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Analysis

The runet – lost in Translation
By Karina Alexanyan, Palo Alto1

Abstract
This article argues for a socio-cultural analysis of the Russian Internet and social media landscape. I contend 
that the Russian Internet and social media landscape is unique, with features that are specific to Russia and 
distinct from their counterparts in the US or elsewhere. Russian Internet and social media use needs to be 
understood from within its own socio-cultural context – Western understandings of Internet use and so-
cial media categories do not necessarily translate to Russia. This article discusses some of the key variables – 
such as level and degree of penetration, style of use, areas of attention and social media categories – which 
are necessary for a nuanced understanding of the Russian Internet. 

specifics of the russian internet 
“The Internet” is not a universal, monolithic entity, but 
rather a combination of elements and features – a land-
scape whose topology is as unique as the country in 
which it evolves. Russia is no exception. This article dis-
cusses some of the key variables – such as level and de-
gree of penetration, style of use, areas of attention and 
social media categories – which are necessary for a nu-
anced understanding of the Russian Internet.

First, the RuNet remains an elite and stratified medi-
um, dominated by urban and educated users. National 
Internet penetration is growing rapidly, but remains at 
about one third of the population. Second, those who 
do use the Internet, do so relatively frequently and, most 
significantly, pay attention to different sources of infor-
mation than their less-wired peers. Finally, the catego-
ries of social media – personal, public, blog, online jour-
nal, social networking site, community, friend, reader 
etc. – have emerged with distinct and different defini-
tions, features and parameters in Russia. These catego-
ries are a result of social, historical, technological and 
cultural elements that are specific to Russia. Researchers, 
analysts and readers must keep this in mind, and be 
wary of allowing their own assumptions about these 
media to influence their understanding of Russia.

runet is an elite, stratified medium, 
dominated by the Urban and educated 
The simple term “Internet user” has multiple layers. One 
aspect is Internet penetration – what percentage of the 
population goes online. Another aspect is frequency of 

1 The Russian Analytical Digest is proud to welcome Karina 
Alexanyan as a special guest editor for this issue on Russian 
blogging. The three articles published here build on the dis-
cussion started in RAD 50 (November 18, 2008) by Floriana 
Fossato’s contribution “The Web That Failed: How the Russian 
State Co-opted a Growing Internet Opposition Movement.”

use – both among the general populace, and among 
Internet users themselves. In Russia, the figures are tell-
ing: while Internet penetration is not deep (approxi-
mately 33% of the population) – those who do go on-
line, do so relatively frequently – a large majority (80%) 
of Russia’s Internet users are online at least once per 
week, and a smaller majority – 55% – go online dai-
ly. And the numbers in Moscow far exceed the nation-
al average – highlighting a common error – extrapolat-
ing from Moscow to “all of Russia.” 

While a national Internet penetration of about one 
third may not seem impressive, the rate of growth in the 
Russian Federation has been steady and exponential, es-
pecially in areas outside Moscow. During the years be-
tween 2002 and 2009, the percentage of Internet users 
increased almost six fold, from around 5% to around 
30%. In Moscow the pace was a bit slower, but still im-
pressive, with penetration more than doubling, rising 
from 27% to 60%. 

At the national level, Russia’s current Internet pen-
etration of 33% can be compared to Brazil’s, for in-
stance, which is at around 29%. In contrast, Internet 
penetration in Moscow is currently at European lev-
els (approximately 60%) and slightly below that of the 
U.S., which is above 70%, according to a 2009 Russian 
Public Opinion Foundation (FOM) survey. In fact, 
while Moscow has only 8% of the country’s adults, it 
has 14% of its average Internet users and a full one fifth 

– 20% – of its daily users.
Socio-economic demographics paint a similar pic-

ture, influencing popular perceptions of “Internet boom” 
versus “Internet hype.” In Russia, as elsewhere in the 
world, the higher the income and education, the higher 
the rate of Internet access and use. For example, while 
only 17% of Russia’s total population has advanced 
degrees, a majority of these people, almost 65%, are 
Internet users. Moscow, of course, is more educated 

http://www.res.ethz.ch/analysis/rad/details.cfm?lng=en&id=93928
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than the rest of Russia – a full 43% of Muscovites have 
advanced degrees – and 78% of those people are online. 
For roughly 70% of the population, those with a sec-
ondary education and a high school diploma, Internet 
penetration is below the national average – from 30% 
to 22%. And of the remaining 12% who have not com-
pleted high school, only 5% are Internet users. 

In other words, for the urban educated elite, it may 
seem that virtually everyone they know is online, and 
virtually all the time; however, for many others, the 
Internet is categorized as a “luxury item,” or even some-
thing that has no significant relevance to daily life. 

internet Users & non-Users pay Attention 
to different sources of information 
In terms of sources of information they accessed, dai-
ly Internet users differed dramatically from non-Inter-
net users, and even from average urban residents, ac-
cording to a nationwide poll that FOM conducted in 
Spring 2009.

FOM pollsters asked two questions: “Where do you 
most often find interesting information?” and “Which 
source do you trust the most?” Respondents chose from 
six sources – television, Internet, books, print, radio and 
relatives/friends. Figures 1 on p. 5 and 2 on p. 6 com-
pare the responses in terms of three groups – “urban res-
idents”, “Internet users” and “non Internet users.” 

Based on these charts, two facts stand out:
For all three groups, television is the leading source 1. 
of interesting and trusted information.
For the daily Internet user, the Internet is rapidly 2. 
gaining as the most trusted source of information, 
and already exceeds television as a source of inter-
esting information.

