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Putin in 1994: ‘What happens to ethnic Russians beyond our borders is for us an existential question.’
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The new currencies of power: Gas and pipelines for the empire. Targeting the European market.
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CHRONOLOGY


7 October 1952: Putin born in Leningrad, growing up in rough neighbourhood


1953: Stalin dies


1973/74: first oil price hike


1975: Putin graduates at Law Department of Leningrad State University (while also working for the Leningrad Directorate of KGB)


1975: Helsinki Final Act


1978/79: second oil price hike, crisis thoughout the West


July 1982: in Lebanon war Israeli Air Force shoots down 70 Syrian MIGS, shock in Moscow


1982/83: Juri Andropov Kremlin Chief


1985: oil price breaks down, a boost for the West, catastrophe for Russia


1986: Chernobyl burnout, Gorbachev demands perestroika and glasnost


1987: sweeping arms control agreements between USSR and USA (INF Treaty)


9 November 1989: fall of Berlin Wall


1990: ‘Two plus Four’ negotiations, Nato offers ‘brotherly hand’, German unification: Putin adviser to Mayor Anatoli Sobchak on international affairs after KGB work in Dresden, DDR from 1985


June 1991-96: Putin head of administration of St Petersburg Mayor’s Office


June 1996-March 1997: Putin joins Russian presidential administration, deputy to chief of Main Control Directorate, Presidential Property Management Department


1998: Putin appointed deputy chief of presidential administration


1998/99: Putin head of FSB


Summer 1998: financial crisis in Russia, oil at USD 10


August 1998: financial collapse and default


September 1998: Yeltsin appoints Evgeny Primakov prime minister


1999: Nato widening includes ex-Warsaw Pact countries


Spring 1999: tense political situation in Russia. Kremlin loses control over events


1999: Putin appointed Secretary of the Security Council


August 1999: Chechen fighters headed by Shamil Basayev invade Northern Republic of Daghestan


August 1999: Duma confirms appointment of Putin as Premier


September 1999: second Chechen War starts


31 December 1999: Yeltsin nominates Putin his successor


March 2000: Putin elected President of Russia


August 2000: Submarine Kursk lost at sea, crisis of Putin’s leadership


November 2000: clampdown on independent media


March 2001: Sergei Ivanov appointed defence minister


Spring 2001: proclamation of ‘managed democracy’, aka ‘sovereign democracy’


June 2001: creation of Shanghai Cooperation Organization (China, Russia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Uzbekistan)


Fall 2001: Russia cooperates with US in war against Taliban in Afghanistan

December 2001: United States withdraws from ABM Treaty


October 2002: terrorist action at Dubrovka theatre in Moscow. Rescue attempt by federal forces leaves 120 dead


November 2002: EU-Russia summit in Brussels


March 2003: second Iraq War


May 2003: EU-Russia Summit in St Petersburg: definition of four ‘common spaces’ for cooperation Russia-EU


October 2003: Mikhail Khodorkovsky, CEO of YUKOS, taken into custody, sentenced for alleged tax fraud to eight years in prison


November 2003: Georgia’s ‘Rose Revolution’ and chagrin in Moscow


February 2004: Putin dismisses premier Mikhail Kasianov


September 2004: terrorists attack Beslan school, Ingushetia, North Caucasus


November-December 2004: ‘Orange Revolution’ in Ukraine, souring of relations between Russia and the Yushchenko-team


January 2005: street protests against intended reform of ‘monetization’ of social benefits


December 2005: Gazprom raises gas price for Ukraine, briefly cutting off supply


July 2006: G-8 summit in St Petersburg


August 2006: ethnic clashes in the town of Kondopoga in Karelia


October 2006: Anna Politkovskaya, independent-minded columnist for  Novaya Gazeta, murdered


10 February 2007: Munich Security Conference, Putin speaks out


30 November 2007: Shvartsman in interview with Kommersant spills the Kremlin beans


2nd December 2007: elections for Duma


12th December 2007: Putin endorses Dmitry Medvedev as successor


2nd March 2008: Medvedev elected president


7th May 2008: inauguration of Medvedev




ABBREVIATIONS

ABM - Anti-Ballistic Missile (Treaty)

BTC Pipeline - Baku-Tiflis-Ceyhun Pipeline

CEO - Chief Executive Officer

CFE - Conventional Forces in Europe (Treaty)

CIS - Commonwealth of Independent States

CSCE - Conference for Security and Cooperation in Europe

EU - European Union

FSB - Federal’naya Sluzhba Beszopasnosti - Federal Security Service

IAEA - International Atomic Energy Agency, Vienna

ICBM - Intercontinental Ballistic Missile

IPO - Initial Public Offering

KGB - Komitet Gosudarstvennoy Bezopasnosti - Committee for State Security

LNG - Liquified Natural Gas

NAFTA - North American Free Trade Association

NATO - North Atlantic Treaty Organization

NGO - Non-Governmental Organization

NPT - Non-Proliferation Treaty

OECD - Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development

OSCE - Organisation for Security and Cooperation in Europe

PCA - Partnership and Cooperation Agreement EU-Russia

PRC - People’s Republic of China

ROC - Russian Orthodox Church

SALT - Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty

SCO - Shanghai Cooperation Organization

SEC - Securities and Exchange Commission (US)

START - Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty

UN - United Nations

USD - US Dollar

WTO - World Trade Organisation




INTRODUCTION

‘On entering the country of the Russians, you see at a glance that the social order as arranged by them can serve for their use only. You have to be Russian to live in Russia, although on the surface everything proceeds much as elsewhere. The difference is in fundamentals.’

