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Dedication
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For Lanying — who lived through Mao and thought she’d escaped authoritarianism.

For the Kurds who bled for us.

For the Ukrainians who trusted us.

For the children who were stolen from their parents.

For the 400,000 Americans who died because Trump lied about COVID.

For everyone who resisted and paid the price.

For everyone who’s still fighting.
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Author’s Note
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PrumpTutin is a single organism with two heads.

Some will find that formulation offensive. So be it. I’d rather be accurate than polite.

This book documents forty-two years of connection between Donald Trump and Vladimir Putin — financial, political, intelligence-related, and personal. Every factual claim can be verified through public records, court documents, government reports, and credible journalism. Nothing here is speculation. Everything here happened.

I’ve tried to distinguish between facts, analysis, and opinion throughout. Where sources conflict, I’ve noted the disagreement. Where I’m drawing conclusions from circumstantial evidence, I’ve said so.

This isn’t a court of law. The standard isn’t beyond reasonable doubt. But neither is it a polemic. The claims are documented. The sources are cited. The analysis follows from the evidence.

This book goes to press in February 2026. Events are moving fast. By the time you read this, some things will have changed. I’ve tried to write in a way that the core analysis will hold even as details shift.

If I’m wrong — if Trump turns out to be a patriot who serves American interests, if the evidence I’ve compiled turns out to be misleading — I’ll be relieved. I’d rather be wrong about democracy dying than right about it.

But I don’t think I’m wrong.

Judge for yourself.

Joe Zeigler

Crystal River, Florida

February 2026
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PART I: THE MODEL

[image: ]




Putin's Rise — KGB to Czar

Vladimir Vladimirovich Putin was born in Leningrad on October 7, 1952, in a communal apartment building at 12 Baskov Lane. The building had no hot water. The family shared a kitchen and toilet with other families on their floor. Rats infested the courtyard. This was standard Soviet housing for working-class families—the proletarian paradise in practice.

Putin's father, Vladimir Spiridonovich Putin, was a factory worker who had served in the NKVD's destruction battalions during World War II—units that conducted scorched-earth operations behind enemy lines. He was severely wounded during the siege of Leningrad, nearly losing his legs to a grenade. Putin's mother, Maria Ivanovna Shelomova, survived the 872-day siege that killed over a million people. She nearly died of starvation. She lost two older sons before Vladimir was born—one to diphtheria as an infant, another during the siege. Vladimir was her miracle child, born when she was 41 years old.

This history matters. Putin grew up surrounded by people who had survived unimaginable suffering, who had learned that the state could demand everything and provide nothing, who knew that survival required ruthlessness. The siege of Leningrad was not ancient history to his family. It was the defining trauma that shaped how they understood the world.

Putin was small. Bullied. He took up judo not for sport but for survival. He learned early that force worked when words didn't. That respect came from pain. That the weak served and the strong ruled.

In interviews, Putin has described his childhood self as a "hooligan"—a street fighter who got into constant trouble. He was not a good student. He was not charming or popular. But he was cunning. He learned to read people, to identify weaknesses, to wait for the right moment to strike.

By his own account, Putin decided to join the KGB while still in high school. He walked into the local KGB office and asked how to become an agent. They told him to get a law degree or military training. He chose law.

In 1975, Putin graduated from Leningrad State University with a law degree and immediately joined the KGB. Not because he believed in communism—he didn't believe in anything except power—but because the KGB was the only institution in the Soviet Union that mattered. The Communist Party was theater. The military was muscle. The KGB was the brain.

The KGB—Komitet Gosudarstvennoy Bezopasnosti, the Committee for State Security—was more than an intelligence agency. It was a state within a state. It ran foreign espionage. It conducted domestic surveillance. It controlled the borders. It managed the prison camps. It decided who could travel, who could publish, who could live freely and who would disappear.

To join the KGB was to join the elite. KGB officers had access to goods ordinary Soviets could not obtain. They had apartments when others lived in communal housing. They had power when others had none. They were feared.

Putin spent sixteen years in Soviet intelligence—mostly surveillance and paperwork, not the glamorous spy work of Western imagination. He was stationed in Leningrad initially, monitoring foreigners and suspected dissidents. The work was tedious: filing reports, cultivating informants, attending endless meetings.

In 1985, Putin was assigned to Dresden, East Germany. This was not a prestigious posting. The KGB's most important operations ran through East Berlin. Dresden was a backwater—a regional center where Putin worked under diplomatic cover, officially listed as a translator.

His job was to recruit agents among the students and visiting businessmen who passed through Dresden. He worked with the Stasi, East Germany's secret police. He gathered information. He filed reports. He was competent but not exceptional.

Then the Wall fell.

On November 9, 1989, the Berlin Wall opened. Within weeks, the East German state was collapsing. Crowds gathered outside Stasi buildings demanding access to their files. The communist regime that had seemed permanent dissolved in months.

Putin watched from Dresden. When protesters gathered outside the KGB compound, demanding entry, Putin reportedly went outside to confront them. He told them the building was Soviet property and that his men were armed and would shoot if necessary. The crowd dispersed.

But the larger battle was lost. Putin called Moscow for orders. Moscow didn't answer. The empire was dying, and the center could not hold.

Putin later described the collapse of the Soviet Union as "the greatest geopolitical catastrophe of the century." He meant it. The humiliation of watching the Soviet state disintegrate, of seeing the KGB—his KGB—rendered powerless, shaped everything that followed. He would spend his career reversing that humiliation.

When the Soviet Union disintegrated in 1991, Putin returned to Leningrad—soon to be renamed Saint Petersburg—to find his country gone. The KGB disbanded. The ruble worthless. Oligarchs looting state assets. Russia reduced to begging the IMF for loans. Former KGB officers were selling their services to anyone who would pay. The empire's guardians became freelance mercenaries.

Putin took a job with the Saint Petersburg city government under Mayor Anatoly Sobchak, his former law professor. He was officially an advisor on international affairs. In practice, he was the city's fixer.

