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Publisher’s Note


The authors have made every effort to provide accurate information and rely on authoritative sources. However, as noted in the text, the special circumstances dictated by Putin’s invasion of Ukraine required the authors to quickly translate large portions of this book from Russian into English; with some names, titles, and quotes affected by that rapid translation. The opinions expressed in the book are those of the authors and not necessarily those of the publisher. We believe strongly in the most robust dialogue and debate.




Foreword: Vladimir Putin’s Broken Promise of Democracy


Author’s note:


The following is the transcript of a speech that Vladimir Putin gave, in German, to members of the Bundestag of the Federal Republic of Germany on September 25, 2001 about his vision for a democratic Russia.


Once you read it, you are probably going to ask yourself, “Is the guy who gave this speech in 2001 really the same Vladimir Putin?”


And then you would be correct to next ask yourself, “If the guy who gave this speech just two weeks after 9/11 could turn into a dictator over the span of the next 20 years, is there anyone in Russia who is capable of turning the country into a democracy without turning into a tyrant or dictator, instead?”


Both are questions of the greatest importance; that’s why, throughout this book, I address issues like these and many others that are closely related. And then, in the last chapter, which is an FAQ, I wrap things up by dissecting these two questions specifically.


Bundestag of the Federal Republic of Germany September 25, 2001, Berlin President Vladimir Putin


Distinguished Mr. President,


Distinguished ladies and gentlemen,


I am sincerely grateful for this opportunity to speak in the Bundestag. This is the first such opportunity for a Russian head of state in the entire history of Russian-German relations. And this honor granted to me today only reaffirms the mutual interest of Russia and Germany in dialogue.


I am moved by this chance to discuss Russian-German relations, the development of ties between my country and united Europe and international security problems here, in Berlin, a city with a difficult fate, a city which happened to become the focus of confrontation with almost the entire world on more than one occasion in the modern history of humanity, but also a city in which never, even in the darkest periods, did anyone succeed in stifling the spirit of freedom and humanism that had been nurtured way back by Wilhelm von Humboldt and Lessing.


Nor was that done in the grim years of Hitler tyranny. Our country deeply reveres the memory of heroic anti-Nazi fighters.


Russia has always had special sentiments for Germany, and regarded your country as one of the major centers of European culture—a culture, to the development of which Russia has also made a significant contribution, a culture which has known no borders and has always been our common asset and a factor of bringing peoples together.


That is why today I will take the liberty of delivering the main part of my message in the language of Goethe, Schiller, and Kant, in the German language.


(Follows translation from the German.)


Distinguished ladies and gentlemen,


I have just talked about the unity of European culture. However, in the past that unity did not prevent two horrible wars from being unleashed on the continent, two world wars within one century. Nor did it prevent the building of the Berlin Wall, the formidable symbol of the deep division of Europe.


The Berlin Wall is no longer. It was destroyed. And today it would be relevant to recall why that became possible.


It is my conviction that the dramatic change in the world, in Europe and on the expanses of the former Soviet Union would have been impossible without the main preconditions, namely, without the events that took place in Russia ten years ago. These events are important to understanding what precisely took place in our country and what could be expected from Russia in the future.


The answer is simple, as a matter of fact.


Under the impact of the laws governing the development of information society, Stalinist totalitarian ideology could no longer oppose the ideas of freedom and democracy. The spirit of these ideas was taking hold of the overwhelming majority of Russian citizens.


It was the political choice of the people of Russia that enabled the then leaders of the USSR to take decisions that eventually led to the razing of the Berlin Wall. It was that choice that infinitely broadened the boundaries of European humanism and that enables us to say that no one will ever be able to return Russia back into the past.


As for European integration, we not just support these processes, but we are looking to them with hope. We view them as a people who have learned the lesson of the Cold War and the peril of the ideology of occupation very well. But here, I think, it would be pertinent to add that Europe did not gain from that division either.


It is my firm conviction that in today’s rapidly changing world, in a world witnessing truly dramatic demographic changes and an exceptionally high economic growth in some regions, Europe also has an immediate interest in promoting relations with Russia.


No one calls in question the great value of Europe’s relations with the United States. I am just of the opinion that Europe will reinforce its reputation of a strong and truly independent center of world politics soundly and for a long time if it succeeds in bringing together its own potential and that of Russia, including its human, territorial and natural resources and its economic, cultural and defense potential.