The portrait of the average urban resident and the “non 
Internet user” are not very different. Both (potentially 
overlapping) groups find interesting information pri-
marily on television. Print is a source of interesting in-
formation at about half, or less than half, the rate of tele-
vision. The main difference is unsurprising – for urban 
residents, the Internet and relatives/friends vie for third 
place, while for “non Internet users”, the Internet, ob-
viously, is not a source. For both of these groups, tele-
vision is by far the most trusted source of information, 
with all the other sources trailing far behind. Even for 
the urban resident, the Internet is “the most trusted 
source” less frequently than relatives and friends, and 
less than 10% of the time.

The active or daily Internet user has a very differ-
ent profile. The Internet exceeds, by a small percentage, 
television as a source of interesting information – and 

television is less dominant as a source in general. Other 
sources – print, relatives, are also cited less frequently. 
The daily Internet user is more literate than the other 
groups, however, and books are cited as sources a bit 
more often than for others. And, while the daily Internet 
user also chooses television as his or her most trusted 
source – the frequency is far lower, less than 30%. The 
Internet is the most trusted source almost as often, with 
the rest of the sources trailing far behind. Again, the 
daily Internet user chooses books as the most trusted 
source more frequently than the other groups. 

In other words, in Russia, the Internet competes 
with television as a source of information only for fre-
quent (daily) users. That select group, however, choos-
es to access and trust a set of different sources of infor-
mation than the rest of the population.

The russian Webscape is Uniquely russian
For those 35 million people across the vast expanse 
of the Russian Federation who access the Internet at 
least once a month, the various features of social me-
dia – private, public, blogs, online journals, social net-
working sites, friends, readers and communities – over-
lap and converge in different ways than they do else-
where. 

In the U.S., for instance, blogs can be divided 
into public and private groupings, with a distinction 
based on content, focus and intended audience. Public 
blogs are usually topical, and aimed at a wide audience. 
Private blogs are more like online journals, with a per-
sonal focus and a narrower group of viewers or readers. 
American blogs have a certain typical structure, with 
a static blogroll of links identifying what or whom the 
blogger reads, and a dynamic series of posts and com-
ments. In this context, the distinction between blogs 
and social networking sites is relatively clear: one group 
is for spreading information, whether private or public, 
and the other is for connecting with friends and com-
munities of like-minded thinkers. 

The Russian landscape is quite different, and the cat-
egories have different connotations. Due to specific so-
cial, historical and technical factors, Russian blogs blur 
the line between public and private, and between blog-
ging and social networking platforms. 

A case in point: in the detailed quarterly reports on 
the Russian blogosphere that Yandex has been issuing 
since 2006, the terms “blog” and “online journal” are 
entirely synonymous (ie there is no sense of blogs that 
are NOT journals), “friends” are interchangeable with 

“readers,” and “communities” are included in the total 
blog count. 
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One reason for this merging of public and pri-
vate, blogging and social networking platforms can be 
found in the history and evolution of the Russian blo-
gosphere. Russian “blogging” began in the early 2000s 
with LiveJournal (LJ), a site which continues to domi-
nate the Russian blogosphere. LiveJournal does not fol-
low the traditional blogging model, but is rather a so-
cial media hybrid that combines features of both blogs 
and social networking sites such as personal diary en-
tries, blog posts, comments, communities and friend-
ship networks. 

In its early days, most journals on LJ were like the 
public blogs in the U.S., kept by a veritable “Who’s 
Who” of literati, with friends lists that often numbered 
over 1,000. These lists represented subscribers, or reg-
ular readers, rather than friends, creating a virtual list-
ing of the blogger’s “fanbase.” Although in more recent 
years this scenario has changed, and the average num-
ber of “friends” has dropped considerably, the central 
assumption still exists that in the Russian blogosphere, 

“friends” are readers, not friends; hence the interchange-
ability of the terms “friend” and “reader” in Yandex’s 
most recent, Spring 2009 Blogosphere Report: “The av-
erage personal blog is read by 18 people and the average 
community has 112 bloggers. Only 2% of bloggers have 
over 100 friends, and 0.2% more than 500.” 

Russia’s top four “blogging platforms” (LiveInternet, 
Ya.ru, Blog.Mail.ru and LiveJournal) host nearly 70% of 
all blogs, and all emulate the hybrid LiveJournal model. 
Acting like social networks, they all provide “friend lists” 
and the option to join communities/groups and share 
images, video and audio. According to Yandex, these 
groups and communities are also included in the “blog” 
category. So for instance, in its Spring 2009 Report, 
Yandex claims that the Russian blogosphere contains 
7.4 million blogs, comprised of 6.9 personal journals 
and over 500,000 communities.

Pure social networking platforms emerged more re-
cently, in about 2006, and were essentially modeled 
on their U.S. counterparts, namely Classmates and 
Facebook. These differ from the blogging platforms in 
that, by not catering to extended blog/diary posts, they 
focus primarily only on locating, reconnecting with, 
and compiling lists of (actual) friends, participating 

in groups and communities, and sharing images, vid-
eo, audio. In the case of these social networking sites, 

“friends” are indeed friends, and not simply readers of 
one’s posts and diary entries.

