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‘It is not enough to merely defend democracy. To defend it may be to lose it, to extend it is
to strengthen it. Democracy is not property; it is an idea.’” (Hubert H. Humphrey, VS
democratic vice president, 1 Oktober 1942)

1. Introduction

There is a common undersanding that democracy and press freedom ae srongly
connected and mutudly reinforcing. Mass media fulfil an essentid function in democracy
a a link between the citizens and ther politicad representatives. The information and
representation function of the media is thought to be best performed if the media are free,
that is to say autonomous. In dl dissdent movements in Eagtern-Europe the demand for
democracy was accompanied by the demand for a free press. In Russa Gorbachev
stressed the importance of glasnost’ (not the equivaent of press freedom but a step in that
direction) as a sine qua non for democratic reform (Gorbachev, 1987: 91). Ydtsn affirmed
that he could not concelve of a democratic society ‘without the freedom of expresson and
the press (radio address, cited in Moskvosky Komsomolets, 15 March 1997: 1). And adso
Putin dressed the relationship: ‘without a truly free media, Russan democracy will not
survive (statement to the Russian Parliament, 8 July 2000 cited in Mereu, 2000).

In this paper we discuss the reationship between press freedom and democracy in post-
communis Russa Pog-communit Russa represents a unique higoricd and  socio-
political setting, which does not readily dlow for generdization. Neverthdess, the
observations on Russia can contribute to a deeper understanding of the connection between
press freedom and democracy in other contexts as well. Although widdly used words, the
concepts of democracy and press freedom are not uniformly defined. Different perceptions



of democracy cause different perceptions of the role of the media in democracy. In order to
avoid confusion of ideas, we gtart by having a closer look at both concepts.

2. The concept of democracy

Press freedom and democracy are words with a highly podtive emationd vaue. Amartya
Sen (1999) has pointed out that while democracy is not yet universaly practiced, nor
indeed uniformly accepted, in the generad climate of world opinion, democratic governance
has now achieved the satus of being taken to be generdly right. Because of its podtive
emotional vaue the word is highly vulnerable for abuse and ‘cooptation’” which leads to a
ghift, and in the end an emptiness, of meaning. In the Soviet Union a didtinction was mede
between the red ‘socidist democracy’ (sotsialisticheskaya demokratiya) and the fake
‘bourgeois democracy’ (burzhyuaznaya demokratiya) (see for example, Ozhegov, 1988:
130). The meaning of the word democracy became even more obscured by the use of the
prefixes pseudo-, new-, or ‘not consolidated in combination with democracy. Podt-
communis Russa has been labelled dl of this due to the gap between its democratic
quaity and its democratization rhetoric. Other labels have been used that question the
genuineness of Russan democracy even more Russa as ‘deegative democracy’
(O'Donnéll in Weigle, 2000; Remington, 1999), ‘totditarian democracy’ (Goble, 2000) or
‘authoritarian democracy’ (Sekwa, 1998). With the same haf-heartedness, Olcott and
Ottaway (1999) spesk of ‘semi-authoritarianism’, Zhdev (1999) of ‘a multiparty
authoritarian system’, Sergg Kovalev of an ‘authoritarian-police regime that will preserve
the forma characteristics of democracy and market economy’ (in RussiaReform Monitor
nr. 742, 31 January 2000) and the Russan commentator Mikhall Delyagin of a ‘liberd
dictatorship’ and ‘manipulative democracy’ (in RussiaReform Monitor nr. 742, 31 January
2000). Koshkareva and Narzhikulov (1998: 164) speak of a ‘nomenklatura democracy’.
Diamond (1996) cdls ths a characterigic of the ‘third wave of democratization
(Huntington, 1993): the gap between the so cdled dectord (formd, politicd) and liberd
(subsgtantial, socid) democracies.

At a minimum, democracy is a politicd sysem based on free, competitive and regular
eections. This ‘dectord’ democracy presumes space for politicd oppostion movements
and politicdl parties that represent a ggnificant range of voter choice and whose leaders
can openly compete for and be eected to postions of power in government (eg.
Schumpeter, 1979). The concept of ‘liberd’ (eg. Diamond, 1996) or ‘substantid’
democracy (eg. Kador & Vevoda, 1999) extends the key element of free competition with
a bunch of political and civil rights (freedom of speech, freedom of association, freedom
of rdigion, etc) and the notions of the rule of law, incdudve citizenship and civil society.
The concept of substantial democracy cannot easily be reduced to a set of procedures and



indtitutions but is described as ‘a way of regulating power relations in such a way as to
maximize the opportunities for individuds to influence the conditions in which they live
to paticipate in and influence debates about the key decisons that affect society’ (Kador
& Vevoda, 1999 3-4). Democracy in this sense is not a dichotomic but continuous
variable. The choice is not between democracy or no democracy but between more or less
democracy, which comes down very often to ‘old and ‘new’ democracies (Mayer, 1989:
72). Linz and Stepan (1996) digtinguish ‘consolidated” and ‘trandtiona’ democracies.
Consolidation is dtaned to when democrecy became ‘the only game in town',
congtitutionally as well as behaviourdly and attitudindly (Linz & Stepan, 1996: 5-6).' At
this dage, inditutions and laws aone ae not sufficent anymore, and the dement of
political culture joinsin.

