former media moguls, who were forced to

leave Russia after facing numerous charges ranging from fraud to tax evasion.

17



Chapter 2 explores Russian organised crime. It notes that the rise of organised
crime was one the most serious problems of the Russian Federation in the mid-1990s.

The main purpose of the chapter is to review the structure and history of organised crime

in Soviet and post-Soviet Russia. The chapter suggests that it would be a mistake to view
Russian organised crime as a lasting monolithic social phenomenon. On the contrary, it
argues that Russian organised crime is a mix of different types of criminal networks, each
of which has its own methods, structure, history, traditions and rituals.

The first type is vori-v-zakone [thieves in law]. Thieves in law emerged during
Stalin’s rule and continue to be very powerful in Russia. The second type of orgamsed
crime is illegal entrepreneurs. This type encompasses entrepreneurs whose economic
activities were illegal from the viewpoint of the Soviet Law. The administrative Mafia 1s
another significant part of Russian organised crime. Finally, bandits, 1s a relatively new
criminal type that has become one of the most dominant in Russia.

The chapter describes each of these types and analyses their features, structure,
significance and development. This structure is chosen because the history of organised
crime in Soviet and post-Soviet Russia is an interaction of all above-mentioned types of
the criminal underworld. The chapter shows that organised crime has embedded itself in
almost all Russian institutions and is a considerable component of powerful elites.

Why media companies are biased in their reporting organised crime is explained

in Chapter 3. It argues that although there is an opinion that the media represents reality

with little or no distortion, the content of media reports is influenced by a number of

factors related to both the internal features of media industries and a diversified set of

external pressures. The chapter analyses the range and power of these factors.

The factors are broken into two big groups — internal and external factors. Internal
factors are related to the media internal environment: the structure of mass media, the
professionalism of media workers, missions of media organisations, their goals and

ethical rules. Internal factors and their impact are described in the first section of the
chapter. External factors are a set of coercive methods that can be used by external actors
in order to force the news media to provide a required coverage of some events. I propose
to include in the classification of external factors regulatory, administrative, economic

(advertisement and other contracts), judicial, informative, symbolic, violent and law

18



enforcement methods. Their impact on media content is examined in the second section

of the chapter.

Although Russian media organisations are not as strong and independent as the
mass media in some of the developed Western democracies, they have some resources
that may allow them to resist external coercion. They are reviewed in the last section, in
which I argue that the methods and resources of the media companies are not sufficient to
resist effectively to the coercion of external powerful networks.

Chapter 4 examines ties between the Russian mass media and organised crime. As
it has been shown in the previous chapters, the Russian news media are very vulnerable
to the pressures from powerful elites. No wonder that there are many examples of
connections between the Russian media companies and criminal syndicates.

The chapter argues that the owners of media companies is the social group that 1s
most linked to the criminal underworld. It happens because criminal authorities are
involved in legal business transactions and often try to hide their criminal background.
The control of media organisations could allow them to diminish transaction costs for
their commercial projects, improve their political status, and increase their chances of
gaining political and economic advantages over the competitors.

To a lesser extent, some executives of media companies are also involved in
illegal transactions. The chapter shows that the complex reality of capitalist reforms
encouraged some media executives to use their positions to seek opportunities for
personal benefit. It 1s illustrated by several cases of corruption in St. Petersburg’s

Channel 5 and some dark transactions of Media-Most.

Numerous examples of the chapter attempt to prove the presence of various ties
between organised crime and the mass media in Russia. Although any connections
between organised crime and the media can hardly be appropriate for any normal society,
the chapter points out that Russian media companies are involved in several forms of

transactions with people or organisations that may be linked to organised crime.

Chapter 5 examines the main problems encountered by Russian journalists, who
report on organised crime and corruption. It shows that reporting on organised crime is a
dangerous activity. There is significant risk for journalists to be legally persecuted, to be

injured or even killed during a journalistic investigation, after publishing the stories or
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simply while convoying the people who might be linked with or tackle against organised

crime.

The chapter summarises the cases of threats, violence, and other criminal offences
against journalists, including such serious crime as murder. Also, it shows the availability
of legal action as a means of making life difficult for those who write and publish reports
on organised crime and corruption. The chapter argues that Russian news media
organisations and journalists should take into account many possible obstacles,
difficulties and dangers before making a decision to start journalistic investigations or to
publish stories on corruption and organised crime. In other words, the media should have
very significant reasons to do so.

Chapter 6 explains why the Russian mass media reports on organised crime and
corruption in spite of encountering numerous problems. It argues that these reports retlect
the changed role of the Russian media in the competition between powerful groups. The
chapter refers to the extent of democratic values in Russia and points out that the negative
media coverage of political opponents may give significant competitive advantage in a
political campaign. The chapter shows that power elites use the negative media coverage
frequently and organised crime reports have recurrently been a part of these political
campaigns, influencing an erosion of the public sphere in Russia.

The final chapter of this thesis focuses on the investigative jornalism in Russia,
which 1s supposed to be a watchdog of the public sphere. The main task of investigative
journalists is to alert the public when the boundaries between legal and illegal action were
overstepped by some businessmen or politicians. Since many aspects of organised crime
and corruption are on the boundary between legality and illegality, organised crime and
corruption is the major concern of investigative journalism.

The chapter not only examines the main trends of investigative journalism in
Russia but also presents its major actors. It describes leading Russian investigative media
organisations and journalists and reviews their biographies, methods and achievements.
The first section focuses in a greater extent on investigative journalism in the press, the

second section refers to the developments on television, while the final section reviews

major investigative websites.
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The chapter points out that connections with law enforcement agencies and
organised crime is one of the features of investigative journalism in Russia. The chapter
also shows that Russian investigative journalists are involved in political communication.
Although managers of investigative media companies insist that their organisations are
not politically motivated or financed, the reality of Russia does not allow them to stay
away from power elites.

In the conclusion, I summarise the main points of this thesis and make some
recommendations to improve the situation. I suggest that the state media policy should be
reconsidered so that news organisations become more independent and more protected
from the pressures of power elites. I also suggest that the media system itself should be
reformed and transferred to the larger control of the public. Otherwise, the media 1s at

risk of continuing to be embroiled in the multifarious network of Russian organised

crime.
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Chapter 1

The Russian Mass Media: Main Trends and Problems

The role and the structure of Russian mass media have changed significantly over the last
tew decades. It has been quickly transformed from a vehicle of propaganda driven by the
Communist Party into an independent force, which played a very important role in the
fundamental restructuring of the political system of Russia. This chapter describes the
main trends of this period of transition.

The second aim of this chapter is to briefly present the structure of the Russian
news media. It is not very different from the media structure in most countries: the press,
radio, television and the Internet. However, because the Russian media system is weakly
integrated in the world media system, a Western reader may face some difficulties in
understanding the role and significance of one or another Russian media companies
which are mentioned in this thesis. For this purpose, the chapter very briefly outlines the
main developments of the components of the Russian media system and introduces the
major actors in the Russian media market.

First, this chapter briefly analyses the Soviet mass media. In the beginning it
descnibes developments around the Soviet press under communist rule (before 1985).
Then 1t shows the extent of Gorbachev’s reforms and analyses their impact on the media.
Main media developments during the Yeltsin era (1989-1999) are discussed in the second
section. It was a very controversial and multidimensional period of Russian history,
especially with regard to the news media.

The relationship between the state and the media has considerably changed during
Putin’s presidency. The character of these changes and public response to those are
summarised in Section 2.2. Finally, I refer to some analytic studies that tried to assess the

role of the Soviet and post-Soviet mass media in the context of modernity. I shall argue

that these studies have not succeeded in their evaluation because they failed to understand

fundamentals of Soviet society.
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1.1. The Soviet Mass Media (1917-1991)

1.1.1. The Soviet Mass Media under the Communist Party — State Control (1917-
1985)

The mass media in Russia was under communist rule for more than 70 years. The
ideology of communism made a significant impact on its structure and coverage. The
Soviet model of media policy was developed by Vladimir Lenin and was not transformed
significantly during the communist period (1917- 1985). It is based on the principle that
the state under the control of the Communist Party must use the media to clarify and
disseminate communist ideas.

This section examines the main principles of the communist doctrine and their
implementation in the practice of the Soviet mass media from Stalin to Gorbachev. First,
it describes the model of relationship between the media and state and its transformation

during this period. Then it shows developments of the main components of the Soviet

media, which are the press, radio and television.

1.1.1.1. Approach of Soviet Leaders to the Mass Media

Lenin was the most prominent of the Soviet leaders, whose ideas and actions had the
strongest impact on the Soviet mass media. The underlining philosophy of Lenin’s
approach to the media was as follows: a world where the owners of plants and enterprises
have all the power and wealth is not a just world. A revolution is necessary in order to
destroy this injustice. The proletariat, that is workers, is the most revolutionary force.
However, because of a lack of education, it needs guidance from the Communist Party,
whose members include the most prominent workers, thinkers and experts. The mission

of the Communist Party is to help the proletariat to seize power and to become the

dominant social force.

The state, although being an exploitative machine, can be employed by the
Communist Party to ensure the victory of the proletariat. The media should be an

important instrument to reinforce the state and the Communist Party to reach this
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supreme goal. In other words, Lenin argued that the state under the control of the

Communist Party should use the news media in order to clarify and disseminate

communist ideas.’

Because the press was the main component of the mass media at that time,
Lenin’s theory focused on it. Lenin considered the newspaper as the centre of
revolutionary action and thought. In his opinion, the newspaper was not only an
institution but also a means of communication and persuasion. It was supposed to join
people into a powerful social group. “The newspaper is not only a collective propagandist
and collective agitator - it is also a collective organiser,” — was one of Lenin often quoted
slogans.'® Lenin’s experience with Iskra [The Spark] helped him to realise the
propagandistic potential of printed media, and he came to view newspapers as a vehicle
for conveying the party line to members of the Bolshevik Party and to the masses. Lenin
also highlighted the importance of control over personnel and supported the idea of
censorship of newspaper content.'!

Although each successive Soviet leader had somewhat different views on
socialism and communism in general, and on the role of the media in particular, each of
their media policies remained based on Lenin’s principles. Stalin did not considerably
expand Lenin’s theory of the press. In fact, he narrowed it. It could be said that his
attitude towards the press resembled that of a battlefield commander’s toward his
subordinators. In Stalin’s view, the press was a weapon of political confrontation: “The
press 1s the most powerful instrument with which the party daily, hourly speaks with the
labouring class in its own vital language.”'? However, Stalin skilfully implemented some
of Lenin’s theories: it was he who built the Soviet mass media structure, incorporating

purposefulness, dullness and conformity. "’

Nikita Khrushchev, who was the Soviet leader from 1953 to 1964, did not

contribute a lot to party’s ideas on the Soviet media. However, in contrast to Stalin’s

? A good review of the Soviet model is presented by Brian McNair (McNair, B. (1991) Glasnost,
ﬁerestroika and the Soviet Media, London: Routledge, Chapter 2 and Chapter 3).

Lenin, V. (1959) “S chego nachat” [How shall we start?]. Polnoe Sobranie Sochineniy, Vol. 5, Moskva:
Gosudarstvennoe Izdatelstvo Politicheskoy Literaturi, p. 11.
"' Hollander, G. D. (1972) Soviet Political Indoctrination: Developments in Mass Media and Propaganda
Since Stalin. Praeger Publishers, p. 32.

E Hopkins, W. M. (1970) Mass Media in the Soviet Union. New York: Pegasus, p. 74.
Ibid., p. 53.
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intention of having a completely loyal media, Khrushchev expanded the range of the
media’s liberties, leading it to resemble a marketplace of ideas. Believing that a freedom
of discussion could contribute to social development, Khrushchev allowed the media to

be a relatively independent social force. In this sense, he turned the clock back to the
1920’s when the role and freedoms of the Soviet media were widely debated. However,
this approach did not mean that the media became completely independent of the
Communist Party.'?

After Khrushchev had been ousted in 1964, the Party’s grip on the media was
restored. Brezhnev’s team demolished even the very limited liberties which the Soviet
news media had had during Khrushchev’s time. It restored the party monopoly over the
media and attempted to undermine dissemination of any views and ideas that were
different from the official party doctrine. Gayle Hollander argues that the increased use of
coercion, the cutback of foreign sources of information for the population, and the
decreased access to information by foreign journalists concerning Soviet life indicated
that the Soviet system continued the totalitarian model, which permitted some liberties in

relatively unimportant matters but heavily relied on coercive means as far as its major

values were concerned. !’

1.1.1.2. The Soviet Media System

The Soviet media system was large and multidimensional. Its main components were the

press, radio and television. This section analyses them in depth.

1.1.1.2.1. The Soviet Press from 1917 to 1985

The day after the Bolshevik Party came to power on 7 November 1917, several Petrograd

opposition newspapers were closed. According to Hopkins, 884 newspapers were
published in Russia in 1918 (about 18 newspapers per 1,000 people). The average

individual circulation was 3,100 copies with total output 2.7 million copies. There were

“Ibid., p. 54.

** Hollander, Soviet Political Indoctrination: Developments in Mass Media and Propaganda Since Stalin,
p. 195.

23



743 journals and magazines. By contrast, in 1913, there were 1,055 newspapers with a
total circulation of 3.3 million issues (21 per 1,000) and 1,472 periodicals.'® However, the
party control over the press was relatively weak, especially outside main cities.

In the 1920-30’s the Communist Party tackled the disorganisation within the press
and created a large network of journals and newspapers, which were available to almost
all social groups in Russia. Stalin’s main goal was to increase circulation and the number
of newspapers and to extend the party dominance across the country, which he succeeded
doing. The party made considerable investments into the Soviet mass media and stiffened

1ts censorship and supervision. The number of newspapers increased from about 1,200 in

1928 to 10,668 in 1934. Total circulation grew from 9.4 million to 34.7 million. These

Il7

figures remained relatively stable until World War II."° Table 1.1 represents the dynamics

of the Soviet press during this period.

Table 1.1 Soviet Newspaper Press: 1913 - 1953

(Thousands)
_to18 | 89 0 | 7 1 31
1934 | 10668 | 347 | 33
1935 | 0 9% | 357 | 36
5.7

Source: Pechat SSSR za Sorok Let: 1917-1957 [The Russian press during 40 years: 1917-1957], Moskva:

Finansi i Statistika, p. 123; Pechat Rossii za 50 Let: Statisticheskie Ocherki [The Russian press during 50
years: statistical reports] (1967) Moskva: Finansi i Statistika, p. 132.