Monthly audience numbers also reflect Russia’s 
unique blend of social networking and blogging, as the 
list of top social media sites in Russia contains both so-
cial networking and blogging platforms. The social net-
working service Vkontakte, modeled on Facebook, is by 
far the most popular, attracting almost half of Russia’s 
Internet users. Mail.ru offers social networking and 
blogging as separate but interconnected services, and 
while separately their audience numbers are low, when 
combined, the audience of both those services makes 
up roughly one third of Russia’s monthly Internet users. 
LiveJournal is next, attracting more than a quarter of 
Russia’s Internet users, followed by the social network-
ing site Odnoklassniki, modeled on Classmates, with 
almost a quarter of the users. 

Conclusion
While Russian Internet penetration is relatively low – 
only one third of the population – those that do go on-
line, do so relatively frequently, and with a passion for 
social media. Daily Internet users in Russia are primar-
ily educated and urban, and differ from the rest of the 
population in their sources of attention and trust – with 
the Internet gaining on, and in some cases, exceeding 
television as a reliable source of “interesting informa-
tion”. It is important to note here, however, that “in-
teresting information” does not necessarily mean that 
it is relevant, or even informative in any meaningful or 
political sense. The “interesting information” that users 
find online can take many forms, most often appearing 
in the content of blogs or social networking sites. While 

“pure” social networking sites may not, yet, be as pre-
dominant as elsewhere, social media use – through both 
blog/social networking hybrids and “pure” social net-
working sites – is considerable, especially among active 
Internet users. In fact, if the statistics are to be trusted, 
the percentage of active Internet users that blog and use 
social networking sites is consistently higher in Russia 
than in the US and those who do use social networking 
sites are “engaged” to an above average degree. 

About the Author:
Karina Alexanyan is a Ph.D. candidate in Communications at Columbia University. Her doctoral research explores 
the Russian-language social media landscape.
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Further Reading:
Comscore •	 “Russia Has World’s Most Engaged Social Networking Audience,” http://www.comscore.com/Press_
Events/Press_Releases/2009/7/Russia_has_World_s_Most_Engaged_Social_Networking_Audience, July 2, 
2009. 
FOM Public Opinion Foundation, •	 “Internet in Russia, Special Release,” http://bd.fom.ru/report/cat/smi/smi_int/
d091617, March 2009. 
Universal McCann, •	 “Social Media Study, Wave 3” http://www.themarketingsite.com/live/content.php?Item_
ID=7860, March 2008.
Yandex •	 “Trends in the Blogosphere,” http://download.yandex.ru/company/yandex_on_blogosphere_spring_2009.
pdf, Spring 2009. 

Figure 1: Where do you most Often Find interesting information?
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Source: Mediinye predpochteniya naseleniya: internet tesnit televidenie 23 April 2009, http://bd.fom.ru/pdf/d16lp.pdf
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Table 1: internet Use & Frequency – russia versus moscow

number of 
adults – russia

% of russia’s 
adult 

population

% of russia’s 
internet users

number 
of adults – 
moscow

% of moscow’s 
adult pop.

% of moscow’s 
internet Users

Total pop 112.5 mil 8. 8 mil

General users – Over 18, Go online at least once 

In six months 37.5 mil 33% 100%  5.3 mil 60% 100%

In a month Almost 35 mil 31% 93% 5.1 mil 58% 96%

Active Users – Over 18, Go online at least once

Per week 30.4 mil 27% 81% 4.9 mil 56% 92%

Per day 20.6 mil 18% 55% 4.2 mil 48% 80%

Source: FOM, Internet in Russia, Special Report, Spring 2009, http://bd.fom.ru/report/cat/smi/smi_int/d091617

Figure 2: Which source do you Trust the most?
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Table 2: education & internet penetration, russia & moscow

education russia moscow percent of [level of education] 
that go online at least once per 

month – russia

percent of [level of education] 
that are monthly internet users 

– moscow

Advanced degree 17% 43% 63% 76%

Secondary education 39% 31% 30% 48%

High School Education 32% 21% 22% 41%

Less than High School 12% 6% 5% 12%

Source: FOM, Internet in Russia, Special Report, Spring 2009, http://bd.fom.ru/report/cat/smi/smi_int/d091617

Table 3: blog/social networking sites & Audience numbers

Blog Hosting &
social networking sites

monthly audience percentage of russia’s monthly users 
(32– 35 million) 

Vkontakte.ru 1. 14.3 million 40–45%

Live Journal2.  8.7 million 25–27%

Odnoklassniki.ru 3. 7.8 million 22–24%

Mail. Ru – My World4. 6.3 million 18–20%

Live Internet5. 5.6 million 16–17.5%

Blogs.Mail.ru6. 4.7 million 13–14%

Ya. Ru7. Under 3 million Under 9%
Key: Social networking sites in black. Blog hosting sites in red italics.
Source: Comscore “Russia Has World’s Most Engaged Social Networking Audience,” http://www.comscore.com/Press_Events/Press_Re 
leases/2009/7/Russia_has_World_s_Most_Engaged_Social_Networking_Audience, July 2, 2009 and Yandex “Trends in the Blogo-
sphere,” http://download.yandex.ru/company/yandex_on_blogosphere_spring_2009.pdf, Spring 2009.

http://bd.fom.ru/report/cat/smi/smi_int/d091617
Http://www.comscore.com/Press_Events/Press_Releases/2009/7/Russia_has_World_s_Most_Engaged_Social_Networking_Audience
http://www.comscore.com/Press_Events/Press_Releases/2009/7/Russia_has_World_s_Most_Engaged_Social_Networking_Audience
http://www.comscore.com/Press_Events/Press_Releases/2009/7/Russia_has_World_s_Most_Engaged_Social_Networking_Audience
http://download.yandex.ru/company/yandex_on_blogosphere_spring_2009.pdf
http://download.yandex.ru/company/yandex_on_blogosphere_spring_2009.pdf
http://download.yandex.ru/company/yandex_on_blogosphere_spring_2009.pdf


