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Human  Rights  in  Russia:  From
Perestroika  to  Putin  –  A  Shifting
Landscape
The collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991 ushered in an era of unprecedented change for
Russia, including a complex and often turbulent evolution of human rights. This period,
spanning  from  Mikhail  Gorbachev's  *Perestroika*  reforms  to  the  present  day  under
Vladimir  Putin,  presents  a  fascinating  and  troubling  case  study  in  the  challenges  of
transitioning from authoritarian rule to a supposedly more democratic system. This article
examines the trajectory of human rights in Russia, focusing on the relationship between
citizens and the state, highlighting key milestones, persistent challenges, and the enduring
legacy of this transformative period.

The Promise of Perestroika and the Early Post-Soviet
Years
Gorbachev's Perestroika (restructuring) and Glasnost (openness) policies initially offered a
glimmer of hope for greater freedoms and respect for human rights in Russia. Increased
freedom of speech and the press, along with a loosening of state control, encouraged the
emergence of civil  society organizations and independent media outlets. However, the
transition was far from smooth. The dismantling of the Soviet system led to economic
instability, widespread social upheaval, and a power vacuum that facilitated the rise of
regional  conflicts  and  organized  crime,  all  of  which  severely  impacted  citizens'  civil
liberties  and  security.  The  nascent  democratic  institutions  struggled  to  establish
themselves amid this chaos. The early 1990s were characterized by a weakening of the
rule of law, leading to impunity for human rights abuses by both state actors and non-state
actors.  The  Chechen  wars,  beginning  in  1994,  marked  a  particularly  dark  chapter,
witnessing widespread human rights violations on both sides of the conflict. This period
highlights the fragility of democratic transitions and the difficulties of establishing robust
human rights protections in a post-authoritarian environment.

The Putin Era and the Retrenchment of Human Rights
Vladimir Putin's rise to power in 2000 marked a significant turning point. While initially
promising stability  and economic growth,  his  presidency has been accompanied by a
gradual but consistent erosion of human rights and civil liberties. The state's control over
media outlets has intensified, significantly restricting freedom of expression and access to
information.  Independent  journalism faces  increasing  pressure,  with  many  journalists
facing harassment, intimidation, or even murder. This increased state control also impacts
freedom of assembly and association, with peaceful protests frequently met with harsh
crackdowns.

The legal system, while ostensibly reformed, has often been used to silence dissent and
punish critics of the government. Legislation has been passed targeting non-governmental
organizations (NGOs), effectively restricting their activities and ability to operate freely.
The use of politically motivated prosecutions and imprisonment has become increasingly
common,  targeting activists,  journalists,  and opposition  politicians.  The annexation of
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Crimea in 2014 and the ongoing conflict in eastern Ukraine further exacerbated the human
rights situation, with reports of widespread abuses by both Russian-backed separatists and
Ukrainian forces. These events led to an increase in political repression and a significant
decline in the space for civil society.

Key Human Rights Challenges in Contemporary Russia
Several critical challenges persist in the realm of human rights in Russia. These include:

Freedom of  Speech  and  Press:  The  Kremlin's  tight  grip  on  media  and  the
increasing persecution of journalists severely restrict freedom of expression.
Political  Repression:  Opposition  politicians  and activists  face  significant  risks,
including arbitrary arrests, politically motivated prosecutions, and harassment.
Rule of Law: The independence of the judiciary remains compromised, with the
courts often serving as instruments of the state rather than impartial arbiters of
justice.
National Minorities: Ethnic and religious minorities often face discrimination and
persecution, particularly those critical of the Kremlin.
LGBTQ+ Rights:  The  rights  of  lesbian,  gay,  bisexual,  transgender,  and  queer
(LGBTQ+) individuals remain severely restricted, with discriminatory legislation and
widespread social stigma.

