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Introduction



In March 2012 Vladimir Vladimirovich Putin was returned as president in the Russian election. It would be his third term in the supreme office and his second coming to the peak of power, and he was determined to seize back the initiative by pushing Russian policy, external and internal, back into the framework it had in 2008, when constitutional law prohibited him from immediately standing again for the presidency – a problem he solved by handing over the office to his protégé Dmitri Medvedev on the understanding that he himself became prime minister.


The four years of Medvedev’s presidential term had nevertheless been a frustrating period for Putin, who had to sit back while Medvedev adjusted some of his cherished policies. When Putin resumed the presidency, he reverted Russia’s foreign policy to a stance of confrontation with America. He promoted social traditionalism in Russia. He reinforced the political and security institutions. Putin and his team were avowed conservatives and militant nationalists who aimed to spread Russian influence beyond the country’s borders. They would tolerate no challenge to Russia’s power and prestige from the other states of the former USSR. America’s attempts to expand its influence would meet with resistance. The Russian armed forces would exploit their renewed capacity to impose Moscow’s will and a campaign of propaganda would begin to win hearts and minds around the world for Russia’s cause. Putin had started on this path in his first and second terms. On resuming the presidency, he intended to complete the journey.


When in 2000 Putin had initially inherited power from Boris Yeltsin, he reduced the arena of democratic and civic freedom. He loosened the reins on the security agencies. He licensed an official cult of his greatness. Until 2004 he entertained the idea of partnership with America, but he objected to the continuing American armed intervention in Afghanistan and the Middle East and also to the anti-authoritarian revolutions in Ukraine and elsewhere. He tightened the Russian state’s grip on its society and economy and he threw down a challenge in world politics. During the Medvedev presidency, he nursed a determination to wind the clock back to his own kind of policies once he retook the supreme office. His electoral victories in 2012 and 2018 gave him ample chance. In 2024, when he is again scheduled to step down, he will be seventy-one. Nobody knows whether, by then, he will have decided to amend the country’s constitution and enable himself to stand for a fifth term.


Russian domestic and foreign policies evoke a mixture of fear, respect and admiration around the world. There is a sustained barrage of hostile commentary about Putin and his administration, citing a sequence of assassinations, cyber-crimes, quasi-imperial pretensions and military aggression.1 Pro-Kremlin commentators are few (though Donald Trump is one of them), but there have been several attempts to put the anti-anti-Kremlin arguments which commonly designate Russia as the victim and omit mention of Russia the victimizer.2 The two sides frequently fail to take each other’s arguments seriously. One camp takes it for granted that nothing good can come out of Russia and that no improvement in the current situation is conceivable; the other emphasizes the unwarranted harm done by foreigners to Russia without taking account of Russian self-harm – or at least the harm done by the Kremlin.


If we are to move beyond polemics, it is crucial to examine how Russians feel and think about their country and the world – surely a prerequisite for judgement regardless of whether one lauds or criticizes Putin and his administration. Even the critics – I am one – must recognize that Russia has a lively society simmering with zest and potential. Although Russian affairs have taken a menacing pathway, there have always been alternative routes that many of its citizens have wanted to pursue. They and their leaders, however, are at one in feeling a strong resentment about the way that they and their people have been dealt with by the West. Though millions of Russians dislike the harsh, corrupt ways of their rulers, there is also a widespread opinion that the Putin administration has restored dignity and authority to the country. Like most states, Russia has much diversity in the attitudes of its people. Its ruling group has made a strategic choice to restrict civil rights and challenge America. Even so, Russia is still not as unfree in politics, the media and IT communications as China, Saudi Arabia or North Korea. Though it would be foolish to count upon a complete transformation of Kremlin policies even after Putin leaves power, the option of permanent no-change is unrealistic. Even if it takes decades, change will happen, and the rulers know they can never take the patience of the Russian people for granted.


For years after the USSR’s collapse in 1991 it was usual to regard Russians as perennial losers. Their economy and armed forces were in tatters. They had given up control of eastern Europe and found themselves dispossessed of the other fourteen republics of the former Soviet Union. But when Putin became president in 2000, a rise in revenues from oil and gas exports benefited the economy, and the new administration followed up the invasion of Chechnya in 1999 by stamping hard on political opposition across Russia. Between 2003 and 2005, when ‘colour revolutions’ took place in favour of democratic accountability in Ukraine, Georgia and Kyrgyzstan, and the Americans pursued their plans to install an anti-missile defence system in east-central Europe, Putin began to confront Washington. President Barack Obama, the Democratic politician who succeeded George W. Bush in the White House in 2009 and announced a ‘reset’ of America’s Russian policy, failed to improve the climate. Frost turned to ice in 2014 when Putin sent his army to occupy Crimea.


Dominant opinion in the West blames Putin, the Russian leadership or even Russia as a whole. Russians themselves have undergone a steady restriction of their political and civil rights and have experienced their country’s increasing pariah status. Yet Putin is still popular in Russia after nearly two decades in power. His percentage rating admittedly fell to the low sixties in 2018, well down from its peak in 2015 after he had annexed Crimea, but it remains at a level that most of the world’s leaders would envy.


Putin and his team have intentionally disrupted the order of world politics – this is not a secret: they admit as much themselves. They have also set about neutralizing political opposition, media criticism and public protest in Russia by fair means or, more usually, foul. But how has this happened without provoking greater unrest at home? What is the role of the security agencies and what part is played by TV channels, press and the internet? Indeed, what kind of political order exists in Russia? Does it merely wear the apparel of democracy without being democratic? Is it really an autocracy and, if so, is it individual or collective in nature? But why is there so much repression and corruption? Why has Chechnya suffered such brutalization? Moreover, what factors led Putin to decide on the annexation of Crimea in 2014 and the intervention in the Syrian civil war? Or to license covert interference in the politics of America and the European Union? And what is the significance of the Chinese card in Russian hands?


These are tantalizing questions that intersect and complicate each other. One view is that America and the European Union could have proceeded with greater restraint and circumspection; other observers heap the blame on Putin. As we shall explore, Putin was never likely to be an enthusiast for democracy or an easy partner of America even though he gave a different impression in his first presidential term. Nevertheless, there is also a need to attempt a ranking of Putin’s personal responsibility and the sheer pressures of the Russian political and economic order. This is not a straightforward task because he has actively sought to minimize leaks from his administration. But is Putin himself perhaps less a gaoler than a detainee of the political order that he has helped to create? And how much is it the case that Putin and the ruling group, including security officials and big businessmen as well as ministers, gave a peculiar harshness and durability to their policies?


How long Russia’s current stability will last is unpredictable, and many questions arise about the Russian future. How strongly ensconced in power is the current ruling group? What is the balance of force and persuasion in its methods? Can the Kremlin take public opinion for granted? Has the West mishandled the Russian leadership since the fall of communism? Is there a new Cold War? If so, is it as dangerous as the old one? What is the link between Russia’s internal and external policies? This book is intended to lay out how to fill the space between those who see the Putin administration as more sinned against than sinning and those who find it hard to believe that anything good will ever emerge from Russia.
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1. FATHER TO THE NATION: THE PUTIN CULT



Millions of Russians think of Vladimir Putin as a patriotic son of Russia who rose to the heights by talent and effort and who lifted up his country with him. He occupied the presidency for the first time at the start of the millennium and won his fourth term by an electoral landslide in March 2018. His United Russia has a majority in the upper and lower houses of the Federal Assembly – the Federation Council and the State Duma. He controls the government, security agencies and armed forces. And he is internationally recognized, too, Forbes magazine having named him the world’s most powerful man in 2017 and again in 2018.


The Russian authorities have created a political cult in his honour and at his behest. A Moscow pre-school primer tells children about the great figures in Russian history, starting with the founder of the Romanov dynasty Tsar Mikhail. Peter the Great is highlighted as well as Nicholas II, who abdicated in March 1917. The little book alludes to no other leader since the early twentieth century leader until it reaches Putin. Lenin, Stalin and Gorbachëv pass without comment. Putin is celebrated as someone whom Russians should admire as one of the country’s great rulers.1 Wherever you go in Moscow, there are pictures of him. Newspaper kiosks sell his posters. TV daily news programmes carry items about him to the exclusion of all other politicians. The opposition press contributes to the phenomenon by reporting on his latest pronouncements. No other Russian political leader comes near to attracting the same amount of attention. Public life orbits round him.


Putin emphasizes the ordinariness of his Soviet boyhood in which he learned to look after himself in the back streets of St Petersburg – or Leningrad as it was known from 1924 until 1992. He advertises his university education in the law.2 He is a fitness fanatic who for decades competed as a judo master. He emphasizes his recent passion for playing ice hockey. He speaks warmly of his family; but since 2013, when he and his wife Lyudmila divorced, he has ceased to mention her and focused instead on his late parents and his two daughters. He remains pleased that the KGB chose him as a recruit soon after he graduated from Leningrad State University. He also stresses that his later meteoric rise to the highest echelons of the Russian political elite came as a surprise. He had belonged for a mere two years to the Kremlin’s charmed circle of influence when in July 1998 President Boris Yeltsin made him director of the Federal Security Service (FSB), which was the successor agency to the KGB. In August 1999 he became Yeltsin’s new prime minister and at New Year 2000 Yeltsin shocked the Russian public by stepping down and nominating him as acting president.