Marquis de Custine, Journey for Our Time


 



 



When, on a recent visit to Russia, I was hurrying through Moscow’s Kazan railway station, my eye caught sight of a tiny gold coin. On stopping to pick it up, I discovered that it was too light to be the real thing, only ten copecks, a mere nothing. But it was a carefully struck piece, with St George on horseback slaying the dragon. No more hammer and sickle to frighten the world, no more red stars to enlighten the world - orthodox Russia had reasserted itself, and the hallowed image of the saintly victor is now everywhere, adorning every uniform, even Mr Putin’s malachite inkwell, shielding the presidential palaces against intruders and signalling, in the guise of a return to the past, a journey into the unknown. One wonders what Lenin, his giant bronze statue in the central square of Tatarstan’s capital Kazan (he came from a place not far away called Uljanowsk) - still preaching to the invisible masses, or his giant profile in Berlin’s Behrenstrasse, once guarding the KGB headquarters in the now extinct German Democratic Republic, would have made of the return of St George to Russia.

It is not for the first time in the last two centuries that Russia leaves the world wondering about its destiny. Russia is, notwithstanding the losses incurred when the Soviet empire imploded upon itself, still the enormous country of eleven time zones from Kaliningrad Oblast on the Baltic Sea to the far eastern island of Sakhalin, a land of vast empty spaces full of promise, with a population of more than 140 million of whom 20 million are Muslim, looking at the crescent rising rather than the cross and the stars, suspecting that St George might not be their friend and protector. It is a power with vast military resources, among them more than 10,000 nuclear weapons in various configurations,  an energy giant whose oil reserves will last, at present rates of exploitation, for more than thirty years, with enough natural gases for more than 180 years.

There is also the old Russian cultural and geopolitical ambiguity between Europe and Asia, and the new oscillation between weak elements of democracy and, invariably, strong elements of autocracy.

When it comes to world affairs, the question may well be asked whether Russia forms part of an emerging multipolar balance or is striving to have a say and, in particular, a veto in all major affairs around the globe, especially in Eastern Europe, the Caucasus, the Greater Middle East and Central Asia. Can Russia be persuaded from outside, beyond its manifest interests, to support those elements of the Pax Americana that continue to be regulators of globalization, like the World Trade Organization, the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund? Will Russia support what is left of world order after the demise of the Cold War and the accompanying global, nuclear and bipolar system that is no more? In a nutshell: Will yesterday’s revolutionary power become tomorrow’s stabilizer of the industrial and post-industrial world from, as envisaged after the fall of the Soviet Union, Vancouver to Vladivostok? Russia clearly has the potential to act one way or the other, to be a force for stability or a force for turmoil. So far it seems that the leaders of Russia have not yet decided. Which way they go depends, in no small degree, on the West, its cohesion, statecraft and understanding of Russia.

We are back to the question that, in the grim winter of 1940, was asked in Britain while the European continent belonged to the dictators, when Sir Winston Churchill famously said on BBC radio: ‘I cannot forecast to you the action of Russia. It is a riddle, wrapped in a mystery, inside an enigma.’ And then the British PM added, almost as an afterthought: ‘The only key is the national interest of Russia.’

So the question remains as to what today constitutes Russia’s national interest, and who is the man, or the power elite around him, to define and implement it. When Putin’s second term was about to end, it was not only the Russians who feared, after eight years of rising oil and gas revenues that brought modest gains for many and vast riches for a few, instability and insecurity. But the outside world, too, kept wondering who and what would follow after Putin: possibly, after a while, Putin himself, in a different incarnation? Whatever the answer,  Russia is going, for better or for worse, through a defining moment. What are the implications for the rest of the world?

In the post-1989 world the greatest of all challenges for the former antagonists was to create together an equitable and fair system, in which Russia would be part of a new world order - as promised by the elder Bush in the aftermath of the 1990-91 Gulf War. This opportunity was missed during the decade when the West was strong and Russia was weak. Do we have today the Russia we deserve? To be torn between a resurgent Russia and a declining Pax Americana would be divisive, indeed fatal, for today’s Europe and an enormous burden on the Atlantic alliance.

It is late, but perhaps not too late, to think big and try once more. After all, the rise and rise of China in the Far East - which is not so far away when seen from Siberia, where much of Europe’s oil and gas comes from - poses vast challenges. So does the threat of radical Islam in the Middle East, be it the Iranians’ nuclear ambitions, be it terrorist disruption. For good measure one can add accelerating climate change and the spread - and eventual containment - of weapons of mass destruction, of terrorism and failed states, of cyberwar and organized crime. All those spectres haunting the world are of equal concern both to Russia and to Western nations.

History is on the move again. But it is not an inexorable fate that we face but an open and challenging future. In all of this, Russia, for better and for worse, will have a key role to play.