International Scrutiny and Responses
The deteriorating human rights situation in Russia has drawn considerable international
attention and condemnation. International human rights organizations, such as Human
Rights Watch and Amnesty International, regularly publish reports documenting human
rights  abuses.  Western governments  have imposed sanctions on Russian officials  and
entities  implicated  in  human  rights  violations.  However,  the  effectiveness  of  these
measures  remains  a  subject  of  debate,  with  Russia  often  dismissing  criticism  as
interference  in  its  internal  affairs.  The  international  community's  response  has  been
fragmented, reflecting differing geopolitical interests and priorities. This lack of a unified
and  robust  response  further  emboldens  the  Russian  state  to  continue  its  repressive
practices.

Conclusion: A Long Road to Respect for Human Rights
The  journey  of  human  rights  in  Russia  from Perestroika  to  Putin  is  a  complex  and
multifaceted story. While the early post-Soviet years offered a brief window of opportunity
for greater freedoms, the Putin era has witnessed a significant retrenchment. The current
state of human rights in Russia reflects a stark reality: a systematic erosion of democratic
values and fundamental freedoms. The challenges are immense, and overcoming them will
require sustained international pressure, a commitment to the rule of law within Russia
itself, and a vibrant and resilient civil society. The hope for a future where human rights
are fully respected in Russia remains a long-term endeavor requiring sustained effort and
unwavering dedication to democratic principles.

FAQ
Q1: What are the main differences between the human rights situation during the
Yeltsin era and the Putin era?

A1: The Yeltsin era, while chaotic, saw a greater degree of political pluralism and freedom
of speech than the Putin era. While human rights abuses were still present, there was less
systematic state repression of dissent. The Putin era, however, has seen a gradual but
consistent tightening of state control over all aspects of life, including media, civil society,
and the judiciary, leading to a significant decline in human rights.
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Q2: What role has the media played in the human rights situation in Russia?

A2: The media has played a crucial, albeit complex, role. During the initial post-Soviet
period, independent media emerged as a vital voice for accountability and transparency.
However,  under  Putin,  state  control  over  media  has  intensified,  severely  restricting
freedom of information and enabling the government to control the narrative. Independent
media outlets face increasing pressure, leading to self-censorship and the suppression of
critical voices.

Q3: How effective have international sanctions been in improving human rights in
Russia?

A3: The effectiveness of international sanctions remains a subject of debate. While some
argue that sanctions can pressure the Russian government to improve its human rights
record, others contend that they have limited impact and may even backfire, leading to
greater internal repression. The impact of sanctions is difficult to isolate and measure, and
their  effectiveness  is  likely  dependent  on  various  factors,  including  the  scope  and
enforcement of the sanctions and the overall geopolitical context.

Q4: What is the role of civil society organizations (CSOs) in promoting human
rights in Russia?

A4: CSOs have played a critical,  albeit increasingly precarious, role in advocating for
human rights. They document human rights abuses, provide legal assistance to victims,
and engage in advocacy and public awareness campaigns. However, the operating space
for CSOs has dramatically shrunk under Putin, with many facing increased restrictions,
funding limitations, and harassment.

Q5: What are the long-term implications of the current human rights situation in
Russia?

A5: The long-term implications are profound and far-reaching. The continued erosion of
human rights weakens democratic institutions, undermines the rule of law, and fuels social
division. This has implications not only for Russia itself but also for regional stability and
international relations. The sustained suppression of dissent and lack of accountability for
human rights abuses can have long-lasting consequences for future generations.

Q6: Are there any signs of hope for improvement in the human rights situation in
Russia?

A6: While the immediate outlook is bleak, there are some limited signs of hope. The
persistence  of  independent  journalists,  human  rights  activists,  and  civil  society
organizations  demonstrates  enduring  resistance  to  authoritarian  rule.  International
pressure also plays a role, although its impact remains to be fully seen. However, any
significant improvement will require a fundamental shift in the political landscape and a
commitment to democratic values from within Russia itself.

Q7: What are the key international human rights instruments relevant to the
situation in Russia?

A7:  Numerous  international  human  rights  instruments  are  relevant,  including  the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the International Covenant on Civil and Political
Rights, and the European Convention on Human Rights (though Russia's adherence to the
latter  has  become  increasingly  problematic).  These  instruments  establish  minimum
standards for the protection of fundamental human rights, which Russia is obligated to
uphold.

Q8: How can individuals contribute to improving human rights in Russia?

