
Content Analysis of media coverage of Russia in the 
US  

  VIOLATIONS OF JOURNALISTIC STANDARDS 
 
1 Opinion Presented as News 
2 Omission of key facts 
3 Inaccurate Statement/Data 
4 Claim Unsupported by Data/Facts 
5 Sensational context  
6 Slanted terminology  
7 One-sided perspective  
8 Lack of comparative context 
9 Overuse of same Russian source 
10 Overuse of same Western source 
11 Unidentified source 
12 Lack of historical context 
13 Lack of cultural context 
14 Obsolete information 
15 Repetitious clichés/ words 
16 Inflammatory headline   
17 Cold war rhetoric   
 
Washington Post 
March 8, 2008 
Editorial∀ 
 
“NATO's European Mission” 
 
The alliance must act now to ensure a continent that is undivided and free. AN UPCOMING 

                                                
∀ The Washington Post’s Editorial Page is run by Fred Hiatt. The previous editor of the same page was 
one Anne Applebaum, who is the wife of Poland’s Foreign Minister and former Defense Minister Radek 
Sikorski. One wonders whether it would be regarded as acceptable for the wife of the Israeli, Russian, 
Saudi, Mexican, or even British defense or foreign minister to run the editorial page of a major American 
newspaper. It is clear that this figure has much to do with the great preponderance of articles in the paper 
in the last decade promoting NATO expansion without Russia and critical of Russia as compared to the 
number of those critical of totalitarian and more authoritarian regimes, such as China and Saudi Arabia. 
Applebaum left an imprint on the paper, having played a decisive role in the appointment of the 
journalistic cadre covering Russia at The Washington Post, including present Op-Ed page editor Fred 
Hiatt. 



NATO summit meeting in Bucharest, Romania, could well be dominated by debate over how 
and even whether the alliance can succeed in Afghanistan. But another topic, barely discussed  
so far, may be almost as important: whether NATO can extend its last major mission of 
expanding Europe's zone of security to former communist countries.2 Since NATO was 
created to defend the West against the Soviet Union, its greatest accomplishment may  
have been its role in consolidating democracy in Romania and nine other former East Bloc 
states,4 then admitting them to its ranks in two successive waves in 1999 and 2004. The process  
paved the way for the expansion of the European Union, ended the continent's Cold War 
division2 and ensured that liberal values would define its future. But it left out some critical 