'® Ibid., p. 69.
7 Ibid., p. 92.
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During World War II the numbers and circulation of newspapers and magazines
dropped dramatically. For example, the circulation of Pravda decreased from 2 million in
1940 to 1 million in 1944, By 1945 the total newspaper circulation decreased to 23
million. After the war the Communist Party of the Soviet Union made an effort to revive
the media and its structure was gradually restored. There were almost 8,000 different
newspapers publishing a total of almost 170 million copies in the Soviet Union 1n 1970.

Soviet newspapers were organised in strata. Nationwide newspapers, called the
central press or All-Union newspapers, were at the top of the hierarchy. The second level
included republic newspapers. Then there were the newspapers of provinces, cities and
districts. The lowest level of the hierarchy was composed of the newspapers of individual

factories and state agricultural firms.'®

The main Soviet newspapers were: Pravda - a mouthpiece of the Communist
Party of the Soviet Union; Izvestia - the organ of the government; Komsomolskaya
Pravda - a mouthpiece of the youth organisation; and Trud - the organ of the trade
unions. They had impressively large circulation figures: Pravda — circulation of over 10.5
million copies annually; Izvestia - circulation of 8 million copies; Komsomolskaya

Pravda — circulation of almost 10 million copies; Trud had a circulation of almost 8.5

million copies."”

In a nationwide newspaper (such as Pravda) the first page normally contained an
editorial, official news, as well as short domestic and foreign news stories. The second

page was devoted to stories on the Communist Party. The next page published selected

letters to the editor and domestic news. Page four presented foreign news, which

normally focused on the situation in Communist countries. Reports from foreign

capitalist countries were located on page five. All other stories such as humour, health

advice and sports were placed on the back page.*°

Most of the stories published were relatively outdated: only 15 per cent of
newspapers reported events that occurred recently.?! It was a direct outcome of the role of

the media as an ideological instrument of the Communist Party which was supposed to

** Hollander, Soviet Political Indoctrination: Developments in Mass Media and Propaganda Since Stalin;

Mickiewicz, E. P. (1981) Media and the Russian Public. New York: Praeger, p. 51.
" Data for 1976.

% Mickiewicz, Media and the Russian Public, p. 54.
2l Kaiser, R.G (1976) Russia: The People and the Power. Brattleboro, Vt.: Book Press, p. 236.
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explain the party policy rather than entertain an audience. As the Soviet press was
subsidised by the CPSU and the state, there was no advertising. The party believed that
the mass media had enough finance and should not seek for additional financial support.

The control of the CPSU forced the Soviet mass media to portray Marxism —
Leninism as the only one truly “scientific” theory and to dismiss oppositional views.
Only a limited range of opinions was permitted. And the reports that expressed them were
regarding relatively non-significant matters. Despite strong ideological control, some
human interest stories were published in the Soviet press. However, even these stories
highlighted communist values.

Many usual topics for the Western media were not reported by the Soviet press.
There was no information regarding celebrities and fashion in Soviet newspapers. Also, 1t
was unlikely to find any advice on holiday travel. Astrology was seen as non-science and,
consequently, no horoscope was published there. News of disasters and accidents were
only slightly reported, crime and sensational stories went often unreported at all because
they were on the list of the subjects prohibited from presentation in the Soviet
newspapers.

As Kaiser has correctly observed, the list of forbidden topics included
“information about crime, drugs, accidents, natural disasters, occupational injuries,

official organs of censorship, security intelligence, schedules of travelled for the political

leadership, income and purchasing power structure at home and abroad, arms sales

abroad, crime or morale problems in the armed forces, hostile actions against Soviet

citizens abroad, and special payment and education of athletes.”*

1.1.1.2.2. Soviet Radio from 1917 to 1985

Radio played a very important role in the early years of the Soviet era. Radio broadcast
Lenin’s first address to the citizen of Russia in October 1917. Regular radio broadcasting
began in the 1920’s. The first radio concert took place in 1922 and music became a

considerable part of the content of radio programmes. Radio audiences constantly

2 Ibid., pp. 243-44.

28



increased, especially after 1924, when several Soviet republics started regular radio
transmissions.

Although it remained relatively unexploited until after World War 11, radio
broadcasting made significant progress during this period. There were 60 operating radio
stations with 1.3 million registered receivers in the Soviet Union at the end of 1933. By
1940 these figures increased to 90 radio stations with about 7 million receivers.”

During World War II radio broadcast was widely used in order to mobilise the
Soviet population to fight against the German army. Radio was the main media channel
to deliver the latest news of the war. Special radio programs were broadcast for people of
occupied territories.

After the war, radio continued to be an important propaganda tool and gained
essential support from the Communist Party and the state. In October 1960, radio
provided a 24-hours service with total coverage amounting to 78 hours.** However, at

that time the importance of radio started to decline because of the progress made in the

development of television. The main developments and the structure of Soviet television

are reviewed 1n the next section.

1.1.1.2.3. Soviet Television

Soviet television had its origin at the beginning of the 1930s. Regular broadcasting was
provided in 1939, At that time only one hundred television receivers were able to accept
television programs, and those were located only in the Moscow oblast.?> Further
development of Soviet television was slowed by World War II. Television gained a mass
audience only in the 1960s.

However, it expanded quickly after 1960. If there were only 4.8 million television
sets in the Soviet Union in the 1960s, this number had climbed to over 55 million in
1975.%® Colour transmissions started in 1967. In 1974, about 67 per cent of the families in

the Soviet Union owned a television and 6 per cent of television sets were colour sets.

3 Hopkins, Mass Media in the Soviet Union, p. 94.

4 Mehta, D.S. (1987) Mass Media in the USSR. Moscow: Progress Publishers, p. 59.
2 McNair, Glasnost, Perestroika and the Soviet Media, p. 48.

% Mickiewicz, Media and the Russian Public, p. 18.
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Broadcasts were transmitted through the network of television stations. There was
the major television station in Moscow, and each of the 14 Soviet republics also had 1ts
television station. In addition, there were 109 television stations in large Russian cities
and provincial capitals.?’ However, television programmes were not evenly accessible:

while the European part was densely covered with central television networks, Sibena

and the East had only local lines.*®

The amount of broadcasting time grew steadily. For example, in the early days of
Soviet television programmes were broadcast less than four hours a day. By 1975 the
total air time of colour programmes on Channel 1 reached 60 hours a week.”” However,
while the number of hours of programming increased, the Soviet government faced an
unsuspected problem. Because communication lines could not provide equally wide
dispersion of signals for several TV channels, some local television stations substituted
central TV programmes (which they were unable to receive or amplify) by their own
local programming. As a result, many Russian-language transmissions were replaced by
programmes in local languages. In order to avoid the possibility of national tensions, the
Union-Republic State Committee for radio and television under the Council of Ministers
of the USSR was established in 1970.%°

In the 1980’s there were four national TV channels in the Soviet Union. Channel
1 was the most important. It aired significant political and official programmes. Channel
2 was devoted to local programmes. Channel 3 was educational. It carried lessons for
schoolchildren and adult-education courses. Channel 4 broadcast shows, feature films,

plays, and other entertainment pro grammes.”’

The ideological potential of television was quickly recognized by leaders of the

CPSU. Television broadcasting was supposed to support the Soviet ideological doctrine.
Consequently, the content of television programmes was controlled and administered

centrally. The chief executives of Soviet television were normally appointed by the

%7 Ibid., p. 19.

8 Gordon, L.A. and Gruzdeva, E. (1975) “Rasprostranenie i intensivnost chtenia v gorodskoy rabochei

srede” [Extent and intensity of reading by workers in cities], Problemy Sotsiologii iPpsikhologii Chtenia.
Moscow, p. 60.

® Mickiewicz, Media and the Russian Public, p. 18.
¥ Ibid., p. 19.

*! Ibid., p. 20.
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Central Committee of the CPSU, and this fact alone shows how highly regarded was

television in the Soviet Union.

1.1.1.3. Summary of the State — Mass Media Relationship in 1917-1985

The main element of relationship between the state and mass media was the dominance
of the state. The media was regarded as an important instrument to help the Communist
Party to reach its main goal — to help the proletariat to seize power and to become the
dominant social force. This approach justified any use of coercive means against the
media in the case if it disputed the truth of communist ideas or disagreed with the party
policy towards the news media.

The task of providing requested media coverage was sorted in several ways. Brian
McNair has noted several methods that could be used for this purpose. The CPSU was
empowered to grant licenses. It provided financial support and controlled the process of
media policy-making. Furthermore, the Communist Party appointed chief editors of the
Soviet mass media and supervised the training of journalists. Finally, if all these methods
of influence were not sufficient, the party could use censorship, i.e., demanded to change
or remove articles that did not satisfy the leadership of the CPSU.*

It should be noted that censorship did not play a very important role in the
relationship between the media and the state.”® For example, Antony Buzek correctly
observed that although censorship was one of the major methods of control over the
Soviet mass media, it was rather on the bottom of the hierarchy.>* Lilita Dzirkals
expressed a similar viewpoint by arguing that the Soviet news media was structured in
such a way as to “necessitate limited direct intervention” of authorities. She pointed out

that the censorship department played a relatively minor role in the process of regulating

the content of media coverage in Russia. It was chief editors who worked out most of this
job.

32 McNair, Glasnost, Perestroika and the Soviet Media, p. 49.

 These comments are important to keep in mind while analysing the interrelation between the state and the
mass media in Russia during all stages of its history.

* Buzek, A. (1964) How the Communist Press Works. London: Pall Mall Press.

3 Dzirkals, L. (1982) “Media Direction and Control in the USSR”, in J. Carry and J. Dasssin (1982) Press

Control around the World. New York: Praeger, pp. 85-103; McNair, Glasnost, Perestroika and the Soviet
Media, p. 50.
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1.1.2. Mikhail Gorbachev and the Soviet Mass Media

This section analyses how the Soviet mass media and its relationship with public
authorities were transformed during the Gorbachev era. Although the Communist Party
continued to control the media during Gorbachev’s leadership, there were very significant
changes 1n the mass media coverage and policies. This section presents a brief outline of
these changes.

In April 1985, Mikhail Gorbachev claimed that many aspects of Soviet life should
be modified. He wanted to change many social, political and economic realities of the
Soviet Union and create a new, more democratic regime in the country. One of the major
polices used by Gorbachev in order to revitalise Russia came to be known as Glasnost.
The purpose of Glasnost was to make many previously hidden facts and data more
transparent for the Soviet people.

The news media was seen as the most important instrument for the
implementation of this policy. The policy of Glasnost is thought to have been launched
by an article published in Pravda, the major newspaper of the time, on 13 February 1986.
The article included a letter from a reader, who expressed his view that “in discussing
social justices, one cannot close one’s eyes to the fact that the Communist Party, Trade
Unions, [...] and even Young Communist League officials intentionally deepen social

inequality by taking advantage of all sorts of special refreshment bars and special

6
stores.”

In other words, the article disputed party privileges. It is worth mentioning, that
it was published on the eve of the 27" Party Congress. According to Victor Afanasev, the
chief editor of Pravda, 1t was this article that opened the era of Glasnost.

As a result of the new policy, many topics became open for media coverage,
including problems within the Soviet economy, dissidents, some historical events which
previously had not been considered “desirable for discussion”, crime news, and disaster
messages among others. It should be noticed that at the very beginning of the process a
number of areas continued to be in the “forbidden zone”, which included the direct

criticism of communist ideology, the General Secretary of the Communist Party, and

*® McNair, Glasnost, Perestroika and the Soviet Media, p. 54.
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Lenin. However, little by little, the boundaries of permitted criticism expanded and even
these major political figures became the legitimate target for a critical assessment.

The changes in media policies demanded corrections of regulative norms. The
new law regarding the mass media, the Law on Mass Information Media, was discussed
during the 19™ Party Conference and came into force on 12 July 1990. There were some
changes in advertising policy. It should be noted that being financially supported by the
Party-State, the Soviet media had not used advertisements to cover its expenditures. This
changed during Gorbachev’s leadership. Unfortunately, advertising in the Soviet mass
media was less effective for covering expenditure than in the West because the Soviet
media did not have adequate expertise.

During Gorbachev’s leadership, the popularity and power of the news media was
speedily increasing. Many politicians, including Yeltsin, used the advantages of media
coverage in order to accelerate their political careers. On the contrary, the failure of
gaining positive media support is thought to have caused the collapse of Yanaev’s putsch
in 1991.>” The amplified power of mass media increased the popularity of the concept of
the “fourth estate” among the Soviet journalists. This concept views the media as a strong
and independent estate, along with the executive, judicial, and legislative.”® Although
Gorbachev had intended to use the news media in order to strengthen his own policies, in
the end he was not able to control its independence and enormous power.*’

To sum up the main principles of the transformation of the Russian mass media
during this time, it should be noted that it obtained very significant rights. Although the
media continued to be under significant guidance and financial support of the Communist
Party, it continuously increased criticism of communist ideology and the policies of the
Communist Party. This process was encouraged by the economic decline in Russia, the
collapse of Communist regimes in Eastern Europe, the growing split within the

Communist Party, and the rise of legal private economic enterprises (cooperatives). This

7 Zassoursky, 1. (2004) Media and Power in Post-Soviet Russia. Armonk, New York, London:
M_.E.Sharpe, p. 5.
** Ibid., p. 11.

* Ibid., p. 4 and p. 16.
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triggered the growth of the independence of the mass media from the Central Committee
of the CPSU and the state.*’

1.2. Post-Soviet Mass Media (after 1991)

1.2.1. Russian Mass Media during Yeltsin’s Presidency

1.2.1.1. Main Political and Economic Developments

After being elected President of Russia in 1991, Boris Yeltsin encouraged further

transformation of the mass media. Yeltsin, because of his dislike of communism, :

initiated considerable socio-economic reforms that made an impact on the Russian media.
The Russian government adopted a strategy of economic reforms that was recommended

by the World Bank. One of the main principles of the programme was privatisation.

Let us outline one of the cases of privatisation in Russia. Until 1993, the Russian
telecommunications network had been entirely owned and controlled by the Russian Ministry
of Communications. Local network operators were privatised in 1993. As a result of this
privatisation, Rostelecom (the only nationwide network operator) and 85 regional
telecommunications companies were established. In 1995, Svyazinvest was created as a
company that consolidated governmental stakes in all of the 85 regional telecommunication
companies. The Russian government held 51 per cent of Svyazinvest. The other shares were
sold out to private investors. In July 1997, the Russian Government sold a part of its shares
(25 per cent plus one share) of Svyazinvest for US$ 1.875 billion.**

As a result of privatisation, newspapers and broadcasting corporations changed

their owners too. It is difficult to outline the common scenario of the privatisation of the

mass media. In some cases, newspapers were privatised by their editors, managers and

¥ McNair, Glasnost, Perestroika and the Soviet Media; Mickiewicz, E. (1997) Changing Channels:
Television and the Struggle for Power in Russia, New York — Oxford: Oxford University Press; Gerol, 1.
and Molyneux, G. (1988) The Manipulators, Stoddart: Gemol.

