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In February 2026, while attending the 62nd Munich Security
Conference in Munich, Germany, President Ilham Aliyev
responded to Emin Huseynov, who introduced himself as a
representative of independent media, by stating that “there is
no independent media anywhere in the world,” and refused to
hear the journalist’s question.

In this article, we address two important issues. First, what
is independent media, and does independent media exist in the
contemporary world? Second, does Ilham Aliyev genuinely not
believe that independent media exists anywhere in the world,
or is he instead expressing intolerance toward the very
existence of independent media?

At first glance, the second issue may appear speculative and
methodologically unscientific. How can one prove what a person
does or does not believe? Yet finding an answer to this
seemingly speculative and difficult question is not, in fact,
impossible. The policies pursued by Ilham Aliyev during his
time in power, his treatment of individuals and media outlets
that express dissenting views and positions, and the
interventions and amendments he has 1introduced 1into
legislation in order to bring the media under his control all
indicate that he does, in fact, believe in the existence of
independent media. His efforts, using all available means, to
push independent media out of Azerbaijan’s public sphere
demonstrate his intolerance toward its existence.

Why Did the Press Emerge?

The press is commonly defined as a form of periodical
publication issued at regular intervals, whether daily,
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weekly, or monthly. In the contemporary period, the term
press, which was once primarily associated with newspapers,
has increasingly been replaced by the terms mass media and
media. In this article, we will use these terms synonymously.

Media emerged as a means of transmitting information to broad
audiences and to the public. Over time, it underwent a long
process of development, encompassing newspapers, radio,
television, the internet, and social networks. The earliest
examples of the press in its modern sense appeared in Europe.
The first handwritten newspapers emerged in Venice[l] in the
sixteenth century, while printed newspapers appeared in the
seventeenth century in the territory of present-day
Germany.[2]

In Azerbaijan, the history of the press began somewhat later,
toward the end of the nineteenth century. The first press
organs operated under the control of the political authorities
existing in the territories where they were established, and
they mainly covered foreign news and domestic prices.

Until the nineteenth century, broad readerships did not have
access to newspapers, as both the price of newspapers and the
literacy level of the population made them inaccessible to the
general public. This situation changed in the nineteenth
century. High-speed printing presses reduced the cost of
newspapers, while European governments’ policies of extending
education to the poorer strata of the population increased
overall literacy levels. By the early twentieth century,
newspapers had become mass media in the true sense of the
term.

Since 1its emergence, the press has fulfilled various
functions. For example, it has been used as a powerful
instrument of propaganda. Propaganda is the dissemination of
information-facts, arguments, rumors, half-truths, or
falsehoods—with the aim of influencing public opinion.[3] In
this sense, Maximilian I, Emperor of the Holy Roman Empire,



may be regarded as one of the first political figures to use
the power of the printing press for propagandistic purposes.
By presenting one side of the wars he waged-namely, his
own—Maximilian was able both to strengthen patriotic sentiment
among his subjects and enhance his personal image[4].

The press is also a business structure. Most media outlets in
the world are commercial in nature. Their existence depends on
advertising space within the publication and on the payments
made by subscribers.

What Is Independent Media?

In March 2026, Aynur Elgunas (Gambarova), the imprisoned
editor-in-chief of Meydan TV, stated in her court testimony
that Meydan TV 1is an independent media outlet and has no
political objectives. According to her, it scrutinizes not
individuals, but the work and policies of the government. She
added that even if the government were to change the following
day, Meydan TV would not turn into pro-government media.[5]
What, then, is independent media, and 1is independent media
possible in the contemporary world?

Independent media is defined as a mass media outlet that is
not under the control of the government, corporations, or
institutions linked to political power. Studies examining
media ownership and financing in 97 countries have shown that
most media outlets are either controlled by governments or
owned by wealthy families.[6] This is because control over
mass communication technologies <creates significant
opportunities and advantages, including the ability to
exercise political influence and gain public visibility.[7]

In media controlled by governments, press freedom is usually
suppressed, economic and political rights are weakly
represented, and social problems—such as issues related to
education and healthcare—are not covered objectively. Yet
ensuring citizens’ access to objective information is of
considerable importance in the modern world. In the political



sphere, free access to information enables citizens to obtain
information about politicians and public figures and to make
more informed decisions when voting. In the economic sphere,
information is important for consumers in making appropriate
choices when meeting their daily needs and in making sound
investment decisions regarding their financial resources.
Access to information is considered one of the cornerstones of
the effective functioning of both political and economic
markets.[8]

The fact that information of social, political, and economic
significance plays an important role in the life of societies
and states makes the question of who controls the various mass
media through which such information 1is disseminated
particularly relevant. Should the media be controlled by the
government or by private entities? There is no unequivocal
answer to this question.