Together we have already taken the first steps in that direction. The time has now come to think about what should be done to make sure that a united and secure Europe becomes the harbinger of a united and secure world.


Distinguished ladies and gentlemen,


We have done a great deal in the security sphere over the past few years. The security system that we have built over the previous decades has been improved. One of the achievements of the past decade is the unprecedentedly low concentration of armed forces and armaments in Central Europe and the Baltic. Russia is a friendly European nation. Stable peace on the continent is a paramount goal for our country, which lived through a century of military catastrophes.


As everyone knows, we have ratified the Comprehensive Nuclear Tests Ban Treaty, the Nuclear Non-proliferation Treaty, the Biological Weapons Convention, and also the START-2 Treaty. Regrettably, not all the NATO countries have followed our example.


But once we, distinguished ladies and gentlemen, have started to discuss security, we should first and foremost understand from whom we are to defend ourselves, and how. In this context I cannot but mention the catastrophe in the United States on September 11. People the world over keep asking how that could have happened and who is to blame. I will give you answers to these questions.


I think we all are to blame for what happened, and first and foremost we, politicians, to whom the ordinary citizens of our nations have entrusted their security. And this happens first and foremost because we have so far failed to recognize the changes that have happened in our world over the past ten years and continue to live in the old system of values:


We are talking about partnership, but in reality, we have not yet learned to trust each other.


In spite of a plethora of sweet words, we are still surreptitiously opposed to each other. Now we demand loyalty to NATO, now argue about the rationale behind its enlargement. And we are still unable to agree on the problems of a missile defense system.


Over long decades of the 20th century the world was indeed living under conditions of confrontation between the two systems, confrontation that pushed humanity to the brink of annihilation on more than one occasion.


That was so fearsome, and we grew so accustomed to live with that anticipation of catastrophe that we are still unable to understand and appreciate the changes taking place in today’s world. We seem to be missing the fact that the world is no longer divided into two hostile camps.


The world has become far more complex, distinguished ladies and gentlemen.


We do not want or are unable to understand that the security structure built over the previous decades that was effective in neutralizing former threats is no longer able to cope with new threats of today. Too often we continue to argue over issues which we think are still important. They probably still are.


But at the same time, we do not recognize new real threats and turn out to be unable to foresee terrorist attacks—and so ruthless terrorist attacks at that!


Hundreds of innocent civilians died in the bombing of residential houses in Moscow and other large Russian cities. Religious fanatics, having captured power in Chechnya and having turned ordinary citizens into their hostages, mounted a brazen large-scale armed attack against the neighboring Republic of Dagestan. International terrorists have openly—quite openly—declared their intention to establish a fundamentalist state on the territory between the Black and the Caspian Sea—the so-called khalifate, or the United States of Islam.


I would like to stress right away that talking about any “war between civilizations” is inadmissible. It would be a mistake to put the equation mark between Moslems in general and religious fanatics. In our country, for example, the defeat of the aggressors in 1999 was predetermined by the courageous and tough rebuff of the residents of Dagestan, a Russian republic the population of which is virtually 100 percent Moslem.


Shortly before my departure for Berlin I met with the religious leaders of Russia’s Moslems. They came up with the initiative of convening an international conference on “Islam Against Terrorism” in Moscow. I think we should support this initiative.


Today we are coming up against not so much the aggravation of the well-known international problems as the rise of new threats. Russia is taking practical steps to put up, together with some CIS nations, a real barrier in the way of the traffic of drugs, organized crime and fundamentalism from Afghanistan via Central Asia and the Caucasus into Europe. Terrorism, national intolerance, separatism, and religious extremism everywhere have the same roots and bear the same poisonous fruit. That is why the methods of fighting these problems should be universal as well.


But first agreement needs to be reached on the fundamental matter: we should not be afraid of calling a spade a spade. And it is extremely important to understand that evil deeds cannot be used to achieve political objectives, however noble such objectives may seem.


Naturally, evil must be punished, and I agree with that. But we should also understand that no retaliatory strikes will replace comprehensive, purposeful, and well-coordinated struggle against terrorism. I absolutely agree with the US President on that.