It was a vertiginous upward trail. Putin has told of how he havered when Yeltsin offered him the premiership, saying he had him in mind as the next president. Like everyone in Russia, Putin knew how capricious Yeltsin was. In the blinking of an eye, Yeltsin might easily turn around and fire him. How, anyway, was Putin to obtain privacy and security for his family? If he accepted Yeltsin’s invitation, how would he cope with being rocketed into prominence? While life and work were good for him as the FSB director, why take on a new job with such precarious prospects?3


Putin’s uncertainty was understandable. But his tale of diffidence is also part of his act to reinforce the image of a leader who is modest and lacking in personal ambition. At the presidential election in March 2000, he claimed that it was a sense of duty that impelled him to stand. Putin was then an unknown quantity for most Russians, and his backers worked to build his reputation as a young, decisive politician in contrast with the departed Yeltsin. He personally piloted a plane to Chechnya to give credence to the picture. Mostly, however, he left it to others to talk up his virtues. A biography, First Person, quickly appeared, which underscored his humble origins. More details have come from Putin’s subsequent recollections. One of his grandfathers, Spiridon Putin, worked as a cook in Petrograd (as St Petersburg had been renamed in 1914 to give it a less Germanic image in time of war) before the communists seized power in 1917. Spiridon must have welcomed the October Revolution because he was soon employed in the Kremlin kitchens. Later he got a job at one of Joseph Stalin’s dachas, a coveted position in a period when most people were scraping round to feed themselves.4


It was providential for Spiridon that he stayed on a lowly rung of the ladder of the Soviet order. If he had been any higher, his physical proximity to Stalin might have endangered him in the Great Terror of 1937–8 when most of the regime’s public figures were executed or sent to a labour camp on the dictator’s orders. But nobody bothered about an obscure cook.


Putin’s father, also Vladimir, was drafted into the Red Army after the USSR entered the war against the Third Reich in 1941. He served with distinction in a forward unit, joining in operations behind German lines on the Leningrad front. President Putin has mentioned the hard times that his parents endured after the war, and he took part in the ‘Immortal Regiment’ parade in 2015 with enthusiasm. This popular annual event is held in the big cities on Victory Day, 9 May, and family members walk in procession holding up photos of parents or grandparents who fought in the Second World War. At the end of 2015 in a publicized meeting, Putin’s political adversary Gennadi Zyuganov, the communist party leader, felt moved to congratulate him, saying, ‘You, moreover, took part holding a portrait of your father, a victorious hero. It seems to me that it would be very important for securing unity in society, and it would then be possible to bring many projects and programmes to fruition.’5


Putin replied warmly. And after he told Zyuganov to ask whatever questions he liked, ‘Mr Zyuganov’ praised Putin for his realistic analysis of international politics and called for ‘solidarity in society’ in the struggle against international terrorism. He also offered friendly advice in advance of the commemoration of the 1917 centennial:


It will soon be the centenary of [the] February [Revolution] and the centenary of [the] Great October [Revolution]. Unfortunately, to much regret, a wave of anti-Sovietism and Russophobia exists which destroyed the USSR and gave birth to great disputes.


We ought to think about this and sign up to some kind of ‘pact’ between ‘Whites’ and ‘Reds’ and between all the state’s patriotic forces which would allow us to come to these dates as a united people, which is what happened recently with Crimea and Sevastopol, whose return had a consolidating effect on society.


Adversaries in the political arena, Zyuganov and Putin momentarily found common cause in their Russian patriotism, and Putin was pleased that his old rival was treating him, if only for this once, as father of the Russian nation.


Putin had snatched some of his guiding ideas from Zyuganov and other political rivals. Russia’s politicians have had to adapt their public messages in the light of the fundamental changes in the country since the fall of the Soviet Union. Every party that seriously sought power had to devise a vision of the future that would appeal to modern Russians. The Communist Party ditched key features of Marxism-Leninism. Abandoning interest in the international labour movement, it became a vehicle of patriotism, military assertion and welfare economics, and Zyuganov seldom uttered the name of the man who founded the USSR: Lenin. Vladimir Zhirinovski, the Liberal-Democratic Party leader, adjusted his thinking with the same flexibility as Zyuganov. But whereas Zyuganov lamented the disintegration of the communist administration, Zhirinovski shed no tears. Instead he highlighted Russian nationalist values and argued for the use of force against any foreign state attempting to demean Russia’s global status.


Putin, however, outflanked them by wrapping himself in the flag of a militant patriot, and by this and other less salubrious means he ensured that they continued to lose every presidential and parliamentary election.


He had resigned from the Communist Party in August 1991 after the coup against President Mikhail Gorbachëv. The conspiracy was led by KGB Chairman Vladimir Kryuchkov and supported by several of the leaders in the party and governmental hierarchy. The plotters fumbled their effort, and Gorbachëv was soon freed from house arrest in Crimea. But he never recovered all his old powers and the USSR collapsed at the end of the year, leaving Yeltsin as president of an independent Russia. By then Putin was working for the St Petersburg mayor and democratic politician Anatoli Sobchak, who had once been his law lecturer. When Sobchak had invited him to join his team, Putin at first demurred on the grounds that it would not help Sobchak if it became known that the team included an officer of seventeen years’ standing in the KGB’s external service. But Sobchak wanted enforcers who could help him run the city, and Putin was not the only person he recruited from a security agency background – indeed the mayor’s office was stuffed with young former secret-service officers.6


Putin later downplayed his past rank of KGB lieutenant colonel:


I . . . wasn’t a top Soviet official, I wasn’t a party functionary, I wasn’t a Politburo member, I didn’t work in the provincial party committees. Essentially, though I worked in the intelligence services, I was an ordinary citizen of the Soviet Union to the extent that an intelligence officer can be thought of as ordinary.7


He obviously wanted no taint of the mistakes by the communist leadership to affect his personal reputation.


He was not reticent about his past employment. When summarizing his thinking, he showed distinctly greater fondness for the security agency than for the party:


I did not join the party only because I had to, and I can’t say that I was such a communist in my ideas, but nevertheless I was very careful in my attitude to it . . . Unlike many functionaries, I did not throw away my membership card, I did not burn it. I don’t want to criticize anyone now – people could have various motives and their behaviour is their own business. The Communist Party of the Soviet Union fell apart; I still have my membership card somewhere or other.8


To this day he uses the lexicon that he learned in the secret service. For instance, when addressing ministers and others who were obstructing an official economic plan, he lost his temper with them and spat out the remark that ‘the saboteurs are sitting in this very room’.9 On other occasions he has spoken with affection about his time in the KGB. One of his boasts was that he had an underdeveloped sense of danger – the official file on him noted this as a defect.10 Quite how nostalgic Putin feels about his intelligence agency days is exemplified by his surprise visit to his old boss Lazar Matveev on his ninetieth birthday in May 2017. Matveev, living in quiet retirement in south-east Moscow, was the KGB rezident in Dresden where Putin was posted in the second half of the 1980s. Putin brought gifts of a presidential watch and a copy of the Communist Party newspaper Pravda issued on the day of Matveev’s birth in 1927.11


He used to avoid appearing sentimental for fear of giving the impression of weakness. Over the years, he has unfrozen somewhat. Revealing recently that his father died two months before he became prime minister in September 1999, he recalled how the old man on his hospital bed said to the medical staff, ‘Look, here comes my president.’12 While acknowledging that he has risen high in public life, Putin frequently stresses his ordinary upbringing. Since first occupying the presidency he has also identified with the Orthodox Christian faith. The sincerity of his belief has been called into question because he has sometimes fumbled his words and gestures during church services. Nevertheless he affirms the religious pulse inside himself and recounts how his mother had him baptized in Leningrad in defiance of the communist authorities and their policy of militant atheism. The act of baptism turned out to involve an astonishing coincidence. The priest conducting the ceremony was a certain Father Nikolai. Years later, in conversation with Russian Orthodox Church Patriarch Kirill, Putin ascertained that Kirill was the son of that very same priest.13


Putin is protective of the privacy of his daughters Maria and Yekaterina. In 2013 foreign reports identified Maria as living in the Netherlands. Putin countered that none of his family was resident abroad. (Reportedly Maria had returned to Russia in the interim.) Both daughters, he insisted, are Moscow residents pursuing a ‘normal life’ without involvement in politics.14 He stated that he made time to see each of his children at least once a month.15 Describing them as ‘ordinary’ individuals with jobs in education and science, he denies they would ever behave like ‘princes of the blood’. In June 2017 he let slip that he has two grandchildren, one of whom was at kindergarten while the other was a babe in arms.16


One aspect of Putin’s character is unusual for a son of Russia. He rarely drinks alcohol and when he accepts a glass of wine at official occasions, he sips rather than gulps. Tea is Putin’s favoured beverage.17 When Yeltsin was filmed sitting at a table that was laid with a teacup and saucer, people laughed because he had a well-known weakness for vodka. With Putin, it is no charade and his rejection of alcoholic spirits has won him wide approval, especially with Russian women, many of whom have suffered at the hands of hard-drinking husbands. In 2002 the female electronic-dance duo Singing Together (Poyushchie Vmeste) had a hit single with ‘A Man Like Putin’, a song that contained the chorus,


Someone like Putin who’ll be a tower of strength,


Someone like Putin who won’t take to the drink,


Someone like Putin who won’t disrespect me,


Someone like Putin who won’t walk out on me.