The concept of paliticd culture builds largely on the book of Almond and Verba (1989,
origina 1963), The Civic Culture, and experiences some renaissance in the last decennia?
The idea however, that one ‘cultureé - one congdlation of vaues, norms, beief systems,
and attitudes - fits democracy closer than the other, is not new. Plato aready pointed out
that forms of government (oligarchy, democracy, tyranny, aristocracy) differ according to
dispostions of men (Storig, 1985, val. I: 155). More recently, Miller, White and Heywood
(1998: 66) have expressed this as ‘democracies require democrats. The concept of
political culture provides a link between the macro level of the society and the micro leve
of the individud. The concept of culture dso suggests some continuity over time ‘neither
an individud’s values nor those of a society as a whole are likdy to change overnight.
Instead, fundamental value change tekes place gradudly’ (Inglehart, 1997: 34). The vaue

L A relativization has to be made. Hence, consolidated democracies are not ‘ guaranteed democracies . Kaldor
and Vejvoda (1999: 22), for instance, speak of a ‘post-democracy crisis’ in Western Europe which coincides
with a ‘pre-democracy crisis' in Central and Eastern Europe. In support of this statement, they point a.o0. to
the meagreness of the public debate, the growing apathy and cynism, and the top-down approach of politics
in nowadays Western Europe as well asin Eastern Europe.

2 Almond and Verba (1989: 13) define political culture as ‘the particular distribution of patterns of
orientation toward political objects among the members of the nation’. Based on Talcott Parsons they
distinguish cognitive, affectional and evaluational orientations. Archie Brown (1979: 1) defines political

culture as ‘the subjective perception of history and politics, the fundamental beliefs and values, the foci of
identification and loyalti, and the political knowledge and expectations which are the product of the specific
historical experience of nations and groups.’ David Easton (in Wyman, 2000: 104) distinguishes between
‘beliefs about the current authorities, support for the political system and attachment to the political

community’. In the Soviet Union, F.M. Burlatsky is said to be the first academician who, in 1970, made use
of the term. White (1979: 58) traces the term politicheskaya kul’tura back to Lenin and more recently to
Brezhnev. The concept caught on rather slowly in the Soviet Union and was picked up more eagerly only in
postcommunist Russia (eg. Sergeyev & Biryukov, 1993). Sergeyev and Biryukov (1993: 10) describe
political culture as ‘the basic knowledge about or vision of social life shared by a relatively large section of
society that determines for those who belong to it their understanding of particular political situations and
their behaviour in them’.



that has sngled out as most contributive to a ‘civic or ‘democratic’ culture is trust, ad
more specifically impersond trust, in contrast with personal trust.®

In the ‘democratic’ culture, the individuad is congdered an end in itsdf and a rationd
being, cgpable of making independent judgments and choices (eg. voting) and able to
congruct his own ‘truth’ out of widely divergent messages (Siebert et d., 1956: 40).
‘Authoritarian culture, in contrast, places truth in the hands of a few ‘wise men’ wheress
the common man is disrusted and consdered a dependent, irrational being, a ‘cog in the
whed’, not capable of making independent judgments and choices (Siebert et d., 1956:
11). Merill and Lowenstein (1990: 159-160) spesk of a ‘democratic orientation’ (with
examples such as John Locke and John Milton) versus an ‘ditarian orientation’ (with
examples such as Plato, Machiavelli, Hegel, or Nietzsche). The former can be linked to
individudism, plurdism and trust; the later to collectiviam, dominance (unitary truth) and
disrust. Russa has traditiondly been an ditig country. Tsarig Russa was characterized
by a wide gap between the ruling elite and the common men (Krug, 1990: 9). Communist
Russa was, despite its clams to be egditarian, very ditig oriented. Lenin stressed the role
of the Communist Party as a vanguard party. Hence, the mass lacked class consciousness
and organization and had need of the guidance of the Party (Lenin, 1972, vol. 36: 122-123
and 1963: 84-93). According to Kropotkin, Lenin's attitude was dictated by a fundamenta
disrust in mankind (cited in Krug, 1990: 106). The American journaist Robert Kaiser
(1976: 22) has dated it very crude when he wrote: ‘The Soviet system is built on the
assumption that the citizenry cannot be trusted’. The sharp dichotomy between the Party
and the people outlived Lenin. Pavao Novosdl (1995: 11-12) spesks of a divison of the
Soviet society in ‘fird and second dass citizens, formdized through the nomenklatura
sysem. Postcommunist Russa is characterized by a more diversfied socid dratification
but the contrast between the ‘dite (oligarchs and rulers) and ‘the people remains. The
digtinction is expressed more frequently than before in terms of money and standard of
living, but remains presant in the mentdity of the Russans as wdl. Also Zhdev (1996: 7)
sees this as a congtant between the past and the present: ‘the sense that ‘we, the people’ are
of no consequence and the tenson between ‘us and ‘theny’. Truth has traditonaly been
unitary in Russa and so was the community, as words like sobornost’ (a kind of mystic
unity) tedtify to. In the Marxist interpretation too there was only one right pogtion.
Oppogtion and diversty were consdered fasehood and therefore deserved no hearing
(McDanid, 1996: 35). William Zimmerman (1995: 631) has cdled this ‘synoptic