Saint Petersburg in the 1990s was a mafia state. Criminal gangs—the Tambov gang, the Malyshev gang—controlled the ports, the casinos, the protection rackets. Oligarchs who had grabbed former state enterprises operated with impunity. Corruption wasn't hidden—it was the system. Businessmen paid bribes to operate. Politicians took their cut. The police were for sale.

Putin didn't fight it. He managed it. As deputy mayor in charge of foreign economic relations, he oversaw contracts, licenses, and permits. He controlled who got rich. He built relationships with the siloviki—former KGB and military officers who believed the collapse of the Soviet Union was a national humiliation that needed to be avenged. He also built relationships with the oligarchs who had gotten rich off that collapse.

A 1992 investigation by the Saint Petersburg city council found that Putin had signed contracts allowing the export of raw materials—metals, oil, timber—worth over $100 million in exchange for food shipments that never arrived. The city was supposed to receive food to feed its starving population. The food never came. The raw materials disappeared. Someone got rich.

The investigation recommended Putin's dismissal. Mayor Sobchak protected him. The investigation was buried. Putin learned another lesson: loyalty to patrons pays dividends.

This was Putin's genius: he understood that power required both the siloviki and the oligarchs. The siloviki provided loyalty and brutality. The oligarchs provided money and access. Putin positioned himself as the broker between them—the man who could deliver both security and profit.

In 1996, Mayor Sobchak lost his re-election bid. Putin could have stayed—the new mayor offered him a job. Putin refused and followed Sobchak into exile. It was a calculated risk. Loyalty to a losing patron is expensive in the short term but valuable in the long term. The siloviki noticed. So did the oligarchs. Here was a man who did not abandon his friends when the winds shifted.

A year later, Putin moved to Moscow to work in the Kremlin under President Boris Yeltsin. He rose quickly: deputy chief of the presidential staff, then director of the FSB—the Federal Security Service, successor to the KGB. He was back in intelligence, but this time at the top.

Yeltsin was dying. Alcoholism and heart disease had turned him into a shambling ruin who could barely function in public. The oligarchs who had bought him were circling, trying to pick his successor. They wanted someone controllable. Someone grateful. Someone who would protect their wealth and stay out of their way.

Boris Berezovsky, the most powerful oligarch, championed Putin. So did Roman Abramovich. They saw Putin as the perfect candidate: a colorless bureaucrat with no independent political base, no public profile, no charisma. He would do what he was told, take his cut, and retire quietly when they found someone better.

They were catastrophically wrong.

On August 9, 1999, Yeltsin appointed Putin prime minister—the fifth prime minister in seventeen months. Putin's approval rating was 2 percent. Nobody outside the Kremlin knew who he was. His father was a factory worker. His mother survived the siege of Leningrad, nearly starving to death while the city ate itself. Putin grew up in Soviet poverty, surrounded by people who had learned that survival meant silence and that power was the only protection against the state.

He was small. Bullied. He took up judo not for sport but for survival. He learned early that force worked when words didn't. That respect came from pain. That the weak served and the strong ruled.

In 1975, Putin graduated from Leningrad State University with a law degree and immediately joined the KGB. Not because he believed in communism—he didn't believe in anything except power—but because the KGB was the only institution in the Soviet Union that mattered. The Communist Party was theater. The military was muscle. The KGB was the brain.

He spent sixteen years in Soviet intelligence—mostly surveillance and paperwork. Stationed in Dresden from 1985 to 1990, he watched the empire collapse. When the Berlin Wall fell, he called Moscow for orders. Moscow didn't answer. First lesson: empires fall when the center stops believing in itself.

When the Soviet Union disintegrated, Putin returned to find his country gone. The KGB disbanded. The ruble worthless. Oligarchs looting state assets. Russia reduced to begging the IMF for loans.

Putin took a job with the Saint Petersburg city government under Mayor Anatoly Sobchak. He was deputy mayor in charge of foreign economic relations, which meant he oversaw contracts, licenses, and permits. It also meant he controlled who got rich. He learned the third lesson: power doesn't come from ideology. It comes from controlling money.

This was Putin's genius: he understood that power required both. The siloviki provided loyalty and brutality. The oligarchs provided money and access. Putin positioned himself as the broker between them.

In 1996, Mayor Sobchak lost his re-election. Putin could have stayed. The new mayor offered him a job. Putin refused and followed Sobchak into exile. It was a calculated risk. Loyalty to a losing patron is expensive in the short term but valuable in the long term. The siloviki noticed. So did the oligarchs.

A year later, Putin moved to Moscow to work in the Kremlin under President Boris Yeltsin. He was appointed deputy chief of the presidential staff, then head of the FSB—the successor to the KGB. He was back in intelligence, but this time at the top.

Yeltsin was dying. Alcoholism and heart disease had turned him into a puppet. The oligarchs who had bought him were circling, trying to pick his successor. They wanted someone controllable. Someone grateful. Someone who would protect their wealth and stay out of their way.

They chose Putin.

It seemed like a safe bet. He was a mid-level bureaucrat. No charisma. No political base. No public profile. He would do what he was told, take his cut, and retire quietly when the oligarchs found someone better.

They were wrong.

The Apartment Bombings — September 1999

LESS THAN A MONTH AFTER Putin became prime minister, Russia was hit by a wave of terror.

On the night of September 4, 1999, a truck bomb exploded outside an apartment building in Buynaksk, Dagestan, a city near the Chechen border. The blast killed 64 people, including 23 soldiers who were sleeping in a dormitory inside the building. More than 140 were wounded. The building collapsed into rubble.

Five days later, at 11:59 PM on September 9, a massive explosion ripped through a nine-story apartment building on Guryanova Street in southeast Moscow. The blast was so powerful it registered on seismographs. The building—home to hundreds of families—pancaked into a pile of concrete and twisted metal. Rescuers worked through the night, pulling survivors and bodies from the debris. The death toll: 100 people. Another 690 were wounded.

Four days after that, at 5:03 AM on September 13, another explosion destroyed an eight-story apartment building on Kashirskoye Highway in southern Moscow. This time, the blast occurred in the middle of the night when most residents were asleep. The building collapsed completely. Death toll: 124 people. Among the dead were entire families—parents and children and grandparents, killed in their beds.