A8: Individuals can contribute through various means, including supporting human rights



Human Rights In Russia Citizens And The State From Perestroika To Putin

4

organizations, advocating for stronger international pressure on the Russian government,
raising awareness about human rights abuses, and supporting independent journalism.
Staying informed about the situation and engaging in respectful dialogue are also crucial
steps.

Human Rights in Russia: Citizens and the State from Perestroika to Putin

Introduction

The  course  of  human rights  in  Russia  since  the  dawn of  Perestroika  under  Mikhail
Gorbachev has been a complex and often chaotic one. The early hopes for significant
democratic transformation and respect for fundamental freedoms have been considerably
challenged by the subsequent rise of Vladimir Putin and the reestablishment of a dominant
state. This article will investigate the evolution of human rights in Russia, exploring the
gains  and  reversals  experienced  by  citizens  during  this  period.  We  will  explore  the
interplay between the state and its citizens, emphasizing key incidents and trends that
have shaped the current landscape.

The Promise of Perestroika and the Reality of Transition

Gorbachev's  Perestroika  (restructuring)  and  Glasnost  (candor)  undertakings  initially
produced significant hopes for better human rights. The easing of censorship permitted a
thriving  of  autonomous  media  and  articulation  of  formerly  suppressed  perspectives.
However, this era was also distinguished by monetary uncertainty, national tensions, and a
erosion  of  state  authority.  These  factors  contributed  to  a  tenuous  safety  situation,
impacting the enforcement of human rights guarantees.

The Yeltsin Era: Democratic Aspirations and Oligarchic Excesses

The shift to a market economy under Boris Yeltsin introduced its own set of difficulties for
human rights. While the constitution ensured fundamental rights, enforcement remained
weak. The rise of dominant oligarchs aggravated imbalance and compromised the rule of
law. systematic crime prospered, and the state's capacity to protect citizens was restricted.
Freedom of speech was, however, reasonably free compared to the Soviet era, albeit with
limitations.

The Putin Presidency: Centralization and Control

Vladimir  Putin's  ascent  to  power  signaled  a  substantial  change  in  the  governmental
landscape. His administration prioritized stability and strengthened state authority over all
aspects  of  community.  While  outwardly  preserving  the  formal  system  of  democratic
institutions, the reality has been one of increasing restrictions on civic liberties.

Independent media entities have faced extreme pressure, often resulting in silencing or
closure.  Dissenting  civil  voices  have  been  suppressed  through  legal  prosecution,
unjustified detentions, and even extrajudicial murders. The management of ethnic groups
has also been a cause of worry, with allegations of prejudice and basic rights infractions.

Conclusion

The progression of human rights in Russia since Perestroika has been a journey marked by
both progress and significant reversals. The initial hope of a democratic prospect has been
tempered  by  the  reestablishment  of  state  control  under  Putin.  The  obstacles  facing
political  society  in  Russia  remain  considerable.  Ongoing  monitoring  and  support  by
international organizations remain vital to protect human rights and advance democratic
principles.

FAQ

1. Q: What is the current state of freedom of speech in Russia?
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A: Freedom of speech in Russia is severely restricted. Independent media outlets face
significant pressure, and criticism of the government can lead to legal repercussions.

2. Q: How has the Russian government responded to international criticism of its
human rights record?

A:  The  Russian  government  often  dismisses  international  criticism,  accusing  Western
countries  of  interference  in  its  internal  affairs.  It  frequently  highlights  its  own legal
framework, while ignoring widespread evidence of rights violations.

3. Q: What role do international human rights organizations play in Russia?

A: International organizations like Human Rights Watch and Amnesty International play a
crucial role in documenting human rights abuses in Russia, advocating for victims, and
pressuring the government to improve its record. However, their work is often hampered
by restrictions and hostility from the authorities.

4. Q: What is the future outlook for human rights in Russia?

A:  The  future  outlook  for  human rights  in  Russia  remains  uncertain.  The  continued
concentration of power in the hands of the state, coupled with ongoing repression of
dissent,  suggests  a  challenging path  towards  improved human rights  protection.  The
extent to which international pressure can influence change remains to be seen.
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