*! It should be noted that Yeltsin was the former first secretary of the Moscow Unit of the CPSU for several
years.

42 Koshkareva, T. and Narsikoulov, R. (2000) “Gazprom’s Kokh on Gusinsky’s Side”, Gazeta.ru,
12.01.2000, (URL http://www.gazeta.ru/2000/12/01/GazpromsKokh.shtml, consulted in September 2003).
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journalists. Nevertheless, the main trend did not differ significantly from the privatisation

of the media in the majority of Eastern European countries.

Colin Sparks has described this process and pointed out that there were several

dissimilarities in the privatisation of television and the press. In particular, Sparks has
noticed that newspapers were quickly and entirely privatised (maybe as a result of their

relative insignificance) without any visible effect on readers. He has given an example of

the privatisation of the press in Hungary:

In early 1990, a unique method of depriving a publishing house of its newspapers and periodicals
was invented in Hungary. All the journalists and editors of the single national sports daily, the
single women’s weekly, and all the satirical weeklies of the country abrogated their contracts of
employment with the respected publishing houses on the same day and sign new ones with limited
companies they had established collectively. They changed the names of the papers slightly and

appeared on the market very soon. The papers of the new limited companies were delivered to

subscribers without warning.*’

The privatisation of the news media increased its independency to some extent. At
least the media has become more independent from the Communist Party and the State.

However, a question arises whether this allowed the Russian mass media to become

completely independent. It could be argued that this did not happen because the mass

media became dependent on finance. The reason for this is that the media was previously
financed by the State. They had neither additional income from advertisements nor
advertising expertise. When the Party-State suspended its subsidies to the news media,
advertising revenue did not cover all media expenditure.

Consequently, media organisations needed sponsors. Even though philanthropy
was always popular in Russia, the financial support was normally given to media
companies in the hope of making money from advertising. The second reason for an

investment in the mass media was the intention to control media coverage of certain

events. In other words, the political subordination of the media was replaced by a

¥ Sparks, C. (1998) Communism, Capitalism and the Mass Media. London: Sage, p. 119, Galik and Denes
(1992) From Command Media to Media Market: The Role of Foreign Capital in the Transition of the
Hungerian Media, Budapest University of Economics, p. 11.
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politico-economic one.** This can be illustrated by Figure 1.1, which shows the

difference between the Soviet and post—Soviet models of the relationship between the

state and the media.

Soviet Union (1917-1990) Russia (1991-2000)

Party-State

l

Executives (Editors) of media companies

l

President

|

Oligarchs (O»Ters of media)

Executives (Editors) of media

l

Reporters (journalists)

Reporters (journalists)

Political Subordination Politico-Economic Subordination

Figure 1.1 Comparative Structure of State — Media Relations in the Soviet Union during
Yeltsin’s Presidency.

It should be noted that together with the privatisation of existing newspapers a
number of new private newspapers appeared, such as the dailies Nezavisimaia Gazeta and
Segodnia. This does not mean that these newspapers were created from nothing. They
employed correspondents from many respected dailies and used their publishing
facilities. Boris Berezovsky and Vladimir Gusinsky became the owners of these
newspapers.

An important development during Yeltsin’s presidency was the Law on the Mass
Media. Adopted in 1991, it established many of the norms that appeared in the
Constitution of the Russian Federation two years later. The Law on Mass Media was very
similar to Article 19 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. In particular, it
legislatively established the right for media companies to be privately owned.

However, the law did not provide some essential definitions, including that of the

ownership of a media organization, and this caused many commercial and political

* Nivat, A. (2000) “Russian presidential campaign coverage”, The Harvard Journal of Press/Politics, Vol.
5, No. 1, pp. 92-97.
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disputes. Also, the absence of a law on broadcasting resulted in regulation of radio and

television by governmental decrees and instructions, which impeded the free market

development of the media and contradicted public interest. In addition, the Russian libel

law was at odds with the practice of the majority of other countries. That is to say, it
placed the burden of proof on the media - not on the plaintiff. Other laws guaranteeing

the right to information were not enforced.

1.2.1.2 Media Structure in Yeltsin’s Russia

The media structure also changed significantly since the communist period. Russia was

transformed from the “nation of readers” to the “nation of TV viewers.” This section

briefly describes the main components and actors of the Russian mass media during

Yeltsin’s presidency.

1.2.1.2.1. The Press in Yeltsin’s Russia

At the end of the Gorbachev era in 1990, the figures of the circulation of the major

periodicals were as summarised in Table 1.2 and Table 1.3.

Table 1.2 Circulation of Major Russian Newspapers in 1990

Newspapers
Argumenty i1 Fakti
Komsomolskaya Pravda
Trud
Izvestia
Pravda
Selskaya Zhizn [Village Life
Semia [Famil
Literaturnaya Gazeta
Sovetskaya Rossia
Ychitelskaya Gazeta [Teacher’s Newspaper
Krasnaya Zvezda [Red Star
Rabochaya Tribuna [Worker’s Tribune
Ekonomika 1 Zhizn [Economics and Life 600, 000
Sovetskaya Kultura [Soviet Culture 500, 000

Source: Vachnadze, G.N. (1992) Secrets of Journalism in Russia: Mass Media under Gorbachev and
Yeltsin, Commack, N.Y.: Nova Science Publishers, p. 4.

31.5 million
20.3 million
20.0 million
9.4 million
6.4 million
5.7 million
4.6 million
4.2 million
3.0 million
1.2 million
1.0 million

800, 000
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Table 1.3 Circulation of Major Russian Magazines in 1990

Magazines

Novy Mir [New World
Commumist____ | sp0000

Source: Vachnadze, G.N. (1992) Secrets of Journalism in Russia: Mass Media under Gorbachev and
Yeltsin, Commack, N.Y.: Nova Science Publishers, p. 4.

It should be noted that although the number of nationwide newspapers increased

significantly during Yeltsin’s presidency, their circulation dropped remarkably, as shown
in Table 1.4.

Table 1.4 Russian Press in 1950-1998

neriodicals
10 00000023 1 9423
w0 T8 62,364
1990 0 a3 | 1o0gi0________

Source: Vartanova, E. (2001) “Media in the post-Soviet Russia”, Pro et Contra, Vol. 5, No. 4, p. 66.

Nonetheless, audience preferences did not change significantly. The data of

VCIOM (All Russia Centre of Public Opinion Study), which is presented in Table 1.5,
shows this. The respondents were asked to select the most interesting newspapers in their

opinion. It 1s evident that there was little change in the popularity of the individual

newspapers during Yeltsin’s presidency.

Table 1.5 Russian Favourite Newspapers

AiF, KP, Speed-Info

Source: URL http://www.polit.ru/documents/390969.html, consulted in June, 2001.
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In 1997 the main Russian newspapers were Centre Plus, Speed Info, Argumenti i

Fakti (AiF), Extra M, Komsomolskaya Pravda (KP), Trud, Economika i Zhizn, and
Moskovsky Komsomolets (MK). Their types and circulation are presented in Table 1.6.

Table 1.6 Russian Press in 1997

Speed Info
5. Komsomolskaya Pravda — Dally | Lsaro0
6. Trud — Daly | 1400000
8. Moskovsky Komsormolets — Daly [ 1000000
). Sport Express
10.Izvestia | Daly | 630000
12.Segodnya | baly | 100000
13. Nezavisimaia Gazeta | Daily | 50000

Source: Data of The Washington Post Company, 1997.

1.2.1.2.2. Russian Television during Yeltsin’s Presidency

Television played an increasingly important role during the Yeltsin era. There could be
two reasons for this, First, access to television was enormously extended, which can be
illustrated by the data that the population of the former Soviet Union had 93 million
television sets. The second reason (which is largely dependent on the first) is that TV
coverage became a very important political resource, helping to win elections. In 1992,
television replaced the press as the main source of information (79 per cent of Russian
population more relied on the press in 1979).”

Information about the main Russian TV channels during Yeltsin’s presidency

(and at present) is summarised in Table 1.7.

 Tolz, V. (1993) “The New Role of the Media and Public Opinion under Mikhail Gorbachev”, The
Journal of Communist Studies, Vol. 9, No. 1, pp. 192-209.
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Table 1.7 Russian Nationwide TV Channels
Network/

2
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) private mvestors
transmitter
satellite,
microwave, 03.6 20 100% state
transmitter

100% private

11. .
investors

-]

satellite,
transmitter
et oyt ] e
Petersburg 5 [many affiliates did not{ microwave 60.
renew In 19097

transmitter

100% state

15 by
satellite

100% private

RT
TR
V6 )
investors

—)
e
-
b

'
g
I

o)
F—

8 hours/

62 in Russia, also workday

other CIS states

29.0 1.3 9 Private investors
hours/wee

CTC/StoryFir
st (their
figures of

StoryFirst Corp.
with capital from
Western investors

Allen & Co. Inc.
(USA), Botts and

Co. (50%), Russian
povernment

kend
8 stations owned 76 7 hi‘;rs,
affiliate stationsin |  satellite 274 | 2.8 | nood
Russia
weekends
. | St. Petersburg and 10 .

Private investors,
50 |04 | 1618 o
9 hours/
Source: “A Survey of Russian Television”, Internews.ru, 1998,

ORT — the first Russian TV channel. According to various estimates, ORT
had a potential audience from 141 to 200 million viewers. This biggest Russian
television channel has had several names. During the Soviet period it was called
the Central Television. Then it was renamed Channel 1. In 1991, the government
of Russia gave it another name — Ostankino. Ostankino was under the control of
the state television company Ostankino TV.

In 1995, the privatisation of Russian television led to the establishment of
the company ORT (Russian Public Television). The state continued to own 51 per

cent of ORT. However, the other 49 per cent was distributed among Russia’s
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financial corporations and media companies. Ostankino TV, ITAR-TASS
Information Agency, the National Sport Fund, Gazprom, Logovaz, Mikrodin,
Obedinenny Bank, Stolichny Bank, Menatep Bank, National Credit Bank and
Alfa-Bank became its shareholders. The name of the channel was changed in
accordance with the name of this company.

Although the government was the largest shareholder of ORT, this channel
had huge losses. It was interpreted as a result of the lack of financial support from
the state. For example, in 1996, the State Duma refused to transfer any money
from the state budget to ORT because the Duma believed that ORT was
completely controlled by Yeltsin.

ORT is one of the largest Russian corporations. Its annual budget from
1995 to 1997 was nearly US$ 250,000,000. A third of the budget was spent for
signal delivery and a third was used for programme purchases. ORT was
supposed to maintain its nationwide infrastructure that included eight satellites,
almost 9,000 transmitters, 7,000 receiving stations, and 220,000 km of terrestrial
communications.

As the government did not financially support ORT at that time, this TV
channel began to rely on advertising revenue and investments from shareholders.
The financial tflow from its shareholders, who were Yeltsin’s supporters, allowed
ORT to exist without state subsidies and to be independent from the Russia’s
Duma. At the same time, some of the shareholders received huge political benefits
from their investment. For example, Boris Berezovsky, who financially supported
ORT and owned 16 per cent of the shares of this television company, helped
Yeltsin to be re-elected in 1996. After the election, Berezovsky joined the Russian
government.

At the end of Yeltsin’s presidency, although the financial situation in ORT
improved because of private investment, advertising revenue (US$ 24,000-30,000
per minute), and governmental subsidies, ORT continued to need additional
finance. It was claimed that this television company was in risk of losing some of

its personnel due to financial difficulties. In this situation, some managers called
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for the complete privatisation of ORT and for its entire independence from the

state.

RTR — the second biggest nationwide channel in Russia. Soon before the
collapse of the Soviet Union, Yeltsin insisted that Russia had to have its own
television station that would be independent from Soviet television, which
covered the whole territory of the former Soviet Union. After the 1991 coup,
Channel 2 was replaced by Russian TV. Officially this channel was named as The
All-Russian State TV and Radio Company (VGTRK, the Russtan acronym), but it

1s commonly known as RTR.

RTR was able to reach 98.7 per cent of the Russian population. It had five
satellites and nearly 5,000 transmitters. Radio Rossii, one of the three major
Russia’s nationwide radio stations, also belonged to RTR.

Although RTR was completely state owned, it was not entirely subsidized
by the government. For example, RTR received only 30 per cent of its budget

from governmental subsidies in 1996. The rest of the essential funding was taken

from commercial activities and advertising.

Even though RTR was entirely owned by the state, many experts believed
that this channel was one of the most independent in Russia. For example, Yassen

Zasoursky thinks that VGTRK and RTR were in effect more independent than the

private commercial channel NTV.

St. Petersburg Channel 5 — the only nationwide channel that was located

outside Moscow. It had a potential audience of 90 million. It was separated from
Gosteleradio in 1991, after the coup. Although Yeltsin attempted to transform this

channel into a “presidential channel” in 1993, this project was not supported by

the State Duma.

NTV — the first Russian private TV company. It was established in October 1993
by Igor Malashenko, Oleg Dobrodeev and Evgeniy Kiselyov, and financially supported
by Gusinsky. NTV started its broadcast with own news programmes (Segodnia and Itogi)
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on St. Petersburg Channel 5 and on Channel 4 (formerly the Russian educational
channel). In 1996, the presidential decree gave NTV the entire TV channel. It 1s believed
that this was done because of NTV’s support for the Yeltsin presidential campaign.

NTV had over 15 transmitters and reached the 100 million audience in
European Russia, Kazakstan, the Baltics, Belarus and Ukraine. Largely because of
its independent and high quality news programmes, NTV was especially popular
in Moscow and in European Russia. However, NTV’s reputation decreased after

its support of Yeltsin’s re-election presidential campaign.

Many other small non-governmental television companies appeared during
Yeltsin’s presidency. According to various estimates, their number was between
500 and 750. For example, according to the Federal Service of Radio and
Television Broadcasting (FSTR), the broadcast licensing body, nearly 640 stations

had licenses to broadcast. Eighty stations had licenses to operate cable

television.*®

1.2.2. The Russian Mass Media during Putin’s Presidency

After Yeltsin’s resignation, Vladimir Putin, the new President of Russia, started reforms
that made a considerable impact on the Russian mass media. Although Putin highlights
his support for democracy and freedom of the press, some of his policies towards the
media have been strongly criticized in the Western media. In particular, he was suspected
of launching prosecution campaigns against Vladimir Gusinsky and Boris Berezovsky,
the two biggest media moguls, who left Russia after facing charges of tax evasion and
fraud. This section examines the relationship between the Putin government and the
media.