I think our partners’ readiness to joint efforts in countering real rather than illusory threats will demonstrate how serious and reliable they are as partners. These threats are quite capable of spilling over from the distant frontiers of our continent to the very heart of Europe. I talked about that on more than one occasion, but after what happened in the US there is no need to prove anything.


But what are we lacking today for cooperation to be efficient?


In spite of all the positive achievements of the past decades, we have not yet developed an efficient mechanism for working together.


The coordinating agencies set up so far do not offer Russia real opportunities for taking part in drafting and taking decision. Today decisions are often taken, in principle, without our participation, and we are only urged afterwards to support such decisions. After that they talk again about loyalty to NATO. They even say that such decisions cannot be implemented without Russia. Let us ask ourselves: is this normal? Is this true partnership?


Yes, the assertion of democratic principles in international relations, the ability to find a correct decision and readiness for compromise are a difficult thing. But then, it was the Europeans who were the first to understand how important it is to look for consensus over and above national egoism. We agree with that! All these are good ideas. However, the quality of decisions that are taken, their efficiency and, ultimately, European and international security in general depend on the extent to which we succeed today in translating these obvious principles into practical politics.


It seemed just recently that a truly common home would shortly rise on the continent, a home in which the Europeans would not be divided into eastern or western, northern or southern. However, these divides will remain, primarily because we have never fully shed many of the Cold War stereotypes and cliches.


Today we must say once and for all: the Cold War is done with! We have entered a new stage of development. We understand that without a modern, sound, and sustainable security architecture we will never be able to create an atmosphere of trust on the continent, and without that atmosphere of trust there can be no united Greater Europe!


Today we must say that we renounce our stereotypes and ambitions and from now on will jointly work for the security of the people of Europe and the world as a whole.


Dear friends,


Today, thank God, Russia is talked about in Europe not only in the context of oligarchs, corruption, and Mafia. However, there still is a substantial lack of objective information about Russia.


I can say with absolute confidence that the key goal of Russia’s domestic policy is first and foremost to ensure democratic rights and freedoms, decent living standards and safety for the people of the country.


However, distinguished colleagues, let us look back at some events of the recent past. Russia took the painful road of reform. The scope of the tasks we had to address is without parallel in history. Naturally, mistakes were made. Not all the problems have been resolved, but today Russia is a quite dynamic part of the European continent. Moreover, it is dynamic not only politically, but also economically, which is especially encouraging. Political stability in Russia is ensured by a number of economic factors, not the least by one of the world’s most liberal taxation systems. Our income tax is 13% and profit tax 24%, and this is real. Last year our economic growth was 8%. This year we expected to get just 4%, but most likely we will have about 6%—say, 5.5–5.7%. We will wait and see.


At the same time my conviction is that only large-scale and equal pan-European cooperation will make it possible to achieve qualitative progress in resolving such problems as unemployment, environmental pollution, and many others.


We are set on close trade and economic cooperation. In the nearest future we intend to join the World Trade Organization. We count on international and European organizations’ support for our bid.


I would like to draw your attention to things which you as members of parliament will undoubtedly be able to appreciate better and which cannot be dismissed as propaganda. As a matter of fact, our nation has gone through a revision of priorities and values.


Spending on social needs tops the 2002 consolidated budget. And I would like to stress specifically that for the first time in Russia’s history spending on education has exceeded defense expenditures.


Ladies and gentlemen,


There are different pages in our history, some of them rather painful, especially those relating to the 20th century. But in the past, we often acted as allies.


Today’s Germany is Russia’s leading economic partner, our most important creditor, one of the principal investors and a key interlocutor in discussing international politics.


I will give you one example: last year trade between our countries hit an all-time record of 41.5 billion marks. This compares with the Soviet Union’s aggregate trade with both German states. Can we be happy with this and sit back and relax? I don’t think so. Russian-German cooperation still has sufficient potentialities for development.


I am convinced that today we are turning over a new page in our bilateral relations, thereby making our joint contribution to building a common European home.


In conclusion I would like to say the words that were once used to characterize Germany and its capital. I would like to apply this idea to Russia and say: of course, we are at the beginning of the road to building a democratic society and a market economy. There are barriers and obstacles on that road that we are to surmount. However, if we leave aside objective problems and occasional ineptness of our own, we will see the beat of Russia’s strong, live heart. And this heart is open to true cooperation and partnership.