3 The correlation between a ‘culture of trust’ and democracy has been demonstrated in several works. A.o. :
Almond and Verba (1989) noticed a correlation between ‘trust in fellow-citizens' and ‘trust in politics'.
Putnam (1993, 1995) pointed out a correlation between ‘social kapital’ (that is, a culture of trust and
tolerance, contributive to an extensive network of free associations) and degree of democratization. Inglehart
(1997) proves a close link between the values of ‘interpersonal trust’” and ‘the long-term survival of
democratic institutions'.



thinking': ‘the view that there is only one correct philosophy’. This view is diametricaly
opposed to the plurdigic view of truth and the parliamentarian modd that ‘by contrast is
based on the assumption that the existence of groups or factions that express and defend
paticular interess in a representative inditution is not only naurd but its sole
judtification’ (Sergeyev & Biryukov, 1993: 147).

3. The concept of press freedom

A free press is a cornerstone of (libera) democracy. It is essentid for holding government
accountable, and for citizens to get informed, to communicate their wishes, to participate in
the politicd decisonmaking. In principle, and on the andogy of democracy, press freedom
has been accepted worldwide as the norm. The Soviet mass media enjoyed, in contrast with
‘bourgecis mass media and on the andogy of ‘real democracy’, ‘red freedom’. Hence,
media were freed from the obligation to be profitable: ‘Freedom of the press was equated
with freedom from private ownership: being freed from the profit motive, the media were
free to do their duties as instruments of the state and the Party’ (Sebert et a., 1956: 140
141). The communis model embraced the notion of the so caled ‘postive freedom’,
namey the freedom to, wheress in the libera view, common in the Wes, the concept of
‘negative freedom’ or freedom from, prevaled: freedom from externd gods (eg. building
of a communist society, class homogenization) and external control and pressures (eg.
government, parties, industry). A free press, in other words, is an autonomous press. free to
determine its own tasks and policies. In line with this view of freedom, ‘treditiond free
press theory (..) lacks a prescriptive character. It does not in its Smple and most basic form
say anything of what the press ought to do’ (McQuiail, 1976: 9).

Media autonomy, or independence, implies that the media are clearly separated from date
and political inditutions and free from/of inhibiting forms of economic, politicd or other
dependency. Karol Jakubowicz (2000) distinguishes three levels of media independence: 1.
Externd independence of media organizations, that is freedom to establish and operate
media outlets without legd, political, or adminidrative interference or redtrant. 2. Internd
independence of editorid aff, that is editorid autonomy, respected by owners, publishers
and managers. 3. Persond/professonal  independence of media practitioners, both
manegement and journdigs, which implies ther impartidity and detachment from socid,
politicd and economic interests in ther performance of journdidic duties and a sense of
high professondism and dedication to journdigic ethics. Whereas laws, codes and
inditutions can contribute a lot to the firg two levels of independence (media inditutions
and editorid staff) — one could speak of a ‘forma press freedom’ in accordance with the
notion of ‘forma democracy’ — the third leve, tha is the individud levd, is Stuated more
on the fidd of (politicd) culture (t.i. atitudes, norms, vaues). And wheress the firg two



levels can be posshbly redized without the third, absence of the third level on the other
hand makes externd and internd independence to a large degree meaningless. In other
words. as democracy, press freedom is not considered a dichotomic but a continuous
vaiable. The choice is not between press freedom or no press freedom but between more
or less press freedom. In every country and every system one can distinguish factors that
our press freedom on the one hand and factors that curtall press freedom on the other
hand. The American organization Freedom House (2002) concentrates on the externd
factors that endanger press autonomy & the most measurable criteriac laws, regulations and
adminidrative decisons that influence media content, political pressures and controls on
media content, economic influences over media content and repressive actions (censorship,
physcad violence, areds killing of journdists). On the bass of these criteria Russa
enjoysa‘partia pressfreedom’.

Vey often the issue of ‘press freedom’ is linked to the issue of ‘press respongbility’ or
‘socid responghility’. Together with Freedom House (2002) we want to stress the demand
for ‘freedom’ above the demand for responshility. Hence, the issue of ‘press
respongbility’ often is voiced to defend governmenta control of the press. It is linked
more with the concept of ‘pogtive freedom’ than with the concept of freedom as such
(‘negative freedom’). Another frequently made association is that of press freedom with
‘freedom of information’ and the ‘right to know'. This aspect is crucid indeed and
complementary to press freedom as it relates to the perspective of the citizen. Well come
back toit later.

4. The paradox of democracy and press freedom : the palitician’'s Sde

The process of democratization in Russa paradoxicdly became a judification to curtal
press freedom and to keep the media instrumentaized. The insrumental use of the mass
media in poscommunist Russa is a continuation of the communigt past. Although the
extend (societd) goad has changed from the building of the communist society into
support for the democratic society, the mobilization of the mass media as a means to a god
remained unchanged.