8

analytical
digest

russian
russian analytical digest  69/09

Analysis

Understanding the real impact of russian blogs
By Eugene Gorny, New York

Abstract
Previous Western efforts to understand the impact of the Russian blogosphere on the Russian political sys-
tem have taken a limited approach and come to the conclusion that the blogosphere has little political im-
pact. In undemocratic countries like Russia, political discourse becomes diffuse since virtually any topic 
may acquire political connotations and political activity tends to take oblique, indirect and symbolic forms, 
which may seem non-political or quasi-political to outsiders. In fact, the Russian blogosphere reproduces 
the fundamental structural features of Russian society, such as social atomization, negative attitudes to of-
ficial institutions (and, more generally, to any “Other”) and a strong dependence on personal networks as a 
source of information, opinions and support. Informality, symbolic action and laughter as the key features 
of the Russian blogosphere make it closer to popular laughter culture than to the public sphere.

The size of the blogosphere
The blogosphere can be defined as the totality of all blogs 
and their interconnections. It is not homogeneous but 
consists of distinct networks shaped by users with com-
mon or intersecting interests who interact with each oth-
er and the world by writing, linking and commenting. 
The resulting networked space reflects political, social 
and cultural patterns and processes in a society. Blogs 
are probably the most democratic and popular form of 
sharing information and opinions. The study of the bl-
ogosphere (and its constituting networks) is a way to 
understand “what people really think”. 

The Russian blogosphere is big and growing. 
According to Yandex (2009), in the spring of 2009, it 
included 7.4 million blogs. By the end of November this 
figure exceeded 11 million. A million posts and com-
ments are produced daily. The scale and variety of the 
Russian blogosphere presents a methodological chal-
lenge to researchers seeking to understand it on both 
qualitative and quantitative levels since it is difficult to 
embrace it in its totality and interpret perceived regu-
larities correctly.

Of the 7.4 million blogs in the spring of 2009, only 
12 percent were active in some way (had at least 5 en-
tries and had been updated at least once in the past 3 
months) and only 5 percent (370,000) were super ac-
tive (updated at least weekly). This active and produc-
tive segment constitutes the Russian blogosphere in a 
proper sense and it should be distinguished from dead 
or junk blogs. Of the million entries produced daily, a 
third qualify as spam. 

global and local Aspects
The Russian blogosphere is a structural and meaningful 
formation within the global blogosphere. It has its spe-

cific topology, discussion topics, attentive clusters and 
patterns of user behavior. It is both global and local. It 
is global because it facilitates the flow of information 
and uncensored discussion irrespective of state borders; 
unites members of Metropolis and Diaspora (about 20 
per cent of Russian bloggers live abroad); provides links 
to information resources worldwide and serves as a tool 
of social mobilization (grassroots movements, organi-
zation and coverage of protest actions, charity fund-
raising, etc.).

At the same time, the Russian blogosphere shows 
strong localizing (or glocalizing) tendencies: it is to a 
large degree self-contained (isolated from the rest of 
the Internet); has relatively few “bridge bloggers” writ-
ing about other countries and cultures in Russian or 
about Russian affairs in other languages; the dialogues 
of Russian bloggers with foreign bloggers are rare and 
mostly of mock or destructive nature. In brief, in the bl-
ogosphere, Russians tend to communicate with Russians 
in Russian about Russia-related topics.

The case of the Russian blogosphere clearly shows 
that the global communication technology is not nec-
essarily used for the dissemination of global content or 
discussion of global issues. The Russian blogosphere is, 
for the most part, an inwardly focused social network 
more interested in what is going on in the country rath-
er than in the world. 

The blogosphere’s political potential
The Russian blogosphere’s political significance is un-
certain. On one hand, blogs are extensively used for 
documenting corruption and social injustice, uncen-
sored discussion of current events and the viral spread 
of information. On the other hand, although the level 
of discontent with the political regime is high, it most-
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ly finds expression in resentment, cynicism and humor 
rather than in organized political action. Potentially, the 
Russian blogosphere (especially its “discussion core”) is 
a powerful agent for social change. However, this po-
tential is still far from being fully realized. 

Unlike most of the Russian media which are di-
rectly or indirectly controlled by the state, the Russian 
blogosphere remains a place of free speech and uncen-
sored discussion. This makes it an invaluable source 
of knowledge about the sentiments, opinions and atti-
tudes of the population. The study of vox bloggeri has 
tremendous significance as it can help to understand 
the current situation in Russia and potentially predict 
the country’s future.

Anglo-American scholarship tends to approach the 
Russian blogosphere from a political science perspec-
tive. Unfortunately, this approach has revealed serious 
limitations and its validity is questionable. 

The application of political science’s normative 
framework to the Russian Internet (as well as to the 
Russian society in general) invariably leads to the con-
clusion that they do not conform to the ideal model and 
can be only described in terms of deviation, defective-
ness and fallacy. The Western concepts of participato-
ry democracy and civil liberties may work well in soci-
eties with developed democracies but they have a dif-
ferent meaning (if any) in undemocratic countries like 
Russia. The scholars who suggest that the main func-
tion of blogs is political discussion (or any serious dis-
cussion of any serious issues) which should result in po-
litical action and then blame the Russian blogosphere 
(because they find little politics and seriousness in it) 
are victims of their own a priori assumptions.