First, it briefly describes dimensions of Putin’s reforms and assesses the impact of
his policy on the Russian news media. Then, it addresses the 1ssue whether the current

Russian government aims to undermine the freedom of speech. In order to avoid personal

% «A Survey of Russian Television”, Internews.ru, 1998
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judgments in this controversial dispute, I shall present only facts, figures, and views of

politicians and journalists. As the structure of the Russian media has not changed

significantly during Putin’s presidency, it is not examined in detail.

1.2.2.1. Putin’s Career

Yeltsin resigned on 31 December 1999. Vladimir Putin, Yeltsin’s chosen successor, was
elected the Russian President three months later. This section briefly describes his career.
Putin worked for the KGB, the Soviet security service, and served as a spy in Germany
for several years. After the collapse of communism in 1991 he was invited by St.
Petersburg Mayor Anatoly Sobchak, his university supervisor, to work in the
Administration of St. Petersburg. Sobchak was not re-elected in 1996, and Putin decided
to leave his post in the Administration of St. Petersburg. Being recommended by Anatoly
Chubais, the former Vice-Premier of Russia, for a job in the presidential administration,
Putin moved to Moscow and quickly became a member of the Yeltsin inner circle, known
as the “family.”

By March 1997 Putin was appointed the deputy head of the Presidential
administration and in July 1998 the head of the FSB, the successor of the KGB. Even in
this important post Putin was little known to the wide public. For the time being he
preferred to stay a “grey cardinal”, a man who wields power quietly, behind the scenes.

Nevertheless, in August 1999, he was appointed the Prime-Minister of Russia and
quickly showed himself as a man of action. His popularity soared during the new
Chechen war. In response to terrorist actions by Chechen militants in Moscow and in
Dagestan, Putin ordered the Russian army to invade Chechnya and defeat the rebels.

After Putin was elected Russian president in 2000, the political stability in Russia
was restored and the economy showed signs of revival. In addition, Putin was regarded
by leading world leaders as a legitimate and competent ruler and Russia regained its
status of a powerful state. Putin’s achievements were so evident that had no real

challenger in presidential election in 2004 and was re-clected.
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1.2.2.2. Putin’s Views and Reforms

Putin’s political credo was not clear for the majority of experts for a long time. Despite
his image as a strong man, Putin is supported by many Russian liberals and reformers. He
says that he is in favour of a market economy, but one that is adapted to Russian
conditions. On the one hand, Putin criticises Soviet leaders because they failed to make
the USSR a free or flourishing country. On the other hand, he does not approve many of

the policies of post-Soviet reformers. He thinks that they made a number of avoidable

mistakes.

Nevertheless, Putin argues that the mistakes and controversies of the previous
Russia’s rulers might be forgiven because they are less important than the political
stability in Russia. He is in favour of the establishment of a political consensus. For this
purpose, Putin maintains close relations with many of liberal reformers, the communist

majority of the State Duma, the previous president Yeltsin, and his predecessor
Gorbachev.

There are many contradictions in such a search for political compromises among
so many different political groups. As a result of this, Putin’s policy seems to stick
together the incompatible. For example, although being devoted to democratic values, he
insists that Russia should have a strong, paternalistic state.*’ To his mind, Russia is not
yet ready for classical liberalism, and would not soon, if ever, come to resemble the USA
or the UK. Putin believes that the strong state is a necessary basis for economic
prosperity and democratic reforms. However, the state and officials should act on the
basis of the law and there should be limits of the state intervention into socio-economic

4
PIrocCcCssScCs. 8

It is evident that this definition of the state’s rights and responsibilities, given here

in a brief outline, can hardly avoid encountering serious contradictions. Some critics

emphasise the difference between the Russian approach and the western understanding of

*7 «““Vmeste mi smozhem izmenit nashu zhizn’: Rech Putina na tseremonii vstuplenia v dolzhnost” (2000)

[Together we will manage to change our life: Putin’s inauguration speech), Rossiyskaya Gazeta,
11.05.2000, p. 1.

“ 1bid.
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the rule-of-law state. For example, Michael Thumann, a journalist for Die Zeit, claims

that in Russia, dictatorship of the law 1s subordinated to political objectives. He argues,

Putin has established in Russia an autocratic rule, skillfully camouflaging it by the idea of the rule-
of-law. The Prosecutor’s Office operates as if it was part of the Kremlin’s legal department. It
starts proceedings and it discontinues them subject to a political order. The Kremlin and its easily
manageable the Council of Federation appoint the State Council, which, if necessary, can always

be disbanded. As a result, the executive authorities, together with the law enforcement bodies,
create the illusion of a rule-of-law state while browbeating that part of the Moscow elite, which is

disloyal to the existing regime.*’

1.2.2.3. Putin’s Policy towards the Mass Media

The contradictions in Putin’s state doctrine are especially visible in his policy towards the
mass media.” Putin always highlights the importance of freedom of the press. “Freedom
of speech is a basic value of democracy in Russia,” he said in his inauguration speech,
and pointed out that the Russian news media should play a very important role in the
development of a civic society in Russia. He repeatedly underlined his support for a law
that would prohibit censorship and any intervention into media activities in Russia.
Despite this, some opponents blame him for the attempt to return to the
communist dominance of the state over the mass media. An example of state pressure on
the media could be seen in the establishment of a new “rapid response group”, headed by
Simon Kordonsky, formerly the chief of expertise in the Presidential Administration.
According to the newspaper Segodhnia, this group should control media coverage and

discredit the oppositional media organisations.”*

* Thumann, M. (2001) Strana.ru, 17.11.2001, (URL
http://eng.strana.ru/state/presidency/2000/11/17/974470547 .html, consulted in November 2001)
Note: a lot of references of this section is based on stories published by the news server Strana.ru. This is
because I regard its reports on those particular events as presenting viewpoints of all sides involved. It was
not done deliberately, because I analysed reports by many other news servers, such as lenta.ru, deadline.ru,
gazeta.ru, ntv.ru, polit.ru, grani.ru and some others. However, it happened that the most relevant materials
for this section were published by Strana.ru.
>0 See, for example, Lipman, M. and McFaul, M. (2001) “*Managed democracy’ in Russia: Putin and the
?lress", The Harvard Journal of Press/Politics, Vol. 6, No. 3, p.121.

Warshavchik, S. (2000) Deadline.ru, 22.09.2000.
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The state effort to get back the dominance over the media could be seen in
launching the major news website Rian.ru on 1 January 2001. It was supposed to be
jointly produced by RTR, Radio Rossii, Mayk and Golos Rossii, all of which were under
the state control.>> There were frequent rumours regarding growing Kremlin’s secret
funding of selected news media organisations.

At the beginning of Putin’s first presidency, many his critics expected that the
Kremlin would try regain control over all three nationwide television channels — RTR,
ORT and NTV. Whether this was Putin’s wish or not, all these TV channels became
strongly controlled by the government by 2004.

RTR has always been in the governmental property, and it took little effort to
make RTR to be even more loyal to the new leadership of Russia. Two other channels
were privately owned and it was more difficult to convert them to a state-run concern.
Nevertheless, this has been done in a short period of time.

As far as ORT is concerned, the presidential team succeeded in wresting it from
the hands of Berezovsky. Berezovsky, the major owner of ORT, was forced to leave
Russia after being charged with tax evasion and money laundering, and sold his 49 per
cent stake to an unknown investor, allowing the state to restore its full control over this
major TV company.

Vladimir Gusinsky, the head of NTV and Media-Most, is believed to have
encountered considerable pressure from the presidential administration. On 13 June 2000,
the Russian Prosecutor’s Office issued a sanction for his arrest. Gusinsky was accused of
fraud, committed during his purchase of a state-owned TV channel, and of the withdrawal
of the company’s mortgaged assets. Having spent three days in custody, he was
unexpectedly released after leaving a written undertaking not to leave the country.

Soon the criminal case against Gusinsky was suspended and he was allowed to go
abroad. In September 2000, it became known that this was caused by his agreement to

sell his Media-Most, along with NTV, to Gazprom, the richest Russian energy company.

** Smi.ru, 05.12.2000, (URL http://www.smi.ru/2000/12/05/976028386.html, consulted in December
2000).
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Thumann, Die Zeit analyst, claimed that Gusinsky was also required to “take care not to
discredit Russia’s leadership through the dissemination of unpleasant information.””

Although Putin often underlines his respect for freedom of the press, many media
companies found it suspicious that the Russian Prosecutor’s Office resumed the
investigation into Media-Most after Gusinsky had breached the above-mentioned
agreement with Gazprom, announced the deal void, and initiated new negotiations with
the company. Even though Vyacheslav Soltaganov, the head of the Federal Tax Police
Office, argued that the Prosecutor’s Office had enough evidence to prove Gusinsky’s
crime,”* it was not convincing for the Western audience.

Gusinsky was repeatedly summoned for interrogation and he decided to leave
Russia. After Russia’s request Gusinsky was placed on the wanted list of Interpol and
arrested by Spanish police on 12 December 2000. Russia asked to extradite Gusinsky,
and the Russian Prosecutor’s Office claimed that it provided the Court in Spain with all
required evidence to prove his guilt.

On the other hand, Gusinsky’s lawyers and supporters claimed that his case had
been politically motivated, and that the government of Russia attempted to take

Gusinsky’s media empire under control. Three month later, the Spanish Court decided

that allegations against Gusinsky had political motives behind them, and he was finally
freed on 17 March 2001.”

Despite this verdict, the conflict between Gusinsky’s Media-Most and Gazprom,
Russian gas monopoly, in which the Russian state is the biggest sharecholder, resulted in

Gazprom’s gain of the controlling stake in NTV. The former executives of NTV were
replaced by the managers approved by Gazprom.

The process of regaining the governmental control over Russia’s major TV
channels has been widely reported by the mass media both in Russia and abroad. Nikolay

Ulyanov, an observer of Strana.ru, has described it in such a way:

*> Thumann, M. (2000) Strana.ru, 17.11.2000.
** “Glava FCHP: ‘Spokoynie nochi dlia nashih kapitalistov konchilis’ [Head of FTPO: “The quiet nights

for our capitalists are over”], (URL http://lenta.ru/russia/2000/11/14/soltaganov/, consulted in November
2000).

*> Nevertheless, Gusinsky is likely to be arrested if he returns to Russia.
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Today Russia is witnessing a large-scale re-division of property in media space, mostly in its
television sector. This is explained, on the one hand, by the Kremlin’s desire to regain control over
the production complex, which was publicly owned in the former USSR, but ended up, in the
Yeltsin period, in the hands of several oligarchic groups, whose property rights were rather
dubious from the legal perspective.

The majority of the Russian population seems to look at media oligarchs with a bitter
hostility. For example, it is hardly possible to expect from an average Russian to be well disposed
to Gusinsky when his NTV run complementary interviews with Shamil Basayev, one of the
Chechen terrorists, who had butchered thousands of Russian servicemen and civilians, Putin

played on this sentiment during his presidential campaign, declaring that the oligarchs would be

“equidistant” from the authorities.*°

The increasing interest of the Russian state in the media can be illustrated by the
following. The Ministry of the Press and Information proposed to improve broadcasting
in Russia. According to newspaper Segodnia, the Ministry planned to recreate the state
broadcasting company Gosteleradio and then privatise a 49 per cent stake in this
company. Gosteleradio was supposed to be managed by the Council, which would consist
of the representatives of the president and municipal authorities. Another “public
council”, including members of the Duma, the Council of Federation, and prominent
representatives of arts and sciences, would be the “watchdog” of this corporation.

This project also suggested the establishment of the state company RTRC
(Russian TeleRadio Communication) which would unite all television stations in Russia
on the basis of Telecom Ostankino). Eighty-eight new regional broadcasting companies
would be established in Russia, each under an initial 100 per cent state ownership. Then
these companies would be privatised and 49 per cent would be sold out. In order to
contribute to the state policy, the broadcasting corporation was expected to coordinate its
programmes with higher executive authorities — i.e., the Ministry of the Press. It is not
clear, how much of this project came to be true. However, at the beginning of December
2000, Putin met Lesin, the Minister of the Press, and Leonid Reyman, the Minister of

Informatics and Communications, discussed these proposals, and agreed with many of

them.

*® Ulyanov, N. (2001) “Media market shake-up to restore public control over television”, Strana.ru,

11.01.2001, (URL http://eng.strana.ru/stories/2001/01/11/979217054/979226530.html, consulted in
November 2001).
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Apparently, Putin tries to diminish controversies of his policy by strengthening
thg state control over national television and promoting entire independence of the private
printed media and radio stations. However, even such a restricted dominance (if the
Russian state will impose state control only over TV channels) would mean a threat to the
freedom of speech. Ulyanov argues that the Soviet history showed that a state supervisor
of a television company would act as a censor seeking to present news in a way most
desirable for the authorities.”’ The next section aims to examine whether Putin’s policy

resulted in undermining the freedom of speech in Russia.

1.2.2.4. Does Putin’s Policy Abuse the Freedom of Speech?

Television propaganda is increasingly regarded as the most valuable résource for political
campaigns since television audiences are larger and the format of TV reports leaves a
smaller chance for the public to probe their accuracy. No wonder that some Western
politicians admit that “where voters are concerned ... one TV picture is worth 10,000
words.”® Television coverage is even more important in Russia because newspapers
become less affordable for a considerable part of the Russian population, while watching
TV broadcasts is free.”’ As the value of television’s propaganda is more significant than
that in the press, Putin’s policy caused growing fears of undermining freedom of speech
in Russia. This problem is widely debated in Russian society and is examined in depth in
this section.

Let us start with the events relating to NTV. Kiselyov, Gusinsky, and some
reporters of this TV company repeatedly emphasised that all action of Gazprom towards
NTYV is an attempt by the Russian state to gain control over the independent TV channel
which had different views in its coverage of some current state policies, in particular the
Chechen war. Mikhail Berger, the editor of the daily Segodnia, said the conflict around

NTV is “another phase of the war waged by the state and Gazprom, which have their own

*7 Ulyanov, N. (2001) “Media market shake-up to restore public control over television”, Strana.ru,

11.01.2001, (URL http://eng.strana.ru/stories/2001/01/11/979217054/979226530.html, consulted in
November 2001).