Three days later, on September 16, a truck bomb exploded outside a nine-story apartment building in Volgodonsk, a city in southern Russia. The blast killed 19 people and wounded nearly 1,000. The building's facade was torn away, exposing the apartments inside like a dollhouse with its front removed.

In less than two weeks, four bombings had killed 307 people and wounded nearly 2,000. Russians were terrified. They demanded vengeance.

Putin provided it. "We'll get them wherever they are," he declared. "If we catch them in the toilet, we'll waste them in the outhouse."

The crude language was deliberate. Putin was not speaking like a bureaucrat. He was speaking like a street fighter. Russians loved it. His approval rating, which had been 2 percent in August, soared to 45 percent by October.

The Russian government blamed Chechen terrorists. Putin launched the Second Chechen War, sending troops into the breakaway republic with orders to crush the resistance. Russian forces bombed Grozny, the Chechen capital, into rubble. Tens of thousands of civilians died. Human rights organizations documented mass executions, torture, and "filtration camps" where Chechen men were held, interrogated, and often disappeared.

Putin's war made him a hero. The scared, humiliated Russian population wanted a strong leader who would punish their enemies. Putin gave them blood.

But there was a problem with the official story. The evidence pointed not to Chechen terrorists but to the Russian security services themselves.

On September 22, 1999—six days after the Volgodonsk bombing—residents of an apartment building in Ryazan, a city 120 miles southeast of Moscow, noticed two men carrying large sacks into their basement late at night. They called the police.

The local bomb squad arrived and found three 50-kilogram sacks of a white crystalline substance connected to a detonator and timer. They tested the substance using equipment designed to detect explosives. The test was positive for hexogen—the same military-grade explosive used in the Moscow and Volgodonsk bombings.

The building was evacuated. The bomb squad defused the device. Police launched a manhunt for the men who had planted it.

They found them quickly. The license plate on their car was traced to the FSB—the Russian security service headed by Vladimir Putin until just weeks earlier.

The men were FSB agents.

The next morning, FSB Director Nikolai Patrushev appeared on national television with an extraordinary explanation. The Ryazan incident was a "training exercise," he said. The sacks contained only sugar. The whole thing was a test of public vigilance.

But the local bomb squad had tested the substance with equipment specifically designed to detect explosives. Hexogen does not look like sugar. It does not smell like sugar. It does not trigger positive results on explosive-detection equipment unless it is, in fact, an explosive.

Moreover, the timer on the detonator was real. The blasting caps were real. The evacuation was real. If this was a training exercise, why hadn't the local police been informed? Why had the FSB agents fled when discovered? Why was the "sugar" tested as hexogen by trained bomb technicians?

The Russian Duma—the parliament—initially moved to investigate. Then, abruptly, it dropped the matter. The speaker of the Duma, Gennady Seleznyov, had announced the Volgodonsk bombing to parliament on September 13—three days before it actually happened. When confronted with this discrepancy, he refused to explain.

The Kremlin seized all evidence related to the Ryazan incident. The FSB agents were never charged. The bomb technicians who had tested the substance were pressured to change their testimony. The local police who had investigated were transferred or silenced.

Journalists who tried to uncover the truth died.

Artyom Borovik was one of Russia's most respected investigative journalists. He had covered wars in Afghanistan and Chechnya. In early 2000, he began investigating the apartment bombings, gathering evidence that pointed to FSB involvement. He was preparing a documentary.

On March 9, 2000, Borovik boarded a private plane in Moscow. Shortly after takeoff, the aircraft exploded. All nine people aboard were killed. The official explanation: ice on the wings. But aviation experts questioned how ice could have accumulated on a plane that had been de-iced before takeoff and had barely reached altitude.

Borovik's notes and research materials disappeared.

Sergei Yushenkov was a liberal member of the Duma who refused to let the matter drop. He formed an independent commission to investigate the bombings. The commission gathered testimony from witnesses, collected physical evidence, and interviewed the Ryazan bomb technicians.

On April 17, 2003—the very day the commission was officially registered as a legal entity—Yushenkov was shot four times outside his Moscow apartment. He died on the street. The killer was a member of a small political party with ties to the security services. The man who hired him was never identified.

Yuri Shchekochikhin was an investigative journalist for Novaya Gazeta who had worked with the commission. He was investigating both the apartment bombings and a corruption case involving the FSB. In July 2003, he fell suddenly ill. His hair fell out. His skin peeled from his body. He died two weeks later.

The symptoms were consistent with thallium poisoning—a Soviet-era assassination technique. When his family requested his medical records, they were classified as state secrets.

Anna Politkovskaya spent years documenting Russian atrocities in Chechnya and investigating the apartment bombings. She was poisoned in 2004 while flying to cover the Beslan school siege—someone slipped something into her tea on the plane, and she collapsed. She survived.

On October 7, 2006—Vladimir Putin's birthday—she was shot four times in the elevator of her Moscow apartment building. The killer was waiting for her. He shot her in the chest, then once more in the head at close range to ensure she was dead.

Five men were eventually convicted of the murder, including a former police officer who pulled the trigger. But the person who ordered the killing—the "mastermind"—was never identified, never charged, never brought to justice. The European Court of Human Rights ruled in 2018 that Russia had "failed to take adequate investigatory steps."

In November 2023, one of the men convicted in Politkovskaya's murder—Sergei Khadzhikurbanov—was pardoned by the Russian government after serving time in Ukraine with a penal military unit. Kill a journalist, serve a few years, get a pardon. The message was clear.

Alexander Litvinenko was a former FSB officer who had publicly accused the agency of corruption and murder. In 1998, he held a televised press conference where he claimed the FSB had ordered him to assassinate Boris Berezovsky, a prominent oligarch. He was arrested, released, and fled to London with his family.

From London, Litvinenko continued to investigate the apartment bombings. He co-authored a book, "Blowing Up Russia," that laid out the case for FSB responsibility. He worked with British intelligence. He became a public accuser of Putin's regime.