                                                
2 OMISSION OF KEY FACTS: It is omitted that not all “former communist countries” will be allowed 
to join the “zone of security.” The West has made it clear from the mid-1990s that it had little, even no 
interest in including Russia in NATO. Russia’s late former ambassador to the US, Yulii Vorontsov, 
reported that he was informed by US Undersecretary of State Richard Holbrooke in 1996 that Russia 
would “never” be allowed to join NATO when Vorontsov visited him to inquire why President Bill 
Clinton had never answered Russian President Boris Yeltsin’s letter requesting membership. There has 
never been a sign from the American or European side since then that this exclusionary policy has 
changed, despite signals from Vladimir Putin early in his first presidential term that Russia might still be 
interested in NATO membership. No other East European, Transcaucasian, or Central Asian former 
Soviet state has been issued such a rebuff. 
4 CLAIM UNSUPPORTED BY DATA/FACTS No reliable study, source, fact, or data is offered to 
substantiate the claim that it was NATO expansion that consolidated democracy in the ten former 
communist states brought under NATO in its first two waves of expansion. Many, if not all those ten 
states did consolidate or could have consolidated democracy without the prospect of NATO expansion. 
All of them received substantial economic assistance, were less burdened by the legacy of communism, 
and had a strong desire to be part of Europe. Of all the quasi-European former communist states it was 
Russia that needed the prospect of NATO expansion to consolidate its weak democratization under 
Gorbachev and Yeltsin further burdened by the humiliation of the loss of empire and economic 
depression and to undermine potential nationalism. See Michael Mandelbaum, “NATO Expansion: A 
Bridge to the Nineteenth Century,” The Center for Political and Strategic Studies, June 1997; Michael 
Mandelbaum, "Preserving the New Peace: The Case against NATO Expansion," Foreign Affairs, 
May/June 1995; Michael Mandelbaum, The Dawn of Peace in Europe, (Twentieth Century Fund Press, 
1996); and Gordon M. Hahn, “Russian Domestic Politics and NATO Expansion,” Eisenhower Institute’s 
Focus, Vol. 4, No. 6, August-September 1997. For an alternative conceptualization and approach to 
Russia and NATO expansion, see Gordon M. Hahn, Russia’s Revolution From Above: Reform, 
Transition, and revolution in the Fall of the Soviet Communist Regime (New Brunswick: Transaction 
Publishers, 2002), Introduction.  
2 OMISSION OF KEY FACTS: It is omitted that NATO expansion creates new divisions. First, with 
each round of expansion those who are left out are separated from the European zone of security, 
including the most powerful of them, Russia. Moreover, Moscow’s objections and occasional 
overreactions produce fears of and tensions with Russia among the others left out and lie between the 
NATO ‘security zone’ and Russia. They begin to probe NATO membership, sparking another Russian 
reaction and expansion round, which in turn restarts the cycle. Thus, the division of Europe is being 
overcome but at the expense of creating n new division in Eastern Europe or western Eurasia. The 
impending division of western Eurasia between prospective NATO members like the GUAM states, on 
the one hand, and Russia, Armenia and/or Azerbaijan, on the other, is likely to be as destabilizing for the 
international system as was Europe’s Cold War division. The development of the editorial after this point 
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places: most of the former Yugoslavia as well as the former Soviet republics of southeastern 
Europe. The Bucharest summit is set to decide whether two of the former parts of Yugoslavia -- 
Croatia and Macedonia -- as well as nearby Albania should be offered full membership. The 
Bush administration  and most other NATO members appear to agree on membership for Croatia 
and Albania, but Greece clings to an absurd demand that Macedonia first change its name. That 
objection, pushed by Greek nationalists, should not prevent NATO from issuing Macedonia an 
invitation. At the same time, the alliance owes answers to Ukraine and Georgia, both of which 
have formally asked NATO for a Membership Action Plan, the bureaucratic vehicle used to 
guide countries through military and democratic reforms. The decisions are harder than those of 
the past -- because of the greater instability of those two countries2 and the greater resistance 
of Russia to further NATO expansion. At a meeting of foreign ministers in Brussels this week, 
Germany and France spoke up against Ukraine and Georgia, largely because of fear of 
offending Moscow.7 For just those reasons, the United States should push the alliance to move 
forward. Russia's repeated and heavy-handed maneuvers in and against Ukraine and Georgia in 
the past several years have dramatically demonstrated Moscow's ambition to destroy those 
countries' freedom and independence.5,6 Russian President Vladimir Putin's recent threat to 

                                                                                                                                                       
exactly reflects the logic of this rolling dividing line as it juggernauts east up to perhaps Russia’s entire 
western border.          
2 OMISSION OF KEY FACTS: Omitted here is the fact that the very prospect of NATO expansion is 
contributing to the destabilization of the polities of Ukraine and Georgia. Ukraine, divided between the 
more pro-Russian east dominated by Russians and Russian speakers and the more anti-Russian west 
dominated by Ukrainians and Ukrainian speakers, has seen political polarization intensified by the 
hardening of the ethno-cultural cleavage by the centripetal dynamic created by the respective 
communities’ differences over possible NATO membership. Moreover, Ukraine has seen both Russia and 
the West interfere in its domestic politics, especially during the 2005 ‘orange revolution’ and the 
subsequent presidential election campaign. More recently, the Ukrainian parliament has been paralyzed 
by the Russia-oriented opposition’s boycott of its sessions in response to the pro-Western bare majority’s 
refusal to meet the opposition demand for adoption of a law requiring a referendum to approve Ukrainian 
membership in NATO. Georgia’s territorial integrity has been undermined by Russia’s support for the 
breakaway republics of Abkhazia and North Ossetia exactly because NATO will not accept for 
membership states with ongoing territorial or secessionist disputes. The ongoing secessionist crises have 
exacerbated politics in Tblisi leading to chronic instability in Georgian politics. Any NATO Membership 
Action Plan will require Georgia to resolve these problems, but Tblisi has not shown a willingness to 
negotiate with the unrecognized states and could seek to do so using force. This could spark a Russian 
military response to defend the republics, and the ongoing U.S. military assistance to Georgia would set 
the stage for a Russia-NATO military confrontation. It also needs to be remembered that North Caucasus 
jihadists have used Georgia’s Pankisi gorge as a refuge from Russian counterinsurgency operations.   
7 ONE-SIDED PERSPECTIVE: It is more likely that Berlin and Paris fear the kind of unnecessary 
instability and potential international crises on Europe’s periphery posed by expanding NATO to such 
divided states along Russia’s borders (see the previous commentary note above). 
5,6 SENSATIONAL CONTEXT and SLANTED TERMINOLOGY: Using the slanted terminology 
“Moscow’s ambition to destroy these countries’ (Ukraine’s and Georgia’s) freedom and independence” 
infuses a sensational context into the present nature of the tensions between Moscow and the two noted 
former Soviet republics. There is no evidence that, as the terminology ‘destroy’ their ‘freedom and 
independence’ suggests, Moscow wants to reincorporate Ukraine and/or Georgia into Russia or a new 
union. Moscow has not even been able or shown a penchant to turn into puppet states such weak states as 
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target Ukraine with nuclear weapons2 should have been a wake-up call for any Western 
government that doubted whether Kiev needed defending. While the administration is clearly 
sympathetic to the two states, it has held back from pressing their case with the reluctant 
Europeans. Yet Mr. Putin surely will regard a failure by the Bucharest summit to act on Ukraine 
and Georgia as an admission that they are outside its sphere7and an invitation to escalate his 
bullying.6 President Bush, who oversaw NATO's last expansion eastward, should reinforce that 
legacy by insisting that the alliance reach out to these threatened democracies.12 
 