Thus, a recent study by Fossato, Lloyd and 
Verkhovsky (2008) begins with the assumption that 
the Internet in Russia has been perceived as an “an an-
tidote to state dominance… a liberator, a tool whose 
possession, or ability to access, allows individuals, op-
positional parties and NGOs to escape the control the 
state can exercise over TV and radio channels, and the 
press.” The study attempted “to gauge how far that is 
true in Russia” and came to a rather pessimistic con-
clusion that “the power and potential of the Russian 
Internet is very limited” and that the Russian web has 
failed to fulfill the promise of individual and social lib-
eralization. Fossato (2009) goes even further and ad-
vances a hypothesis that the Russian blogosphere serves 
in fact as a means of people’s adaptation to the regime 
rather than an instrument of social change. Both con-
clusions are questionable as they are based on just a few 
case studies and do not take into account the specifics 

of blog discourse. Probably what has failed is not the 
Russian web but a biased research strategy.

The initial assumptions on which the quoted re-
search is based are in fact a projection of the research-
ers’ own political beliefs and expectations and they are 
not supported by documentary evidence. My analysis 
of the early reception of the LiveJournal blogging plat-
form in the Russian media (Gorny, 2004b) demonstrat-
ed that the emergent blogosphere was interpreted in 
terms of “one’s own circle”, personal self-expression or 
interpersonal play rather than in terms of “an antidote 
to state dominance”, “political liberation” or “opposi-
tion”. The development of political discussion and ac-
tivism in blogs is a relatively late phenomenon. It was 
difficult to find examples of online activism in 2004–
2005. Even now, when political issues are discussed or 
political actions are performed, they often take unse-
rious, playful, mock and grotesque forms. However, it 
does not mean that these forms of resistance are insig-
nificant and have no impact upon either public opin-
ion or the political situation in Russia.

is the russian blogosphere  
the public sphere?
The concept of the public sphere (including a deriva-
tive concept of the “networked public sphere”) should 
be used with care with regard to the Russian blogo-
sphere. 

The public sphere is defined as “an area in social life 
where people can get together and freely discuss and 
identify societal problems, and through that discussion 
influence political action.” The public sphere is under-
stood as a mediator between the “private sphere” (indi-
vidual citizens) and the “Sphere of Public Authority” (the 
state authority, the ruling class) (Habermas, 1962/1989). 
The study of the public sphere centers on the idea of par-
ticipatory democracy, and how public opinion becomes 
political action. The basic belief in public sphere theory is 
that political action is steered by the public sphere, and 
that the only legitimate governments are those that listen to 
the public sphere (Benhabib, 1992). “Democratic gover-
nance rests on the capacity of and opportunity for citi-
zens to engage in enlightened debate” (Hauser, 1999).

 In authoritarian regimes there is not much oppor-
tunity for participatory democracy and the conversion 
of public opinion to political action. The government is 
alienated from the people, it serves its own interest and 
it has little interest in dialogue. In this sense, it is not le-
gitimate (from the viewpoint of democracy theory). 

In undemocratic societies, such as Russia, where the 
official institutions are used to defend the private ends 
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of the ruling elite rather than to serve the public good; 
where the state routinely uses brute force to suppress 
any hint of opposition and dissent; where public social 
institutes are underdeveloped and too weak to be able 
to bridge the gap between citizens and the government, 
the opportunities for meaningful political action (be it 
organized political opposition or grassroots movements) 
are very limited. In this situation, political discourse be-
comes diffuse (virtually any topic may acquire political 
connotations) and political activity tends to take oblique, 
indirect and symbolic forms (which may seem not po-
litical or quasi-political to outsiders). 

It is true that the blogosphere in Russia is a substi-
tute for the public sphere — much the same as literature 
in the 19th century and the independent media in the 
1990s. But is not the public sphere in the proper sense 
of the word. Unlike the public sphere, which is rational, 
serious and which follows the rules of public discussion, 
the Russian blogosphere is full of emotions, mockery 
and highly informal speech including jargon and mat 
(profanity, swearing). 

Recent research on the connection between the 
Internet and democracy has found that this connec-
tion is not straightforward. Thus, Kalathil and Boas 
(2003) argue that while certain types of Internet use 
do pose political challenges to authoritarian govern-
ments and may lead to political change, other uses of the 
Internet can actually reinforce authoritarian rule. Faris 
and Etling (2008) come to the similar conclusion that 
the Internet is just a tool, which can be used for differ-
ent purposes, and that “the impact of digital networks 
in promoting political change unquestionably depends 
on the context”. However, it is not enough to state that 
the context defines the purpose the Internet is used for. 
It is much more challenging to understand how it is used 
for the same purpose in different contexts. Democracy 
theory should be supplemented by an anthropology of 
undemocratic society. And this is an important topic 
for further research.

The russian blogosphere and russian 
society
If even networking and informal exchange are anthro-
pological universals, their functions and implications 

are very different in different regimes (Ledeneva, 2008). 
The defects of the authoritarian regime in Russia are 
compensated for by informal personal networks: a low 
level of trust in formal institutions (from the parliament 
and NGOs to the police and courts) places emphasis on 
interpersonal trust. The blogosphere (and other comput-
er-mediated networks) in Russia provide a specific ex-
ample of a more general principle – a case of informal 
personal networks compensating for and replacing in-
effective formal and impersonal institutions.