On November 1, 2006, Litvinenko met with two former Russian agents at the Millennium Hotel in London. One of them, Andrei Lugovoi, was an FSB officer. They drank tea.

Within hours, Litvinenko fell violently ill. He was admitted to the hospital with severe abdominal pain. His hair fell out. His immune system collapsed. Doctors were baffled—they had never seen symptoms like this.

After weeks of deterioration, specialists finally identified the poison: polonium-210, a radioactive isotope so rare that producing it requires a nuclear reactor. Only a handful of facilities in the world can manufacture it. Russia operates several.

Polonium-210 leaves a trace wherever it goes. British investigators followed the trail from the Millennium Hotel through multiple locations in London, onto two British Airways aircraft that had to be decontaminated, and back to Moscow. The contamination pattern proved that Lugovoi had handled the poison.

Litvinenko died on November 23, 2006. From his hospital bed, he dictated a final statement: "You may succeed in silencing one man but the howl of protest from around the world will reverberate, Mr. Putin, in your ears for the rest of your life."

A British public inquiry concluded in 2016 that the assassination was "probably approved by Mr. Patrushev, director of the FSB, and also by President Putin."

Putin denied involvement. Russia refused to extradite Lugovoi, who was given a seat in the Russian parliament and immunity from prosecution.

The apartment bombings gave Putin his war. The war gave Putin his presidency. The journalists who tried to tell the truth about the bombings were silenced, one by one, through violence.

Three hundred Russians died in those apartment buildings. Their deaths were the foundation of Putin's power. And the man who built that foundation—through terror, through war, through the murder of anyone who asked questions—is the man Donald Trump calls a "genius."

The Dead — Putin's Enemies

SINCE PUTIN TOOK POWER, at least 43 journalists have been killed in Russia, according to the Committee to Protect Journalists. Twenty-five died in direct retaliation for their work.

Anna Politkovskaya spent seven years documenting Russian atrocities in Chechnya. She reported on mass executions, torture, and the systematic destruction of Chechen villages. She interviewed refugees. She named the commanders responsible.

In 2004, while flying to Beslan to cover the school hostage crisis, she was poisoned. She survived—barely. She continued reporting.

On October 7, 2006, she took the elevator to her apartment in central Moscow. A gunman was waiting. He shot her four times—once in the head at close range. She died in the elevator.

Five men were eventually convicted of the murder, including a former police officer. But the mastermind—the person who ordered the killing—was never identified or prosecuted. The European Court of Human Rights ruled in 2018 that Russia had "failed to take adequate investigatory steps to identify who ordered the killing."

In November 2023, Sergei Khadzhikurbanov, one of the men convicted in Politkovskaya's murder, was pardoned by the Russian government after fighting in Ukraine. He had served seventeen years of a twenty-year sentence. The message was clear: murder journalists for Putin, serve a few years, get a pardon.

Politkovskaya's newspaper, Novaya Gazeta, lost six journalists to murder between 2000 and 2009. The paper was forced to shut down in September 2022, months after Russia invaded Ukraine.

The murders are not random. They are systematic. They are designed to silence anyone who tells the truth about what Putin does.

The Hidden Fortune — Following the Money

VLADIMIR PUTIN'S OFFICIAL salary is approximately $140,000 per year. His official asset declarations show modest savings and a few properties.

His actual wealth is measured in hundreds of billions of dollars.

In April 2016, the International Consortium of Investigative Journalists published the Panama Papers—11.5 million leaked documents from the Panamanian law firm Mossack Fonseca. The documents revealed a global network of offshore shell companies used to hide wealth.

At the center of one network was Sergei Roldugin.

Roldugin is a cellist. He has been Putin's closest friend since childhood. He is the godfather to Putin's daughter Maria. He earns a modest income performing classical music.

According to the Panama Papers, Roldugin controlled at least $2 billion in offshore assets.

The money flowed through a maze of shell companies in Panama, the British Virgin Islands, and Switzerland. One transaction, dated February 10, 2011, showed a $200 million loan traveling through three countries and four companies in 24 hours—each transfer occurring for just $1.

The purpose was obvious: laundering money while obscuring its origin. The transactions made no economic sense except as a mechanism to move Putin's hidden wealth.

Swiss prosecutors eventually indicted four bankers from Gazprombank for facilitating the scheme. The prosecution stated that it was "not plausible" that Roldugin had amassed this wealth through his career as a musician.

Roldugin was not an anomaly. He was a prototype.

Mikhail Shelomov, Putin's cousin, controlled assets worth at least $573 million according to the Panama Papers.

Pyotr Kolbin, a former butcher from St. Petersburg who became friends with Putin in the 1990s, controlled assets worth $550 million.

These were not independent businessmen. They were wallets—human vessels holding Putin's money under their names.

Bill Browder, the American-born financier who was once the largest foreign investor in Russia before being expelled, has spent years investigating Putin's wealth. His estimate: Putin is worth at least $200 billion, making him potentially the richest man in the world.

Sergei Pugachev, a former Russian oligarch who was once known as "Putin's banker" before fleeing to London, put it simply: "Everything that belongs to the Russian Federation, Putin considers his."

This is not corruption in the normal sense—officials taking bribes or skimming contracts. This is a country transformed into a personal asset. Putin does not steal from Russia. He owns it.

Constitutional Manipulation — President for Life

IN 2008, PUTIN FACED a problem. The Russian constitution limited presidents to two consecutive terms. He had served two terms. He could not run again.

So, he installed Dmitry Medvedev as a placeholder. Medvedev became president. Putin became prime minister. The title changed. The power did not.

In 2012, Putin returned to the presidency. The shell game had worked.

In 2020, he made it permanent.

Putin pushed through constitutional amendments that reset his term count, allowing him to serve two additional six-year terms. Under the new rules, he can remain president until 2036—when he would be 83 years old.

The amendments also granted lifetime immunity from prosecution to former presidents. Putin ensured that even if he someday leaves power, he cannot be held accountable for anything he did while holding it.

