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Russia’s Daughters
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Yevgenia Albats
Yvegenia Albats is jubilant. She may 
have spent part of the day fielding 
nasty emails and phone calls about the 
magazine’s cover story and photo in 
which two men wearing wedding 
rings embrace, but her attitude is, 
‘Bring it on!’ It is the opening salvo in 
a controversial story about gay rights 
in Russia, published just as parliament 
is considering a bill to ban what it 
calls “homosexual propaganda.”

As an investigative journalist, au-
thor, radio host and editor in chief and 
CEO of the fiercely independent New 
Times Magazine that takes on sub-
jects the Kremlin would much rather 
keep hidden, she thrives on contro-
versy as a way to bring about change.  

“There is a certain charm to this 
fight,” she says. “It’s sexy, even orgas-
mic. When you’re walking with thou-
sands of people in Moscow in a dem-
onstration, you feel good. I believe we 

can make this world better.”
On this grey day in February, her of-

fice in central Moscow is testament to 
a life led by her own rules. On the wall 
hangs the PhD degree in political sci-
ence from Harvard University that she 
labored over for nine years while 
working as a journalist in Moscow. And 
there the photographs of important 
people in her life. 

When I point out a carving of a 

cello-playing Hassid – a 
religious, bearded Jew in a 
black hat and coat – on the 
shelf behind her desk, she 
tells me a story about two 
young twin sisters, who 
walk hand in hand as they 
return to the family apart-
ment in Moscow. They 
have been at a meeting of 
their local Vladimir Ilyich 
Lenin All-Union Pioneers 
youth group and they 
proudly wear the red 
scarves that show they be-
long. All of a sudden, they 
are surrounded by a gang 
of kids. 

“You don’t deserve to wear those red 
scarves,” the kids taunt, grabbing them 
from around the sisters’ necks. “You’re 
Jews! You’re kikes!”

Albats pauses. “That’s how I learned 
I was Jewish,” she finally says.

Right then, she decided to be a true 
pioneer, curious and going wherever 
her conscience led, no matter how dan-
gerous. It’s easy to see her as a teenager 
who cut a hole in the wood floor of her 
bedroom to hide contraband literature 
by authors such as Aleksandr Sol-
zhenitsyn from her father.  Or the out-

These four women are 
courageous leaders in the fight against Russian 
President Vladimir Putin and his cronies. It is a fight 
to bring true democracy to Russia, to make human 
rights invioable, and to rid the country of 
corruption. It is a fight with powerful enemies, full of 
danger. But these women will not be silenced.

“Sooner or later 
Russia will become 
a democratic 
country... Kids in 
their 20s are 
involved. That 
gives me hope.” 
—Yevgenia Albats

raged young journalist who uncovered 
the role the Soviet secret police played 
in the death of a famous geneticist. 

“In the Soviet Union, you could be 
sent to a labour camp for possessing a 
book by Solzhenitsyn but at least there 
were clear-cut rules to follow,” she 
says. “Today, we are run by Mafia guys 
who operate by the rules of Omerta. 
Now, you can end up in jail for having 
a profitable business. Or you can get 
killed.”

The New Times itself began nearly 
eight years ago, shortly after the mur-

THE AGITATOR
Yevgenia Albats, 54

Editor in chief
The New Times Magazine
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der of Albats’ close friend, 
Anna Politkovskaya, the 
journalist who wrote 
about human rights 
abuses during the war in 
Chechnya.  Privately 
funded, the magazine has 
had no paid advertising 
since its fourth issue, 
when the publisher re-
fused the Kremlin’s de-
mand that Albats be fired. 
It has featured reports 
about everything from the 
assassination of former 
KGB agent Alexander Lit-
vinenko, poisoned in Lon-
don in 2006, to the Krem-
lin’s creation of paramili-
tary youth groups to 
rigged elections. 

Albats has paid a price 
for her outspokenness. 
About 18 months ago, ex-
plosives were found under 
her car. And in 2012, her 
teaching position at Mos-
cow’s Higher School of 
Economics was suspended after the 
head of the school got a phone call 
from the Kremlin. 

Over the years, she has fielded 
countless anonymous slurs and 
threats. She shrugs. “It isn’t going to 
stop me,” she says.

Does she see this fight coming to an 
end?

“Absolutely,” she replies. “Sooner or 
later, Russia will become a democratic 
country. It may not be in my lifetime 
but in the past year alone, there has 

corruption, crime and intolerance, she 
can’t turn away and others shouldn’t, 
either. 