1

A moment of truth

‘The Tsar of Russia is the military chief, and each of his days is a day of battle.’

Marquis de Custine Journey for Our Time


 



 



The date was 10 February 2007, in the middle of Munich’s popular carnival season. The venue was the Bayerischer Hof, a five-star hotel where traditionally the annual Wehrkunde Conference of Cold War times and now the post-Cold War ‘Munich Security Conference’ meets for a high-level, two-day event. This get-together of the strategic community was initiated by Ewald von Kleist, a man from the history books who supported Count Stauffenberg in the July 1944 attempt to blow up the German dictator. His successor in the chair was Horst Teltschik, for many years Chancellor Kohl’s most trusted foreign policy adviser. In 2007 he had invited the Russian leader to give a key-note speech. Little did those wearing insiders’ badges or, for that matter, the scores of journalists following the proceedings from adjacent rooms, know that they were in for a defining moment in Russia’s relations with America and the West. Indeed, after that Munich meeting some red lines, hitherto blurred by arrogance, ignorance and wishful thinking, were clearly discernible - lines which the master of the Kremlin wanted to be respected, in Eastern Europe, in the Balkans and throughout Central Asia.

On that first morning of the conference, German chancellor Angela Merkel was holding forth. Meanwhile, those who sat near him could observe how Russian president Vladimir Putin was busy making changes to the manuscript that his staff had given him, striking out entire paragraphs and putting in new ones, scribbling notes in the margins, from time to time shaking his head as if in anger, and paying little or no attention to what the German Number One had to tell the world leaders, defence experts and political analysts assembled in the air-conditioned, brightly lit ballroom. It was clear beyond the slightest doubt that Putin, sitting in the front row, did not have to ask any one  for approval of the speech he was to deliver, let alone for permission to outline the future course of Russia’s relations with the West in general and the United States in particular. Putin was clearly in control - not only of the next thirty or so minutes but of Russia’s foreign and security affairs.

When Putin mounted the rostrum, he showed no emotion except cold resolve. He spoke in a low-key voice, with sparse body language, his emotions carefully disciplined and controlled. Of course he spoke in Russian. The conference’s tradition, he warned his listeners with a whiff of sarcasm, ‘allows me to avoid excessive politeness’.




The bear growls 

What he had to say to the 200 or so experts assembled, live into the world’s TV cameras, did indeed not amount to a lesson in diplomatic finesse. He made no secret of the fact that he felt, like all of Russia, that the West had unilaterally and unfairly exploited the period of troubles that the heirs to the Soviet Union had recently experienced. That instead of offering compensation for Russian losses the West had done everything in its power to secure geopolitical advantage throughout Eastern Europe and most of Central Asia. That the relationship with Nato was tenuous at best. That the Russians felt encircled from their front garden on the Baltic to their backyard in Uzbekistan. That he resented Nato’s recent ‘expansion’ to Eastern Europe - referring to Poland, the Czech Republic, Hungary and Slovakia, formerly Soviet satellites in the Warsaw Pact, and also to the Baltic states that were formerly part of the Soviet Union. That the US had not honoured the cheque of goodwill expressed in the agreements on Germany winding up the Cold War or the military support offered - and obtained - after 9/11. That the West had no idea what was at stake in Chechnya - though Putin did not name the troubled province. The bottom line: the bear had left his den, and things would have to change.

While the Europeans were seen as minor offenders, and the former satellite countries of the Soviet Empire a mere irritant, the United States came in for a targeted attack, the aspiring great power pitted against the declining global power. There was disappointment in his tone and manner about being excluded from Europe. Putin felt let  down by the West, accusing Western nations of ‘ideological stereotypes, double standards and other typical aspects of Cold War thinking’. But his wrath was reserved for the United States. Was he merely irritated at being constantly lectured by George W. Bush et al on democracy and Russia’s civil society deficits? Or did he want to deepen the rift between Europe and the US? Or was he angry at having been largely ignored at the UN and elsewhere, and not acknowledged as a global player and essential partner by the US?

Putin spoke like a professor of political theory, but not without visible contradiction. While stating that ‘the unipolar world proposed after the Cold War’ had not materialized, he proceeded to take on the United States precisely for aspiring to this kind of world order, run from Washington: ‘What is a unipolar world? However one might embellish the term, at the end of the day it refers to one type of situation, namely one centre of authority, one centre of force, one centre of decision-making.’




Russia wants to be respected 

The leader of a crashed empire was warning the US that the unipolar order of post-Cold War dreams was beyond their reach: ‘It is a world in which there is one master, one sovereign. And at the end of the day this is pernicious for all those within this system, but also for the sovereign because it destroys itself from within.’

Was this the lesson the former intelligence officer, who as a KGB resident in Dresden, East Germany, had seen imperial control vanish from close-up, was handing down to the US and all those nations who trusted the US as security lender of last resort? The message was clear: do not trust the US as it is going, sooner or later, the way of all empires.