For many Russian women, he was the kind of man with whom they would like to share their homes.


In 2015, after stories spread of illness, his spokesman Dmitri Peskov assured everyone that the president was so strong that he risked damaging people’s hands when offering his greeting.18 Though there were credible rumours that Putin had back problems, he has generally kept himself fit with daily workouts on the exercise equipment at his official residences. When he took up ice hockey at the age of sixty, he enjoyed competing on the rink in front of a cheering crowd.19 For his summer vacations, he flew to picturesque parts of the Russian Federation, where he was filmed riding and fishing, sometimes stripped to the waist for the benefit of the cameras. In 2011 his aides arranged for him to try scuba diving in a Black Sea archaeological resort, but his reported discovery of some ancient remains was a set-up job that even Peskov had difficulty in laughing off. But it is all part of a public relations campaign to show Russians that their leader is in blooming health, unlike his predecessor, who was a medical wreck during his later years in power, and even Gorbachëv succumbed to exhaustion. Putin has no intention of tumbling into a situation where his subjects want rid of him because of ill health.


Although, like some of the tsars, he encourages Russians to tell him of their local grievances, there is an unwritten rule that they refrain from criticizing any general defects in current governance. In a TV phone-in show in April 2016, women working in the Ostrovnoi fish-processing plant on an island off the east coast of Siberia complained about not having received their wages since the previous October. A shocking story of corruption and exploitation emerged. Shikotan is an isolated place where the labour force felt like slaves. Putin’s face expressed horror, as if he had never imagined that such things could arise in Russia. Within minutes a caption appeared on the screen to the effect that a criminal case had been started.20 Next day the enterprise director appeared on site clutching a bagful of wages and blaming the bad fishing season for the delay. Sakhalin Province Governor Oleg Kozhemyako flew to the island to allay any notion that the authorities would try and hush up the situation.21


The clear inference was that if anyone could improve the lives of ordinary Russians, it was their president. In October 2014 Vyacheslav Volodin, then serving as Putin’s first Deputy Chief of Staff, declared his motto: ‘While there’s Putin, there is Russia. Without Putin, there’s no Russia.’22 Two years later Putin gave a show of modesty by diverting attention to the annals of European history, ‘It was the famous French “Sun King” Louis XIV who said that he was France, but this of course is an incorrect thesis.’23 Countries, he explained, were bigger than their rulers – and Putin sensibly denied that he and Russia were one and the same. He returned to the topic a few weeks later when he remarked that he only attracted attention because he was an elected national leader and that his experience in Russia was something that occurred in other countries.24 Volodin had probably tried to prepare the scene so that his president could enjoy warm applause without appearing to have invited flattery. But flattery is precisely what Volodin and others were organizing for him. They wanted him to receive public reverence, which he strove to accept with regal impassivity.


Though he is self-possessed when appearing on television, he can become cantankerous when faced with any journalist he senses is hostile or incompetent. Megyn Kelly, NBC’s star presenter, looked forward to a gentle reaction after she had showered him with compliments in hosting one of the St Petersburg International Economic Forum sessions in June 2017. She had misjudged him. As soon as she put awkward questions in the TV interview, he snarled about her elementary ignorance.


Sometimes reporters go too far in the opposite direction. Overexcited young Russian television presenters in particular have shown a propensity for sycophancy. In 2015 an exchange with Maria Sittel that went as follows was broadcast on television:


Sittel: Vladimir Vladimirovich, wouldn’t you like to clone yourself or assemble an army of lookalikes?


Putin: No.


Sittel: . . . Ah, but our bureaucrats in Russia won’t acknowledge anyone else but you.


Putin: I’ve already answered. Let’s move on.25


This was enough to make at least some of the audience squirm with embarrassment, and Putin showed he agreed by brushing aside Sittel’s flattery. His brusqueness was a clever ploy. He rightly assumed it would serve to enhance his aura of power and dignity.


It was the same when a TASS news agency reporter, Andrei Vandenko, tried to wheedle him into agreeing to places to be named after him:


Vandenko: It’s not necessary to proclaim an autocracy. You only have to point your finger and tomorrow it would be possible to bring back the Gulag. Or, for example, [we could have] a cult of the individual so that there would be a Vladimir Putin Street. A group has recently been formed [in the Urals] to rename a road as Sacco and Vanzetti Street, after the Italian anarchists who were sent to the electric chair in America. They surely have nothing to do with the Urals. But Vladimir Vladimirovich [Putin] does. He didn’t deliver the country over to ruin in the 1990s but instead brought a halt to the excesses of the bandits and the oligarchs, and so on and so forth . . . What do you reckon about all this?


Putin: I think that people are doing this for good and decent motives.


Vandenko: And such impulses will exist in every Russian town if you were merely to twitch an eyebrow.


Putin: I understand. But it’s too early [for leaders] to raise up monuments to each other. And I have myself in mind. What’s necessary is to keep on working and it will be for future generations to evaluate the contribution of each individual to Russia’s development.26


Then, emotion took over:


It’s completely obvious that Russia, for me, is my entire life. Not for a single second can I imagine myself without Russia. I’ve previously talked about how they traced my family’s genealogy in the archives. They came from a village not far from Moscow, 120 kilometres away, where my forebears lived from the seventeenth century and throughout all those centuries went to one and the same church. And I feel my own connection with the Russian soil and the Russian people, and I could never live anywhere else but Russia – but Russia of course can get by without people like me. Russia has a lot of people.27


It was a display of modesty and patriotism intended to enhance his status among fellow Russians.


He stresses how hard he works for them. On one rare occasion he even claimed that this involved a life of some personal danger. He spoke about the risk of assassination in the course of a series of interviews with American film director Oliver Stone between 2015 and 2017, which were broadcast on both American and Russian television. Stone, a veteran critic of United States administrations, uses the roundabout methods of interrogation of the 1970s American fictional TV detective Columbo, which was how he inveigled Putin into discussing the incidence of violent attacks on politicians. Stone remarked that Cuban leader Fidel Castro – another of Stone’s famous interviewees – claimed to have avoided death fifty times through keeping direct personal control of his bodyguard. Putin surprisingly failed to repudiate Stone’s comment that five attempts had reportedly been made on his life. When Stone commented that plots against the lives of politicians have tended to succeed if the killer was infiltrated into the guard unit, Putin looked straight at the camera and stated that he had confidence in the men who looked after his safety and that he was not minded to interfere as Castro had done.28


Whether or not there really were five attempts to kill Putin, at least one incident is well attested. It took place in February 2012 when Adam Osmaev, a Chechen ‘volunteer’, led a plot to bomb the motorcade in which Putin was travelling. Osmaev escaped across the border into Ukraine. Russian security forces tracked him down and made two unsuccessful efforts to shoot him in Kyiv, which is the only reason his activity became public knowledge.29 Russia’s authorities continue to avoid discussion of assassination attempts, presumably in order to discourage ideas about mounting any more. In saying this to Stone, perhaps Putin was dropping his guard for a moment – or maybe he felt like piquing the world’s curiosity. Or he could have made the story up in the interest of accentuating his importance.


Such was his grip on the country’s politics that in December 2017, when announcing his intention to stand in the following year’s presidential election, he did not allow his name to go forward as candidate for United Russia; nor did he attend the ceremony to register his candidacy. This nonchalance continued. As when he stood for the presidency in 2000, 2004 and 2012, he behaved as if it was beneath his dignity to engage in political campaigning. In his few campaign speeches he spoke in airy terms about what he would do to secure Russia’s future. He made no reference to opposing contenders by name. He wished to convey the message that he had a country to run and no time to waste on politicking. He totally ignored the barbs that Russian critics threw at him. If anything, moreover, he liked being denounced by foreigners because it served to increase his popularity among Russians. He gave no sign of considering a change of direction in policies. What he had done, he implied, was a source of pride for him. He performed as father to the nation and left it to others to deliver the plaudits. Throughout the ‘campaign’ he knew that he would win the election in a landslide.