Gorbachev consdered the mass media man indruments in promoting his politics of
glasnost and gaining support for his reforms. As before, mass media mobilized people for
the ideology of socidism but now in a more dynamic way. Yassen Zassoursky, dean of the
Feculty of Journdism of the Moscow State University, has labdled the mediamodd in the
glasnost era (1985-1991) successvely the ‘glasnost-model’ (Zassoursky, 1997: 3) and the
‘ingrumenta modd’ (Zassoursky, 1998 16 and 1999: 29-30). The first labd (glasnost-
modd) points out an dement of change, namdy the bresk with the previous



‘adminidrative-bureaucratic model’. Also in this model, however, Zassoursky points at the
instrumental use of the mass media In the name he later used (instrumental modd), this
agpect of continuity is brought to the forefront.

The fird Ydtan-years receved from Zassoursky the labe of ‘fourth power modd’. The
expectations, however, were pitched too high, and from 1995-'96 onward this labd was
changed in for that of ‘authoritarian-corporate model’ (Zassoursky, 1997, 1998 and 1999).
It seems that the press could not meet the requirements for being caled an independent
‘Fourth Power’. ‘“Whatever good or bad happened to the Russan media in the 90s was
directly tied to Ydtan's views and acts in the information sphere’, dates media law
soecidis Andrel Richter (2000: 357). Ydtsn presented himsdf as the sdf-condituted
personal guarantor of democracy and press freedom. While it is obvious that Yetsn
‘dlowed” more freedom than any of his predecessors, he never questioned his presumed
right to dlow such freedom. And in exchange he expected loyd support from the mass
media for his policy (see for example Chugaev, 1992). Ydtsn embodied the bdief that in
order to improve the democratic procedures one has to step ‘beyond’ these procedures.* In
the name of democracy he fired upon Parliament in October 1993 and banned opposition
newspapers (Tanaev, 1995: 46; Benn, 1996: 472).° In the name of democracy he ruled
largely by decree thus ignoring a whole series of ‘horizontal checks' . In times of elections
- ‘the lifeblood’ of democracy — the mobilization of mass media reaches a pesk. In the
name of democracy Yetsn blatantly expected the mass media to support and arrange his
re-dlection as President in 1996." The mass media were comitted to an anti-communist
crusade. The whole éection campaign was reduced to a dud between Presdent Yetsn
and oppostional candidate Zhuganov, between the future and the past, between democracy
and communism, between press freedom and press control (Ivan Zassoursky, 1999: 103).

4 This attitude clashes with the presumption that in a democracy ‘the rules of the game are more important
than the outcome’ (Mayer, 1989: 106). But as Mayer observes: ‘such an attitude can be found only when
there is not much at stake [in the democratic election]’. This observation seems to be confirmed by the
Russian situation (where there is pretty ‘much at stake’). A great deal of empirical research points out that
Russians do endorse the democratic procedures in general, and for the own majority, but hesitate to apply
them to political adversaries (eg. Gibson, 1995: 57). Again, these observations do not exclusively apply to
Russia but can be illustrated by Western European examples as well. The Western leaders in general have
sinned against this attitude and backed Yeltsin up, against all odds, as the only possible guarantee for
democracy in Russia. Seefor acritical discussion of the Western attitude: Eyal (1998).

® The decree of 1993 had a precedent. In August 1991, after the anti-Gorbachev coup, Yeltsin also issued a
decree to ban a number of newspapers that did not detach themselves explicitly from the coup d’ état. Splichal
51994: 5) called this ‘ one of the most direct forms of the limitation of freedom of the press'.

One has to admit that political power, even in the most democratic nations, always seeks to manage the
media. Democratic systems, however, create checks and balances to minimize state domination of the media.
In Russia, part of the problems can be attributed to the absence of a clear separation of powers. Examples of
media materies that were ‘organized’ by decree rather than by law, are the issuance of broadcast licenses, the
subsidization of newspapers, and the creation, reorganization and annulment of state organizations
smi nistries, departments, centres) concerning the media.

Yeltsin needed the support of the media very badly. Hence, his popularity was alarmingly small: 6% in a
poll in June 1995 down to 4% in December 1995 (Bowker, 2000: 14; Mickiewicz, 1997: 168).



The tone of the campaign was set by the sacking on 15 February 1996 of Oleg Poptsov,
head of the state-owned televison dation RTR (Bdin, 1997). The right to gppoint and
dismiss media functionaries is one of the most powerful means of direct influence in the
media for the executive. The Presdent agppoints the chairman of the ‘public teevison
channd ORT and the government channds RTR and Kul’tura. The government appoints
the charmen of the centrd radio channds. Another way of direct control are the date
organizations directly subordinated to the executive, especidly the Media Ministn® but
adso an ad hoc inditution such as Boris Yedtsn's ‘Federd Information Center of Russa
(December 1992 — December 1993)° or an inditution with no direct authority over the
media such as the Security Council.’® The possibilities for indirect control are even greater.
There is the rdiance of many media outlets on economic sponsorship, ether through date
subsidies or by businesses, either open or secret.!’ There is the use of courts as weapons
deployed agang journdists (esp. libel and dander). There is the dependency on the
Kremlin — ingtead of an independent agency — for the issuance and revoking of broadcast
and publishing licenses. There is the dependency on date facilities such as printing houses,
trangmisson facilities, and didribution systems. There is the accreditation of journdidss
and the inequal access to information. There is the use of violence against journdists? To
this we can add the lega insecurity caused by the rapid successon of decrees, government
orders and procedures, and the upredictable changes in policy and practice of, for example,