The Russian people approved these amendments in a national vote. The official result: 78 percent in favor. The vote was held during the COVID-19 pandemic, with minimal international observation and widespread reports of irregularities.

Putin is not a president in any meaningful democratic sense. He is a czar with a modern title. Elections are held. Opponents are allowed to run. But the outcomes are never in doubt. The system exists to provide a veneer of legitimacy, not to allow genuine choice.

In the 2024 presidential election, Putin received 87 percent of the vote. His most prominent opponent, Alexei Navalny, was dead—killed in an Arctic penal colony three weeks before the vote. The runner-up was a communist candidate who received 4 percent.

This is the system Trump admires. Not democracy with a strong leader, but autocracy with democratic decoration.

The Oligarch System — How Russia Works

RUSSIA IS NOT A COUNTRY with oligarchs. It is a system run by oligarchs under the supervision of one man.

The oligarchs are not entrepreneurs who built empires through innovation or competition. They are brokers who got rich by looting state assets during the collapse of the Soviet Union and stayed rich by serving Putin. Call it capitalism if you want. It is theft with a business card.

When the Soviet Union fell in 1991, the Russian government under Boris Yeltsin privatized thousands of state-owned enterprises. Factories. Oil fields. Mines. Telecoms. Banks. These were assets built by seventy years of Soviet labor, owned by the state, and theoretically owned by the people.

The privatization was supposed to create a market economy. Instead, it created a criminal enterprise. The process was simple: insiders with connections to the government bought state assets for pennies on the dollar through rigged auctions. A factory worth millions was sold for thousands. An oil field worth billions was sold for millions.

The buyers weren't competing on merit—they were competing on proximity to power. The men who won these auctions became the oligarchs. They didn't earn their wealth. They stole it. And they did it with the blessing of the Russian government, which needed cash and didn't care how it was obtained.

By the mid-1990s, seven oligarchs controlled roughly 50 percent of Russia's economy. They owned the oil companies. The natural gas monopolies. The aluminum plants. The nickel mines. The television networks. The banks.

They didn't just control industries—they controlled the state. Boris Berezovsky, one of the original oligarchs, once bragged that he and six other men picked the Russian president. He wasn't exaggerating.

Putin understood the oligarch system better than the oligarchs did. He understood that their power was entirely dependent on state protection. Take away that protection, and they had nothing.

Putin's message to the oligarchs was simple: stay out of politics, and you stay rich. Challenge me, and you lose everything.

Mikhail Khodorkovsky controlled Yukos, Russia's largest oil company. Worth $15 billion. He made the mistake of funding opposition parties and criticizing Putin publicly. In 2003, Khodorkovsky was arrested at gunpoint. Fraud and tax evasion charges—technically true but selectively enforced. Every oligarch had committed fraud. Khodorkovsky was the only one prosecuted. Yukos was dismantled and sold to Rosneft, a state-controlled company. Khodorkovsky served ten years before being pardoned and exiled.

The message was received. The remaining oligarchs stopped funding opposition parties. They stopped criticizing Putin. They stopped pretending they were independent. They became what Putin needed them to be: extensions of state power disguised as private enterprise.

The system works this way now. The oligarchs control industries, but they do not control policy. They manage assets, but Putin decides who manages what. They get rich, but only as long as they serve the state.

Putin does not lead Russia. He owns it. And Trump looks at this arrangement with undisguised envy.

Authoritarian Economies Don't Fail — They Cannibalize

WESTERN ECONOMISTS predicted Russia's economy would collapse under sanctions. They were wrong.

Russia's GDP contracted. The ruble weakened. Foreign investment dried up. But the economy did not collapse because authoritarian economies do not fail the way market economies fail. They adapt by cannibalizing themselves.

When sanctions hit in March 2022, the International Monetary Fund projected Russian GDP would contract by 10-15 percent. The World Bank warned of systemic collapse. Western governments claimed Russia would run out of money within months.

By the end of 2022, Russian GDP had contracted by only 2.1 percent. By mid-2023, it returned to growth. By the end of 2024, the Russian economy was expanding at 3.6 percent—faster than Germany, France, or the United Kingdom.

How? Russia militarized its labor force and nationalized the consequences.

Between March 2022 and December 2024, Russia transferred approximately 3.5 million workers from civilian manufacturing into defense production. Factory workers who made consumer goods now make drones. Engineers who designed civilian products now design weapons systems.

Entire industrial sectors were repurposed for military output. Presidential Decree No. 255 authorized the Ministry of Defense to issue "special economic measures orders" requiring factories to accept defense contracts. Factories that refused faced asset seizures under wartime authority.

By September 2022, over 2,000 Russian factories had been converted to defense production. AutoVAZ, Russia's largest car manufacturer, began producing military vehicles. The Kazan Helicopter Plant doubled its output of attack helicopters. Electronics manufacturers switched from producing consumer devices to manufacturing drone components.

The state also imposed wartime labor regulations without declaring war. Workers who quit defense jobs faced criminal charges for "sabotage of the special military operation." One engineer in Nizhny Novgorod was sentenced to six years in prison for attempting to leave his job at a munitions factory.

Unemployment fell to historic lows—not because the economy was thriving but because the state forced everyone into defense production. By late 2023, Russian unemployment was 2.9 percent, the lowest since records began. But this was not prosperity. This was compulsion.

The economy grew. Living standards declined. Russian consumer goods became scarcer and more expensive. Independent analysis estimated real inflation closer to 15-20 percent for consumer goods. Appliances, electronics, and imported products saw price increases of 30-50 percent.

The state subsidized defense production while allowing consumer sectors to collapse. Losses were nationalized. Profits were privatized. The government absorbed the costs of sanctions while oligarchs maintained their wealth through offshore holdings.

This is state capitalism with a gun. And Trump praised it repeatedly.

The Poison Playbook — Litvinenko to Navalny

PUTIN DOES NOT SIMPLY defeat his enemies. He destroys them in ways designed to send messages.

Alexander Litvinenko was a former FSB officer who defected to Britain in 2000. He publicly accused the FSB of orchestrating the 1999 apartment bombings. He investigated organized crime connections to Russian intelligence. He became an inconvenient voice.