Those of his opponents who might have constituted a competitive threat had already been eliminated from the contest. In particular, crowd orator and media activist Alexei Navalny was barred from standing after a conviction for embezzlement. When challenged about this at a press conference, Putin snapped back:


I assure you that the authorities have been afraid of nobody and are still afraid of nobody. But the authorities must not be like a bearded peasant idly picking out bits of cabbage from his beard and watching the state turn into some muddy pool where oligarchs go fishing and pull out the goldfish for themselves, as was the case in the 1990s or as still happens in Ukraine today. Do we want Russia to become a copy of present-day Ukraine? No, we do not want that and we won’t allow it!30


This is a president who takes pride in his efforts to clean up the polluted pool of Russian politics. He dismisses Navalny as belonging to the type of politician who can only cause chaos.


Ever since emerging on the highest public stage, Putin has been convenienced by the removal of real and potential rivals. Back in 2000, when he offered himself for election for the first time, leading opponents such as Moscow mayor Yuri Luzhkov and ex-prime minister Yevgeni Primakov were undone by televised revelations about their financial trickery and poor health respectively. The charismatic liberal Boris Nemtsov was assassinated in 2015. Mikhail Kasyanov, who left the premiership in 2004, had his reputation shredded in 2016 when a video was shown on television showing him having extramarital sex with a female political assistant.


The approved list of candidates in 2018 included socialite and TV chat-show presenter Xenia Sobchak, who was the daughter of Putin’s late mentor in St Petersburg, Anatoli Sobchak. Standing for the Civic Initiative Party, she censured Putin’s policies, reserving her barbs for criticism of the Syrian military intervention. She knew that she could never beat Putin on election day. As she neatly put it, the casino always wins against the gambler.31 The Communist Party fielded a fresh candidate, Pavel Grudinin, who was general director of the Lenin State Farm. Its usual nominee, Zyuganov, had lost so many elections that he decided that it was time for someone else to stand. Grudinin performed impressively enough for the worried authorities to leak information that he had a Swiss bank account and that his son owned property in Latvia. Against all of them stood Vladimir Zhirinovski, who represented the Liberal Democratic Party in the presidential polls for a record seventh time. While Sobchak was young and glamorous and Grudinin a suave communicator, Zhirinovski was his antique buffoonish self. TV coverage inordinately favoured Putin. In the candidates’ televised debates, from which Putin absented himself, the squabbling exchanges enhanced no one’s reputation.32


The disqualified Navalny called on his supporters to boycott the ballot booths, but this appeal had little impact. The authorities took no chances and organized a campaign about the duty of all citizens to cast their votes. Although Putin was coasting to a certain triumph, he wanted to avoid a low turnout and the accompanying adverse publicity.


On 3 March 2018, in a nod to electoral normality, he appeared at a Saturday rally in the Luzhniki stadium. When, six years earlier, he had stood forth as a presidential candidate, he had recited stanzas from Mikhail Lermontov’s poem on the battle of Borodino in 1812 between the Russians and Napoleon’s Grande Armée before asking the crowd whether they loved Russia. He now repeated this patriotic ploy but with a different question: ‘We are a team, right?’ A tidal surge of cries – ‘Da! Da! Da!’ – came back at him. Though some in his audience had been paid to attend and others were put under pressure by their employers, there was no denying the collective response on the day. Putin started a chant of ‘Rossiya! Rossiya!’ and then led the way in singing the national anthem with the vast crowd. Nobody failed to notice his delight.33


Speaking to the Federal Assembly on 1 March 2018, Putin continued to focus on raising national morale. There were few policy initiatives except for a promise to introduce a minimum wage to lift millions out of poverty. He painted a vista of continual general improvement in health care, housing and transport during his years in power. He skipped over the need to deepen the rule of law, to widen political freedom or to lessen social inequality. Putin dedicated the longest part of his speech to the armed forces – he seldom misses a chance to emphasize his position as commander-in-chief. When announcing Russia’s new nuclear missiles that could hit any global target, he invited viewers to suggest names for them. When he waved to signal the order for screens to display the pictures of each new weapon, he was a picture of glee.34 His performance combined menace with a distinct lack of taste but he had – rightly – calculated that army drumbeats would appeal to the parts of Russia’s electorate that he was courting.


Putin is presented by the TV channels and the loyal sections of press and radio as embodying the best features of life in Russia. His instinct as a ruler is to be simultaneously distant from and near to his people, both exceptional and ordinary. He is the public face of the Kremlin’s ruling elite. In the eyes of most foreigners, he embodies all things Russian. He presides with aplomb over political life. He delivers speeches, grants interviews and takes part in television phone-ins. He invites Russian reporters to follow him around. He is the focus of the great official ceremonies. As head of state he confers awards for outstanding services and achievements. He is a walking, talking national cult.










2. IMAGINING RUSSIA: A VISION FOR THE RUSSIANS



Putin’s administration devotes much time and energy to the task of purveying a national vision that placates and excites the Russian people. They understand the priority of persuading Russians that they are committed to bringing them a better life. But they do not go about this task in a selfless fashion. The administration and its most influential supporters set out a vision that had wide appeal while also bolstering their own interests. Political self-service lies at the foundations of their efforts.


At a time when most citizens still struggle with the changes that flooded over them after the end of the communist order, Putin – like Yeltsin before him – is keen to assure fellow citizens that a radiant future awaits them. He speaks in elevated tones, ‘Russia is a country that has chosen democracy for itself by the will of its own people.’1 He tells the Russians that they no longer have anything to apologize for. Their country, he tells them, is a model of decency and peaceful intent. He warns that malign foreign elements have conspired to produce a picture of Russia and its rulers that is the opposite of reality. He depicts Russophobia as a confection built on prejudice and lies that contributes to the dangerous volatility of global order. Though his message is targeted at fellow Russians, it is also one that he wants to resonate around the world.


Putin claims to be different from all those Soviet communist general secretaries who imposed their ideology on the Russian people:


It is up to all of us, to our entire society – both the so-called neo-Slavophiles and the neo-Westernizers, both the statists and the so-called liberals – to work together to formulate common developmental goals. We need to break the habit of only listening to like-minded people and unhesitatingly rejecting any other point of view with malice and hatred. You can’t toss around the country’s future like a football, booting it into the air and plunging us into rabid nihilism, consumerism, criticism of absolutely everything, or gloomy pessimism.2


But this chariness about telling the Russian people what to think lacks credibility. In fact, Putin and his public relations advisers are ardent advocates of their values and want fellow Russians to adhere to them.


After returning to the presidency in 2012, Putin increasingly advocated the virtues of ‘tradition’, railing against the ‘permissive’ cultures of Europe and the United States. For Putin, societies come to grief when their rulers abandon ancient customs:


Today the norms of ethics and morality are being revised in many countries, wiping away national traditions and the distinctiveness of nationality and culture. Society is now being asked to provide not only a healthy recognition of everyone’s right to freedom of conscience, political views and a private life but also an obligatory recognition of the equal value – strange as it may seem – of good and evil, concepts which clash. Such a destruction of traditional values ‘from above’ not only produces negative consequences for societies but is also fundamentally anti-democratic.3


He identified the Middle East as a blatant example of the harm that such ideas caused:


In recent years we have seen how attempts to impose a supposedly progressive model of development on other countries have in practice resulted in regression, barbarity and immense bloodshed. This is what happened in a whole number of countries in the Middle East and North Africa. This is the dramatic situation that presented itself in Syria.4


Rulers are said to imperil their people when they abandon tradition. He depicts Russia as the one powerful country to hold a torch for custom and decency:


We know that the world has more and more people who agree with our position of support for traditional values which for millennia have constituted the spiritual, moral foundations of civilization for every people: values of the traditional family and of genuine human life including the religious life, not only material but also spiritual life – which are the values of humanism and the diversity of the world.


This, of course, is a conservative position. But, in the words of Nikolai Berdyaev, the meaning of conservatism is not that it prevents movement forwards and upwards but rather that it prevents movement backwards and downwards, into chaotic darkness and a return to a primitive state.5


Russians, in Putin’s estimation, have held to their ancestral values regardless of who governed them: ‘Even with all the well-known costs, the level of morality both in tsarist Russia and in Soviet times acted as a very meaningful scale and criterion for people’s reputation at place of work, in society and in daily life.’6


Putin denies wishing to change the Russian people. For him, their worthiness is axiomatic, and he ridicules the utopianism of Lenin and his successors in trying to transform the outlook of ordinary Russian men and women through violent revolution. Putin’s attitude can be seen as an echo of the kind of mindset that prevailed in many European countries undergoing ‘nation-building’ in the nineteenth century when poets, musicians and folklorists joined efforts with political activists to unify their own people by eulogizing their national virtues. But those were countries that, to a greater or lesser extent, would turn into nation states. ‘Russia’ before 1917 was not a nation state but an empire whose government had to take account of the experiences and sentiments of many subject nations. This obligation remained after October 1917, when the communists, with their internationalist creed, seized power. The Kremlin leadership is making up for lost time. Whereas Yeltsin was half-hearted in playing the nationalist card, Putin regularly throws it down on the table and misses no chance to praise the instincts and attainments of Russia’s men and women.