Some scholars argue that, since the government is responsible
for public welfare and the provision of social needs, it may
be better positioned to protect people’s interests and prevent
them from falling under the influence of misinformation and
manipulation. Vladimir Lenin, for example, believed that a
press controlled not by the government but by private
companies would serve the interests of the ruling class.[9]

However, contemporary research does not confirm that the
interests of society are protected in states where the
government maintains a monopoly over the media. On the
contrary, such research shows that in states where the media
is monopolized by the government, state ownership tends to
dominate the economy, and economic development is placed under
full state control. These states are also characterized by
authoritarian governance[1l0].

Does the fact that, in most countries of the world, the press
is under the influence of the government or wealthy family
corporations close to political power negate the existence of



independent media?

Recent developments in information technologies, together with
the fact that informational materials are now produced and
disseminated not only by professional journalists but also by
ordinary citizens, public activists, and think tanks, raise
serious questions about the extent to which mass media can be
considered independent, as well as about the transparency,
plurality, and legal conformity of the information space.[11]

However, the expression “to be independent” has several
different meanings, and from the perspective of social theory
it is possible to explain why skepticism regarding the
existence of independent media is misplaced. In general terms,
“being independent” is understood primarily as being free from
the influence of others, acting on the basis of the personal
position of an individual or organization, and expressing
one’s own views. In the context of social theory, independence
refers to autonomy and self-government; that is, the capacity
to determine one’s own rules and to organize one’s activity in
accordance with those rules.[12]

From the perspective of democratic theory, independence 1is
understood as the emancipation of the public sphere from the
systematic power of the state.[13] Taking this principle as
his point of departure, the German philosopher Jirgen
Habermas, for example, argues that in complex societies, self-
regulating media systems make deliberative political
communication possible when they are independent of the
existing social environment.[14]

What, then, makes such media systems possible—that is, media
capable of remaining free from the influence of the existing
social environment?

It should first be noted that the concept of press
independence depends on the type of mass media outlet in
question. The independence of private media organizations 1is
explained by their financial non-dependence on the state and,



consequently, by the absence of government pressure resulting
from such dependence. The independence of public media, by
contrast, means that it is not dependent on advertising, media
owners, or other external sources[15].

Media independence, as well as freedom of thought and
expression, 1is usually supported and promoted domestically by
non-governmental organizations (NGOs) [16]. The term NGO was
incorporated into the Charter of the United Nations in 1945
and was defined as referring to groups working for the public

good.[17]

Globally and domestically, an NGO is an organization
established in response to humanitarian and social challenges,
operating outside government control, possessing diverse
sources of funding, and serving as a bridge between the
authorities and society. NGOs may be either for-profit or non-
profit entities. Although most NGOs are not dependent on the
government, part of their funding may come from state grants.
In general, however, their principal sources of funding
consist of private donations and funds allocated by
international institutions.

NGOs are often identified with civil society organizations
(CSO0s), which are established by citizens for specific social
purposes. These organizations engage in charitable activity,
provide various services to segments of the population that
are weakly represented in the public sphere, implement
projects aimed at addressing social problems, and support
public education by helping people understand the factors
affecting their lives and by encouraging measures to address
them.[18]

In addition, there are many international organizations that
support free media, although their financial expenditure on
independent media is not particularly high. For example, in
recent years, only eight percent of the total funding
allocated by the Organization for Economic Co-operation and



Development (OECD)—an association of developed states that
recognize the principles of representative democracy and a
free-market economy-to the promotion of good governance has
been spent on supporting independent media[19].

Azerbaijani Media under the Aliyevs’ Rule

Approximately one month after being elected president 1in
November 1993, Heydar Aliyev attended a meeting with the
leaders of Azerbaijan’s political parties and public
movements. Speaking about the Azerbaijani press, he stated:

How are these newspapers being published? Recently, when I was
working in the Supreme Soviet, it was impossible to publish
the newspaper Azerbaijan; it had stopped, because the state
had no money. Yet the newspaper Jumhuriyyest is published three
times a week. Azadliq is published even more often. Musavat 1is
published in an even larger format than Azerbaijan. Where do
they get this money from? Is this money earned through honest
labor? Where does this money come from? With what resources
are these newspapers being published? Is this not the money of
mafia groups? Or perhaps they are publishing these newspapers
with money inherited from their ancestors?[20]

According to Aliyev, the press that criticized him could not
have been financed by subscribers and readers, but only by
“mafia groups.” Of the three newspapers Aliyev named and
regarded as in opposition to him, two later entered government
service. Azadliq, which did not change its position, ceased
its print publication in 2016 during Ilham Aliyev’s rule. In
2017, by decision of the Supreme Court, the newspaper’s online
version, the website Azadliq.info, was blocked.

The freedom of expression and public space that existed in
Azerbaijan in the early 1990s gradually narrowed, while
restrictions against independent media became possible through
the phased introduction of restrictive legislation, the
destruction of the financial sources that made independent
media viable, the suppression of the free-market economy, and



the establishment of monopolies in the economy by separate
business structures linked to the authorities or formed with
their support. This process is most clearly manifested in the
formation of restrictive legislation.