It’s why Lazareva successfully ran 
last October ran for a seat on the Op-
position Council, a sort of shadow 
government that is tasked to call Putin 
and the Russian Duma to task. And it’s 
why she has been a spokeswoman for 
the last 10 years for Creation, a charity 
that provides financial assistance to 
hospitals, orphanages, schools and 
libraries and families in need through-
out Russia.  A mother of three herself, 
she writes and speaks passionately for 
the single moms the charity helps, and 
she uses her extensive list of well-
heeled contacts to raise money and 
support in the fight against what she 
calls “genocide” of the weak and pow-
erless. 

But she wasn’t always this way.
Call Lazareva the accidental activ-

ist. She grew up in an academic com-
munity outside Novosibirsk in Siberia, 
the sheltered younger daughter of two 
teachers who indulged her love of per-
forming. 

Lazareva was comfortable in Sibe-
ria. Through Perestroika and crum-
bling of the Soviet Union, she didn’t 
budge. In August 1991, as civilians in 
Moscow erected barricades around 
Russia’s parliament building to stop a 
coup d’état by Communist hard-lin-
ers, she was at home, watching TV. It 
was as if the event was occurring on 
a distant planet. 

It would be four years before she 
would travel to Moscow as part of a 
tour by her theatre troupe. She stayed, 
carving out a career as an actress and 
comedian. She married a handsome 
TV host named Mikhail Schatz and 
they became a power couple, with 
money to do whatever they wanted.

Then, the charity came calling and 
with it, a crash course in Russian real-
ity for the poor and disadvantaged.  

“The word, ‘genocide’ came to me 
one day and it seemed so right,” she 
says. “There is no other way to de-
scribe how the state has silenced and 
abandoned people who don’t have 
power.”

Now, she is learning that speaking 
out has its price. In January 2013, both 
she and Schatz, also a Creation trustee 
and member of the Opposition Coun-
cil, found themselves out of work 
when Russian TV station STS let their 
contracts lapse. It hasn’t stopped her. 
It has just made her more determined 
to fight. 

“We live in times when everyone 
has to make a choice,” she says. “We 
need to switch on our brains and act.”

Olga Romanova

“We live in times 
when everyone has 
to make a choice.  
We need to  
swtich on  
our brains and 
act.”
—Tatyana Lazareva

been a blossoming of civic groups of 
all kinds and kids in their 20s are in-
volved in all sorts of activities. That 
gives me hope.”

Tatyana Lazareva
“What has Vladimir Putin ever done 
to you?” When Tatyana Lazareva saw 
the question on her blog, she got an-
gry. It’s not what has been done to her 
personally, she replied, but what is 
being done to the country she loves. 
When there is widespread poverty, 

THE ACCIDENTAL
ACTIVIST

Tatyana Lazareva, 46
Actress and activist, Moscow



THE PRISONER’S 
ADVOCATE

Olga Romanova, 46
Russia Behind Bars
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Once, Olga Romanova had furs and 
diamonds to spare. A prominent busi-
ness journalist, she drove a Mercedes-
SL sedan, socialized with oligarchs 
and holidayed at luxurious spas.  

Fast-forward five years to 2013. Ro-
manova now drives a Russian-made 
vehicle with four-wheel drive, the bet-
ter to negotiate the country’s narrow 
back roads as she visits prisons, at-
tends court hearings and organizes 
protests. Sometimes, she is in a red 
dress, standing tall, shoulders thrown 

back, silently demanding to be no-
ticed by judges and prosecutors.

Sometimes, Romanova is joined by 
others, many of them wearing red 
dresses, too. They are members of 
Russia Behind Bars, the group she 
founded in the wake of the July 2008 
arrest of her husband, Alexei Kozlov, 
a construction entrepreneur, on busi-
ness fraud charges. They protest and 
they wear red because it is symbolic; 
the traditional colour of a Russian 
wedding dress, the name of the square 
in Moscow that is considered Russia’s 
heart, and the word that translates as 
‘beautiful,’ from the old Slavic lan-
guage.

“In Russia, one of every four entre-
preneurs is in jail and every case 
starts the same way,” she tells me. 

There will be trumped-up evidence, 
which leads to property being seized 
and a show trial in which the outcome 
was probably determined months ear-
lier. She knows this because in her 
husband’s case, a government bureau-
crat actually told her so shortly after 
he was arrested. She sat in his office 
as he told her Kozlov was being sent 
away for eight years but she was lucky 
because she could keep her property 
rather than have it seized it by the 
state. Had she heard right?  It seemed 

the case was over before it even 
started.  

Three months later – and three 
months before the start of Kozlov’s 
trial – she got hold of a copy of the 
sentence. Finally, she understood. And 
she would never be the same again.