His courting of their approval also carries a note of ethnic nationalism. This is dog-whistle politics: he wants Russians to know that he will always protect their interests. But he cannot say this openly, for fear of giving unnecessary offence to the other national and religious groups – and he certainly rejects ideas of ‘racial purity’.7 He has repeatedly called on citizens to treat each other with tolerance regardless of ethnicity, faith or political doctrine. His requirements are stability and harmony:


This means that liberals have to learn to talk with representatives of left-wing views and, conversely, that nationalists must remember that Russia from its very inception was formed specifically as a multi-ethnic and multi-confessional country. Nationalists must remember that by calling our multi-ethnic character into question and by starting to exploit the matter of Russian, Tatar, Caucasian, Siberian or any other nationalism and separatism, we are starting down the road of destroying our genetic code. Essentially, we are beginning to destroy ourselves.8


Such a formulation camouflages the fact that Putin and his administration, while displaying a pronounced favour for ethnic Russians, do not refer to themselves as nationalists. They walk the walk without talking the talk.


Yet Putin still stresses Russia’s shared European heritage when it suits him. He has the chameleon’s capacity to change colour according to each shift in circumstance in which he finds himself. When talking to the European Commission president José Manuel Barroso about the Islamist threat to the continent, he asked, ‘How many are we?’ By ‘we’ he meant the Christians, seeking to draw a line between Christianity and other ways of life and governance such as in China or the Islamic world.9 Putin said all this when he still hoped that the rest of Europe would sympathize with his armed reduction of Chechnya. More recently he has put an emphasis on Russia as the friend of the world’s Muslims and on the choice of China as a strategic partner. He adjusts his ideas according to current political convenience, but always gives salience to the theme of Russian national distinctness.


One of Putin’s most fervent advocates, the chairman of the Duma’s Education Committee, Vyacheslav Nikonov supports the same school of thought when expounding his concept of Eternal Russia. Nikonov has called himself a ‘hereditary politician’ by right of being the grandson of the notorious Soviet Foreign Affairs Minister Vyacheslav Molotov, but his views would have horrified his grandfather, who barbarically crushed Russian traditions in the course of Stalinist agricultural collectivization and Stalin’s Great Terror. Nikonov, however, is going with the flow of contemporary Russia. Like others in the ruling elite, he assures Russians that their past is glorious and that they have nothing to learn from abroad.10 He celebrates Russian national peculiarities. He claims that Russians have always been unusually lacking in materialistic attitudes and that they are exceptional exponents of tolerance and peacefulness. Noting that Russia has usually been ruled by an unelected leading group, he sees this as a source of pride. He derides political oppositionists who denounce the existence of a bloody dictatorial regime while knowing full well that ‘they can go off to their dachas after saying that, and not to [prison in] Siberia’.11


Nikonov differs from the extreme conservative Alexander Dugin, who brags of having developed a conceptual scheme that constitutes an advance beyond the main currents of modern social theory – liberalism, Marxism and fascism. His Fourth Political Theory is, in fact, a dangerous rag bag. Russian civilization, he trumpets, has consistently had militarism at its foundations, ‘War is our mother.’ He expresses certainty that more wars are Russia’s fate, and is gleeful about the prospect.12 He predicts that liberalism is about to fade away as did Marxism and fascism. He ridicules Putin for calling Russia a European country. His own starting point is that Russia constitutes a self-contained civilization, situated geographically between Europe and Asia. Dugin sponsors what he calls neo-Eurasianism. When Westerners demand respect for the principles of tolerance, they supposedly are engaged in an attempt to subvert age-old Russian values. Only by following its own special path, according to Dugin, can Russia avoid ruin – and he repeatedly predicts ruin for the West itself.13


Dugin’s crazed effusions overlap at key points with the thrust of arguments by Putin’s supporters such as Nikonov and Lavrov. All of them, including Putin, are nationalists of a kind that denounces rampant globalization, liberalism and progressive social thinking. But Dugin has expressed sympathy with the philosophy espoused in the United States by Steve Bannon, a founder of Breitbart News and Donald Trump’s ‘chief strategist’ until August 2017, and Bannon’s team helped to publish an English translation of Dugin’s main work, The Fourth Political Theory.14 Dugin held a chair in the Department of the Sociology of International Relations at Moscow State University until 2014 when his extremist opinions led to public protests. He had been giving vent to his angry disappointment that Putin held back from annexing eastern Ukraine. But despite his travails, he continues to receive air time on Moscow TV channels. This is less surprising than it may appear. It is one of Putin’s techniques to allow his associates and sympathizers to rant and rave, leaving him appearing to be a sober statesman. Though Dugin has become an opponent and fills the air with nationalism, he constitutes no serious political threat to the Kremlin leadership.


There is a consensus among nationalists in supporting traditional social values. They were united in anger in February 2012 when the female rock group Pussy Riot staged one of their guerrilla performances in the Cathedral of Christ the Saviour. Pussy Riot sang out against both Putin and the Orthodox Church hierarchy. They were arrested and convicted of ‘hooliganism motivated by religious hatred’. The episode increased the disgust with which Putin was regarded around the world. The sentence of two years’ imprisonment was a wholly excessive punishment to which the performers reacted with stoicism and dignity. But the Western media had not taken account of the fact that Pussy Riot had deliberately chosen a prominent place of Christian worship in which to commit an act of blasphemy involving foul language. If they had done the same thing in Canterbury Cathedral, the public sympathies would have been on the side of the clerical custodians of the building. Russian leaders were banking on the fact that most Russians would agree that political protests were out of place on sanctified ground.


The Kremlin leadership also stresses the importance of traditional families. Putin keeps silent about the collapse of his own marriage. He talks in general terms about the sort of society he envisages but clearly wants couples to have more children than has recently been the norm. In his second presidential term he declared:


Yet another general national problem is the low birth rate. The country has more and more families that have only one child. We have to raise the prestige of motherhood and fatherhood and create conditions that are favourable to the bearing and bringing up of children.15


This remark flowed from anxiety that Russia’s shrinking population will create difficulties for welfare and economic output in future generations. Putin also has it in mind – like Kremlin rulers over several decades – that whereas the ethnic Russians had a birth rate in serious decline, the non-Russians in the Russian Federation – the Muslims in particular – continued on average to have a large number of children.


As to how a family should live its life, Putin has said little beyond open disapproval of parents who beat or slap their children. But he is against active state interference in private matters. What happens at home, should stay at home.16 If he has opinions on the best relationship between spouses, on feminism or on how to bring up one’s offspring, he has yet to share them with the public. The State Duma, however, was less restrained in February 2017 when it passed a law to decriminalize physical domestic abuse. Feminist groups complained in vain about the licence this gives to archaic patriarchy. But then Putin is not a ‘new man’ in the contemporary Western style. When he and his then wife Lyudmila met the US National Security Advisor Condoleezza Rice he joked about her efforts to get fit: ‘Yes, Lyudmila is learning ballet. She is dancing Swan Lake. Of course, if I tried to pick her up, I would be a dead swan.’17 And once, when asked whether he ever gets down and moody, he retorted, ‘I’m not a woman, so I don’t have bad days.’18 These were the words of an unreformed, unabashed Russian male. Among his associates, they evidently still pass as being normal and acceptable.


Putin’s attitude to relations between men and women attracts little commentary from abroad. Not so his remarks on same-sex relations. He and his political friends have no patience with the advocates of homosexuality. In 2012 Railways Minister Vladimir Yakunin said that Western enemies of Russia had spread gay propaganda in order to bring down Russia’s birth rate and make Russians vulnerable to easy manipulation.19


Yakunin saw homosexual activism as a national security question. Putin has never gone as far, but is plainly uncomfortable about the entire topic. Putin shook his head when Oliver Stone asked whether he would be comfortable about sharing a sports club communal shower with a man who was known to be gay. Grinning, he explained that he would not want to ‘provoke’ such an individual.20 People of a traditionalist frame of mind, including those in Russia, may have seen nothing untoward in what he said – they may even have admired Putin’s frankness, but it was a rare misjudgement if he was trying to gain the sympathy of a liberal Western audience. As were his attempts to justify his remarks by saying that he simply wants to prevent gay activists from proselytizing among the young and innocent, an offence under Russian law since 2013. He added that same-sex marriages conflict with the interests of society since they will not produce children.21


Foreign criticism was vehement, including from singer and gay-rights advocate Elton John. This had a comical upshot when John received a phone call from someone purporting to be Putin inviting him to Moscow. It was a prankster who made Elton John look silly as the newspapers picked over the banalities that he and ‘Putin’ had exchanged. The real Putin soon found himself being asked by reporters to explain his standpoint. Under pressure, he declined to specify whether he thought that gays were born or made, but he rejected any imputation of anti-gay discrimination, stressing that homosexual activity was not illegal under Russian law, in contrast with the situation in seventy other countries. He also pointed out that, by contrast, certain Islamic countries had laws that applied capital punishment in cases of homosexual activity. As president he opposed the Orthodox Church’s appeal for the recriminalization of homosexuality and emphasized the constitutional separation of church and state.22