*® Tiffen, R. (1989) News and Power. Sydney: Allien & Unwin, p. 90
*> Russians do not need to buy TV licenses in order to watch main nationwide channels.
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interests here, against the TV company, which is not liked by the authonties and gets on
their nerves by being audacious and informative.” In his opinion, the conflict was “a
serious threat to the freedom of speech.”®

To some extent, such a viewpoint on the Gazprom-NTV conflict was supported
by some Russian and Western media companies. For example, The Los Angeles Times
wrote that the Russian State wanted to gain control of NTV in order to prevent the
broadcast of its anti-Kremlin perspective on current events.®'

Viktor Loshak, editor-in-chief of Moskovskiye Novosti, a popular Moscow
newspaper, argues that the authorities do not want to hear different opinions. He has
noted that there was no word regarding the media and the freedom of information in the

message of president Putin to the Federal Assembly. “But the paradox 1s that NTV
exactly repeated the statements made by the authorities - to listen and broadcast only
what is necessary and pleasant for itself,” Loshak said.®*

Some Russian politicians agree with this. Grigory Yavlinsky is one of them. The
Central Committee of his party Yabloko claimed that it would consider events around
NTV and other structures of Media-Most as a political action. According to the resolution
of this party, signed by Yavlinsky, Media-Most had become “‘a suitable target for the
state authorities to show their power, which helps to draw attention from the problem of
the inability of Russian law enforcement to combat real criminals and corruption.”
Yabloko accepted that NTV had financial difficulties. Nevertheless, Yabloko thought that
“if the only independent national TV channel is to be controlled by the Kremlin, Russia
will be thrown back to the era of the state TV monopoly.”® In other words, the set of

actions against NTV was regarded as a state attempt to undermine the freedom of the

press in Russia.

° Strana.ru, 06.04.2001, (URL http://russia.strana.ru/stories/2001/04/06/986548288/986557590.html,
consulted in April 2001).

°! (2001) “Besieged tycoon a symbol of Russia’s suppressed media”, Los Angeles Times - US Abstracts,
10.02.2001.

%2 Strana.ru, 6.04.2001, (URL http://russia.strana.ru/stories/2001/04/06/986548288/986557590.html,
consulted in June 2001).

®(2001) “Yabloko: ‘NTV presleduut po politicheskim motivam’” [Yabloko: “Prosecution of NTV is

politically motivated], Lenta.ru, 19.02.2001, (URL http://www.lenta.ru/most/2001/02/19/yabloko/,
consulted in February 2001).
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Sergey Markov, the director of the Institute for Political Studies, is to some extent
of a similar opinion. He feels that the NTV situation stems from the differences between
the political positions of the Kremlin and Gusinsky. Markov said: “NTV s ideology
contains two basic components: a radical orientation toward the West (something the
Kremlin might accept) and hatred for their own state (something the Kremlin will not put
up with, considering that it has adopted the 1deology of liberal patriotism).” According to
Markov, until 1999 “Gusinsky’s political views coincided with the Kremlin’s political
contract, and during that time the head of Media-Most was able to accumulate vast
resources and built a highly professional TV channel. However, when the lines of the
Kremlin and Gusinsky diverged, resources for a political contract were withheld from
him and, naturally, he ran up a fairly large amount of debt.”

However, the viewpoint that the NTV events in April 2001 have resulted from an
attempt by the Russian State to undermine freedom of the press has a great number of
opponents among many Russian officials, politicians and journalists (including even
some journalists of NTV). Some of them believe that this is only a personal conflict
between Gusinsky and Putin. For example, Igor Bunin, the director of the Centre of
Political Technologies, pointed out that both have “made a mistake: on the one hand, by
putting personal (interests) before state (interests), and on the other hand, by putting
personal interests before the interests of the company. And it was only at a later stage
when the conflict had already emerged that people, pursuing not quite immaterial
objectives, joined the conflict. As a result of this, a political conflict furned into a
commercial conflict and a conflict of interests.”®*

Many of the opponents have argued that the wide public talks around the decision
of NTV shareholder’s meeting should be explained by Gusinsky’s intention to sell his
stake in bankrupting NTV to ensure his personal welfare in the future. Still others have
emphasised that NTV rebel leaders were not afraid of crackdown of free speech. What
they really feared was an audit of their financial activity.

It 1s possible to note the comments of several chief editors of major Russian

newspapers on the situation at NTV, published by the daily Moskovsky Komsomolets on 6

“ Strana.ru, 5.04.2001, (URL
http://russia.strana.ru/stories/2001/04/05/986464403/986470043.html, consulted in May 2001).
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April 2001. Vladimir Sungorkin, editor-in-chief of Komsomolskaya Pravda, regarded the
protest actions and rallies as “a disgrace.” He said, “If the decision by the board of
directors was legitimate, the NTV staff should act in the framework of that decision.
Those who disagree have the right to get their discharge or appeal against that decision 1n

COlll't ”65

Sungorkin did not assess the situation as an attempt to strangle the freedom of the
press. “Our press is free. Many other media companies apart from NTV reported about
the President’s mistakes and about the Kursk tragedy. [...] I think that behind the actions
of the NTV staff is not a wish to ‘remain free’, but, on the contrary, a wish not to return

the loans to the tune of many millions, which, as is known, had been granted to the

journalists,” he said.®®

Anatoly Chubais, the CEO of UES Russia, claimed that Gazprom had legally
restored its owner’s right on NTV. He pointed out that the decision of the Court was legal
and final, and it should be accepted by the personnel of NTV. Chubais highlighted that
after such a verdict Gazprom could have acted even more bravely. Instead, Alfread Kokh,

the newly appointed head of Gazprom-Media, was rather accurate in assessment and

subsequent actions.®’

Gleb Pavlovsky, the head of the Foundation for Effective Politics, has expressed
his view that the journalists of NTV staged an act of protest either “to shore up the
positions of Vladimir Gusinsky or knock down the channel’s price under an arrangement
with its new owner.” He has not shared the view that the change of NTV’s leadership
poses a threat to the freedom of speech in Russia. All the talk is “simply a propaganda
thesis because we do not see where the threat actually is, and none of the channel’s new

leaders is talking about it.” Pavlovsky regards the situation over NTV as “a mixture of

business and politics since NTV is basically an institution for propaganda and agitation,

and therein lays its value, including its commercial value.”®®

°3 Strana.ru, 6.04.2001, (URL

lﬁlﬁttp://russia.strana.ru/stories/ZOO 1/04/06/986548288/986557590.html, consulted in June 2001)
Ibid.

7 Chubais, A. (2001) “Gazprom vosstanavlivaet na NTV svo1 prava” [Gazprom enforces its rights

regarding NTV], Strana.ru, 07.04.01, (URL

http://www.strana.ru/society/media/2001/04/07/986657014.html, consulted in July 2001).
® Strana.ru, 6.04.2001, (URL

http://russia.strana.ru/stories/2001/04/06/986548288/986557590.html, consulted in April 2001).
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The State Duma also was not particularly worried about undermining the freedom
of speech on NTV. Yavlinsky’s suggestion to discuss the problem of freedom of speech
was not approved. It was supported by 108 members of the Duma while 193 were against
it. One of them, Zhirinovsky, the leader of the Liberal-Democratic Party, was even more
critical of NTV. He wanted to discuss an issue of “responsibility of TV channels, in
particular of NTV, for the lie which this company has told to citizens.” Finally,
Zhinnovsky demanded to “close and bury NTV as soon as possible.” Valeriy
Komissarov, a presenter of RTR, described the viewpoint of the faction Edinstvo. He said
that NTV “has never been independent.”®

Putin’s approach to the media seems to be supported by the majority of the
Russian people. It can be illustrated by the findings of the public opinion poll carried out
by the ROMIR independent research centre on 26 March 2001. According to this poll,
there had been no change in the attitude of most Russians. 59.6 per cent agreed to Putin’s
activities as Russia’s president since 2001. 9.9 per cent of respondents said that they had
now taken a more negative view of the president. 56.5 per cent approved the president’s
action to promote law and order in Russia (individual security and the security of the state
as a whole, the fight against corruption and crime, and the improvement of living
standards) while 31.7 per cent said they held the opposite view.”

Another survey assessed public opinion regarding events with NTV. This survey

was conducted by ROMIR among 509 Muscovites over the age of 18 in April 2001.
According to this survey, a third of Moscow’s residents (31.1 per cent) viewed the NTV
events as a routine change of the company’s owners, 28.4 per cent of Muscovites
regarded these events as an attempt to undermine the freedom of speech in Russia, and
12.7 per cent of respondents thought that at NTV the state authorities were waging a war
against the journalist staff. In the opinion of 14.5 per cent, the events at NTV reflected a
confrontation between the public authorities and oligarchs, 6.9 per cent of the

respondents pointed out other reasons behind these events, and 6.4 per cent were

undecided.

® Strana.ru, 4.04.2001, (URL

http://www.strana.ru/society/media/2001/04/04/986378663.html, consulted in April
2001).

70 “Most Russians positively assess President Putin’s activities”, Strana.ru, 20.03.01, (URL
http://russia.strana.ru/politics/elections/2001/03/20/985103887.html, consulted in March 200 1).
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The results of another poll conducted by the same agency indicated that 41.8 per
cent of Muscovites believed that NTV journalists had launched their protest action
because they wanted to uphold their own interests, 24.7 per cent of the respondents
thought that the journalists had intended to defend the freedom of speech in Russia, and
16 per cent pointed out that the protest had aimed to protect the interests of TV audience.
6.4 per cent of the respondents argued that this action had been in favour of Gusinsky, the
former owner of the TV channel, 4.6 per cent gave other answers, and 6.1 per cent were
undecided. Every third Muscovite viewed the events at NTV as a routine change of the
company’s ownership.’!

Does Putin’s policy towards the media constitute state intervention or not?
Despite evidence of the state pressure on the media, a point of view that the Russian mass
media has become completely controlled by the state does not look accurate. The Russian
media continues to be under control of various political and business groups. These
political groups attempt to use the news media in order to form opposition to Putin’s
policy. It can be illustrated by many examples.

One of the most remarkable examples is the publication of several articles
criticising the policy of the president in almost all leading Russian newspapers on 28
November 2000. Nezavisimaia Gazeta, Segodnia, Versia, Izvestia and NTV made public
a programme of Putin’s opposition, which involved several governors and a few members
of the State Duma. These articles criticised the Presidential Administration, the Russian
government, and the leadership of the political party Edinstvo."

Also, it is evident that the Russian mass media is used as a means of political
confrontation among politicians. In this confrontation the Russian news media reveals
many unchecked and inaccurate information and rumours. The number of articles with
rumours 1s so significant that special indices of rumours published in Moscow
newspapers are being calculated. Index of Rumours estimates the rate of rumours
published in Moscow newspapers, and Index of Corrections shows how many corrections

to the rumours published before have been made.

"l Strana.ru, 5.04.2001, (URL

http://russia.strana.ru/stories/2001/04/05/986464403/986478683.html, consulted in April 2001).

" Pavlovsky, G. (2000) “Ataka na Putina i putinskiy kurs” [ An attack on Putin and Putin’s policy],
Strana.ru, 28.11.2000, (URL http://www.strana.ru/stories/2000/11/28/975419774/975428951 .html,
consulted in November 2000).
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For example, rumours on 14 March 2001 implied that Berezovsky gained the full
control over TV-6 and the newspaper Kommersant, and that he was intended to sell his
Nezavisimaia Gazeta [the Independent] for nearly US$ 10 million. Also, it was claimed
that Berezovsky decided to establish a few welfare funds to provide aid for Russian-
speakers in some of the countries of the CIS. There was a note that the Berezovsky’s
partner Badri Patarkatsishvili, who used to be a manager of ORT, had been appointed as
the state secretary of Georgia.”

Does this mean that the Russian state does not intend to intervene into the mass
media? Does this mean that the media in Russian are completely independent from the
state? I shall argue that this is not true. Above-mentioned events relating to NTV, as well
as many other strange events surrounding other subsidiaries of Media-Most, do not prove
that there is a state intervention if they are considered separately. Nevertheless, if one
takes a look at all the series of “strange” events surrounding Media-Most and some other
media companies in Russia, he should conclude that there are too many of them to be
incidental.

Isn’t it strange that the Spain’s Court did not find the evidence presented by the
Russian Prosecutor’s Office sufficient enough to consider Gusinsky as a criminal and to
extradite him to Russia? Isn’t it strange that the United States and Greece have the same
opinion on this issue? Savik Shuster, the chief of radio Svoboda in Moscow, stated that
Putin has absolutely no idea what is the real freedom of speech. He argued that the
Russian state attempted to control television, NTV being the last island of freedom of the
press. “What will happen with the others — it is a question,” he said.” Shuster was soon
fired from his post of the chief of the radio.

It is reported that Marina Lelevyvi, a Channel 2 reporter, was assigned to

interview Ludmila Putina, Putin’s wife. Before the meeting the journalist submitted

™ Mochenov, A., Nikulin, S. and Vorontsov, D. (2001) “Slukhi i Oproverzhenia” [Rumours and
corrections], 14.03.2001, (URL http://www.smi.ru/2001/03/14/984580983.html, consulted in March 2000).

7 (2001) “Savik Shuster: Putin ne ponimaet, chto takoe svoboda slova” [Putin does not understand what the
freedom of speech is about], Radio Ekho Moscow and Lenta.ru, 08.02.2001, (URL
http://www.lenta.ru/most/2001/02/08/shuster/, consulted in February 2001).
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questions, but she asked a couple of her own during the interview. Such an initiative was
punished: the videotape was destroyed and barred from broadcast.’

The Press Club, a popular TV talk show on Channel 2, i1s another example. It was
one of the first live shows in which members of the Duma, politicians and journalists
could discuss important weekly events. After the tragedy with the submarine Kursk, this
show started to be taped before broadcasting and censored. Yevgenia Albats, who
participated in that show, said she was stunned to see the final version: it was severely
edited with respect to any critique of President Putin. The following shows were even

more radically scrutinised. Albats claimed,

Statements by participants were not just edited, but the whole course of the discussion - in pure
Soviet style - was altered by changing the sequence. Viewers were unaware that they were seeing

an edited version of a studio debate which had been taped a few days earlier: a running line of

supposed pager and email messages from “‘viewers’ aims to convince them that the show is going
6

out live.’

Izvestia, the privately owned national daily, published several articles criticising
Putin’s move to reinstate the old Soviet anthem. The following week the Kremlin’s
Management Department filed a lawsuit disputing the legality of the dubious privatisation
deal over the editorial office of this newspaper back in the mid-90s.”’