The verdict was as clear as the warning: ‘The unipolar model is not only unacceptable but also impossible in today’s world. . . . Unilateral and frequently illegitimate actions have not resolved any problems.’ Putin then proceeded to put Russia forward as the champion of international law against the US: ‘What we are seeing is ever greater disdain for the principles of international law. And independent legal norms are, as a matter of fact, coming increasingly closer to one state’s legal system. One state, first and foremost the United States, has overstepped  its national borders in every way.’ What Putin disliked was not only US hard power but also US soft power in all its dimensions, which Russia could never hope to match: ‘This is visible in the economic, political, cultural and educational policies it imposes on other nations.’

While warning against ‘militarization’ of outer space, especially placing weaponry into orbit - something that for the foreseeable future only the US is capable of undertaking - Putin also made it clear that Russia and the US shared interests in world security, and nowhere more so than in the field of non-proliferation. To preserve the nuclear oligarchy expressed in the Non-Proliferation Treaty of 1968 had been the guiding principle for the superpowers during the Cold War, and Putin was certainly not willing to part, for short-term gain, with this essential strategy. Without specifically mentioning North Korea, Iran or other potential offenders, he made it clear that Russia and the US still had strategic interests in common.




Conflict and competition 

But conflict and competition were the leitmotif, not the unavoidable strategic bargains of the future, dictated by technology and necessity. In particular, Putin made it clear that separating the future of Kosovo from Serbia would meet with fierce resistance from Russia. The Kremlin would use its veto in the UN Security Council, thus dealing a deadly blow to the UN-sponsored Ahtisaari Plan, presented only a few days before at the Security Council, for a controlled and peaceful settlement under the formula of ‘supervised sovereignty’. He certainly did not attach much importance to the remaining attempts of the Kosovo trio, consisting of US, Russian and EU diplomats, to deactivate the bomb ticking, once again, in the Balkans. Putin made it clear that Nato’s military intervention and air war in the spring of 1999 to stop Slobodan Milosevic’s ethnic cleansing of Kosovo Albanians had not been forgotten, let alone forgiven.

Not that Russia had a better or more sustainable formula to offer for Balkan stability, but Kosovo was one of the items on the global agenda where Putin wanted to make it clear, beyond any doubt, that little or nothing could be achieved against Russia. Serbia, traditionally the overlord of the Kosovo Albanians, was an old ally and protégé of  Russia since the wars of the tsars against the Ottoman Empire and the rivalries with Austria - Belgrade was seen as Russian turf where Western nations should tread carefully. At a later stage, at the G8 meeting in the upmarket seaside resort of Heiligendamm in the summer of 2007, Putin even warned Western nations that to allow Kosovo separation from Serbia would mean defeat for ‘Christianity’ in its epic struggle against Islam - recalling the age-old protector role that Russia had traditionally claimed over orthodox lands.

With this timely warning on Kosovo the Tsar’s anger was not yet exhausted. What followed was an attack on the US project of missile defence against future Iranian nuclear-tipped Intercontinental Ballistic Missiles. The giant radar to be placed, controversially, somewhere south of Prague in the Czech Republic to control the flightpath of future Iranian intercontinental missiles across Europe to the US was anathema to Putin, as was the proposal for complementary missile positions further north in Poland to shoot down whatever threat came from Southern shores. Putin claimed that these future US deployments were nothing but a thinly veiled threat against Russia. He linked the plan to the recent US renunciation of the Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty of 1973, banning major anti-missile deployments between the superpowers, that the Bush administration had indeed cancelled not so long ago - much to the anger and annoyance of the Russians. But the Russian president must have known from his military intelligence sources that the new project, still in its infancy, would not have the capacity, nor be in a location to upset the largely abstract balance of nuclear-tipped missiles between the US and Russia.




Shooting down the anti-missile missiles 

So why did Putin raise the issue of the anti-missile missiles? There seemed to be three principal reasons. First, Russia wanted to be consulted and was not, neither in the Nato-Russia Council nor in high-level meetings - and Putin knew of course that the White House had not made much effort to refer the divisive issue to the councils of Nato but had chosen the bilateral route with the East European countries concerned. Second, placing anti-missile installations into former satellite countries was, in Russian eyes, a clear breach if not in the letter  then certainly in the spirit of the Two plus Four Agreement on Germany and Nato deployments. Third, Putin must have sensed that the project would invite massive protest throughout Europe against US deployments, especially in Germany among those middle-aged social democrats and greens who wanted to relive their youth and re-enact the INF (Intermediate Nuclear Forces) crisis of the late 1970s and early 1980s. That had been the last major Cold War confrontation, provoking to no small extent not only the rise of the German greens but also the downfall of the lib-lab Schmidt-Genscher government in the autumn of 1982 and the rise of Chancellor Helmut Kohl. Why not use the issue to sow discord among Nato countries and between the US and the rest?

This may have been a short-lived tactical consideration, accentuated, however, by a Russian general’s boastful announcement that those irritating sites in Eastern Europe would be high on the list of potential targets for Russia’s missiles. Tactical, because after that Munich confrontation it took only a few months for the Kremlin to offer the US the use of a former Soviet radar site in Azerbaijan, a few hundred miles north of the Iranian border. The Pentagon’s experts, dispatched to examine the place, found the installation in a derelict state, the data-processing different from American systems and the area too close to the potential source of trouble to provide much reassurance. But after a while other US experts saw much virtue in the proposal. Moreover, the Russian offer took the steam out of the West European debate and should therefore, notwithstanding technical shortcomings, be part of any future anti-missile system.