 The Russian blogosphere reproduces fundamen-
tal structural features of the Russian society such as 
social atomization, negative attitudes to official insti-
tutions (and, more generally, to any “Other”) and a 
strong dependence on personal networks as a source 
of information, opinions and support. This opposition 
towards the “official” applies to the Russian Internet 
generally, especially to its early stage of development, 
before commercialization and state intervention. As 
Rohozinski (1999) noted ten years ago, “The informal 
social networks, or blat, which pervaded Russian soci-
ety and facilitated day-to-day decisions in an ossified 
system, formed the basis for constructing Russian cy-
berspace”. However, blat is just one manifestation of the 
Russian culture of informality (Ledeneva 1998, 2006, 
2009). The Soviet legacy of kitchen-table talks and sam-
izdat (Gorny, 2007) and jokes culture (Gorny, 2008) is 
no less important for understanding the reality of the 
Russian Internet. 

Probably the most striking feature of the Russian 
blogosphere is a paradoxical mixture of the public and 
the private. Most blogs are publicly accessible but very 
few follow the norms of public discourse; the domi-
nant mode is informal in-group communication. The 
triumph of informality in Russian blogs has deep so-
ciocultural reasons and far-reaching consequences. 
Informality, symbolic action and laughter are the key 
aspects of the Russian blogosphere. Perhaps, Bakhtin’s 
(1941/1993) theory of popular laughter culture rath-
er than Habermas’ (1962/1989) concept of the pub-
lic sphere can provide an adequate theoretical frame-
work to understand “how the Russian blogosphere re-
ally works” and to reveal the unwritten rules by which 
it is governed.

About the Author:
Eugene Gorny is a postdoctoral fellow at the Harriman Institute, Columbia University, the author of “A Creative 
History of the Russian Internet” and an active blogger since 2001. 
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Analysis

news in the russian internet:  
The growing indifference of a Closing society
By Ekaterina Lapina-Kratasyuk, Moscow 

Abstract
Although Russian news sources often are limited to presentations of the official perspective, many Russian 
young people, and even editors and journalists are not seeking out alternative points of view on the Internet. 
The way most Russians use the Internet reflects their lack of interest in political topics. Instead, they prefer 
to go online as a way of connecting with friends and finding out information from them. 

The internet replaces Television for some 
people

 “I haven’t watched TV for a year now. My mind •	
has cleared.” 

“We don’t watch TV, we don’t even have it at home; •	
we browse the Internet and learn everything we want 
to learn from it.” 
 “Mailing lists and blogs are everything I need to be •	
connected to the world I am interested in” 

Such statements are common from Russian university 
students and professors, according to my research on 
how Russian citizens use the Internet. 

Russian TV once played a crucial role in uniting 
post-Soviet society. However, in recent years, it has been 
consistently losing its audience due to its absolutely uni-
form support of the Russian authorities. 

At the same time, the speed and accessibility of the 
Internet has made it a mass medium in Russia. Twenty-
two percent of the Russian population (people older 
than 18) have access to the Internet at home, and 28 per-
cent can be called Internet users (including those who 
browse the net at work or Internet-cafes), according to 
recent Levada-Center data. 

It seems Russia differs little from the West in the way 
that its citizens use the Internet: In Russia, the net so-
ciety links all parts of the country, from the European 
area west of the Urals through Siberia and the Far East. 
It functions effectively, forming numerous horizontal 
connections that make it possible to work around ver-
tically-organized official society.

Nevertheless, the question remains: does the Russian 
Internet really provide a diversity of information to cit-
izens who feel that official sources (TV mostly) do not 
provide them what they are looking for? 

According to media statistics, even the best of which 
are not very reliable, more than 80 percent of the pop-
ulation in Russia still watches TV and news programs 
retain their traditionally high ratings. Nevertheless, the 
most active and youngest part of the population (people 

aged 18–35 years old) watch TV the least (a situation 
that holds not only in Russia but in all countries with a 
developed media system). These people claim that they 
get their news from the Internet, though it is quite dif-
ficult to measure the popularity of Runet news resourc-
es using the numerous on-line rating systems. Some of 
them place news and analytical resources near the top, 
on in the third or the fourth positions; others do not 
list news anywhere in the Top 100. 

It is difficult to say how many Russians have given 
up TV for the Internet. According to my research in 
2008 (limited to interviews with students and teachers 
at one Moscow university) half of the former TV view-
ers partly or fully switched to the Internet in search 
of “objective” news. People who are older than 40 and 
teenagers still watch TV actively, but the young people 
prefer entertainment to the news. Their older compa-
triots though are active news watchers, which is part-
ly a function of the media habits they developed in the 
Soviet era. 

“Fashionable” net for “indifferent” Users?
There is a great difference between the Russian television 
of the late 1980s – early 1990s and today’s broadcasts. 
As the Soviet Union was collapsing and the new Russia 
emerging, Russian television was only partly controlled, 
included live programs, provided direct broadcasts of of-
ficial political events and cultivated such outspoken and 
opinionated TV news stars as Leonid Parfenov, Yevgeny 
Kiselev and Svetlana Sorokina. Even though it often 
lacked professionalism, it was interesting to watch. By 
contrast, the television of the 2000s, with its state own-
ership, strong system of self-censorship among report-
ers and editors, ban on live broadcasts, and the evident 
dominance of the First Channel and Russia TV chan-
nel, means that viewers have little choice beyond the 
official line and entertainment programs.