Reviewed by Gordon M. Hahn - Senior Researcher, Monterey Terrorism Research and Education Program and 
Adjunct Professor, Graduate School of International Policy Studies, Monterey Institute of International Studies, 
Monterey, California and Senior Researcher, Center for Terrorism and Intelligence Studies (CETIS), Akribis 
Group. He is author of Russia’s Islamic Threat (Yale University Press, 2007) and Russia’s Revolution From Above, 
1985-2000 (Transaction, 2002). 

                                                                                                                                                       
Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan with which it has close economic and military-political relations. Rather, 
Russia appears to seek a sphere of influence in Eurasia consisting of friendly states ties together by 
international treaties and agreements in the economic and security spheres. Any major power will seek 
and usually achieve a sphere of influence in its immediate neighborhood.  
2 OMISSION OF KEY FACTS: The omission of key facts here would lead the reader who is 
uninformed about the issues to make grandly negative conclusion about the nature of the present Russian 
regime. Putin did not simply make this ‘threat.’ Rather, he stated that Russia would be “forced” to target 
Ukraine with missiles, if Ukraine joins NATO or the ABM system currently being planned by the U.S. 
and to be based in Poland in violation of the NATO-Russian Founding Act that forbids basing any NATO 
member-state’s troops or military equipment on the territory of new member states. Russian proposals to 
participate in the ABM project were rejected by Warsaw and Washington. Of interest here is the fact that 
Western military actions that preclude Russian participation, such as NATO expansion and an ABM 
system, are not allowed to be deemed threatening to Russia, while Putin’s mere words are regarded as  
threatening.   
7 ONE-SIDED PERSPECTIVE: This one-sided logic highlights the very logic outlined in the third 
commentary footnote in this article review. NATO must continue expanding up to Russia’s borders 
because every round of expansion leaving out members between NATO and Russian territory are 
relegated to a security vacuum that must be filled, according to the logic, by Russia or NATO. If not 
NATO, then Russia, so it must be NATO. 
6 SLANTED TERMINOLOGY: The term ‘bullying’ may be reasonably applied to Russia’s issuance of 
Russian passports to residents of North Osetian and Abkhazian citizens. However, Russia’s treatment of 
Ukraine, the author apparently having in mind Russia’s decision to make Kiev pay European prices for 
Russian natural gas supplies and cease siphoning off gas illegally from Russian pipelines supplying 
Europe, is overstating the case.    
12 LACK OF HISTORICAL CONTEXT: The best way to have ensured the security of the ten new 
member-states would have been to incorporate some of them along with Russia through an intermediary 
associate membership phase. The simultaneous inclusion of Russia with some of the other states first 
would have precluded the Russia-West struggle over the states in the middle vacuum and avoided 
alienating Russia from the West and democracy allowing her to become a member of the club of Western 
democracies, among which there is no prospect for military tensions and conflict. 
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