During the conflict between NTV and Gazprom some programmes moved from
NTV to TNT. The next day, TNT was accused of tax evasion. All of the events
mentioned above were sufficient for Albats to draw a conclusion that freedom of the
press in Russia is over and we are “watching its sunset with no hope of living long
enough to see that freedom return.”’”® In any case, the current relationship between the
state and the media is different from compared to the later stages of Yeltsin’s era. The
mass media in Russia has become less independent from the state.

It does not necessarily mean that officials force the media to do what they want. In

fact, the government does not need to intervene into policies of the media. The case of

" Albats, Y. (2001) “Cry for Russia’s lost press liberty: Now ‘managed democracy’ is replacing freedom of
expression”, The Guardian, 11.05.2001
76 11.:
Ibid.
"7 Tbid.
" Ibid.
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Media-Most has been a good example for the other media organisations what could
happen to them, if they “mistakenly” report some of the political events. The editors and
staff of the Russian media companies are able to draw conclusions in order to avoid
encountering similar problems. In other words, they are expected to understand what
could fit the authorities’ view.

It should be noted that the Russian editors and other senior officials understand
authorities’ preferences well. Georgiy Vachnadze noted this while analysing the
development of the Russian mass media from Gorbachev to Yeltsin.”” Another case in
point is provided by the launch and closure of the website Kogot, which published several
negative stories regarding Russian leading politicians. Even before the call from law

enforcement officers, the Internet provider FreeNet, which embodied the server

People.weekend.ru, the host of the website, decided to suspend access to the server.>’

This can also be illustrated by the above-mentioned example with the daily
Izvestia. After the Kremlin’s Management Department disputed the legality of Izvestia
building’s privatisation, the editors of this newspaper became very sensitive to political
issues. An article which described teenagers’ bitter resistance to the new anthem was
eliminated. The lawsuit by the Kremlin was suspended, but not withdrawn - just 1n case 1f
this newspaper would make another wrong move in the coverage of Kremlin policies.

To sum up the discussion about the freedom of speech in Russia, let us refer to

Putin’s words at the beginning of his presidency regarding his policy towards the media.
He said:

Unfortunately, it has not been yet possible to develop the precise democratic rules that guarantee
real independence of “the fourth estate”. I want to emphasise the word real. Journalistic freedom
has turned in an instrument used by politicians and the largest financial groups in confrontation
between them [...] Censorship and intervention in activity of the mass media are forbidden by law.
We strictly adhere to this principle. However, censorship cannot be exclusively state censorship,
and intervention - cannot be only administrative. The economic inefficiency of a considerable part
of media companies makes them dependent on commercial and political interests of their owners

and sponsors. This allows them to use the media for demolishing competitors, and even to

P Vachnadze, G.N. (1992) Secrets of Journalism in Russia: Mass Media under Gorbachev and Yeltsin.
Commack, N.Y.: Nova Science Publishers.
"0 URL http://inter.net.ru/13/37.html, consulted in March 2003.
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transform them into a means of mass disinformation, in a means of fight against the state.

Therefore, we are obliged to guarantee journalists real, instead of ostentatious, freedom. We have

to create legal and economic conditions for civilised information business in our country.®*

It should be concluded, though, that if that really was Putin’s aim, it has been reached
neither in the issue of freedom of speech nor in providing legal and economic conditions

for the independence of news media yet.*

1.3. Significance and the Role of the Russian Mass Media

The final section of this chapter aims to examine the role of the Russian mass media over
the last two decades. For this purpose it is essential to assess the nature of the later Soviet
and post-Soviet society. In order to do so, I analyse some notes which was made in this
respect by some Russian and Western scholars and explain my viewpoint.

It was argued that the Soviet Union was a partly modernised country. Although it
had some features of modemn societies such as intense use of the media, they did not play
a major role and were not able to promote further development. The pre-modern mode of
economic relations continued to dominate all key processes. New modernization attempts
failed because of the under-development of Russia. Instead, this failure strengthened the
significance of the traditional mode of production. The mass media made a very
significant impact on the collapse of the Soviet Union and its economic power.

This approach looks very promising and it has its supporters. However, from my
point of view, it is a simplistic viewpoint, which causes many problems in understanding
many Russian processes and distorts an accurate assessment of the role of the media. 1

agree that Russia maintained a lot of its pre-modern features, but at the same time it had a

great deal of post-modern characteristics. I argue that Russia during the late Soviet and

*! Putin, V. (2000) Gosudarstvo Rossia, Put k Effektivnomu Gosudarstvu [Russia’s state: Towards an
effective state], Putin’s address to the Federal Council, 8.07.2000, (URL http://www.nns.rw/Elect-
8929/chron99/2000/07/08.hun1, consulted on September 2005).

More information about Putin and his policy towards the media can be found in Lipman, M. And
McFaul, M. (2003) “Putin and the media”, in Herspring, D. (ed.) Putin’s Russia: Past Imperfect, Future
Uncertain. Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers Inc, pp. 63-84.

* Pietilainen, J. (2002) The Regional Newspaper in Post-Soviet Russia: Society, Press and Journalism in
the Repubic of Karelia 1985-2001. Tampere University Press, p. 17.
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post-Soviet period should be regarded as a society with pre-modern, modern, and post-
modern features. The relevance of post-modern theories for Russia has already been
discussed by several researchers.®* I intend to contribute to the discussion.

Let us outline fundamentals of modernity and post-modernity. The development
of modern societies began in European urban centres in the late Middle Ages. Modemn
societies are associated with capitalism as well as with developed political institutions, in
which nation-state played the most important role. The nation states centralised the
system of taxation and concentrated military power. Knowledge and information became
very important and it encouraged the development of mass communications. The news
media was a very important element of modern societies because it connected their

members and serves as the most reliable source of information.®’

Modernity encountered serious crisis at the end of 20" century. The role of
nation-states was considerably undermined by the process of globalisation. Legitimacy
and significance of political institutions and democratic values continue to decline.’® The
post-modern society regarded networks as a more efficient mode of socio-economic
organisation. Mikko Lagerspets confirmed it by saying that in post-modern society
loyalties are based on “particularism, fragmenting the society into potentially contlicting
networks or post-modern tribes.”®’

It should be noted that the efficiency of networks was understood in Soviet Russia
a long time ago. The late Soviet society was fragmented and resembled a system of
networks. These networks consisted of representatives of different social, political and

economic institutions and served as a very important medium, which to some extent

diminished many deficiencies of the command economy and facilitated economic and

* Kirkow, P. (1998) Russia’s Provinces: Authoritarian Transformation versus Local Autonomy?
Houndmills &London: Macmillan, p. 9, Offe, K. (1996) Varieties of Transition, Cambridge: Polity Press, p.

137, 138, Pietilainen, The Regional Newspaper in Post-Soviet Russia: Society, Press and Journalism in the
Repubic of Karelia 1985-2001, pp. 46-49.

85 Thompson, J. (1995) The Media and Modernity: A Social Theory of the Media. Cambridge: Polity Press,
pp. 44-52; Pietilainen, The Regional Newspaper in Post-Soviet Russia: Society, Press and Journalism in the
Repubic of Karelia 1985-2001, p. 23.

* Castells, M. (2004) Politics and Power in the Network Society. Presentation at the London School of
Economics, 18.03.2004.

*’ Lagerspetz, M. (2001) “From ‘parallel polis® to ‘the time of the tribes’: Post-socielaism, social self-
organiszation and post-modemity”, Journal of Communist Studies and Transition Politics, No. 17, p. 11;
Pietilainen, J. (2002) The Regional Newspaper in Post-Soviet Russia: Society, Press and Journalism in the
Repubic of Karelia 1985-2001, Tampere University Press, p. 17.
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information exchange.®® The importance of the networks even increased after the collapse
of the Soviet Union. This is to say that Russia in the late Soviet and post-Soviet periods
had some features of post-modernity.

These post-modern features made an impact on the transformation of the Russian
media system. Let us illustrate this by the history of Media-Most.*” It is known that
Gusinsky decided to be involved in the media business and established this largest private
media syndicate.”’ The most important question arises as to how Gusinsky managed to
find the money for this huge investment project. The Russian Prosecutor’s Office argues
that he used “dirty money.” According to the prosecutors, Gusinsky’s Media-Most and
some of its subsidiaries had many billions of losses and debts that far exceeded their
assets. In these circumstances, Gusinsky, according to Russia’s laws, had to take a
decision on liquidating his companies. Instead, he, along with his colleagues, took a loan
of over US$ 300 million on the security of non-existent assets, which is a criminal
offence.

Gusinsky borrowed US$ 300 million from Gazprom, the leading Russian gas
company, to establish his media empire. The scheme loan — trade — return of credit 1s
normal in market economies. However, it is unclear how Gusinsky managed to get a loan
in Russia when there was a significant shortage of “hard”” money in its economy. Second,
1t 1s unclear how he managed to take such a big loan? And only after this should it be
asked: How did he manage to take the loan “on the security of non-existent assets”?

In order to answer these questions, we have to return to Communist Russia.
Although the Communist leadership underlined its strategy towards a classless society,
there was a ruling class in the Soviet Russia. This group was called the nomenclature, and
it could be viewed as the network connecting power elites in the Soviet Union.

Researchers have not paid enough attention to the study of the force that kept

members of the nomenclature together. However, it is important to outline the

*® Ledeneva, A.V. (1998) Russia’s Economy of Favours: Blat, Networking and Informal Exchange.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
:Z Lipman, McFaul, ““Managed democracy’ in Russia: Putin and the press”, p. 118.

Although Gusinsky now presents himself as a defender of the freedom of speech in Russia, it seems that
he invested in the mass media only as one of many possible ways of making money. In 1992, Gusinsky was
the president of Most Bank and tried to create a rather multidimensional corporation. He was interested in

the construction industry and tried to establish ties with Luzhkov’s son. Gusinsky seemed to realise the
importance of advertising and hoped for long-term advantages for his business projects.
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mechanism, without which this multi-selective machine would have been dead. This
mechanism can be called benefit exchange (or bargain network). It involved officials and
senior managers those who controlled the production of some valuable goods or services
and exchanged a part of them between each other. This exchange was informal and not
entirely equal since it was very difficult to compare goods and services in the non-market
environment.

This system penetrated all Soviet society — from the Ministers to the senior
managers. The top of this network was often called the Soviet Mafia. On the level of
senior managers and executives, this system was called Blat’! The system compensated a
shortage of necessary goods and resources in the “deficit” economy, the economy where
there 1s a considerable misbalance of supply and demand.

As the Soviet economy was extremely centralised and inefficient, the task of
getting essential goods or equipment demanded considerable effort and time. However,
there was a way to avoid the difficulties. Some enterprises could exchange part of their
output for other goods or resources that were necessary for them. Executives of the
enterprises (nomenclature) later used this mechanism in order to increase their standard
of living.

During Yeltsin’s presidency, this mechanism remained popular amongst
politicians and businessmen. Yeltsin, when he felt that he was missing popular support
due to difficulties of the policy of “shock therapy”, asked powerful moguls, or the
oligarchs, for their financial support. In return, these people were regarded as Yeltsin’s
friends and might have counted on state resources in case they need financing for their
business projects. And this was regarded as a normal deal (at least in this network).

It was this organisation of the post-Soviet Russia that allowed Gusinsky to receive
his loan from Gazprom and to establish the first private media syndicate in Russia. After
that it took NTV only a couple of years to become one of the biggest Russian TV
channels. This example illustrates that the current Russian media structure was recreated

through the use of post-modern features and it itself has become an important element of

the power network.

°! Ledeneva, Russia’s Economy of F ‘favours: Blat, Networking and Informal Exchange.

62



1.4. Conclusion

This chapter has explored the history of the Soviet and Russian media since 1917.
Transformation of relationships between the state and media organisations during
different periods of Soviet and post-Soviet Russia has been examined, and the structure
of the news media has been introduced.

[ have shown that the Russian mass media was controlled by public authorities
and by the Communist Party for the most part of the Soviet period. After considerable
political changes in the Soviet Union, the role and the impact of the media increased
enormously. During the Yeltsin era many media organisations were privatised. Without
state subsidies, however, many of them encountered severe financial difficulties and
became dependent on powerful corporations and oligarchs.

The trend of the growing independence of the media from the state was reversed
when Putin came to power. Although events relating to major Russian TV channels NTV
and TV-6 seem to have been caused by commercial conflicts, the whole series of the
events shows that the time of the entire independence of the Russian mass media from the

state 1S over.

In this chapter I have argued that the role of news media in post-Soviet Russia
could not be assessed properly without an understanding of the nature of the relationship

between the state, business and the public in the Soviet and post-Soviet society. Business
and political transactions in Russia are greatly mediated by power networks, which

continue to play a more significant role than social institutions. This is explained in more

detail 1n the next chapter, which examines Russian organised crime.
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Chapter 2

Russian Organised Crime: Towards a Definition

The spread of organised crime is one of the most serious problems of the Russian
Federation. Handelman, the author of a noteworthy book on Russian organised crime, has
given the following description of the situation: “there seemed to be more gangsters in
the country than policemen. One out of four crimes in 1992 was committed by criminal
gangs in 1993,

The extent of Russian organised crime can be illustrated by the following
statistics. In 1994 organised crime was reported to control about 40 per cent of the
Russian gross domestic product. Overall it encompassed 41,000 economic entities,
including 500 joint ventures, 550 banks, and 1,500 state enterprises. Criminal groups
created nearly 700 legal financial and commercial firms for the purpose of money
laundering.” The situation did not improve in 1997. It was estimated that 50 per cent of
banks and 80 per cent of joint ventures had criminal connections.™

The problem of organised crime was in spotlight during various phases of Russian
history. Stalin, Khrushchev, Brezhnev, Andropov, Gorbachev, Yeltsin and Putin drew
attention to the task of tackling organised crime. Many of the western experts, politicians
and economists also point out that Russian organised crime does not allow Russia to
implement economic reforms successfully.

What is Russian organised crime? This chapter attempts to answer this question.
Its purpose is to describe the history of organised crime in Soviet and post-Soviet Russta.
First, it is important to explain what is considered as “organised crime”. It is essential
because there are several definitions of organised crime. The first comprehensive
definition of organised crime was given by the American Congress in 1968, which

viewed organised crime as “the unlawful activities of the members of a highly organised,

disctplined association engaged in supplying illegal goods and services, including, but not

& Handelman, S. (1995) Comrade Criminal: Russia’s New Mafia. New Heaven: Yale University Press.

