Ethics and The Press
In Post-Truth Russia

NATALIA ROUDAKOVA



What happens when journalism is made superfluous? Combining ethnography, media

analysis, and moral and political theory, this book examines the unravelling of professional
journalism in Russia during the 1990s and 2000s and its effects on society. It argues that
contrary to widespread assumptions, late Soviet-era journalists shared a cultural contract with
their audiences that ensured that their work was guided by a truth-telling ethic. Postcommunist
economic and political upheaval led not so much to greater press freedom as to the de-
professionalization of journalism because journalists found themselves having to monetize their
truth-seeking skills. This has culminated in a perception of journalists as political prostitutes,
or members of the “second oldest profession”, as they are commonly termed in Russia.
Roudakova argues that this cultural shift has fundamentally eroded the value of truthAseekm‘g
and truth-telling in Russian society. Beyond Russia, this book illustrates what could happen to
a country’s public life when collective truths are regularly displaced by systematic falsehoods
and fabrications.
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on her linguistic, political and social knowledge of the region. Her work combines cultural
anthropology, political communication, political theory, moral philosophy, and the study of
Russian history and contemporary society and culture.
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culture of truth in Russia. It is a wonderful news ethnography, rich in its portrayal of Russian
journalists and the way they have seen their social role over many decades.’ :
Daniel Hallin, University of California, San Diego
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Losing Pravda

What happens when journalism is made superfluous? Combining
ethnography, media analysis, and moral and political theory, this book
examines the unravelling of professional journalism in Russia during the
1990s and 2000s and its effects on society. It argues that contrary to
widespread assumptions, late Soviet-era journalists shared a cultural
contract with their audiences that ensured that their work was guided by
a truth-telling ethic. Postcommunist economic and political upheaval led
not so much to greater press freedom as to the deprofessionalization of
journalism because journalists found themselves having to monetize their
truth-seeking skills. This has culminated in a perception of journalists as
political prostitutes, or members of the “second oldest profession”, as they
are commonly termed in Russia. Roudakova argues that this cultural shift
has fundamentally eroded the value of truth-seeking and truth-telling in
Russian society. Beyond Russia, this book illustrates what could happen to
a country’s public life when collective truths are regularly displaced by
systematic falsehoods and fabrications.

NATALIA ROUDAKOVA is Assistant Professor of Communication at the
University of California, San Diego. Educated in both the Soviet Union
and the United States, she draws on her linguistic, political and social
knowledge of the region. Her work combines cultural anthropology,
political communication, political theory, moral philosophy, and the
study of Russian history and contemporary society and culture.



& e, -
i ' o R " 4
= ) AR .y g 1 ) o
- i . ‘ L .
.
o awy
. » - 3
B I
L F . ' e ., .
y . ) .
B
w - i .
i o . N

1
'
—
[




For my parents, Anna Rudakova and Vladimir Rudakov






Acknowledgments

I have been very fortunate to have had the support of many people and
institutions in the process of writing this book. First and most
important, thanks go to the journalists in the city of Nizhny
Novgorod in Russia, whose trust in me and in my project made
fieldwork for this book possible. I am especially grateful to Vladimir
Lapyrin, Irina Panchenko, Galina Shcherbo, Olga Morozova, Yulia
Sukhonina, Natalia Rezontova, Larisa Solovyova, and Valentina
Buzmakova for guiding me through fieldwork. I also thank numerous
other journalists who appear pseudonymously in this text and many
others who do not. Marina Metneva, Natalia Chistyakova, Xenia
Zadorozhnaya, and Daria Miloslavskaya offered genuine friendship
in Nizhny Novgorod and Moscow, making my time in those cities
productive and enjoyable.

This book began as a doctoral dissertation at the Department of
Cultural and Social Anthropology at Stanford University. There my
deepest gratitude goes to my dissertation committee. Sylvia
Yanagisako, my admirable advisor, patiently guided me through the
process of becoming a scholar. Jim Ferguson joined the committee
relatively late but became instrumental in helping me see my project’s
broader relevance, both in anthropology and beyond. His engagement
with my work and his faith in me were a real privilege. I thank Ted
Glasser for his open-mindedness and numerous discussions and for
consistently being there for me. Thank you to Alexei Yurchak for
giving me a unique perspective on the Soviet period early on in the
project and for pushing me to think critically and creatively.