In strategic terms, the Russians did not follow the US rationale for putting up anti-missile defences against Iran long before the Iranians had operational nuclear capacity, let alone the ability to operate and launch intercontinental missiles. No wonder, then, that the US plans created suspicion in Moscow. The Russians also continue to believe in deterrence. Why, they asked, should an Iranian regime, once it had control over nuclear weapons, risk the very existence of the country by firing nuclear missiles at the US - or, for that matter, at Israel’s population centres around Tel Aviv and Haifa - and be annihilated in turn?

It was ironic that, only hours before Putin gave his speech in Munich, Russian defence minister Sergei Ivanov, at the time almost  an alter ego of Putin’s, had invited me to an exclusive interview on the margins of the same conference. In our conversation Ivanov stated, on the record, that whatever the Americans were planning to put into the Czech Republic and Poland, would be - ‘if, God forbid, a confrontation should occur’ - no match for Russia’s superior missile forces. Here spoke the man responsible for Russian defence, and he was obviously out of sync with the alarmist version soon after to be promoted by the President. But Ivanov, too, wondered why, long before the Iranians had enough fissile material for a single bomb, let alone had mastered nuclear weapons technology, the US was already signalling that it had given up hope of keeping the Iranian within the restrictions of the Non-Proliferation Treaty. As far as Iranian missiles were concerned, Ivanov stated that according to Russian intelligence their maximum reach was about 1700 kilometres, and that intercontinental missiles would be, for a long time to come, out of reach of the Iranians. Ivanov moreover, revealed that the Russians too were worried about what the Iranian regime was up to. ‘We realize that Iran with its present arsenal of missiles has the capacity to threaten not only the state of Israel but also Russian territory. This is a matter of great concern.’

If this line of thought was an implicit offer to the US to join forces and develop a common anti-missile defence in the future, it was certainly not taken up at Munich, nor any time after. Russian questions and uncertainties were never properly addressed by the White House. Nor was the issue effectively referred to Nato, as German chancellor Angela Merkel had demanded soon after the Munich conference. It is still lingering and creating bad blood not only between Russia and the US but also between the US and most Nato countries. Even in Poland the placing of the US anti-missile missiles is highly controversial, while the Czechs are not amused. But the local promoters see in it, whatever the technological merits or non-merits, the chance to make Poland or the Czech Republic an honorary 51st member state of the US. No wonder then that the Russians, too, look at the symbolic dimension - and do not like it.

Soon after that Munich meeting Brent Scowcroft, national security adviser to the elder Bush from 1988 to 2002, called the entire project premature. ‘We should not have gone forward with it,’ he said in his Washington office in the summer of 2007. ‘It will take the Iranians  many years to develop an intercontinental system, and once they are close to having one, we can still, possibly together with the Russians, instal anti-missile defences.’




Need an enemy? 

In the greater scheme of things, two principal reorientations stand out, far above the tactical movements of day-to-day politics, and on both counts Putin has left a mark. One concerns China and the future Russian-Chinese relationship, the other Russia’s place and role in Eurasia.

As far as China is concerned, in Munich Putin never even mentioned the Middle Kingdom, rising and rising over the vastness of Siberia. Nor did he care to describe in any detail the multipolar system that he seemed to envisage instead of US dominance. China was conspicuous by its absence from that world vision projected in Munich, though certainly not absent from any long-term Russian strategy. There was no hint at Russia’s China policy of the future, except that, when it came to America-bashing, Beijing and Moscow would act in unison. In the long run, however, the US must clearly be the preferred partner in balancing the ever growing potential of mainland China - a balancer from beyond the sea.

I shall never forget what, in late 1993, those Russian generals from the Moscow Defence Ministry and the general staff who had just put the finishing touches to Russia’s post-Cold War strategic doctrine told their German counterparts at the Stiftung Wissenschaft und Politik, the German government’s strategy think tank in Ebenhausen. Nato? They seemed to be relaxed about the transatlantic alliance, a threat no more. At that time, long before Nato enlargement towards the East turned from a Polish and East European dream into an American policy priority, Russia, clearly an enemy of the past, was no longer a threat for the present or the foreseeable future. The real dangers, the Russian generals said, making no secret of their long-term concerns, would come from the East - they did not mean North Korea but the Middle Kingdom - and from the south, Chechnya and beyond. They were indeed traumatized by ten years of unstoppable Soviet losses in Afghanistan and the defeat of the mighty Red Army at the hands of high-tech armed jihadists.

Those Russian generals were of course painfully aware of the fact that all Russia’s riches were in the East, beyond the Ural mountains. No people and all the riches on one side of the Amur and Ussuri border, and all the people and no minerals on the other side: a strategic equation unlikely to last forever, notwithstanding the assurances of friendship and cooperation towards the rulers of the Middle Kingdom, the expressions of multipolar convictions and flourishing anti-American rhetoric, the joint military manoeuvres and the more recent unfolding of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization.