8 The Ministry of Press, Radio, Television and Mass Communication (Ministerstvo Rossijskoj Federatsii po
delam pechati, teleradioveshchaniya i sredstv massovykh kommunikatsii) is created by presidential decree of
July 6, 1999 and the successor of both the Sate Comité of the Press (Gosudarstvennyj Komitet Rossijskoj
Federatsii po pechati) and the Federal Service for Television and Radio (Federal’ naya Suzhba Rossii po
televideniyu i radioveshaniyu), in their turn successors of the Ministry for Press and Information
gMinisterstvo pechati | informatsii). Minister of MediaisMichail Lesin.

The creation of this ‘information center’ was actuated by the crisis between the Russian Parliament and the
President in 1992-1993 and intended to ‘ secure the provision of information on the country reforms'. See: the
presidential decree ‘on a Federal Information Center of Russia (Ukaz Prezidenta Rossijskoj Federatsii ‘0
Federal’nom informatsionnom tsentre Rossii’) from 25 December 1992 in Vedomosti S ezda narodnykh
deputatov Ros. Fed. | Verkhovnogo Soveta Ros. Fed., 31 December 1992, nr. 52 : item 3149. The Center was
directly subordinated to the Resident. Government television, the government’s press service, the news
agency ITAR-TASS and other mass media became directly subordinated to the Center and consequently to
the President. The Center existed parallel to the Ministry of Press and Information until the decree of 22
December 1993.

10 The Security Council of the Russian Federation (Sovet bezopasnosti Rossijskoj Federatsii) is formed in
1992 by President Yeltsin mainly as a discussion forum and consultative body. President Putin turned it into
a more important policy instrument. The Commission on Information Security (Mezhvedomstvennaya
komissiya po informatsionnoj bezopasnosti) deals extensively with mass media policy.

1 Richter (1995: 15-16) points out the decisive influence of the personal preference of President Yeltsin in
adjudging subsidies. Consequently, in order to obtain money, some newspapers adapt themselves to the
President’ s preference.

12 |n 1996, Catherine A. Fitzpatrick of the Commission to Protect Journalists (in ‘Briefing on Press Freedom
in Russia Before the Presidential Elections’, Press Freedom Briefing, 1996) denied that Yeltsin could be
named a press freedom champion: ‘his government’s failure to investigate the 13 documented murders and
four disappearances of Russian journalists over the past two years is the most telling indication of its
unwillingnessto value and foster afree press.’



tax collection (eg. massively tolerated tax-evasion, followed by repressve controls on a
large scale).

5. The paradox of democracy and press freedom : the media sside

It does not appear fair to exclusvely blame the authorities for the described system. The
label *authoritarian-corporate modd’ implies next to the ‘authoritarian’ aspect (that is, the
media subordinated to the authorities) aso the ‘corporate’ aspect (thet is, the cooperation
and dliances). The distinction comes down to the question whether the media are ‘forced
rather than ‘free partners of the authorities (Merrill, Lee & Friedlander, 1990: 59). The
question of quilt isingppropriate. We can only observe and conclude.

In the early years of the Russan Federation (1992-'93), marked by the conflict between
Presdent and Parliament, ‘most of the Russan media appeared to adopt a strongly pro-
government stance’ (Benn, 1996: 472). A content andyss of certra televison programs in
the run-up to the referendum of 25 April 1993, showed ‘the obtrusve partisanship of date
televison' (Mickiewicz & Richter, 1996: 119). The mgority of media voluntarily opted for
the new, hence democrdic patidity. Ther leaders approached Ydtsn on ther own
initigtive for protection and promised loydty (read: partidity) instead (Chugaev, 1992). In
the presdentid dections of 1996, the mgority of journdists and media professonds
rdlied behind Ydtin agan and voluntarily agreed with the mobilization function of the
media As Shevelov, vice presdent of televison channd ORT, dated: ‘you can only refer
to pressure if there is resstance. There is none’ (cited in Lange, 1996: 15). The journdists
adhered to partisanship not only for materid ressons'™® but dso out of normative
congderations. Igor Mdashenko, president of the private televison dation NTV, who
joined the Ydtsn re-eection campaign in April 1996 as chief media advisor, explained
this logic as folowing: if the private media provided "unbiased, professond, and
objectivé’ campaign coverage, Zyuganov would win the dection, and journdists would
lose their freedom permanently. Better to become a temporary "instrument of propaganda’
in the hands of the Kremlin, Mdashenko agued. Partijnost’ was judified for the
protection of democracy and consequently for press freedom. In the name of democracy
the journdids voluntarily gave up ther autonomy and ther freedom (see Ivan Zassoursky,
1999: 105; Bdin, 1997; EIM, 1996: 8).