My colleagues at the Department of Communication at the
University of California San Diego (UCSD) provided me with an
outstanding intellectual environment that nurtured this project
further. I am especially grateful to Dan Hallin, Val Hartouni, Robert
Horwitz, Elana Zilberg, Kelly Gates, and David Serlin for their
mentorship, inspiration, friendship, and sound advice. Beyond the

1X



X Acknowledgments

department, I am grateful to have had the intellectual home within the
Program for Russian, East European and Eurasian Studies at UCSD.
There the academic fellowship and friendship of Amelia Glaser,
Martha Lampland, and Bob Edelman have been invaluable.

Beyond my home institutions, I thank many colleagues in the fields of
anthropology and communication for their stimulating engagement
with my work over the years. In anthropology, I am particularly
indebted to Naomi Schiller, Robert Samet, Tomas Matza, Dominic
Boyer, Nancy Ries, Michele Rivkin-Fish, and Thomas Wolfe; in
communication and media studies, my debt goes to John Peters,
James Curran, Michael Schudson, Karin Wahl-Jorgensen, Isabel
Awad, Olessia Koltsova, and Yuezhi Zhao. All of them have been
very generous with their time and intellectual energy, and many of
them have read and have helped to improve parts of the manuscript
at critical stages.

My sincere thanks also go to Harry Humphries and Deborah
Ballard-Reisch, the first US academics I came to know while I was an
undergraduate student in Kazan, Russia. They inspired me to pursue
graduate education in the United States, for which I am forever
grateful.

The bulk of the fieldwork for this project was funded by a generous
grant from the Wenner-Gren Foundation for Anthropological
Research. Follow-up trips to Russia were supported by the American
Councils for International Education and the International Research
and Exchange Board. Another generous fellowship — from the Institute
for International Studies at Stanford — funded my graduate studies and
helped me complete the dissertation, and grants from the Soros
Foundation, the Social Science Research Council, and the Havighurst
Center for Russian and Post-Soviet Studies at Miami University, Ohio,
offered valuable opportunities to present and discuss my work with
wider audiences. I am grateful to all of those organizations.

The majority of the book was written while 1 was a Fellow at the
Center for Advanced Study in the Behavioral Sciences at Stanford
University in 2013-14, with additional funding from the University
of California’s President’s Faculty Research Fellowship and the
Hellman Research Fellowship. 1 wholeheartedly thank those
institutions for their support. The intellectual atmosphere at the
Center for Advanced Study at Stanford was truly unique, and this
book owes much to the daily conversations that took place there.



Acknowledgments xi

Among colleagues and mentors at the center that year, my debt is
greatest to Sam Fleischacker and Ethan Pollock.

I also take this opportunity to thank Lew Bateman, John Haslam,
Claudia Bona-Cohen, Stephanie Taylor, Chloe Harries, and the rest of
the editorial team at Cambridge University Press for their guidance,
kindness, and patience. I also thank the three anonymous reviewers of
the manuscript for their enthusiasm and their thorough and detailed
engagement with the text. I also gratefully acknowledge the work of
Jonathan Walton, who did a phenomenal job creating the book’s
index.

I dedicate this book to my wise and loving mother, Anna Rudakova,
and to the memory of my father, Vladimir Rudakov. They came from
very humble backgrounds, and they taught me how to focus and to
work hard. To a large extent, I think, the spirit behind this book comes
from my father, who believed in state socialism, who was not a party
member, but who did not hesitate to speak unpleasant truths into the
faces of his superiors, many times putting his engineering job on the
line. The only reason he never lost his position was because he
continued to do the most challenging work that others relied on and
could not perform themselves. He was tolerated for his frankness but
respected for his talent and skill. In many ways, the Soviet Union lasted
as long as it did because of people like him.

Finally, this manuscript owes most to my partner of many years,
Roger Levy. His unending love and support gave me strength and
confidence to continue, and his editorial brilliance helped me to
sharpen my arguments at many critical junctures. This book very
simply would not exist without him. I thank him from the bottom of
my heart.