Every Russian general, one of those present at Ebenhausen told me, is by heart a historian - which in this context means they are used to taking the long view. They knew enough about the Caucasus to anticipate Islamist contagion and to worry about what Russians, ever since Ivan the Terrible conquered Kazan with 60,000 soldiers, regard as the empire’s soft underbelly. The south, to this present day, is a region where a border is seen as secure only when Russian soldiers keep guard on both sides. They recall the nineteenth-century ‘Great Game’ - to use Rudyard Kipling’s oft-quoted phrase - when the armies of the Tsar and the regiments of the British Empire, not to speak of adventurers, spies and secret agents, were competing for control of Central Asia’s vast spaces, Afghanistan, the Khyber Pass and access to the warm waters of the Indian Ocean. Towards the end of the twentieth century it had become increasingly clear that those lands had untapped oil and gas reserves and were strategically ideal as the location of major pipelines, but also contained rich mineral resources. Since the fall of the Soviet Union it became clear that the barren spaces of Central Asia were about to become the venue of a new Great Game, this time in a triangular configuration with the Russians, the Chinese and the Americans competing for energy, pipelines, influence and power.




We are a European nation 

Even more important is Russia’s place in Europe. ‘We are a European nation,’ Putin recently said, defiantly and pointedly, at a meeting in Sochi soon after Munich, adding that Russia insists on a global rank that is second to none. Of course he is aware of Russia’s inescapable  Eurasian vocation, and he for one would never give up any of Russia’s Asian possessions. The war he fought in Chechnya while aiming for the Yeltsin inheritance, putting himself in heroic pose and donning a military uniform, is a case in point. Once you let go, the reasoning goes, where would it end? In 1917, in 1941 and 1942, and in 1991 the Outer Empire fell apart, with vast repercussions throughout the Inner Empire. Putin has certainly not forgotten the early 1990s when another war in Chechnya threatened to ignite fires elsewhere, in oil-rich Tatarstan, almost 1000 kilometres north. But at the same time Putin and most of the people he has around him are natives of St Petersburg, traditionally Russia’s window - and seaport - on the West. An eighteenth-century European capital on the Baltic, a dream brutally called into existence by Peter the Great, who spent his imperial apprentice years travelling throughout Europe and trying, ever since, to correct those mistakes that God had made when allotting to the Russians the icy terrain of the eastern nowhere.

By comparison, the seven giant towers that Stalin built to fence in Moscow project an image of Asian empires and the vastness of the Steppe. It is only now, when high-rise buildings begin to dwarf Stalin’s brutal fantasies, that Moscow, once again, acquires an appearance in line with the architecture, and symbolism, of the West.

‘Europe our common home’ - this slogan had long preceded Putin. It was indeed a phrase coined by Gorbachev in 1985, during the early stages of glasnost and perestroika. Gorbachev is today, not forgotten but associated with the decline and implosion of the empire. However, his catchphrase expresses feelings deep within the Russian soul. In fact it is a key element of that Russian identity that is forever torn between the materialism and sophistication of Western Europe and the silent heroism and spirituality of the East, between the soft comforts of Baden-Baden and the icy vastness of Sakhalin.

How European will Russia be? The question is not merely academic. In the greater scheme of things, Russia’s place in the world and Russia’s long-term aspirations cannot be dissociated from the cultural currents now under way. Whatever anger was voiced by Putin at Munich, and whatever strategic irritation has occurred between Russia and the West over the last decade, the determining factors for the future relationship are to be found not so much in geostrategic arsenals  but in the foundations of identity. On this, Putin tries to strike a Eurasian balance. ‘We are a European nation, but we live both in Europe and in Asia, and we are a multicultural and multireligious society,’ he tends to say. This is a political statement, politically correct and carefully equilibrated. His background may be in the intelligence system, but he seems to know that man does not live on bread alone, and that the Russia of the future needs deeper roots than the glitzy supermarkets lining Moscow’s Leningradskaya Chaussee, and the fashionable boutiques now adorning the old GUM magazine buildings opposite the Kremlin’s brick walls.

Yeltsin’s and now Putin’s alliance with the Russian Orthodox Church is an expression of this cultural confidence-building. The revival of the cultural roots is another one.




A vision of world order? 

Driving into Moscow recently from Sheremetyevo airport, when passing the rusty monument where the Wehrmacht’s advance was halted in early December 1941 I noticed a huge billboard greeting visitors from the West and displaying an old man’s familiar face. It was Alexander Solzhenitsyn, once a dissident and enemy of the Soviet system, then a refugee in America and now, in a nostalgic turn-around, a refugee from America, in fact a saintly guide to a spiritual renewal based on Russia’s traditional manners and mores, language and literature. Solzhenitsyn, after his long exile in the US, had finally come back to the motherland and made a kind of reluctant peace with the heirs to the Soviet system. Meanwhile, the Porsches, the BMWs and the Mercedes of the New Russians were racing by on the eight-lane motorway - how better to demonstrate the eternal ambiguity of Russia between the tortured spirituality of the East and the smart materialism of the West?