Elections in generd, and the 1996 dections in particular, can be consdered critical but not
atypica periods. Hence, it is not possble to treat the eectora period as being distinct from
the context in which media normaly operate (Lange & Pdmer, 1995: 10). Quite the

13 Many journalists welcome election periods as an additional source of income (see, for example, Kinyev,
1998: 13; Kokorin & Silant’eva, 1999). In an interview with the author (Moscow, 2 December 1999), Alexei
Pankin used the word ‘ harvest time’ to indicate the el ection period.



reverse, if we may bdieve Brzezinski (1970: xiii-xiv): ‘A perceptive formula is esder to
aticulate in a moment of specid dress. (..) The Stuation of criss permits sharper vaue
judgments. In generd, and agpat from eection context, research has shown that many
Russan journdists do not regect the paternalistic character of power and therefore accept
its tutdage in mass communication.’* The journdist consders himsdf, in line with the
tradition, a missonay of idess not a neutrd observer or autonomous information
disseminator. The concept adhered to is that of the active or participant journdist as
decribed by the Hungarian writer Janos Horvat (‘The East European Journdist’ in Gross,
1996: 111): someone who wants to influence politics and audiences according to his
politicad beliefs. The redriction to the presentation of mere facts is even commonly
regarded as a devauation of the professon of journdist (Voltmer, 2000: 478).

The atitude of the individud journdids suits the media-owners who like to use the
argument of press freedom to protect their own freedom and their paticular interests. As
the mgority of media-holdings form pat of larger financid-industrid groups and as
money is dill made through political connections, political, economic and media-interests
go cdosdy together. Politicd and economic €lites try to secure via the media their own
positions. Oligarchs and media magnates like Boris Berezovsky and Vladimir Gusnsky are
the classc examples. When the media outlets of Vladimir Gusnsky became the target of
prosecution, Gusinsky immediately damed that press freedom and in extenson even
democracy was endangered. His darm was taken over by other journdists in Russa as
wdl as in foreign countries (the USA in the firsg place). There were, however, dso
sceptical  voices. Robert Coalson (2000) wrote in a column in The Moscow Times:
‘Guansky has shown very little genuine concern for press freedom. Like the other
oligarchs, he only gppears when his own interests are directly a risk’. In the same way
Sergg Markov (2001: 24) noticed with reference to a raly on freedom of speech,
organized in connection with the NTV-case: ‘.. dl speeches by NTV sars were about
NTV’s freedom. Such egoism could not inspire champions of freedom of expresson’. Also
in line is the following reflection: ‘Where were the voices of protes from this
‘independent’ press when Ydtan dtacked the legitimate Russan parliament with military
force, when the Soviet Union became dissolved by the sgnatures of a few officiads, when
the country’s resources passed into the hands of a few oligarchs, and when corruption
dlowed Ydtan's chosen family and friends to suddenly acquire wedth and trandfer this
wedth out of the country? That ‘independent’ press manipulated a government that served
its interests (October 2000 see http://ww.aternativeinsght.com/Putin_part-L.html). ‘The

4 The voluntary alliance between journalists and authorities has been confirmed by a number of empirical
studies, a.0. Manaev (1995), Kuzin (1996), Svitich & Shiryaeva (1997) and Juskevits (2000).
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concept of freedom of gpeech has become hackneyed after Gusinsky and somewhat
awkward to use concludes the however not neutral General Director of Gazprom-Media,
Alfred Kokh (2001: 20).

6. and the public?

As Price and Krug (2000: 4) date: ‘for free and independent media to ‘work’, the
community in question mugt vaue the role that the media play’. The public however seems
to accept the ‘Russan interpretation’ of press freedom. Or, in any case, is adapted to it.
The people react to mass media information by asking themsdves not ‘is this true but
‘komu eto vygodno 7 (to who's advantage ?). News is interpreted in function of the news
source, whether ‘Berezovsky’s channd’, ‘Gusinsky’s channd’ or ‘the government's
channd’, or whether Potanin’s newspaper, LUKail's newspaper or the Communist Party’s
newspaper. It is tdling that ‘independent’ media in Russa are identified with ‘oppostion’
media Media independence is conddered illusory, and partisasnship the norm. Many
Russans endorse the propostion that the mass media have the obligation to support ‘the
sysem’. A poll a the end of 2000, for example, shows that 34% of the Russans agrees
that the mass media have to give ‘full support’ to the Presdent and that oppostion is not
desirable RFE/RL Newsline, 10 november 2000). ‘In today’s Russia, media freedom is (..)
not the mogt fashionable and popularly supported notion’ declared televison presentator
and journdis Evgeny Kisdev in an interview with Jeremy Drukker (Transitions Online,
10 juli 2000). And Elena Androunas (1993: 35) points to the absence of ‘freedom as a Sate
of mind'.