On November 1, 2006, Litvinenko met with two Russian contacts at the Millennium Hotel in London. One of them, Andrei Lugovoi, was a former FSB officer. They drank tea.

Within hours, Litvinenko fell ill. Within days, he was dying. Doctors eventually identified the poison: polonium-210, a radioactive isotope so rare that producing it requires a nuclear reactor.

Polonium-210 leaves a trace wherever it goes. British investigators followed the trail from the Millennium Hotel through multiple locations in London, onto two British Airways aircraft, and back to Moscow. The contamination pattern proved that Lugovoi had handled the poison.

Litvinenko died on November 23, 2006. From his hospital bed, he dictated a statement: "You may succeed in silencing one man but the howl of protest from around the world will reverberate, Mr. Putin, in your ears for the rest of your life."

A British public inquiry concluded in 2016 that the assassination was "probably approved by Mr. Patrushev, director of the FSB, and also by President Putin."

Putin denied involvement. Britain expelled Russian diplomats. Russia expelled British diplomats. Life continued. The message was sent.

Sergei Skripal was a former Russian military intelligence officer who had spied for Britain. He was exchanged in a 2010 prisoner swap and settled in Salisbury, England.

On March 4, 2018, Skripal and his daughter Yulia were found unconscious on a park bench. They had been poisoned with Novichok, a military-grade nerve agent developed by the Soviet Union.

Both survived, barely. A police officer who responded to the scene was hospitalized. Months later, a British woman died after her partner found a discarded perfume bottle containing Novichok and gave it to her as a gift.

British investigators identified the assassins as two GRU officers traveling under aliases. Their movements were captured on CCTV throughout Salisbury. Russia denied involvement, claiming the men were tourists visiting Salisbury Cathedral.

The cathedral is a ninety-minute train ride from London. The men arrived in Salisbury, walked to Skripal's house, applied the nerve agent to his door handle, and left on the next train. Tourism.

Alexei Navalny was Russia's most prominent opposition leader. An anti-corruption activist, he had built a massive following by documenting the obscene wealth of Putin's inner circle. His investigations reached millions of Russians through YouTube.

On August 20, 2020, Navalny fell ill on a flight from Tomsk to Moscow. The pilot made an emergency landing. Navalny was comatose. Russian doctors initially refused to allow him to be transferred to Germany for treatment. After international pressure, he was airlifted to Berlin.

German military laboratories confirmed the poison: Novichok. The same nerve agent used on Skripal.

Navalny recovered. Investigative journalists from Bellingcat identified the FSB team that had followed him for years. Using leaked phone records, they reconstructed the operation in detail.

Navalny called one of his would-be assassins, posing as a security official. The agent, believing he was speaking to a superior, explained the operation: they had applied the poison to Navalny's underwear.

The recording went viral. The agent had confessed on tape to attempting to murder an opposition leader with a nerve agent.

Navalny returned to Russia in January 2021, knowing he would be arrested. He was. He was sentenced to prison on fabricated charges. He was transferred to a remote Arctic penal colony.

On February 16, 2024, Russian authorities announced that Navalny had died. He was 47. The official cause: "sudden death syndrome." His body showed signs of bruising. His family was denied access for days. No independent autopsy was permitted.

He died three weeks before Putin's reelection to a fifth term.

The message is always the same: oppose Putin, and you die. Sometimes quickly. Sometimes slowly. But you die.

And the man who orders these murders is the man Trump calls a "strong leader" with whom he has "a great relationship."

Wagner Group — The Violence Franchise

YEVGENY PRIGOZHIN WAS a hot dog vendor who became a caterer who became a warlord.

In the 1990s, Prigozhin served nine years in Soviet prison for robbery and fraud. After his release, he opened a hot dog stand in St. Petersburg. He expanded to restaurants. He got a contract to cater Kremlin events. He caught Putin's attention.

By the 2010s, Prigozhin was running two operations that served Putin's interests: the Internet Research Agency, which flooded social media with disinformation, and the Wagner Group, which provided mercenaries for wars Russia wanted to fight without officially fighting.

Wagner was not a private military company in the Western sense. It was a deniable extension of Russian state power. Wagner fighters deployed to Ukraine in 2014 to support Russian-backed separatists. They deployed to Syria to support Assad. They deployed to Libya, Sudan, the Central African Republic, Mali, and Mozambique—wherever Russia wanted influence without accountability.

Wagner recruited from Russian prisons, offering inmates freedom in exchange for six months of combat. The casualty rates were staggering. In the battle for Bakhmut in 2023, Wagner lost an estimated 20,000 men—more than the United States lost in twenty years in Afghanistan.

Prigozhin didn't care. Bodies were cheaper than equipment. He kept feeding men into the grinder.

In June 2023, Prigozhin turned on Putin. He accused Russian military leaders of incompetence and corruption. He marched his forces toward Moscow in what appeared to be an attempted coup. Russian forces did not resist. Prigozhin's convoy came within 200 kilometers of the capital.

Then he stopped. He accepted a deal brokered by Belarusian President Alexander Lukashenko. He agreed to exile in Belarus. His forces stood down.

Two months later, on August 23, 2023, Prigozhin's private jet exploded over Russia's Tver region. All ten people aboard died.

Russian investigators attributed the crash to hand grenades detonating inside the cabin. No one believed it was an accident. Putin had waited for the right moment, then eliminated the man who had humiliated him.

The lesson was clear: even the most useful servants are expendable. Loyalty to Putin must be absolute. The moment it wavers, the servant becomes a liability.

The Chechen Wars — Laboratory for Brutality

THE FIRST CHECHEN WAR began in December 1994 under Boris Yeltsin. It was a disaster.

Russian forces expected to crush Chechen separatists in weeks. Instead, they were humiliated. Grozny, the Chechen capital, became a graveyard for Russian tanks and conscripts. Chechen fighters used the urban terrain to devastating effect, destroying armored columns in ambushes.