Future historians of world affairs will remember Putin’s speech in Munich as the turning point from uneasy accommodation to measured defiance. In Munich, the West was put on notice as to what Putin did not want. But did Putin know what he wants instead? The Russian leader, while making it painfully clear that Russia would never be in the orbit of the US and that he resented US dominance and Russia’s exclusion, failed to produce, beyond a rough sketch, a clear vision of  world order beyond the post-Cold War and post- 9/11 stage. Nor did he suggest how instability and insecurity should be kept at bay in a troubled world while the sun is setting on the Pax Americana.
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On secret service

‘All Russians and all who wish to live in Russia impose on themselves unconditional silence. Here nothing is said while everything is known. Secret conversations should be very interesting; but who permits himself to indulge in them? To think, to discern is to become suspect.’

Marquis de Custine, Journey for Our Time


 



 



After Munich, once the shockwaves subsided, it was clear that Russia could no longer be taken for granted, nor Putin counted on as a cooperative opposite number for the leaders of the West. Once again, as in 1999 when he seemed to emerge from nowhere, first being promoted to head the vast machinery of the FSB - the Federal Intelligence Service - and then to be Yeltsin’s prime minister, people wondered what talents and forces brought this man to the Kremlin and then into the unchallenged and unchallengeable position of being the new tsar.




Who is Mr Putin? 

While the succession issue loomed large over Russia’s political, economic and security agenda, the question was asked, inevitably: who is Vladimir Vladimirovich Putin, the man who came from almost nowhere just eight years ago and is now, at least in the triangle of power formed by domestic intelligence, state bureaucracy and oligarchs, the chief player? So much so that elections are a mere charade, a post-Soviet kabuki play enacted for the benefit of an incredulous outside world and a stunned domestic audience. KGB agents, active or retired, do not have the habit of giving anything away about themselves, let alone divulging more than the absolutely unavoidable minimum of information.

Breeding shows, and the organization follows the principle of: ‘Once a Chekist always a Chekist.’ This refers to the widely feared revolutionary secret police, acronym Cheka, under Felix Dzerzhinsky,  the ruthless heir to the czarist Ohranak but, much more than could ever have been imagined under Russia’s tsarist regime, the very heart of the Soviet system, the innermost elite with a hundred thousand eyes and ears and the means to make everybody, even the most firebrand of revolutionaries, tremble. Its empire stretched from the Lubyanka in the middle of Moscow to the deadliest of Gulag prisons in Siberia’s barren north. But the KGB was also, by virtue of its almost unlimited access to untainted information, the brains of the system. This was the world which attracted the ambition, patriotism and efforts of Vladimir Putin even before he was out of school in Leningrad, today’s St Petersburg. Both his home town, Russia’s most European city, created by an absolutist ruler’s fiat, and his early training within the secret service formed Putin’s way of life, his manners and morals and his view of the world, of loyalties and of the way politics should be conducted. The secret service became his way of life, like that of the priesthood in the Roman Catholic church.

Was he a communist? The answer is yes, up to a point. But above all he grew up as a patriotic young Russian, a Russian nationalist, and when he realized that communist rule had ruined the country he loved he dissociated himself from communism old and new. Human rights, democracy, transparency, opposition? Respect for the dignity of man? If they could deliver a more powerful Russia, fine. If not, he would look for other lode stars, meaning democracy Russian-style, guided from above and controlled by an enlightened elite, what he calls ‘the vertical of power’. His vision is not a Soviet renaissance but an administration that the Prussian philosopher G.F.W Hegel would recognize as akin to a rational, hierarchic system - Hegel even suggested that enlightened absolutism amounted to the end of history - and, therefore, of lasting power.

Putin’s motives and visions come from further away than the inglorious Soviet past, whose rot and graft he had seen at close quarters. His dreams come from the Russian pre-Soviet past, garnished with some aspects of the West’s European enlightenment. If democracy offered the magic wand to reconstruct Russia and bring back lost power and glory - so be it. If, however, democracy for Russia meant weakness, diversity and strife, then autocracy - Putin would probably call it enlightened absolutism, administered by the  elite corps of the intelligence service - would fit the bill. And if the West disapproved, what would it matter? In the xenophobic atmosphere of Russia a little alienation might even recommend Putin to his fellow countrymen.

One of Putin’s early biographers, Alexander Rahr, who has followed the career of Putin from childhood, observed two characteristic traits in his character. He is nothing if not a perfectionist, and he cannot stand disorder and lack of discipline. Already as a youth, ‘he shunned spontaneity, risk and improvisation’.

In the sixth grade young Volodya joined the Young Pioneers, but his teachers were less than enthusiastic about his performance: too emotional, talkative and given to foul language. After eight years of standard schooling he was sent by his parents to college number 281, specializing in the training of future chemists. Their son was an assiduous pupil but by no means a model student. He seems to have been the typical ‘nice boy’, with a smile on his face but not given to hard work.

Outside his studies, the young student was interested in Western music. He played the guitar and gave a recital from time to time. Literature captivated him; he would read poems to his classmates, and even the banned samizdat from the political underground. The social sciences caught his interest more than the natural sciences, and he joined a political club. A dissident he never was. On the contrary, in the summer of 1970, barely seventeen years old, he knocked at the door of the local KGB headquarters. His boss in later years remembered in Komsomolskaya Pravda what happened: ‘Putin’s wish to work within the secret service goes back if not to his childhood then certainly to when he was a teenager. Immediately after finishing college he came to us in the administration and asked: ‘“How can I become a KGB agent?”’