“It’s not just one case that is cor-
rupt,” she says. “It’s normal practice!”

Russia Behind Bars began in a café 
and soon it grew in a full-fledged op-
position group, with Romanova, in 
high dudgeon and full sail, at its head. 
She is so respected, she was asked to 
manage the purse strings of massive 
protests in December 2011 and Febru-
ary 2012 against rigged elections.

 There are highs, like in September 
2011, when her husband was released 
from prison after the Russian Su-

preme Court ruled he had not had a 
fair trial. There are lows, like when 
investigators filed a new indictment 
barely a month later and he ended up 
back in behind bars.

There are also times when she is 
scared, like when she learns of police 
interrogations that turn violent. “Yes-
terday, for example, I heard details of 
an interrogation of a defense lawyer 
in a political case,” she tells me with-
out naming names. “If this becomes 

common practice, we’ll be 
right back to Soviet times, 
when lawyers went to 
prison. People are being 
beaten up and being a de-
fense lawyer is a very dan-
gerous job right now.”

Then, her near-irre-
pressible nature kicks in. 
At some point, she says, 
smiling mischievously, 
there will be change.

“After all, we’re all 
younger than Putin!”

Lubov Sobol
Only 25, Lubov Sobol 
spends 10 to 12 hours a day 
in her shared office in cen-
tral Moscow, immersed in 
a crash course of politics, 
bureaucracy and corrup-

tion. As a young lawyer at famous dis-
sident Alexei Navalny’s side, she is 
making a name for herself as she de-
ciphers densely worded government 
tenders, contracts and expense forms 
in an effort to ensure transparency 
and fairness. 

    For the past two years, Sobol has 
been on a steep learning curve as she 
works on several projects within Na-
valny’s organization. They include 
RosPil, or “Russian Saw,” so named 

“We want to be healthy, happy—and have 
Putin out of the way. And, after all, 

we’re all younger than Putin!” 
—Olga Romanova



THE SYSTEM 
CHANGER

Lubov Sobol, 25
Lawyer and activist
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because in Russian, the 
slang for taking a kickback 
is to “saw off” a piece of the 
contract. Its website, which 
posts state tenders and so-
licits public input into their 
fairness, contains this expla-
nation for its existence: “Be-
cause pensioners, doctors 
and teachers are on the edge 
of survival while scoundrels 
in power buy another villa, 
yacht or the devil knows 
what.” 

The younger daughter of 
non-political parents, her 
activism is rooted in her 
choice of law as a career. As 
a student at Moscow State 
University, she witnessed 
rigged elections. After grad-
uation, she was shaken by 
what she saw during the 
year she spent clerking for a 
judge in Moscow District 
Court.

The treatment of military 
veterans affected her most 
of all – men who’d given ev-
erything for their country, only to find 
that after serving their time, they were 
left to fend for themselves. Time and 
again, they’d come to court in an at-
tempt to get free housing, which Rus-
sian law states is their right when they 
are decommissioned. Time and again, 
the court would strike them down.

“I realized the system was corrupt 
and that to work within it, I would 
have to become corrupt, too,” she 
says.

So Sobol approached Navalny, who 
was making an international name for 
himself as a lawyer, blogger and activ-
ist. Although her hours are long, she 
wouldn’t do anything else in the 
world. She understands the danger. 
She knows the government has tar-
geted her boss and is trying to silence 
him and the democratic movement 
through embezzlement charges that 
have been called spurious at best. But 
she is not afraid. From her work in the 
courts, she knows all too well what is 
at stake in her work and what she risks 
in the campaign against Putin and his 
party, United Russia, which Navalny 
calls the “Party of Crooks and 
Thieves.” There are lots of young 
people like her, she says – people who 
know they are right and find strength 
in numbers. She sees that every day 
in her work with both the financial 
experts who volunteer their time and 
the public, who provide tips and do-
nate money. Together, she believes 
they can check government excess 
and corruption, one small, proactive 
step at a time. So that the next time 
Putin’s government puts out some-
thing to tender, maybe it will think 
twice before rigging it beforehand. 
Maybe a bureaucrat will reconsider 
before putting a car that costs six mil-
lion Russian rubles, or €449,500, on a 
government expense account because 
it is supposedly needed for work. And 
maybe a state department will stop 
itself from buying office furniture that 
has actual gemstones embedded in its 
wood.

“The work is not in vain. This is 

how change begins,” she says.  

“There are [lots of] 
young people who 
know they are 
right... The work is 
not in vain. 
This is how 
change begins.”
—Lubov Sobol