Putin wants people to appreciate his moderation, and the ruling group paint their Russia as the bringer of peace and decency and deplore what they see as scurrilous images of the country. If only other nations followed the Russian example, they suggest, there would be no wars. Putin has even complained about being misunderstood before an audience of invited foreign visitors:


Russia has no intention of attacking anyone. The whole thing is laughable . . . It is simply inconceivable, stupid and unrealistic. Europe alone has 300 million people, all being NATO members. Together with the USA this is probably a total population of 600 million. Russia currently has only 146 million. It is simply laughable to bring up the subject. No, people are anyway using all this in pursuit of their political aims.23


He has continued to insist that Russia’s ambitions are both modest and benign, in the facing of increased global dangers:


If we don’t create a coherent system of mutual obligations and agreements and if we don’t build the mechanisms for resolving crisis situations, the signs of global anarchy will inevitably grow.24


He voiced these thoughts in front of a foreign audience only months after ripping up the Budapest Memorandum and annexing Crimea. If foreigners have suspicions about military ambitions, they should lay them aside. Even Russia’s deadliest armaments should cause no alarm:


Brandishing nuclear weapons is the last thing to do. This is harmful rhetoric, and I do not welcome it. But we must proceed from reality and from the fact that nuclear weapons are a deterrent factor that ensures world peace and security worldwide. They cannot be considered a factor for any potential aggression, because it is impossible and would surely mean the end of our entire civilization.


But the absolutely clear thing is that nuclear weapons are a deterrent factor and many experts believe that if the world hasn’t experienced great armed conflict in more than seventy years since the end of the Second World War, one of the reasons is the possession of nuclear weaponry by leading countries. It is still important that the non-proliferation framework for nuclear arms and their delivery vehicles should be observed and that all the nuclear powers should take a very responsible attitude towards their nuclear status. Russia will follow this line despite any statements that could be made in the heat of a polemic. But let me repeat that at the government level Russia will always treat its nuclear status very responsibly.25


This is the vision that Kremlin leaders offer for Russian life in the twenty-first century. It is intended both to soothe and to stimulate. The ingredients blend celebration and optimism with a menacing commitment to neutralize those whom the administration designates as the enemies of Russia at home and abroad. The Kremlin assures the Russians that its vision is the one best fitted for their country’s needs and customs in an ever more turbulent world.










3. TSARS, COMMISSARS AND AFTER: THE NEW OFFICIAL PAST



Russians talk more often about food prices, welfare and salaries than about history. In this they are no different from most other peoples. But the twentieth century was a troubling period for generations of their families, and every Russian leader seeking public support has to supply an account of the past that enough citizens find plausible and appealing. They need to feel that the Putin team will end the era of traumas and enable them to benefit from the opportunities ahead.


Putin knows that tutoring the public imagination is not something he could do alone. Not least because what he learned about the history of the twentieth century during his time at Leningrad State University came only from compulsory courses in Marxism-Leninism. As a result, once he took office, he sought help from well-informed consultants, even including fierce critics of the Kremlin’s policies such as Alexei Venediktov, editor-in-chief of the Ekho Moskvy radio station and a former history teacher. After communism was consigned to the dustbin, the ruling elite looked for lessons it could learn from the annals of tsarism. When the baffled Venediktov asked Putin why he would choose to talk to someone who opposes the official political line, Putin quipped that he was willing to discuss things in private with enemies but drew the line at traitors.1


Another surprising source of advice was the veteran crusading anti-communist and former political prisoner Alexander Solzhenitsyn. Putin frequently met with Solzhenitsyn, even awarding him one of the prestigious State Prizes not long before his death in 2007.2


Such encounters enable Putin himself to appear as a man of culture, a man with an inquiring, if not an altogether open, mind. They also allow him to parade his patriotic fervour, for example in 2013 when he mentioned that he agreed with Solzhenitsyn’s call for an increase in the Russian population.3 Putin predictably cribs many of his ideas from conversations and leaves it to his speech writers to find the best quotations from Russia’s intellectuals for use in his oratory. But it is worth noting that he has a distinct preference for sources who are dead and unable to answer back.


Putin and other Kremlin leaders continually pillage history for help with the present. They are nimble marauders, plundering only those items that will serve current political purposes. But like the Vandals who sacked Rome in 455, they find their thinking affected and impregnated by what they discover in their loot.


Their favourite aphorisms are by distinguished Russian authors who affirm the values of leadership, patriotism and the collective will, preferably with a smattering of contempt for the West. As well as Solzhenitsyn, Putin likes to quote the Christian émigré philosophers Ivan Ilin and Nikolai Berdyaev.4 While Solzhenitsyn helped revive Russian literature after decades of battering by Marxism-Leninism, Berdyaev, banned from publication by the Soviets, was a master of Russian philosophical prose. Ilin’s philosophical writings constituted an act of aggression on the language, although his political articles are succinct and punchy, but Berdyaev, who in his long life moved from liberal Marxism to liberal individualism, is useful only in small snatches. Solzhenitsyn helpfully despised Western decadence and called for Russo-Ukrainian unity as well as a firm hand at the levers of Kremlin power. Only Ilin has all the features that Putin is after. Ilin was a lifelong nationalist enemy of Marxism and the USSR. As an émigré in Weimar Germany, he welcomed the rise of Nazism as the antidote to Soviet communism. If Russian leaders are going to applaud his patriotism, they have to observe silence about his enduring support for aspects of European fascism. But Ilin helpfully warned against Western schemes to break up ‘Russia’, and he saw Ukraine as part of the Russian patrimony. He wished for a strong leader at the head of a national dictatorship. It is easy to imagine why, under Putin, he has been endorsed as an intellectual authority. In 2005 Ilin’s remains were repatriated from Germany and reinterred at Moscow’s Donskoi Monastery in a solemn ceremony led by Patriarch Alexi II.5


Putin’s treatment of Ilin reflects the interests and purposes of the ruling group.6 Following the route pioneered by Yeltsin, he laments those periods when the Russian people – or its discontented elements – resorted to violence, which disastrously diverted the country’s course of development. As both an ex-communist and anti-communist, Putin deprecates the entire idea of armed revolution. ‘What we need now,’ he believes, ‘is evolution.’7 He argues that Russia has come nearest to fulfilling its potential when Russians have lived in peace under stable rule.


He has no animus against the Romanov dynasty that governed for over three hundred years. He applauds the tsars who made Russia into a great power and in April 2015 proclaimed, ‘I would remind you [. . .] of the words of Alexander III, our emperor, who said that Russia has only two allies: its army and navy. And in his parting words to his son [the future Nicholas II] he then said that everyone is afraid of our vastness.’8 In November 2016, when unveiling a statue of Alexander III outside Crimea’s old Livadia Palace, Putin quoted tsarist Finance Minister Sergei Witte, who said that the emperor achieved peace at home and abroad ‘not by making concessions but by righteous and unshakeable firmness’. The Crimean statue is the eighth of Alexander III erected while Putin has been in power. Putin also remarked that Tsar Alexander had fostered a spurt of industrial growth and was a kindly sponsor of the arts.9 This cloaked the damage that Alexander III did by harshening the cultural censorship and reversing many of the social reforms of the 1860s. The frieze below the statue base shows the novelist Fëdor Dostoevski and the chemist Dmitri Mendeleev. Russian schoolchildren could have told Putin that Dostoevski and Mendeleev produced the bulk of their greatest work before Alexander III came to the throne in 1881.10


Another of Putin’s heroes from the Romanov era is Pëtr Stolypin, who served as Nicholas II’s prime minister from 1906 to 1911. When opening the Federal Assembly in October 2016, Putin remarked: ‘More than a hundred years ago, addressing the State Duma deputies, Pëtr Arkadevich Stolypin said, “We all must unite and agree our efforts, our obligations and rights to support the historic supreme right of Russia: to be strong.”’11


Stolypin was a reforming conservative whose ambition was to restore the status of a great power to Russia and immunize it against the threat of renewed internal insurgency. In December 2013 Putin told the Federal Assembly that local government agencies should emulate the achievements made in Russia before the First World War and paid tribute to the changes introduced by Stolypin to land ownership and to the structure of industry.12 Stolypin is famous for trying to enable the emergence of a class of individual smallholders in the villages, but as events were to show, most peasants were hostile to his agrarian reform – and it is difficult to know what Stolypin did to change the empire’s industrial structure.


But this is hardly the point. When talking about history, Putin and his speech writers have contemporary politics at the front of their minds. Public approval, not objective historical plausibility, is the goal.


It was in this spirit that Putin, in his annual presidential address to the Federal Assembly on 1 December 2016, heralded the centenary of the February and October Revolutions of 1917:


This is our common history and we need to treat it with respect. This is something that the outstanding Russian and Soviet philosopher Alexei Losev wrote about. ‘We know the thorny road our country has travelled,’ he wrote. ‘We know the long and exhausting years of struggle, want and sufferings, but for a son of the Motherland, this is all something of his own kin, something inalienable.’