This was, by any standards, an exceptional application. The seasoned officer, however, advised young Putin to wait a little and first get a degree. The advice he received sent him in the direction of legal studies, which he took up in due course, after serious preparation, at the elitist Law Faculty of Leningrad University.1





Joining the elite corps 

Was he intent on becoming one of those faceless bureaucrats spying on their fellow-citizens, or running a small section of the vast Gulag archipelago? Alexander Rahr assumes that it was rather his ambition to be an insider to information and the power that comes with it. Putin did not have to serve his years as a conscript but took part in pre-military exercises under the auspices of the Institute for Military Affairs, finishing with the nominal rank of lieutenant. He also practised Sambo, a martial art, and became an accomplished judoka.

His life at university took an important turn when in his first year he came to know Professor Anatoli Sobchak. The professor had the reputation of being something of a dissident. His dissertation had dealt with - under Soviet rule - an eccentric subject, nothing less than the de-monopolization of state property. Thinking the unthinkable was not at a premium in Brezhnev’s time and it took Sobtschak ten years to obtain his doctoral degree. In later life the professor and the student were to meet again, the older one mayor of post-Soviet St Petersburg, the younger one an administrator.

Towards the end of Putin’s second year at the faculty of law his heartfelt wish was fulfilled, and he was admitted to the KGB. This was a well-paying opportunity, promising further training and wide opportunities for promotion. Some years before, the recruiting officers had invited Dr Sobchak to join the ranks but he had refused their overtures.

Putin did not rise to be a Soviet James Bond but stayed in Leningrad and became a bureaucrat in the KGB administration. In his autobiography Putin mentions that he disliked the way the KGB was employed to crush dissident art and harass the artists. He probably found this rather petty and beneath the dignity of a service that had to save the motherland from its real enemies at the secret front. Being a sports amateur and well versed in foreign languages - he speaks German, English and French - he was chosen to chaperon foreign visitors and delegations and even travel abroad with Soviet groups to protect them against enemy influence in whatever form. This may have given him a wider view on the world than what was usually available for a young Russian just out of university. But he also had  more mundane jobs to do like accompanying religious processions and making sure that nothing untoward occurred. After a year of special training in Moscow, Putin was promoted to counter-intelligence. That had always been the elite unit of the KGB, mostly reserved for the offspring of the high party nomenclatura - Putin was clearly an outsider, but conscious of the privileged position offered to him. To prove his mettle he had to make a parachute-jump out of a plane, and to ensure his loyalty he had to join the CPSU. After that he had to carry out surveillance in St Petersburg, spying on fellow students and recruiting, by hook or by crook, foreign visitors to work for the KGB. It was an unappetizing task, probably not what Putin in his patriotic dreams had wished to do. He had to pressure people into spying, but he preferred softer methods of persuasion.

To Westerners visiting the Soviet Union he must have talked a great deal about the dangers of nuclear war and the attractions of peace, and how important it was that young peace-lovers should help the great cause by working for ‘the organization’ - which would also pay handsomely, and discreetly. In his memoirs, however, Putin makes an interesting remark about what he learned in those years: ‘dealing with people’ or, in one word, communication. Whether he really created a network of spies, or succeeded only in recruiting a couple of true agents - there is room for speculation. In the eighth year of his presidency he paid homage to some eminent former Soviet spies, thus paying off a moral debt to what Russians still call ‘the organization’.




Dresden 

It was at a time of high East-West tension over Soviet and Nato missile deployment, with dramatic repercussions in most Western countries and especially in Germany, when in 1985 Putin was sent to Dresden, the second most important city in East Germany - his excellent command of German serving as a strong argument in his favour. But it was also a time when the huge and overextended Soviet edifice showed serious signs of weariness, dysfunctional politics and the widespread resignation of the people. ‘Soviet man’ had not emerged and was ever more unlikely ever to make his or her appearance. It was true that sending oil and gas through giant pipelines to the West at rising prices seemed to work in favour of the Soviet system. However, disillusionment with the workers’ and peasants’ paradise, waste and technological backwardness, misfortune in Afghanistan and humiliation abroad and on top of all this the resilience of Western Europe in the face of the renewed Soviet threat - many factors worked together to create, the longer the ‘leaden years’ of the Brezhnev era lasted, a sense of looming breakdown, loss of direction, disasters waiting to happen. And, indeed, they were not long in coming.

Meanwhile, Putin was part of that elite corps that, apart from the dissidents on the other side of the political divide, was best situated to understand the threat to the Soviet system. In Dresden, he must have been aware from close observation and first-hand knowledge that even the showcase of socialism, the German Democratic Republic, was tottering towards its grave. He was in a good position to witness, half inside and half outside, the falling apart of the East German state and, with it, the beginning of the end of Soviet rule over Eastern Europe. Once the outer empire had crumbled - the fall of the Berlin wall on the night of 9 November 1989 was both in reality and symbolically the breakthrough - there was no way, except by putting up a desperate last struggle and sending in the tanks, to preserve the inner empire.
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