Contents

Acknowledgments
Introduction

1 Ethics and Politics in Soviet Journalism

2 Journalism and Capitalism: The First Encounter

3 From the Fourth Estate to the Second Oldest Profession

4 The Spiral of Cynicism in the 2000s

5 Trying a Life without Irony in the Early 2010s
Conclusion

Bibliography
Index

page ix

1
51
98

125
157
196
217

225
259

vil






i

Introduction

This is a book about the momentous transformation in Russia’s political
and public culture that took place after the fall of the Soviet Union. I take
political culture to be what people know, understand, believe, and feel
about politics — how it is conducted, by whom, to what ends, and with
what consequences for people’s individual and collective lives. Political
culture thus has an epistemic and an ethical dimension. It has an institu-
tional dimension as well: politics is practiced more visibly in particular
locales and contexts and by people in particular occupations.

The sudden dissolution of the Soviet Union — and the vertiginous
political transformation that ensued — offered social scientists a rare
opportunity to closely observe social and political change in the making.
A key concern among post-Soviet reformers and lay and academic
observers was whether the intended rebuilding of political institutions
away from authoritarianism would be accompanied by a corresponding
shift toward liberal political beliefs among citizens. The worry was that
the change in beliefs might lag behind, because beliefs are presumably
harder to transform than institutional practices (or so we are told).

This book speaks to this set of concerns. However, instead of treating
culture as a desired aftereffect of institutional change, I see it as
a constitutive component of that change. Political regimes and people’s
knowledge about the world — the common and collective world people
inhabit together — are closely intertwined (Glaeser 2011). Political
regimes do not exist without particular epistemologies and ethics built
into them; regimes and knowledge about politics stand together and
change together.

This book, then, is about the ethical and epistemic dimensions of
post-Soviet political change. Put differently, it is a study of political
change as a cultural process. Methodologically, it was imperative for
a study like this to proceed at two levels of analysis — going back and
forth between the institutional level and the level of meanings. Given
these goals, several political institutions slated for a democratic
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transition in Russia could have served as good research locales for
a study such as this. If we understand democratic politics to be about
the righting of wrongs and the pursuit of justice (Ranciere 2004), then
I believe that the legislative branch, the courts, and the press would all
have made particularly fitting research sites.

I chose to focus on the press because access to journalists and news-
rooms was far easier to secure for a single ethnographer without political
connections than gaining unmitigated entry to courtrooms and legisla-
tive chambers. Another reason in favor of studying the press was the fact
that I shared the educational background of many Russian journalists.
Lastly, and crucially, journalism remains one of the quintessential pol-
tical professions in modernity, alongside diplomacy and law, as Max
Weber remarked a century ago. Political advocacy — taking a stance,
fighting for a cause, and bearing responsibility for it — is “the politician’s
element” (Weber 1946: 95). “To an outstanding degree, politics today is
in fact conducted in public by means of the spoken or written word,”
and “the journalist is nowadays the most important representative of the
demagogic species” (Weber 1946: 96). Studying journalism’s transfor-
mation after the fall of the Soviet Union, then, offered a particularly
good vantage point for studying how people’s knowledge and sentiment
about politics might have transformed in that process as well.

Studying Russia’s political culture as a process means giving up on
a predetermined set of stereotypes about how Russians are or what they
wanted from the transition. Studying political culture through the van-
tage point of journalism in particular means going against the grain of
the dominant narrative about the curtailment of press freedom in Russia
over the past twenty years. More generally, it means challenging the
conceptual binary between journalism and propaganda where the two
are seen as mutually exclusive.! The dominant narrative goes like this:
press freedom was granted to the (then) Soviet press by Mikhail

! Several admirable attempts have recently been made to unsettle that binary —
whether by exposing its Cold War roots (Nerone 1995, 2013; Sparks 2000;
Szpunar 2012) or by attempting to theoretically decouple journalism from
democracy (Josephi 2013; Zelizer 2013; Gronvall 2015), but doing so remains
difficult. This is so because it goes against the grain of centuries of liberal political
thought, where journalism is conceptually tied to freedom of the press as
a historical coconspirator and constitutive element of liberal democracy. And
liberal democracy, in turn, remains the primary source of modern political
legitimacy. Recent suggestions to think beyond democracy as the privileged site
of political legitimacy in the contemporary West (Crouch 2004) inevitably push