7. Freedom of opinion, not of information

The result is a plurdist but not an independent (autonomous) press. Plurdig, in the sense
of representation in the media system of a broad range of politica expresson, opinions and
interests. In this sense, postcommunis Russa is hady less plurdigic than older
democracies and probably even more, as it is not hindered to the same degree by ‘palitica
correctness or ‘la pensée unique. Peter Humphreys (1996: 312) points in his book on
media policy in Western Europe & a systemdtic decline of plurdism in the 208t century,
caused by a deideologization of the traditiond poliics and commercidization,
dandardization and concentration of the media While the Russan media sysem is
characterized by a high degree of concentration as wel, this concentration is not a dl
linked with depalitization: ‘money in the CIS is 4ill made through connections in the
government, and in this game it heps to own newspapers and dations as indruments of
political influence (Pankin, 1998. 33). Ivan Sgd (1997) has named Russan news
coverage ‘a pat of politics. ‘In such circumgtances, says lzvestiya-journdist Sergg
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Agafonov, ‘a free independent press is doomed, but an unfree and dependent press can
flourish (cited in Banerjee, 1997: 59). Alexel Pankin spesks of a unique result: ‘a
genuindy plurdigic unfree media. However, a plurdism that derives the right to exig
from the presence of different power groups in society is an uncertain pluralism. Hence,
when the different power groups join forces because they fed threatened in their postions,
aswasthe case in the 1996 presidentia eections, this pluralism dies.

The grestest victim of this kind of plurdism is the (factud) information. Every newspaper
and every tdevison channd brings its own versiya of the facts. In order to get an accurate
picture of what happened, one has to read daly about sx newspapers and watch severa
televigon dations, clams Andre Fadin (1997). But who does? ‘What we have is not
freedom of information, and this ‘freedom’ is not exhaudive dimulating readers to buy
haf a dozen newspepers, but rather discouraging them from reading anything other then
gossp columns and chegp sensations, and even more importantly, from organisng their
own actions on the bads of information recaved reacts Alexa Pankin (1997). The
scepticism of the public is illugrated by its smdl confidence in the media down from 70%
in 1990 to only 13% in 2000 (Fossato, 2000).

To fulfil thar information function, the media need not only to bresk with the view of
journadism as ‘politics conducted with other means. They adso ae in need, more
concretely, for guaranteed access to information and transparency of governance. Press
freedom presumes that, though independent, the press is not shidded away from
government and industry. Worldwide, a correlation is determined between press freedom
and transparency, and consequently between transparency and democracy:
‘Information gathering is a vitd component of freedom of information. Without access
to information, journdists are engaged primarily in the presentation of opinions. And
while openness in the datement of opinions is an important eement of democratic
society, it is not sufficient for its development and maintenance. The posshility for an
informed citizenry depends on the ability of journdists to have access to sources.
Without this kind of journdigtic effectiveness, a society can have free and independent
media, but therr utility toward advancement of democratic inditution-building might be
severdy limited.” (Krug & Price, 2000 : 19)

A dimae of open access dings to the principle of information as a universa right,
adjudged to everyone on an equa bass according to laws and procedures (universaism)
whereas a culture of secrecy condders information a privilege, dependent on postion or
connections (particularism). Laws concerning transparency include those that recognize
and guarantee public access to government-controlled information and inditutions, with
limited exceptions for nationa security, protection of persond privacy, crime prevention,
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and other gods Laws concerning the licensng and accredititation of journdists dso relate
to his question.

Russa has dways been characterized by a culture of secrecyrather than transparency.
Always in Russan higory, information was congdered a privilege not a universa right - a
property of the ‘eite¢ who coud dispose of it arbitrarily. In the Soviet Union, access to
news sources depended on on€s hierarchical (Party) pogtion. The privileges of the
nomenklatura ‘firg class citizens (Novosd, 1995 11-12) not only included materid
goods, such as high sdaries, access to ‘diplomatic’ shops, country houses, and the like, but
aso enhanced access to information: from the right to see foreign movies, or to read books,
declared unsuited for generd didribution (Kaiser, 1976: 180; Benn, 1992: 9) to the
recept of specid foregn news bulletins, on a daly bass compiled by TASS and
digtributed on paper of different colors according to the degree of detail and the intended
public (Lendvai, 1981: 129-131). Though the high-placed functionaries received
gonificantly more informeation, they too received ther information on a ‘need-to-know’
bass (Bauer ea, 1959: 43). The result of this information policy was an information
deficit: information became one of the most sought after commodities in the Soviet Union
(Ellis, 1999: 6). Informd networks and rumours filled the vacuim (Bauer & Glecher,
1964 ; Inkeles & Bauer, 1959 : 163-165). Pardld to the officid information circuit, and on
the andogy of the ‘black market’, an unofficid information circuit (eg. samizdat) was
functioning. The use of personad networks and informa contacts for obtaining scarce
information, services or goods is indicated in Russan by the word blat or the term ZIS
(znakomstva i svyaz).