» Ryan, P. and Rush, G. (1997) Understanding Organised Crime in Global Perspective, London: Sage, p.
189.

% Izvestia, 18.02.1997.
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limited to, gambling, prostitution, loan sharking, narcotics, racketeering and other
unlawful activities.””>

The definition of organised crime has been changed many times since then. Now
the Columbia Encyclopedia defines organised crime as “criminal activities organised and
co-ordinated on a national scale, often with international connections. [...] Firmly rooted
in the social structure, it [organised crime] is protected by corrupt politicians and law
enforcement officers, and legal advice; it profits from such activities as gambling,
prostitution, and the illicit use of narcotics.””®

It should be noticed that the definition of organised crime accepted by Russian
Law differs from that in Western countries. The main point of contradiction is the
concept “organised”. While American criminologists use this term to describe the whole
system of illegal ties, which may spread to national and international levels, the Russian
police regard organised crime as a criminal action of two and more individuals.

It could be argued that there is no significant difference between both approaches.
Small crime groups are connected with larger and more powerful crime syndicates. Types
and areas of criminal activities are controlled by higher criminal authorities.
Consequently, it is possible to find a definition that to some extent combines both
approaches. In my opinion, the best definition is given by Larry Siegel in his book
Criminology Theories, Patterns, and Typologies. He has defined organised crime as “a
conspiratorial actuate, involving the co-ordination of numerous persons in the planning
and execution of illegal acts or in the pursuit of a legitimate objective by unlawful
means.”’ This definition is used in this thesis.

Second, it would be a mistake to view Russian organised crime as a lasting
monolithic social phenomenon. I argue that it is rather a mixture of networks made of
different types of criminal groups. Each of these types has its own methods, history and
traditions. The first type is vori v zakone [thieves in law]. Thieves in law emerged during

Stalin’s era. This powerful criminal type has its structure, behaviour code, and rituals, I

name the second type illegal entrepreneurs. This type encompasses entrepreneurs whose

°> Lyman, D. M. and Potter, W. G. (1997) Organised Crime. Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall, p. 15.
% The Columbia Encyclopaedia, Edition 5, (1993) p. 27654, (URL http://webl.infotrac-
college.com/wadsworth/session/121/747/1043541/7'xm_2&bkm_7, consulted in March 2000).

7 Siegel, L. (1998) Criminology Theories, Patterns, and Typologies, Sixth edition. West/Wadsworth
Publishing Company, p. 362.
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economic activity is illegal. The most known representatives of this type were called
tshekhoviki. The administrative Mafia is another significant part of Russian organised
crime that has existed in the one or another form during the considered period. Finally,
bandits - it is a relatively new criminal phenomenon in Russian history. Nevertheless,
they have quickly become one of the dominant powers in Russia.

This chapter describes each of these four types of organised crime and analyses
their features, structure, significance and development. The best alternative would be to
represent the stages of the development of Russian organised crime in accordance with
the changes of Soviet and Russian leadership. At first glance, this looks as a very
reasonable choice because changes in Russian governmental policies significantly
affected the features of Russian organised crime. However, the history of the organised
crime in Soviet and post-Soviet Russia can be seen as an interaction of all mentioned
above types of the criminal underworld: how these criminal cultures coexist, cooperate,
and fight with each other. In other words, this case would include a similar description of
relations among criminal groups, but such an explanation would have been less focused
and more difficult for a reader without an essential knowledge of Russian professional
crime. That is why this option has been rejected. The chosen structure lacks the above-

mentioned problems and to some extent follows the main trend of major developments of

Russian organised crime.

2.1. Vori-v-Zakone [Thieves in Law]

Russian scholars define a vor-v-zakone [thief in law] as “professional criminal, the
recognized leader of the criminal world and an active ideologist of a criminal way of life
and morals, who has experience of anti-state activities.””® Thieves in law formed a society

that resembles more known secret criminal cultures as the Sicilian Mafia, the Neapolitan

Camorra, and Japanese Yakuza.

” Glazov, Y. (1985) “Thieves in the USSR as a social phenomenon”, The Russian Mind since Stalin’s
Death. Dordrecht, Boston: D.Reidell Pub Co.
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This thieves’ organization was observed and described by some of the dissidents-
convicts of the Soviet labour camps such as Dmitry Likhachev”” and Alexander
Solzhenitsin.'” It seems to have been more durable than the Soviet system; the Soviet
empire collapsed, but the society of Vori -v-Zakone continues to be one of the most
powerful groups in contemporary Russia. This section examines the main features of this
type of organised crime and briefly describes its history.

Thieves in Law originated in the labour camps at the beginning of the Stalin’s era
(the late 1920s). Like many other social groups that live in a closed space such as
ordinary convicts or sailors, vori had their own signs that distinguished them from the
others. They had their own dress code.'”! They also had their own language (fenia),
which is thought to emerge out of nineteenth century criminal slang.'®* Thieves in law
covered their bodies with various tattoos that allowed them to recognise one another. The
most typical thief’s tattoo was a heart pierced by a dagger.!? Vori sought a monopoly of
the usage of their tattoo design. If a non-vor wore a vorovskaia tattoo, he risked being
punished by death.'®*

The key features that distinguished the thieves from the other groups and allowed
them to form a society that headed the criminal underworld of Russia were their own
code of behaviour, a special ritual for initiation of new members, and the vorovskie
“courts.”’ > During initiation a group of hardened criminals decided whether a particular
person might be granted membership of this society. This permission could be granted
only if they considered that the behaviour of the candidate was directly associated with
the principles of the society of thieves in law. If so, the candidate became a member of
the society. He was formally given a nickname (klichka) that was different from the

previous one signifying that the criminal was starting a different life.

* Likhavchev, D.S. (1935) “Cherty pervobitnogo primitivizma vorovskoy rechi, Iazyk i mishlenie”

;OEOIements of primitivism in theves’ speech], Proceedings of the USSR Academy of Science, I1I-1V
Solnzhenitsin, A. (1978) Gulag Archipelago 1918-1956: An Experience of Literary Investigation,

London: Collins & Harvill Press.

%! Glazov, “Thieves in the USSR as a social phenomenon”.

%2 Chalidze, V. (1977) Criminal Russia: Essays on Crime in the Soviet Union. N.Y., p. 57.

103 Gamayunov (1995) “Thieves in Law: Devils dressed as Robin Hood”, The Moscow Times, 11.01.199J.

'% Bronnikov, A.G. (1996) Tatuirovki u Prestupnikov v Rossii [Tatto of Criminals in Russia]. Perm.

'% Varese, F. (1998) “The Society of Vory v Zakone”, Cahiers du Monde Russe, p. 516, 517.
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There was a strict code of interaction of vori-v-zakone with each other. They
were supposed to respect one another and avoid conflicts. It was prohibited for a thief to
“raise his hand against another thief.”'% Violence without the sanction of a vorovskoy
“court” was forbidden.'®” Thieves were required to support each other and to be honest
with other members of the community. In addition, the thieves in law would have had to
share all that they had with the other representatives of this society.

The interaction of the thieves in law with the outside world was also regulated by
this code of behaviour. In short, the thieves were supposed to restrict their external links,
in particular their political activities. Consequently, any sort of activities that were
recommended by the Soviet state, including serving in the army and being a member of
Young Communist Unions (pioneer or comsomolets), was prohibited.

Thieves’ main responsibilities were as follows. A thief in law was supposed to:
e acquire a leading role in the camps;
e rule over criminals according to the vori rules;

o scarch for recruits;'®

e actively participate in the life of thieves’ communities;

e live on money obtained only by criminal means (he should not work),
e promote “thieves’” traditions and rituals;

e beresponsible to the criminal community;

109

e collect money for the communal fund (obshak) ™ and supervise its spending;

e care for fellow thieves;
e follow instructions of thieves’ meetings (shkodok); and,
e avoid any cooperation with the state agencies.

There were a number of older rules. A thiefin law could not have a family and

come into any contact with law enforcement agencies. Also, he was supposed to live on

only these monies which were obtained by him personally. HO

1% Ihid.
%7 1bid.
'% Ibid., p. 520

'"> Obshchak, the communal fund to support the activity of the society of thieves in law, bribe state officials
and to aid the families of the other members of the community while they are in prison. Money of this fund
were collected both by extortion from inmates and contributions from outside.
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There was no direct leader in the group of thieves in law. Skhodka (a thieves’

meeting) was the main authority, resolving all conflicts and problems of the society. Any

thief in law could call for a new meeting.'"’

The society of “thieves in law’ has a long history. It 1s reported that some
organised groups of professional pickpockets emerged in the imperial (tsarist) Russia.
They skilfully adapted to the Soviet reality. After developing a sophisticated and
advanced scheme of criminal activities and rituals, they headed Russia’s criminal world
in the 1920s-1930s. Since that time they were referred to as to the “thieves in law.”

The influence of thieves in law became so significant in the 1920s-1930s, that
authorities of labour camps (Gulag) started to intensively involve thieves in law in
suppressing the ideological opponents of the communists (Bolsheviks) in camps and
prisons. This cooperation allowed the thieves to quickly leave the camps and to return to
their criminal activities. In fact, the Gulag itself was considered as the crucial factor that

determined the spread of the thieves’ rituals and the elevation of thieves in law 1n

society.'!?

In the 1940s-50s the thieves in law became so influential that the Russian state
began to fight against the former ally. This period of time is known as suchya voina
[bitches’ war]. The intention of camp’s authorities to undermine the power of thieves in
law was strengthened by the rise of the power of anti-thieves groups in labour camps in
the end of the 1950s. These groups consisted of the inmates that had essential military
training and were well prepared for violence. Camps’ authorities often cooperated with
such criminal groups (which were called suki) and used them as an ally in the fight
against thieves.

Valeriy Shalamov has described one of the episodes of this war. Korol, the leader
of suk, was chosen by the prison supervisors to undermine the influence of thieves. For
this purpose, in one of the transit prisons in Vanino all inmates were lined up and forced

to strip. It was not a problem to recognize thieves because of their tattoos. The thieves

"% Razinkin, V.S. (1995) Vori v Zakone i Prestupnie Klani [Thieves in law and criminal syndicates).
Moskva, p. 26.

' Gurov, AL (1995) Krasnaya Mafia [The Red Mafia]. Kommrcheskiy Vestnik, p. 115.
12 yarese, F. (1998) “The society of Vory v Zakone”, Cahiers du Monde Russe, p. 526.
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were required to choose between a rejection of their rituals or death. Many of the thieves
decided to follow their traditions and were killed.'"?

Santerre noted another similar case in a camp of the Infa region. There were 50
suk and 100 thieves in this camp. The camp’s authorities did not directly intervene in the
conflict between them. However they allowed only the suki to carry their weapons. It was
the last day for the majority of the thieves.'*

As a result of this anti-thieves strategy, the population of the thieves in law
decreased dramatically at the beginning of the 1960s. If, according to Gurov, there were
about 300 thieves in law in Soviet prisons by the mid-fifties, it is estimated that only 3 per
cent of them remained by the end of the 1950s. The others either renounced the criminal
profession or were isolated from the other prisoners.

When Khrushchev was elected the General Secretary of the CPSU, the Soviet
government took the position that any organised crime was a product of a capitalist
system and could not exist in the Soviet Union. The slogan of the total eradication of
criminality in the USSR and a victory over organised crime were declared. As a result,
when the KGB and military personnel tried to report about such activities they often were
told that there was no organised crime in the Soviet Union.

Even the word thief in law almost disappeared from the departmental

documentation. All types of organised crime were combined into a single article

115

concemning banditism' *° of the new Criminal Code in 1960. As a matter of practice, Local

law enforcement agencies applied this article very rarely. If they intended to use it, they
were supposed to inform the higher authorities by a special note. The central authorities
investigated how the local law enforcement agencies allowed the organised crime groups
to appear. As a result, the agencies themselves were frequently punished. To avoid such a
situation they preferred to enforce laws against less serious crimes such as robbery. This
encouraged a new rise of thieves in law.

Therefore, the viewpoint that thieves in law were almost extinguished in those
years is not accurate. On the contrary, it is possible to find some evidence that during a

long period of Brezhnev’s rule, thieves in law co-operated (if this word can be used for

''* Shalamov, V. (1978) Kolimskie Rasskazy [Kolima Stories]. London: Overseas Publications Interchange.
"4 Varese, F. (1998) “The Society of Vory v Zakone”, Cahiers du Monde Russe, p. 529.
'Y Article 77 of the Criminal Code of the Russian Federation.
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describing such a relationship) with black market entrepreneurs. ' The entrepreneurs
(tsekhoviki) were supposed to pay the thieves in law 10-15 per cent of their profit for
protection in order to avoid further intrusion into their activities.'!”

This form of cooperation between tcekhoviki and thieves in law was enhanced
after Gorbachev’s election as General Secretary of the CPSU. He allowed the legalisation
of the majority of previously illegal economic activities. As a result of this, the number of
private enterprises in the Soviet Union increased significantly. For the most part, they
were notably defenceless against extortion by criminal groups, some of which were
headed by thieves in law. Most entrepreneurs were forced to pay a tribute in order to
avoid penalties such as arson or killings. For example, Georgian thieves in law controlled
Tokobank,''® and Shura Zakhar, a thief in law, owned shares of the commercial firm
Interros.'!” Some thieves in law themselves became successful entrepreneurs. According
to Handelman, “by the late 1980 some of the most successful wheelers and dealers of the
perestroika era were former thieves, who had repudiated their origin, and thekhoviki,
owners of underground factories.”'*’

When Yeltsin was elected President of Russia in 1991, he launched a large
programme of privatisation. As a result of this programme, some Russia’s powerful or
rich individuals and social groups instantly become the owners of valuable property and
enterprises. Given that the above-mentioned activities provided considerable income for
thieves in law, it is not surprising that many of them acquired a significant part of
Russia’s firms and property. After that, the social status of thieves in law notably
increased. They have divided the territory of Russia in terms of controlling legal and

illegal enterprises and are now regarded as the most influential persons in several Russian

regions and in Moscow.

"' This group is examined in depth in the second section and the ground of such a cooperation is analysed
in the fourth section of this chapter.

"7 Ulibin, K.A. (1991) “Domisli i fakti o kooperatsii i tenevoy ekonomike” [Rumors and facts regarding
the black economy], Tenevaia Ekonomika [The black economy], Moskva.

% «“Zemliaki zemliaka” [Neighbours of a neighbour], Rossiyskaia Gazeta, 22.03.94.
' Izvestiya, 08.04.1994.