The news on Russian television no longer works 
to shape public opinion. News programs cover a well 
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known list of people and evaluate them as either posi-
tive or negative. TV news today, in both its format and 
content, does not support any form of public discussion: 
its broadcasts include no opposition figures or opinions; 
such people and ideas simply do not exist in the world 
portrayed by TV news. At the same time, TV news 
shows actively promote the idea that political news is 
boring. There are a lot of “other news” programs: local 
news, household news, gardening news, etc. The mot-
to of such programs is: “There are much more interest-
ing things in the world than politics.” Thus, the official 
media widely disseminates the idea that politics is not 
the people’s business and that they should grow gardens 
and repair flats instead. 

In contrast, the Internet is the only mass medium 
which presents different voices – including the political 
opposition, subcultures, and various counter-cultures – 
and uses different social languages as well as provides 
resources in different languages. Runet is still largely 
uncontrolled by the Russian state. Since counter-cul-
tural modes of expression and behavior in everyday life 
still provoke suspicion and hostility, Runet helps mem-
bers of different communities, societies, professional as-
sociations and fan-clubs unite and express themselves. 
It is also the best communication tool for diasporas, as 
well as the last medium for Russia’s miniscule political 
opposition. The Internet serves this purpose not only 
in Russia, but also Belarus and other countries of the 
post-Soviet space. Accordingly, one would expect the 
Internet to be needed and extremely popular in Russia, 
where the means of expression in the other parts of so-
ciety are closing down. 

In fact, however, the Internet is often a trendy fashion 
accessory rather than a tool for acquiring information that 
is not available from official sources. The relative novelty 
of the Internet in Russia gives the use of this mass medi-
um distinct connotations. New media in Russia were as-
similated later than in the US and Western Europe, but 
the process, at least in some social groups, goes faster. 
Accordingly, the idea of the Internet as technical miracle, 

“Western” fashion and a tool facilitating everyday activities 
co-exist in the popular conception of new media in Russia. 
The majority of people are quite emotional towards them, 
but do not use even half of their capabilities. 

While society may worship or curse the Internet, 
most users approach it very directly and unsubtly. In 
fact, many people only go on-line to check their e-mail. 
The situation is similar with mobile phones: many see 
them as jewelry rather than as a communication tool: 
it is habitual to change phones monthly in an effort to 
display the newest and the most expensive model, but 

often the owners of these phones do not know how to 
use their new brand devices, e. g. how to take photos 
or send text messages. New media in Russia are in the 
sphere of prestige consumption and everyday necessity 
at the same time. The Web is “fashionable”, the words 
associated with the Internet and names of some on-
line resources are popular, and they have become a part 
of popular culture now in soaps, pop songs and films. 
One recent hit song, for example, talks about a girl who 
spends all her time, day and night, on Odnoklassniki, a 
popular website that allows Russians to connect with 
former school chums. 

Although the Internet provides access to a diversity 
of views, critical journalism, and news in foreign lan-
guages, in reality there are few users who are interest-
ed in gaining political information from outside offi-
cial channels. This specificity of new media use is re-
flected in the content of the Russian Internet. The huge 
range of new medium possibilities in Russia have yet to 
be exploited. If we speak about the “mass user” and the 

“mass of users” they mostly know how to perform only 
simple functions in the Internet, such as using one of 
the most popular search engines. So, those who know 
more, e.g. how to blog, make a personal page in social 
networks or even watch YouTube, gain a great infor-
mational and communicational advantage. Many have 
recognized the informational capability of the Internet, 
but few have actually applied it yet. 

information is not (in) Communication 
The notion of “information” is discussed widely among 
journalists and scholars in Russia in spite of almost one 
hundred years of media theory and its recent conclu-
sions on the irrelevance of the notion itself and the desir-
ability of replacing the word information with the word 
communication in the majority of media situations. So, 
using the word information today means not objectivity 
but diversity, not information per se but the availability 
of different agendas and the possibility to choose among 
them. So, in speaking about the news, I refer not, for 
example, to Niklas Luhmann’s definition of it as “pro-
grams that spread ignorance in the form of facts,” but 
Jurgen Habermas’s understanding of the ideal of an in-
formational environment as a space for public discus-
sion. Of course we should have in mind that Habermas 
also sees the contemporary media as one of the main 
reasons for the decay of the public sphere. 

The crucial question is whether we can diagnose and 
describe any specific feature of Internet use in Russia 
which is determined by the “post-Soviet” social, polit-
ical and cultural environment. 
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In exploring this question through my research, I 
have relied on sociological methodology in spite of its 
evident limitations. The question of what methodology 
is the most useful in studying the Internet is still high-
ly problematic. Many advocate the use of a visual stud-
ies methodology or a linguistic approach. Formalist re-
search seems to be more productive than sociological ef-
forts: form does not lie, but interviewed people often do. 
Nevertheless, when we speak about such an ever-changing 
form as the Web, even people’s opinions seem stable. 

 In 2006 –2008 I carried out several small research 
projects in Moscow and Moscow region. Overall, I con-
ducted about one hundred interviews with editors of 
Russian TV news programs and Runet news sites (10 
interviews), university teachers (20 interviews) and stu-
dents (62 interviews). The interviewed people were most-
ly females (about 80 percent of the interviewees).