I am sure that the absolute majority of our people have precisely this attitude towards their Motherland, and we need history’s lessons primarily for reconciliation and for strengthening the social, political and civil consensus that we have managed to achieve today.


It is unacceptable to drag the splits, anger, grudges and bitterness of the past into our life today, and in pursuit of political and other interests to speculate on the tragedies that affected practically every family in Russia, no matter what side of the barricades our forebears were on. Let’s remember that we are a united people, one single people, and we have only one Russia.13


For Putin, the downfall of the Romanov monarchy and the communist seizure of power a few months later were a double blow that led to tragedy at every level of society. In a speech earlier in 2016, Putin had deplored the gruesome murder of the Romanovs in a Yekaterinburg cellar in summer 1918:


Everyone used to denounce the tsarist regime for its repressions. But what did the establishment of Soviet power begin with? Mass repressions. I’m not talking here about the whole scale of them but simply about the most blatant example: the annihilation and shooting of the tsarist family including the children. There could have been some ideological grounds for the liquidation, I suppose, of potential heirs. But why did they kill Dr Botkin? Why kill the servants – people generally of a proletarian background? What for? The reason was to cover up the crime.14


Though Putin exploits historical episodes for political purposes, he is genuinely interested in the fate of the Romanovs. On his state visit to London in June 2003, Foreign and Commonwealth Office officials witnessed his excitement when they presented him with a volume of declassified documents, including several which touched on this episode. Until then he had been a bored and uncommunicative visitor to the British capital.15


For Putin, it is vital that people should remember the many other horrors that followed the October Revolution:


We never used to give this a second thought. All right, they were struggling against people who were fighting Soviet power with arms in their hands, but why kill the priests? In 1918 alone three thousand priests were shot and ten thousand in a ten-year period. In the Don region, people were drowned in their hundreds under the ice of the river. When you think about it, and when new information appears, you start to evaluate many things in a different way.16


Putin has had no good word to say about Lenin and takes notable exception to the constitution that he imposed in 1922:


If you’re a historian, you must know that Stalin at that time formulated the idea of the autonomization of the future Soviet Union. According to this idea, all the other subject parts of the future state had to enter the USSR on the basis of autonomy with entirely broad authority. Lenin criticized Stalin’s position and said it was an untimely and wrong idea.


Putin’s conclusion was damning:


And so he, Lenin, campaigned for the state – the Soviet Union – to be formed on the basis of full equality with the right of secession from the Soviet Union . . . And this was the time bomb under the edifice of our statehood. Quite apart from the fact that they fixed borders and territories for ethnic groups within an essentially multinational state, the borders were also drawn up arbitrarily and nor were they generally decided on a rational basis. For instance, what was the pretext for handing over the Donbas to Ukraine? The idea was to increase the percentage of the proletariat there so as to have greater social support there. Sheer madness, wasn’t it?17


In the Soviet period Lenin was feted as the man who ‘gathered the lands’ back together after the disintegration of empire in 1917. This cuts no ice with Putin, who denounces Lenin’s constitutional settlement as ill-considered, capricious and disastrous.


Under Putin, church and state have demanded respect for the White commanders who fought the Red Army and its communist leadership in the civil war that followed the October Revolution. The remains of General Anton Denikin were brought back to Russia in 2005. Statues were erected to Admiral Alexander Kolchak in St Petersburg and Irkutsk. Films about the White cause were produced and proved popular. Many commentators represented the Whites as valiant fighters and patriots.18


The communist leadership has long since ceased to attract praise. Lev Trotsky was both reviled and neglected in official Soviet accounts, and though he is no longer overlooked by Russian scholars, he continues to be treated severely. Joseph Stalin, as usual, provokes controversy. No decent Russian condones the Great Terror of 1937–8, but not a few public figures contend that his role in industrializing Russia and defending it against the Third Reich was indispensable – this is one of the Communist Party’s remaining tenets of its old Marxist-Leninist credo. History remains a ground of conflict and Putin has trodden it carefully. About one essential matter, Stalin’s mass repressions in the late 1930s, he speaks bluntly:


Stalinism is associated with the cult of the individual and mass violations of the law, with repression and camps. There is nothing like this in Russia today and, I hope, never will be again. Our society is simply different now and would never allow it. But this does not mean that we should not have order and discipline. It means that all citizens of the Russian Federation, regardless of their official position, must be equal before the law.19


At the same time, while Putin recognizes the horrors of Stalinism, he firmly denies that it was the worst phenomenon of the twentieth century. The Third Reich deserves greater condemnation:


First of all, of course, it is impossible to put Nazism and Stalinism on the same plane because the Nazis directly, openly and publicly proclaimed one of their policy goals as the extermination of entire ethnic groups – Jews, Gypsies and Slavs. For all the ugly nature of the Stalin regime, for all the repressions and for all the deportations of entire peoples, the Stalin regime never set itself the goal of exterminating peoples, so the attempt to put the two [regimes] on the same footing is absolutely without foundation.20


This gave rise to speculation that Stalin might be about to receive posthumous rehabilitation, which was heightened in 2015 when a tenton statue of him seated alongside Winston Churchill and Franklin D. Roosevelt was installed outside the Livadia Palace in Yalta, where they had met in February 1945 to discuss the post-war political and territorial settlement in Europe. Sergei Naryshkin, the State Duma chairman at the time, unveiled the monument to the strains of the Russian national anthem. Zurab Tsereteli’s sculpture had been rejected by the Ukrainian government ten years earlier, when Yalta had been governed from Kyiv. After the Crimean annexation, however, the Kremlin wanted to celebrate the Yalta Conference, although there were protests from the Crimean Tatars, whose ancestors Stalin had forcibly deported from the peninsula in May 1945.21


Despite these glimmerings of approval, Putin had no patience with Stalin’s policies in eastern Europe in the late 1940s. The forcible exporting of communism, Putin insisted, was a terrible blunder:


After the Second World War we tried to impose our own development model on many eastern European countries, and we did so by force. This has to be admitted. There is nothing good about this and we have to hearken to this today. Incidentally, this is more or less how the Americans are behaving now as they try to impose their model on practically the entire world, and this too will end in failure.22


Admitting that wrongs were done by Russia while insisting that the Americans are the current worst culprits is a very characteristic approach. Putin also knows that most Russians, aside from rabid neo-Stalinists, are unlikely to object to his conclusions.


He is always circumspect when speaking about Nicholas II. Reverence for the Romanovs is widespread in post-communist Russia, and when in 2017 a film was released about the affair between the future tsar and the ballerina Matilda Kshesinskaya, there was immediate protest about the erotic content. Few Russians are more devoted to Nicholas’s memory than Duma deputy Natalya Poklonskaya, who served as Crimea’s Prosecutor-General immediately after the Crimean annexation. She joined others in demanding an inquiry as to whether the film was anti-Russian and anti-religious. This led to a counter-reaction from another film director, Stanislav Govorukhin, who was also a Duma deputy as well as the former chair of its Culture Committee. Faced with this dispute, the Ministry of Culture took the safe road of equivocation. On 15 June 2017 the film’s director, Alexei Uchitel, complained to Putin about how his film was being treated. Putin’s response was that, though he respected Uchitel’s career and his patriotism, Poklonskaya had the right to express her opinion. It is important to Putin that dialogue is at least seen to be encouraged and that he avoids becoming personally embroiled in divisive historical debate.23


His comments about Lenin might once have been jarring to the millions of Russians who were brought up to revere the USSR’s founder. But times have changed and there is little risk of controversy so long as Putin avoids anything as drastic as removing Lenin’s mummified corpse from the Red Square mausoleum.


In 2016 Putin showed his deftness at the opening of an exhibition at the Yeltsin Centre in Ekaterinburg. The curators had annoyed nationalists by failing to describe Lt General Andrei Vlasov as a traitor. Vlasov, captured by the Germans on the Eastern Front in 1942, persuaded himself that he could fight on the German side in pursuit of the liberation of Russia from the grip of Stalinism. Towards the end of the war, he revolted against the Germans. This did not save Vlasov from Stalin’s vengeance and he was hanged in Moscow in August 1945. But what was Putin’s opinion?


There’s nothing special in the fact that a discussion is opening up: this is a normal phenomenon. Some take a favourable stance, some hold more liberal views on the continuing events and on the prospects for development, some are of conservative, traditional views. We have always had our blood-and-soil patriots (pochvenniki) and our Westernizers. Some people regard themselves as blood-and-soil patriots. But at the present time when we are remembering the events of 1917, and when we are about to mark the centenary of the revolutionary events in 2017, we must advance towards reconciliation and rapprochement, and not towards rupture and the stirring up of passions.24


This measured response was designed to secure a calm, reasoned discussion of Russia’s troubled past. He did not succeed, and the nation’s history continues to be fought over. But Putin benefits from appearing to stand outside the fray.