In the Soviet Union, the use of informd information networks primarily had an economic
function, namely the surviva in an economy of scarcity (Ledeneva, 1998). In the trangtion
to a free market economy, privileged access to information played a key role in the process
of privatizations, which became indicated as ‘indder privetizetions (eg. Gill, 1998: 311-
312; Arik, 1999: 52-53). Pearsond (paticularisic) relations (eg. corruption, loydties,
privileges) continue to dominate the post-communis Russan economy and politics dike.
Postcommunist leaders continue to see secrecy as a method to control the informeation flow
(Gulyaev, 1996: 14). The pandligts that IREX (2001: 196) brought together to discuss the
media dtuation in Russa agreed unanimoudy that ‘access to some publicly reevant
information is not free: authorities continue to view information as ther property, and want
to control access” Defense-related security topics that are not state secrets have the status
of dassfied informetion. As a result ‘obtaining publicly reevant information has become
an increesingly chdlenging and dangerous job for Russan journdidts, especidly in cases
of investigating authorities abuses, corruption, fraud during eection campaigns, and the
war in Chechnyd. Bana (1997: 242) sums up the three most efficient processes of
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information gathering in Russa as ‘trud, reationship and integration’. Authorities dill
offer privileges to some periodicals and journdiss. Mikhal Gulyaev (1996: 14) names as
‘privileged medid under Presdent Yedtsn the news agencies ITAR-TASS and Interfaks,
the newspapers Kommersant’ and 1zvestiya, and the weekly Argumenty i Fakty.

More recent examples support the enduring culture of secrecy. The way in which the
Kremlin handled the disaster with the sunken submarine Kursk in the summer of 2000
fudled speculaions that the government was trying to withhold information from the
public. Media coverage of the disaster was redricted, only <ate-controlled televison
channd RTR was granted full access to the disaster scene. The dissemination of fase and
mideading information led to confuson and government officids provided obscure
answers to judtified questions. The adoption by the Security Council of the ‘Doctrine of the
Information Security of the Russan Federation’ (doktrina informatsionnoj bezopasnosti
Rossijskoj Federatsii)'®> on September 9th, 2000 roused fear that the government intended
to limit the free flow of information and conced information from the public. Among
others, the doctrine promotes a feding of distrust towards the foreign press whereas the
unrestricted access to foreign media nowadays is guaranteed by the Russan mass media
law of 27 December 1991 (art. 54 81).

The Russan mass media lawv (zakon Rossijskoj Federatsii 0 sredstvakh massovoj
informatsii)!® gives the ditizens only an indirect right to information, that is they have the
right to efficient reception through the mass media of correct information on the activities
of date organs, societal organizations and their functionaries (art. 38 § 1). Mass media
however have guaranteed access to government and adminidration information. Unlawful
refusdls from government or adminigration functionaries to communicate information
requested upon are punishable by law (art. 144 of Penal Code). In redity however, refusa
of information remain a problem. Since 1993, the Glasnost Defense Foundation (Fond
Zashchity Glasnosti, 1997) draws up an inventory of dl infringements of the rights of
journdigts and mass media The mgority of violaions is tied up with precisdy the refusa
and redriction of access to informaion. What's more, the number of infringements
increases throughout the 90s (Svitich & Shiryaeva, 1997: 157). Vey few journaists
however, clam ther rights before court (Fond Zashchity Glasnosti, 1997: 312; Sitich &
Shiryaeva, 1997: 160). Again, we have to conclude that the existence of laws aone is not a
aufficient condition for their implementation. Kathryn Hendley (1999) points out that the

15 See: http:/Avww.scrf.gov.ru/Documents/Decree/2000/09-09.html. See for a discussion: Yasmann (2000),
Article 19 (2000).

1% |n Vedomosti S ezda narodnykh deputatov RSFSR i Verkhovnogo Soveta RSFSR, 13 February 1992, No. 7:
item 300.
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‘demand for law’ lags behind the ‘supply of law’. The demand for law implies repect for
the law and trust in law, or, in other words a‘juridica culture .

8. Concluding remarks

We garted from the common understanding that press freedom and democracy are closdy
associated concepts. Both concepts, however, are not unequivocaly defined. Democracy
implies paticipation of the ditizens in the decisonmaking process, a the least in the
eection of the government. But gradations are legion. Press freedom implies media
autonomy, freedom from externd goas and controls. Again, gradations are numerous.
Having said that, the corrdaion seems to exist: in the sense that there was ‘no democracy’
and ‘no press freedom’ in the Soviet Union and only ‘partiad democracy’ and ‘partid press
freedom’ in post-communist Russia. A tird concept should be added, crucia to both press
freedom and democracy, namely the right to know or the right to information coupled up to
trangparency of governance and adminidtration. Information has to be consdered a key
concept in democracy and, at times, an antidote to opinion.

The close integration of democracy with press freedom and in extenson of politics with
mass media has to be congdered not only in terms of manipulation and force but dso in
teems of shaing a common politicd and information culture. Hence, the same vaues
underly both ‘cultures. All observations come down to the same concluson: laws and
inditutions done are not sufficient. Attitudes and values do play a role - whether named
juridica culture, politica culture, information culture, or culture tout court. The concept of
culture suggests some commundity of vaues politicdans media workers and public dike
share the same political culture and in extenson the same informaion and communication
culture. The concept of culture dso suggests some continuity over time : not only over the
communist and postcommunist period but dso dating back to the time of the czars. Culture
is not unchangeable, but too high expectations concerning the role of media as triggers of
democracy are doomed to fall. Media and society’s development go together in coherent

patterns.
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