By 1996, Russia had lost an estimated 5,500 soldiers—though the real number was likely much higher. The military was demoralized. The public was horrified by images of Russian boys dying in a war no one understood.

Russia signed the Khasavyurt Accord in August 1996, effectively granting Chechnya de facto independence. It was the greatest military humiliation in Russian history since Afghanistan.

Putin learned from this failure.

When the apartment bombings provided justification for the Second Chechen War in 1999, Putin approached it differently. He would not repeat Yeltsin's mistakes. He would not show restraint. He would not care about international opinion.

The Second Chechen War was total war against a civilian population.

Russian forces did not simply attack military targets. They destroyed entire cities. Grozny was bombed into rubble—the United Nations called it the most destroyed city on earth. Estimates of civilian deaths range from 25,000 to 50,000 in the first year alone.

The Russian military employed "zachistka"—cleansing operations—where soldiers would surround a village, detain all military-age men, and interrogate them. Those suspected of rebel sympathies disappeared into "filtration camps" where torture was routine.

Human Rights Watch documented systematic abuses: extrajudicial executions, rape, looting, and the deliberate targeting of civilians. Amnesty International called the conflict "a human rights catastrophe."

Putin did not apologize. He did not investigate. He promoted the commanders responsible.

General Vladimir Shamanov, who oversaw operations in Chechnya accused of war crimes, became a Hero of the Russian Federation. Ramzan Kadyrov, whose militia committed atrocities, was installed as Chechnya's leader and remains Putin's enforcer to this day.

The Chechen Wars taught Putin that brutality worked. International condemnation was temporary. Sanctions were manageable. What mattered was victory—and victory meant crushing opposition so completely that it could never rise again.

He would apply these lessons in Georgia. In Ukraine. And in domestic politics.

The Siloviki — The Men of Force

PUTIN SURROUNDS HIMSELF with siloviki—men of force.

The term comes from the Russian word "sila," meaning strength or power. It refers to veterans of the security services: the FSB, the military, the police, the intelligence agencies. These are men who rose through institutions built on violence and learned that violence is the ultimate arbiter of power.

When Putin took office in 2000, siloviki held approximately 25 percent of senior government positions. By 2008, that figure had risen to 42 percent. Today, they dominate every sector of Russian governance.

Nikolai Patrushev served as FSB Director from 1999 to 2008 and has been Secretary of the Security Council since then. He is considered even more hawkish than Putin—if such a thing is possible. He has called the United States an existential threat to Russia and argued for confrontation with the West.

Sergei Shoigu served as Defense Minister from 2012 to 2024. He oversaw the annexation of Crimea, the intervention in Syria, and the invasion of Ukraine. When the Ukraine invasion stalled, Putin replaced him—not for the failure, but for the embarrassment.

Alexander Bortnikov has led the FSB since 2008. Under his leadership, the FSB has expanded its domestic surveillance capabilities, targeted opposition figures for prosecution, and conducted assassination operations abroad.

These men share a worldview: Russia is surrounded by enemies. The West seeks to destroy Russian civilization. Liberal democracy is a weapon used to weaken nations. Strength—meaning the willingness to use force without restraint—is the only protection.

They do not believe in negotiation. They believe in dominance.

Putin is not an outlier among the siloviki. He is their leader. He rose through their ranks. He shares their training, their instincts, their paranoia. When he looks at the world, he sees what they see: threats that must be neutralized before they can strike.

This is why dialogue with Putin has failed. Western leaders approach negotiations assuming both sides want a mutually beneficial outcome. Putin approaches negotiations as a form of warfare—a way to extract concessions while preparing the next offensive.

He does not want partnership. He wants submission.

Managed Democracy — The Illusion of Choice

RUSSIA HOLDS ELECTIONS. Candidates campaign. Citizens vote. Ballots are counted.

None of it matters.

Putin perfected a system political scientists call "managed democracy"—elections that provide the appearance of legitimacy without the risk of losing power.

The system works through several mechanisms:

**Ballot Access Control**: The Central Election Commission, staffed by Putin loyalists, determines which candidates can appear on the ballot. Opposition figures are routinely disqualified on technicalities—improper signatures, financial irregularities, or vague "extremism" charges.

**Media Dominance**: State television—which reaches the vast majority of Russians—provides overwhelming positive coverage of Putin and United Russia while ignoring or demonizing opposition candidates. Independent media has been systematically destroyed.

**Administrative Resources**: Government employees at all levels—from federal ministries to local schools—are mobilized for campaigns. They organize rallies, distribute materials, and ensure turnout in districts where Putin is strong.

**Voter Intimidation**: Ballot secrecy is compromised through various mechanisms. Workers are photographed voting. Students are told their grades depend on supporting the right candidate. Soldiers vote under supervision.

**Outright Fraud**: When necessary, votes are simply fabricated. Statistical analysis of Russian elections consistently reveals anomalies—impossible turnout figures, suspiciously round vote totals, results that defy probability.

The 2011 parliamentary elections demonstrated how the system works. Despite massive fraud, United Russia's official result dropped to 49 percent—still a majority, but an embarrassment. Protests erupted in Moscow, the largest since the Soviet collapse.

Putin blamed the United States. He accused Hillary Clinton, then Secretary of State, of orchestrating the protests. His paranoia about American interference would shape his response to the 2016 US election.

The 2018 presidential election showed the system in full operation. Putin received 77 percent of the vote. His nearest competitor, a communist, received 12 percent. The only genuinely independent candidate, Alexei Navalny, was barred from running.

The 2024 election, held after Navalny's death in prison, produced an 87 percent result for Putin. The margin was meaningless. The outcome was predetermined before the first ballot was cast.

This is what Trump admires. Not democracy with strong leadership, but autocracy with democratic decoration.

The Orthodox Church — Sanctifying Power

THE RUSSIAN ORTHODOX Church provides spiritual legitimacy for Putin's rule.

Under communism, the Church was suppressed. Thousands of clergy were executed or imprisoned. Churches were demolished or converted to warehouses. Religious practice was driven underground.