Foreign attitudes to that history irritate Putin enormously. The endless fascination with Joseph Stalin in the Western media causes particular resentment. He notes that ‘dictators’ of other nations seldom attract the same attention. Oliver Cromwell’s bloody career is overlooked and a statue of him stands outside the Houses of Parliament in Westminster. The body of Napoleon, who rampaged across Europe with his conquering armies, is venerated in Les Invalides in Paris. Yet Stalin is demonized. For Putin, there is no mystery about the reasons. The West’s political establishment wants a stick with which to beat Russia and the Russians, and nothing is handier than the record of the long-dead Soviet dictator.25


When they are not waving a stick, they engage in a game of mockery that is equally aggressive. In 2018 the Ministry of Culture banned Armando Iannucci’s black comedy The Death of Stalin. Culture Minister Vladimir Medinski did not dwell on the film’s elementary mistakes about the names of people and institutions. Offence was taken at the scornful tone adopted for so baleful an episode, and perhaps behind everything was the belief that foreigners should keep their noses out. Medinski has turned himself into the administration’s songbird on historical subjects. A prolific author even after occupying ministerial office in 2012, he sought to wash the Russian and Soviet past clean from denigration. He defended Russians under tsarism against charges of indolence, drunkenness and thievery.26 He did this so vigorously that several professional historians concluded that he did protest too much.27 And his most successful book alleged that foreign authors had wrongly highlighted the rape of German women by Soviet soldiers in 1945.28


Putin has often suggested that the USSR was a complex phenomenon. He has mixed emotions about the people’s experience of communism in the decades after the October Revolution. There were benefits in the centrally planned economy, and he has praised the Soviet Union’s advances in health care, education and the expansion of the military-industrial sector that enabled the victory over the Third Reich.29 He shows respect to surviving veteran communists. He held conversations with Vladimir Kryuchkov, who led the August 1991 coup against Gorbachëv. In 2014 he awarded the Order of Honour to Kryuchkov’s fellow plotter Marshal Dmitri Yazov. In February 2019 he commended the courage and professionalism of the Soviet armed forces in the USSR’s war in Afghanistan.30


But he has never endorsed the communist political system or overlooked the weaknesses of its economic institutions. He is not nostalgic about communism but is bitter about the break-up of the USSR, which in April 2005 he described as ‘the greatest geopolitical catastrophe of the [twentieth] century’. His remark is widely misunderstood. He did not at all regret the passing of Soviet communism but rather the consequences of its disappearance: the mass poverty of the 1990s, the rise of the so-called oligarchs and the dislocation of families separated by the new borders.31 Even so, he was guilty at the very least of hyperbole; for he entirely ignored other events that might be thought to deserve a higher ranking as catastrophic. Among them, surely, would be the onset of the two world wars in 1914 and 1939, Hitler’s rise to power in 1933 and the Chinese Revolution of 1949. Not to forget Russia’s own October 1917 Revolution.


Putin’s preoccupation with the Soviet Union’s disintegration has a distinctive focus: he hates the fact that millions of citizens of Russian nationality found themselves cut off from Russia in the fourteen other newly independent foreign states – he once went as far as calling this a ‘humanitarian tragedy’, adding:


I would like to repeat my argument that the Russian people became the biggest divided people in the world, and that is absolutely a tragedy. And this isn’t to mention the socio-economic dimension when as a result of the collapse a social system fell apart and an economy crumbled – the previous one had been ineffective but when it fell apart, it led to the impoverishment of millions of people, and that’s also a tragedy for real people and real families.32


In Putin’s eyes, demographic separation and societal dissolution were twin features of the same outcome. This attitude was not something that he dreamed up after he came to power. He believes that although things were bad under communist rule they were much worse after the communists fell from power. He sees the 1990s as the national nadir, when an ‘epidemic of collapse’ took hold in the Russian Federation.33 He been saying as much since the early 1990s, when he was a middle-ranking local politician whom nobody tipped to end up climbing to the peak of Russian power. It would seem to indicate that this is a heartfelt opinion.34


Russia’s relations with Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania are another sensitive spot. These countries regained their independence with the disintegration of the USSR at the end of 1991. Though they had proclaimed their own freedom, the signing by Yeltsin of accords with the Ukrainian and Belarusian presidents in December was the decisive step. The three presidents simultaneously agreed to the formation of a Commonwealth of Independent States that all fifteen of the USSR’s constituent republics would be invited to join. This projected regional grouping would be looser than anything that Gorbachëv would have found acceptable, which is exactly what Yeltsin wanted. But although the Commonwealth of Independent States was duly formed in 1992, its collective purposes were persistently undermined by its members’ wariness about Russia’s wish to dominate them. Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania refused point-blank to join. Similar difficulties affected the Collective Security Treaty Organization, which Russia initiated in the same year to fulfil military and other security needs. The only countries that agreed to join at the outset were Armenia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan and Uzbekistan, and all of them were wary of becoming vulnerable to Russian pressure.


Visiting Hamburg in February 1994, Estonia’s President Lennart Meri made a speech denouncing the USSR’s illegal annexation of the Baltic States in 1940 and again in 1944. Meri described how he and his family, along with tens of thousands of Estonians, were deported to Siberia. Putin, who at that time was an official in the St Petersburg mayor’s office and was on a work trip to Germany, happened to be present in the audience. Despite being an obscure Russian official, he rose from his seat and theatrically stormed out of the hall.35 For him, evidently, the Red Army’s wartime operations and Stalin’s geopolitical decisions should be venerated. He had no patience with Baltic leaders who denied that the USSR liberated them after expelling the Third Reich. He was deaf to Meri’s point that Estonia became a captive nation under Soviet rule.


Sometimes, moreover, Putin finds it difficult to distinguish between the Soviet Union and the Russian Federation, as when he told the Federal Assembly in March 2018:


After the collapse of the USSR, Russia, which in the Soviet period was called the Soviet Union – or Soviet Russia as it also known abroad – lost 23.8 per cent of its territory if we’re talking of our national frontiers, 48.5 per cent of its population, 41 per cent of gross general product, 39.4 per cent of industrial potential (nearly half of our potential, I would underline), 44.6 per cent of its military potential in connection with the break-up of the USSR armed forces among the former Soviet republics.36


This was a truly slippery comment. Putin contends that it is only foreigners who confused the USSR with the Russian Federation. In fact, he does exactly the same thing himself. Russia suffered no loss of territory when the Soviet Union disintegrated. Not a square yard. The newly independent country emerged with its borders intact and in 2014 used armed force to widen those borders at Ukraine’s expense.


Unlike many fellow Russians, Putin has not blamed Gorbachëv or Yeltsin for the way that the country emerged from communism. He prefers to emphasize the difficulties that they faced. In a Time magazine interview in 2007, the American reporter remarked that Putin was not a ‘president-revolutionary’ like Yeltsin. Far from being irritated, Putin agreed:


I nevertheless consider that he and Gorbachëv anyway did what I surely could not have done. They took the step towards the destruction of a system that the Russian people could no longer endure. I’m not convinced I would have been able to decide on such a step. Gorbachëv took the first step and Yeltsin completed the transition, which I believe was an historic and very important one for Russia and the Russian people. They – and above all Yeltsin, of course – gave Russia its freedom: this is an absolutely unconditional historic achievement of the Yeltsin era.37


Putin too has a mission to change everything for the better, but he wants to do it in his own fashion and bring the cycle of Russia’s traumas to an end once and for all.










4. YEARS OF HURT: PICTURING NATIONAL HUMILIATION



The Russian people were bruised by the shifts in international relations after 1991. The USSR had been one of the two superpowers. The earth shook wherever the Soviet leadership walked, and the Kremlin was widely respected. Where respect was lacking, fear filled the space. Yeltsin sought to integrate the new Russia in the world order as a normal, cooperative, constructive great power. This was always going to be an uphill struggle when the Russian Federation had a ruined economy, a shattered administration and a demoralized army. Independence was accompanied by fallen pride.


Resentment can grow like a tumour in countries that endure such a reversal of fortune. Millions of Germans in the 1920s burned with anger at how their governing elites had allegedly stabbed Germany and its armed forces in the back and brought about defeat in the First World War. And after the Second World War, when financial exigency compelled the British to give up their imperial territories, umbrage was taken about the loss of global power and prestige. When governments fail to compensate for such emotional disturbance, awful consequences can flow. This was among the reasons for Adolf Hitler’s rise to the German chancellorship in 1933; and though the United Kingdom did not crumple into political extremism, the after-effects of the end of empire continue to be registered. The USSR lost the Cold War. Though Gorbachëv and Yeltsin asserted that there was no victor, they failed to dispel the national feeling of humiliation among countless Russians. It was a sentiment that Putin and his contemporaries shared at the turn of the millennium. In Britain and France this state of mind is called a post-imperial syndrome. What Russia has been experiencing is not just a post-imperial but also a post-superpower syndrome. Nobody should underestimate the intensity of these feelings.
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