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Introduction: The Unlikely Ascent and the Birth of Putinism

The turn of the new millennium brought a new era to Russia, largely shaped by a most unexpected figure: Vladimir Vladimirovich Putin. His incredibly fast rise—from a little-known security official to Prime Minister in August 1999, and then quickly becoming Acting President on the very last day of that year—occurred at a time when Russia was desperate for stability. The 1990s had been a period of deep disappointment after the Soviet Union fell apart, marked by economic chaos, a reduced standing on the world stage, and widespread hardship. This difficult situation created the perfect opportunity for Putin to step forward and offer a powerful promise of order, strength, and renewed national pride.

The unique system and way of thinking that firmly took hold under his leadership became known as "Putinism." This approach is mainly defined by a clear concentration of political and financial power in the hands of "siloviks"—a term for people with backgrounds in state security and enforcement agencies, like the FSB and the military. This core group forms a very loyal team, making sure the president's power is even greater than it was during the Yeltsin years. Putinism also strongly supports significant state control over property and important national assets, a clear shift away from the wild, unregulated capitalism of the previous decade.

A key idea within Putinism is "sovereign democracy." This means that the government's actions must come only from the support of the Russian people within Russia itself, free from any outside interference. This belief actively encourages people to step back a bit from politics, redefining governance as simply "pure management" by those in charge, thereby reducing public involvement. Essentially, Putinism envisions Russia as a strong, self-reliant nation, guided by firm leadership, unafraid of foreign demands, and singularly focused on its internal stability and most important national interests.

Chapter 1: Formative Years and the KGB Calling

TO TRULY UNDERSTAND Vladimir Putin's journey as a leader, we need to look at where he came from. Born on October 7, 1952, in Leningrad (now Saint Petersburg), he was the youngest of three children in a family still deeply affected by the immense trauma of World War II, a war that had tragically claimed his two older brothers. His father, Vladimir Spiridonovich Putin, served in the Soviet Navy and an NKVD battalion during the Nazi invasion, suffering severe wounds. His mother, Maria Ivanovna Putina, worked in a factory. Interestingly, his paternal grandfather, Spiridon Putin, held a unique role, cooking meals for both Vladimir Lenin and Joseph Stalin.
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