'*9 Handelman, Comrade Criminal: Russia’s New Mafia, p. 42.
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2.2. lllegal Entrepreneurs

This section describes entrepreneurs who were involved in a set of economic activities
that were considered by Soviet law as illegal. It is worth mentioning that most of such

criminal activity was legitimate practice in the West. William Clark notes that: “the

Soviet crime of speculation, a serious transgression punishable in extreme cases by death,

involved in many cases little more than the everyday activity of retailers in the United
States; the procurement and re-selling of goods and/or services with a view towards the
acquisition of profit.”'*! In fact, such activity represented a less formal and more
traditional way of providing goods and services.

However, this behaviour was not appropriate according to the communist

ideology. Consequently the problem of what to do about such illegal economic activities

arose immediately after the October Revolution. On 22 July 1918, Lenin signed a decree

on combating speculation. This decree prescribed severe punishment (up to ten years of

the work in labour camps and the confiscation of personal property) for such activities.

Furthermore, such crimes were supposed to be persecuted by Chrezvychainaia
Komissia, or CheKa (The All Russian Extraordinary Commission for Combating
Counter-revolution and Sabotage). This powerful organization, a predecessor of KGB,
was created on 7 December 1917 in order to fight the political enemies of Bolsheviks.
The CheKa was given permission to use various methods, some of which would not be
accepted in a democratic society. It is known that a significant amount of Cheka work
dealt with countering rampant speculation, i.e., private trading. This shows that such
activities were a very serious infringement of Soviet law.

The CheKa failed to overcome this problem although it worked hard to do so. It
used several methods and arrested many private traders. The CheKa is thought to have
arrested 26,692 individuals in charges of speculation between December 1918 and
November 1920.'%% In addition to the legal penalties, the CheKa is believed to have
ministered its own penalties for these economic activities. It is reported that during this

period the commission executed over 900 individuals.

'l William, A. C. (1993) Crime and Punishment in Soviet Officialdom, Combating Corruption in the
Political Elite, 1965-1990. London: M.E.Sharpe, p. 9.

122 Leggett, G. (1981) The Cheka: Lenin’s Political Police. Oxford, Clarendon Press, p. 2135.
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However, private trading continued to flourish because the Soviet economy was
unable to supply the population with the necessary economic goods. As Leggett, a
leading expert on the CheKa, has noted: “The prevalence of profiteering was such as to
defeat the combined efforts of the courts and the CheKa: it was not until the New
Economic Policy (NEP) of 1921 removed its causes that the phenomenon of speculation
virtually vanished, or rather was legalised.”'*?

A permanent deficit of many goods was a consequence of central planning that
was adopted as the basis of the Soviet economy. The State Plan was the main target, and
the production of the amount of goods or services demanded by the State Plan was the
most important goal of Russian enterprises. The salaries of the workers of the enterprises
depended on whether this goal was reached.

The State Plan, at least in the form in which it was adopted in the Soviet Union,
turned out to be an inflexible and controversial. Enterprises were supposed to submit
notes (zaiavki), which indicated their demand in amount of natural resources and goods
they would need. However, it proved difficult to estimate the real demand of an
enterprise in advance. Another problem was that the required amount and quality of
essential materials were frequently difficult to obtain.

Consequently, many enterprises faced a problem of getting essential materials in
order to accomplish the targets of the Plan. This task was extremely difficult because of
the above-mentioned unpredictability of supply and demand. Moreover, it was illegal to
buy these materials from other firms without the official approval from the state
authorities. As the process of getting this approval was very time-consuming and
unpredictable, the executives of some enterprises sought alternatives.

One of these alternatives was the assistance of the special procurement officers
called tolkachi, or pushers. The range of activities of the latter was very wide and
included legally questionable action. In the search for needed materials, tolkachi
suggested various schemes of barter and bribed officials and managers. 124 1t is worth
mentioning that to some extent Soviet law enforcement agencies were disinclined to

persecute violations that were primarily perpetrated in order to fulfil the Soviet state

'B1bid,, p. 214, 215.
'** Berliner, J. (1957) Factory and Manager in USSR. Cambridge: Harvard University Press.
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interests. However, sometimes even such dealings were scrutinised by Soviet law
enforcement agencies since the salaries were dependent on fulfilling the Plan’s targets
and it was possible to argue that the executives had been motivated by personal
enrichment rather than by state interests.'*

Stalin believed that the solution to the problem of illegal economic activities was
a reinforcement of the coercive power of the Soviet State. In the 1930s the legal penalty
for many crimes were raised to capital punishment. Stalin’s theory of the intensification
of the class struggle resulted in escalating the work of the Soviet coercive organs. OGPU

(the Unified State Political Administration) received permission to execute those

convicted of any anti-Soviet activities. Convictions in the Russian Republic are reported
to have risen 44 per cent between 1928 and 1933.'%° It seems that this policy was
successful in dissuading many people from carrying out these activities since there 1s
little evidence of an expansion of illegal economic activities and the existence of a black
economy during Stalin’s era.

The black economy is thought to have emerged during Khrushchev’s time. The
black economy of that time consisted mostly of non-state firms. They produced ordinary
goods and services. However, these firms were illegal because private business was
prohibited in the Soviet Union. When Khrushchev was told about the existence of the
black economy, he was very upset and ordered its eradication. Ironically, Khrushchev
was soon dismissed from office, while the black economy continued to flourish for a long
time afterwards.

It seems that Khrushchev’s reforms initiated the emergence of the black economy
in Russia. First, there were a lot of difficult targets to reach. Second, Soviet law
enforcement agencies diminished control of activities of enterprises. As a result, a
specific kind of fraud, which is known as pripiski, became popular. In short pripiski
meant misleading the higher authorities and controlling organs about the real

performance and expenditures of the enterprises.

> William, Crime and Punishment in Soviet Officialdom, Combating Corruption in the Political Elite,
1965-1990, p. 53.

' Treadgold, D. W. (1964) The Development of the USSR: An Exchange of Views. Seattle: University of
Washington Press, p. 175.
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The executives and senior administrators formed a main group that was able to
profit from such fraud.'*’ They received considerable sums of money and this capital
subsidised the black economy.'*® Thieves in law were another dominant group of the
black economy. This group also accumulated huge sums of money (partly obtained by
extortion from the thekhovikov) and tried to invest it in profitable business projects. Since
such illegal activity in the long run was impossible without the complicit agreement of
state and party officials, they formed the third group of the black economy.'*’

The prolonged period of Brezhnev’s rule allowed the black economy to strengthen
and flourish.® Andropov’s very short term of office from 1982 to 1984 was not
sufficient to significantly undermine it. When he was elected General Secretary of the
CPSU, Andropov, a former KGB chief, started a number of anti-corruption and anti-
criminal initiatives. However, he was seriously ill and died before these campaigns could
achieve any significant results.

The Gorbachev era was the golden age of the black economy since he legalised its
considerable part. The Law on Cooperative, adopted during Gorbachev’s time, permitted
most of the kind of economic activity that is legal in capitalist economies. Surprisingly,
the legalisation of the black economy did not make it disappear. This did not happen
because of the simultaneous decline of the Soviet state. During perestroika many firms
did not report real profit figures in order to reduce tax payments. A large number of
companies did not pay taxes at all. As the black economy is often defined as the one
consisted of tax avoiding enterprises, it is possible to conclude that the black economy
continued to exist in Gorbachev’s and post-Gorbachev’s Russia. Beside tax evasion,
many entrepreneurs of Gorbachev’s and Yeltsin’s Russia were involved in many illegal

economic activities, including traditional organised crime business — drug trafficking,

pornography, and immigrant smuggling.

:;: Similar frauds are examined in depth in the section on the administrative mafia.
Ulibin, “Domisli i fakti o kooperatsii i tenevoy ekonomike”,

' 1t should be noticed that they often were the same people who composed the first of the groups
mentioned above.

"% For example, see Vaksberg, A. (1991) The Soviet Mafia: A Shocking Expose of Organised Crime in the
USSR. London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson.
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2.3. The Administrative Mafia

The illegal economic activity described in the previous section was impossible without a
hidden or open protection from state and party officials at various levels. This
involvement, which can be viewed as corruption, was widespread, especially in late years
of Brezhnev’s rule. Let us call these corrupt state officials, managers and administrators
the administrative Mafia. This section describes the causes and the extent of corruption in
the former Soviet Union and reviews the structure and development of the administrative
Mafia.

Let us start with the causes of corruption in Russia. Corruption was not a new
social phenomenon produced by the Soviet way of life. It was deeply rooted in the
Russian culture. Foreign visitors to Russia noted a significant involvement of Russian
officials in corrupt practices.

Even though all Soviet leaders declared programmes against corruption, they were
not able to overcome it. Some of the factors which led to corrupt practices include:

1. Informal principles of the Soviet management
2. Its organisational structure

3. Command economy and central planning
4. Institutional weaknesses

5. The features of Soviet law

Describing all of them in depth is not a task of this chapter. I shall draw attention only to

the most relevant factors for this study.

Informal principles of the Soviet management have been well described by
Charles A. Schwartz:

o Party interests had supremacy over legal interests;
e Nothing succeeded like the success of the Plans;
o The state preferred its money to be spent carefully;

o “White” forms of corruption were acceptable. White corruption meant taking

occasional illegal action in favour of state interests (for example, the success of
the Plans);
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e “Grey” forms of corruption would be evaluated with respect to a set of economic
performance criteria. Grey corruption meant an action in favour of state interests

that might have had a significant benefit for those personally involved;

o “Black” forms of corruption were not tolerated. This was corruption for personal
gains (e.g., wide variety of bribery).”‘ !

It is evident that these managerial principles encouraged corruption because they

postulated that sometimes a violation of the rules was appropriate (provided this did not

contravene the state interests).

Central planning, another important factor, made administrative corruption
almost inevitable. To reach the Plan’s targets was the main goal of all Soviet enterprises.
The salary and bonus of a Soviet firm’s personnel depended on how well the firm coped
with the Plan’s targets. As a result, if managers were not able to reach the Plan’s targets
by legal means, they tried to produce at least an appearance of plan fulfilment by the
falsification of reports regarding the real volume of production.

Of course, such a practice, which was called pripiski, was a criminal offence.
However, corrupt networks based on pripiski emerged because almost every level of the
Soviet economy was interested in reaching the Plan’s targets. These networks included
economic ministers, Communist Party and state officials, supervisors and workers.

As a consequence of central planning and the continuous deficit in the Soviet
Union, executives tried to order more raw materials and spare parts than they actually
needed. Such a safety net, which was called strakhova, sometimes resulted in a stock of
materials and spare parts that managers preferred to hold for “a rainy day”, because even
if these materials were never needed, they could be bartered for other valuable goods.

Another negative consequence of central planning (which has been noticed in the
previous section) was an imbalance of supply and output. It was difficult to take into
account everything beforehand, and it was almost impossible to receive ordered materials
according to the specified terms and in the necessary volume.

In order to survive in these circumstances, the enterprises tried to overcome this

problem. Tolkachi (pushers), described in the previous section, were one solution.

131 Schwartz, C, A. (1979) “Corruption and Political Development in the U.S.S.R.”, Comparative Politics,
Vol. 11, No. 4.
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However, it was extremely difficult for “pushers” to succeed unless they established
informal links (znakomstva) with the executives of enterprises and with ministries.'*
Thus, informal networks connecting power elites in the Soviet Union were created.

As the number of people involved in these informal networks grew and the stock
of additional products increased, the basis for the emergence of the Soviet administrative
Mafia formed. Socialism in Russia did not provide many legal opportunities for citizens
to improve their wealth. At the same time the Russians were aware of technological
advances and the high standard of living in some Western countries. An aspiration to
improve their wealth made many Russians search for illegal opportunities. The
administrative corruption suited this purpose well.

Because of a permanent deficit of many essential goods, it was possible to benefit
from the redistribution of the goods or services that were under the managers’
supervision. Although the control of law enforcement agencies was significant in Stalin’s
period, it was gradually diminished after his death. After the 1960s, an informal alliance
of the state officials, the officers of law enforcement agencies, and the managers of
enterprises was formed and this significantly increased the opportunities for profiting
from such illegal activities.

Thus, the Soviet administrative Mafia mostly consisted of upper classes of the
Soviet society: executives, senior administrators, and the Communist Party and state
officials. Joseph Serio notes that the Soviet administrative Mafia included the ministers 1n
Moscow, controlling delivery of oil to other Soviet Republics, and their administrations,
which controlled the trade with the assistance of criminals.’>” Some top-ranking leaders
of the party, like the CPSU Secretaries in regions, used their posts for their personal
enrichment. Although it would be wrong to say that every party official was corrupt in
Russia, there were many examples of corruption during the Brezhnev era.

Let us look at some examples at the top of this pyramid of corruption, which were

investigated by Andropov’s KGB.'** Rytov, Deputy Fishing Industry Minister, was

"2 William, Crime and Punishment in Soviet Officialdom, Combating Corruption in the Political Elite,
1965-1990, p. 51.

133 Serio, J. (1983) “Organised Crime in the Former Soviet Union: Only the Name is New”, CJ
International, Vol. 9, No. 4, July-August, p. 12.

134 1t is believed that when Andropov was appointed the chief of KGB he focused his efforts on dismantling
Brezhnev’s elite.
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dismissed for his key role in the so-called “fish case” or “caviar case” in 1978, This case
involved several hundred suspects. Shibaev, the chairman of the All Union Central
Council of Trade Unions (AUCCTU), was arrested in early 1982 on suspicion of being
involved in a number of illegal activities, such as participation in sex orgies and the
illegal construction of a private dacha.'

Another Brezhnev’s protégé, Sergey Medunov, the chairman of the Krasnodar
region, was expelled from the CPSU and some of his accomplices were arrested. In 1978,
Dudnikov (director of the Polar Fisherman Resort Hotel), Magalentsev (an engineer at the
Hotel), Cherkezia (the local construction administration’s chairman), and Batalov
(allegedly a carpenter attached to the local administration) were jailed for 15, 12, 10 and
15 years respectively, and their property was confiscated. They were convicted in the
“embezzlement of funds” in amount of 80,864 rubles (approximately US$ 70,000).

Viacheslav Voronkov, the chairman of Gorispolkom (City Executive Committee)
of Sochi, a large city in the Krasnodar region, was charged with corruption in 1980. He
was accused of accepting bribes of 3,000 rubles on each apartment rented in this main
resort of the former Soviet Union. Voronkov was sentenced for thirteen years. Another
Medunov’s follower, Borodkina, the manager of the Gelenzhik Restaurant and Cafeteria
Trust of the loc