Article 50 of the Constitution of the Republic of Azerbaijan,
adopted in 1995, enshrined citizens’ right to obtain
information by lawful means.[21] In 1998, Heydar Aliyev signed
the Law on Freedom of Information.[22] In 2000, the Law on
Non-Governmental Organizations (Public Associations and
Foundations) also entered into force.[23]

These laws adopted under Heydar Aliyev became possible on the
basis of recommendations from international organizations that
allocated large loans to Azerbaijan, such as the World Bank,
as well as from states and institutions that supported
representative democracy and liberal rights and made
significant investments in Azerbaijan, such as the European
Union. However, it is no secret to ordinary Azerbaijani
citizens that these laws have not been implemented in
Azerbaijan and have not been observed in practice.

Financial revenues generated from the sale of Azerbaijan’s
natural resources gradually reduced Ilham Aliyev’'s dependence
on international organizations and foreign investors, which in
turn led to the narrowing of the space allocated domestically
to democracy, freedom of speech, freedom of expression, and
press freedom. Amendments began to be introduced to the laws
adopted during Heydar Aliyev’s rule that were supposed to
guarantee freedom of activity to media and public
organizations.

The amendments made in 2014 to the Law on Non-Governmental
Organizations (Public Associations and Foundations) resulted
in such organizations being brought under the influence of
executive authorities, the restriction of their activities,
and the imposition of high fines for violations of the adopted
legislation. The law also imposed restrictions on financial



and banking operations related to obligations and contracts
arising from services and work financed by unregistered
foreign sources of funding.[24]

By imposing legislative restrictions on the activity of
foreign donors in Azerbaijan, the Azerbaijani government
deprived local NGOs of their independence by making them
dependent on funding from the state budget. In an interview
with the Russian media outlet Rossiya Segodnya in December
2024, Ilham Aliyev explained the rationale behind the
restrictive legislation concerning NGOs and offered advice on
how to combat democracy.[25] In the interview, Aliyev
emphasized that there had once been many NGOs in Azerbaijan,
that those working in these organizations did not receive
salaries from the state budget, and that, for this reason,
they possessed an independent voice.

In 2005, Ilham Aliyev signed the Law on Access to
Information.[26] This 1law, consisting of 58 articles, has
since been amended 32 times. Article 2 of the law states that
access to information is free in the Republic of Azerbaijan.
Article 37 clarifies what types of information should not be
considered information intended for official use. However,
Azerbaijani citizens are not granted access to most of the
information listed in that article.[27]

Finally, in 2021, a law was adopted that directly affected
media independence.[28] In addition to seriously restricting
Azerbaijani citizens’ freedom of expression, this law
demonstrates the Azerbaijani government’s disregard for, and
failure to comply with, the obligations it has undertaken
before international organizations and the international
instruments it has ratified. Azerbaijan ratified the
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, adopted
by the UN General Assembly, in 1992,[29] and the European
Convention on Human Rights in 2002.[30]

The law imposes numerous legally vague prohibitions concerning



the content of information published and broadcast in the
media (Article 14.1). In addition, it creates opportunities
and conditions for a government-established Council (Article
14.2) to interfere in the activities of media outlets.
Although the law refers to principles such as independence,
impartiality, and objectivity in the operation of the
regulatory body, the Council (Article 44), the claim that an
institution financed from the state budget (Article 43.2) can
be independent and impartial raises serious doubts.

Thus, legislation that was adopted during Heydar Aliyev’s rule
but not implemented in practice, and that was substantially
revised and amended during Ilham Aliyev’s rule, has turned
into a punitive mechanism that deprives the press of
independent financial sources and, thereby, renders 1its
existence impossible.

During Ilham Aliyev'’s rule, legal and regulatory pressures
directed against media independence have been accompanied by
threats and violence against journalists who scrutinize the
government’s narratives. The most prominent example of this is
Elmar Huseynov, the editor-in-chief of the weekly newspaper
Monitor, who was murdered in 2005.

Throughout this period, public activists and journalists
expressing independent views in Azerbaijan have constantly
been subjected to pressure, threats, and violent attacks.
Since 2024, Azerbaijani society has witnessed not only the
prosecution of individual journalists, but also the
prosecution of employees of media organizations such as Abzas
Media (six people), Toplum TV (ten people), and Meydan TV
(eleven people) under Article 206.3.2 of the Criminal Code,
concerning smuggling.

Conclusion

Several conditions make independent media possible in a state.
These include a market economy based on free competition,
legislation that enables fundamental freedoms, and an



independent judiciary. A market economy allows the financial
sources of independent media to emerge. Legislation that
enables fundamental freedoms—freedom of thought, expression,
and speech—constitutes the legal basis for the existence of
independent media. Independent courts, 1in turn, act as
guarantors of these rights.

In states with historically democratic traditions, the
existence of independent media is not called into question
because these conditions are secured. In states such as
Azerbaijan, which have emerged from a totalitarian system,
democratic traditions are weak or entirely absent; therefore,
the possibility of independent media depends directly on the
will of those in power. The government’s failure to secure
these conditions does not negate the possible existence of
independent media; rather, it reveals the government’s
intolerance toward it.
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