The following are some of my research results, re-
vealing why my conclusions on RuNet’s public infor-
mation role are quite pessimistic: 

The students, journalists and editors I interviewed 
claim that to learn “the real” situation in Russia and 
the world, they download news from the Internet. But 
among the most popular sources of news they listed are 
mail servers such as Mail.ru and Yandex.ru. Such ad-
missions were remarkable because Mail.ru news, for ex-
ample, is among the worst examples of web journalism, 
providing yellow journalism reports mixed with offi-
cial news that panders to the authorities. The popular-
ity of these sites suggests that, despite their claims, my 
respondents did not invest any effort into searching for 
information on the Web. 

Among the other often mentioned Russian-language 
Internet information resources were the Russian Version 
of the BBC and the sites of off-line newspapers, such as 
Izvestia and Vedomosti (mentioned mostly by professors, 
but also by students and journalists). Made-in-Russia 
Internet news and sites which seek to define alternative 
political agendas, such as polit.ru, gazeta.ru and even 
grani.ru, do not attract significant attention. The move-

ment away from these sites is a major change from the 
results of surveys I conducted in 2004 when these re-
sources were mentioned frequently. 

To my surprise, LiveJounal and other blogging sites 
were not mentioned often either. The lack of interest 
contradicts current market conditions since bloggers 
are now even more welcomed at public events than tra-
ditional journalists and their activities are more profit-
able for advertisers. 

Among the most popular sites described as “infor-
mational resources” were the social networks such as 
Odnoklassniki.ru and Vkontakte.ru. Some respondents 
considered these sources as too low-brow (“popsovye”) 
and my respondents mentioned Facebook as an alterna-
tive social network for intelligent people. But this pref-
erence for Facebook does not change the general situ-
ation, which reveals the spreading desire to learn the 
news from other people in the flow of gossip, social com-
mentaries, and other forms of communication. 

Conclusion
Thus, the answer to the question posed above is nega-
tive: There is nothing specifically post-Soviet about the 
use of the Internet in Russia. According to my research, 
the Internet is not informing a virtual public sphere in 
Russia, which can compensate people for the lack of in-
formation that they experience. If we follow Raymond 
Williams’ understanding of mass media as not only 
technology but also a cultural form, it could be argued 
that Runet reflects the situation of indifference in con-
temporary Russian society. The typical Russian Internet 
user is not interested in discussion and accepts media 
content uncritically. The users are dependent on it and 
have great antipathy toward it at the same time. 

Of course, another explanation which focuses on 
Internet technology may be correct as well. This point 
of view suggests that the Internet provides new ways of 
interacting, which are more popular than the old ones 
and political news is universally becoming extinct. 

About the Author:
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reading tip

energy and the Transformation of international 
relations  
Toward a new producer-Consumer Framework

edited by Andreas Wenger, robert W. Orttung and Jeronim 
perovic

With energy security at the top of the global agenda, Energy and the 
Transformation of International Relations examines the development of a new 
producer-consumer framework. As the era of cheap energy comes to an end, 
Asia’s demand for energy grows, and concerns over climate change increase, it is 
clear that the old framework is no longer sustainable in this new era. This book 
examines the evolving relations between the key producers (Middle East, Russia, 
Latin America and Africa), traditional consumers (the US and Europe), and new 
consumers (China and India) as they adjust to the changing marketplace and po-
litical realities. At the center of the book is the key question of how dynamics in 
the global energy market affect the nature of international relations. The authors 
argue that while conflict over resources is possible, there are many opportunities 
for international cooperation regarding energy resources.
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the theme “The other Eastern Europe – the 1960s to the 1980s, dissidence in politics and society, alternatives in cul-
ture. Contributions to comparative contemporary history”, which is funded by the Volkswagen Foundation.

In the area of post-socialist societies, extensive research projects have been conducted in recent years with emphasis 
on political decision-making processes, economic culture and the integration of post-socialist countries into EU gov-
ernance. One of the core missions of the institute is the dissemination of academic knowledge to the interested pub-
lic. This includes regular email services with nearly 20,000 subscribers in politics, economics and the media.

With a collection of publications on Eastern Europe unique in Germany, the Research Centre is also a contact 
point for researchers as well as the interested public. The Research Centre has approximately 300 periodicals from 
Russia alone, which are available in the institute’s library. News reports as well as academic literature is systematical-
ly processed and analyzed in data bases.

The Center for security studies (Css) at eTH Zurich
The Center for Security Studies (CSS) at ETH Zurich is a Swiss academic center of competence that specializes in re-
search, teaching, and information services in the fields of international and Swiss security studies. The CSS also acts 
as a consultant to various political bodies and the general public. The CSS is engaged in research projects with a num-
ber of Swiss and international partners. The Center‘s research focus is on new risks, European and transatlantic secu-
rity, strategy and doctrine, area studies, state failure and state building, and Swiss foreign and security policy.

In its teaching capacity, the CSS contributes to the ETH Zurich-based Bachelor of Arts (BA) in public policy de-
gree course for prospective professional military officers in the Swiss army and the ETH and University of Zurich-
based MA program in Comparative and International Studies (MACIS); offers and develops specialized courses and 
study programs to all ETH Zurich and University of Zurich students; and has the lead in the Executive Masters de-
gree program in Security Policy and Crisis Management (MAS ETH SPCM), which is offered by ETH Zurich. The 
program is tailored to the needs of experienced senior executives and managers from the private and public sectors, 
the policy community, and the armed forces.

The CSS runs the International Relations and Security Network (ISN), and in cooperation with partner institutes 
manages the Crisis and Risk Network (CRN), the Parallel History Project on Cooperative Security (PHP), the Swiss 
Foreign and Security Policy Network (SSN), and the Russian and Eurasian Security (RES) Network.