When the Soviet Union collapsed, the Church reemerged—but it emerged compromised. Soviet archives revealed that many senior clergy had collaborated with the KGB. Patriarch Alexius II, who led the Church from 1990 to 2008, was reportedly a KGB informant with the codename "Drozdov."

Putin, who cultivates a public image of Orthodox piety, has forged a partnership with the Church. The state provides funding, legal privileges, and political support. The Church provides moral authority and nationalist ideology.

Patriarch Kirill, who succeeded Alexius II in 2009, has been particularly useful. He has called Putin's rule a "miracle of God." He has blessed Russian weapons. He has justified the invasion of Ukraine as a holy war against Western decadence.

The Church promotes a vision of Russia as a uniquely moral civilization besieged by a corrupt West. Homosexuality, feminism, secularism—these are portrayed as Western diseases that Russia must resist. The invasion of Ukraine is framed not as imperial aggression but as spiritual defense.

This ideology—sometimes called "Russkiy Mir" or Russian World—holds that Russian civilization extends beyond Russia's borders to include all Orthodox Slavic peoples. Ukraine, in this view, is not a separate nation but a wayward province that must be reintegrated.

The Church provides Putin something his security apparatus cannot: the sense that his rule serves a higher purpose. He is not merely a dictator clinging to power. He is a defender of Christian civilization against godless Western liberalism.

American evangelicals who have praised Putin as a defender of traditional values do not understand what they are endorsing. The Russian Orthodox Church is not an independent institution promoting religious values. It is a tool of state power, blessing whatever the Kremlin requires.

Information Warfare — The Weaponization of Truth

RUSSIA DID NOT INVENT propaganda. But Putin perfected its weaponization for the internet age.

Soviet propaganda was clumsy. It tried to convince people that communism was superior to capitalism, that Soviet agriculture outperformed Western farming, that the Berlin Wall protected East Germans from Western aggression. Few believed it. The gap between propaganda and reality was too obvious.

Putin's approach is different. He does not try to convince people that Russia is better. He tries to convince them that everyone is equally corrupt, that all governments lie, that truth itself is unknowable.

This strategy has a name: the "firehose of falsehood."

A 2016 RAND Corporation study identified its key characteristics:

**High Volume and Multi-Channel**: Russian propaganda floods every available medium—television, social media, websites, email, text messages. The volume overwhelms the capacity of fact-checkers to respond.

**Rapid and Continuous**: New claims emerge constantly, faster than they can be debunked. By the time one lie is exposed, ten more have taken its place.

**No Commitment to Consistency**: Russian propaganda will simultaneously advance contradictory narratives. MH17 was shot down by Ukraine. It was shot down by the CIA. It never existed. The contradictions are not bugs—they are features. They create confusion about what actually happened.

**No Commitment to Reality**: Russian propaganda will advance claims that are obviously false—and keep advancing them even after they are debunked. The goal is not to be believed but to exhaust the capacity for truth-seeking.

RT (formerly Russia Today) and Sputnik are the most visible instruments of this strategy. But the real action happens on social media, where Russian operatives create fake personas, amplify divisive content, and inject disinformation into American discourse.

The 2016 election demonstrated the strategy's effectiveness. Russian operatives did not need to create division—they found existing divisions and poured gasoline on them. They amplified Black Lives Matter and Blue Lives Matter. They promoted Bernie Sanders and Donald Trump. They organized both pro-immigrant rallies and anti-immigrant rallies.

The goal was chaos. The goal was to make Americans hate each other so intensely that they could not cooperate on anything—including defending against Russian aggression.

Trump learned this playbook. He uses the same techniques: flooding the zone, advancing contradictory claims, abandoning any commitment to consistency or reality. When he lies, he does not expect to be believed. He expects to exhaust the audience's capacity for truth.

The Model Complete

PUTIN'S RUSSIA IS BUILT on three pillars: control of information, control of wealth, and control of violence.

Control of information means state-run television networks broadcast a version of reality where Russia is strong, the West is decadent, and Putin is the only leader capable of protecting Russia from foreign enemies. Dissent is labeled treason. Independent journalism is criminalized. Reporters who ask too many questions fall from windows or drink poisoned tea.

Control of wealth means the oligarchs who control Russia's oil, gas, and mineral resources owe their fortunes to Putin. If they stay loyal, they stay rich. If they challenge him, they go to prison or flee the country. The Russian economy is not a market economy—it is a protection racket. Businesses pay tribute. The state decides who prospers.

Control of violence means the FSB, the military, and private mercenary groups serve Putin directly. Domestic opponents are beaten, imprisoned, or killed. Foreign adversaries are poisoned, shot, or blown up. Violence is not a failure of the system—it is the system.

Putin doesn't campaign. He doesn't debate. He doesn't apologize. He doesn't compromise. He identifies enemies, destroys them, and moves on. There are no scandals because the state controls the narrative. There are no investigations because the investigators work for him. There are no fair elections because the results are determined before the ballots are printed.

For Trump, this is not a horror story. It is a blueprint.

Trump looks at Putin and sees a leader who does not answer to courts, to Congress, or to voters. A leader who can jail opponents, silence critics, and enrich himself without consequence. A leader who commands absolute loyalty because disloyalty is punished with ruin.

Putin looks at Trump and sees a useful asset with access to the most powerful military and economy on earth. A man so desperate for validation that he will undermine American alliances, weaken NATO, withhold aid to Ukraine, and praise autocrats if it makes him feel strong.

The relationship is symbiotic. Putin gets a destabilized West. Trump gets the illusion of power. And democracy dies in the space between them.

This is the model. This is what Trump wants to import. This is PrumpTutin.

The Foreign Assassinations — Reaching Across Borders

PUTIN'S WILLINGNESS to kill extends beyond Russia's borders. Foreign soil provides no protection.

**Alexander Litvinenko** (2006): The former FSB officer who accused the agency of orchestrating the apartment bombings was poisoned with polonium-210 in London—a radioactive isotope that required a nuclear reactor to produce. The assassins left a trail of contamination across London hotels, offices, and aircraft. A British public inquiry concluded that Putin "probably approved" the assassination.
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