Transcript source: http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/transcripts/21340




Prologue


One


A few years ago, when I was in Warsaw, I went into a church to listen to some organ music, but the organ was silent.


Instead, I found a group of women from Russia.


The USSR no longer existed, but they seemed to have been preserved in “Soviet brine.”


Standing in front of the priest, smoothing their chemically enhanced curls with handkerchiefs, they listened, reverently holding wax candles at their voluminous stomachs, as he listed the virtues a Christian can acquire.


“Moderation (temperantia), humility (humilitas), kindness (humanitas), prudence (prudentia) . . . ” he called.


On the fifth virtue, the priest stumbled—perhaps he forgot the Russian word.


“Suffering! Suffering!” the ladies yelled at him, as if to punish him for his abject failure.


The priest, stunned at the reaction of the Russian women, exclaimed, “What is it with you Russians that you must always see suffering as a virtue?”


Two


If you ask the average American or European when the Russian war against Ukraine began, they will tell you it all started on February 24, 2022.


If you ask the same question of an average Ukrainian, they will tell you the war began in February 2014 when Russia invaded Crimea.


I started writing this book two years before the invasion of Crimea, in 2012. However, my war with the Russian system started a long time ago. I thought we had defeated it in 1991, but by 1993, I realized something was wrong. I hoped for some change in 2000 after Yeltsin was gone, but my illusions evaporated very quickly. So, my political fight began in 2002, and I have never stopped.


What you are holding in your hands now draws heavily from a seven-hundred-page book I originally wrote in Russian, for Russians. The original text was my attempt to convince my fellow Russians that we could put an end to many centuries of Russian suffering together. I attempted to convince my fellow Russians that we could, together, take control of the future of Russia and make it one that glorified us, the Russian people, instead of our human suffering.


Three


Obviously, the book you are holding in your hands is not seven hundred pages in length, and it is most certainly not written in Russian.


However, if you get the sense that what you are reading has a slight (or even strong) Russian accent in some parts of the book, you can understand why.


When we started work on this English-language text, we set our goal to find a balance between a) pushing to publish the book as quickly as possible because of Russia’s 2022 invasion of Ukraine, and relying heavily on Google Translate to quickly facilitate condensing seven hundred pages in Russian to about three hundred pages in English, b) retaining my authentic native voice, and c) ensuring all the concepts contained here are made clear for you, an English-speaking reader in the West. My coauthor, Gregg Stebben, has jokingly (I think) said that part of his job has been to apply a process of de-Russification to some parts of my original book.


Anyone who knows me knows how much I love and admire the writing of John Steinbeck. In fact, much of my travel in the United States has been to try to locate sites that Steinbeck wrote about in his novels. I know all of California’s Central Valley for this reason—here was the communist strike in Of Mice and Men, here in Monterey, you’ll find echos of his Cannery Row, and here stood the used-car lots from The Grapes of Wrath . . .


By the way, did you know that just after the Iron Curtain came down on Eastern Europe, Steinbeck and acclaimed war photographer Robert Capa traveled to the Soviet Union (including visits to Kyiv and the rest of Ukraine) to report for the New York Herald Tribune? The 1948 book that followed is called A Russian Journal. I highly recommend it.


One passage that I find both particularly chilling and relevant today:


If the United States were completely destroyed from New York to Kansas, we would have about the area of destruction the Ukraine has. If six million people were killed, not counting soldiers, fifteen per cent of the population, you would have an idea of the casualties of the Ukraine. Counting soldiers, there would be many more, but six million out of forty-five million civilians have been killed. There are mines which never opened because the Germans threw thousands of bodies down into the shafts.


One reason I bring up my hero Steinbeck here is that, in my heart of hearts, I would love for you to read my entire seven-hundred-page book someday after it has been painstakingly translated into English and perhaps respond to it by saying, “Ponomarev! It’s like he’s a Russian Steinbeck!”


I realize that’s one hell of a tall order. Carefully crafted over ten years, my original work takes as much time as needed to celebrate language and ideas as Steinbeck celebrated in his books. The book in your hands is a different beast; it has been written and edited with urgency during a time of war. The ideas are important, but there’s no time to finely craft the language. Could we have spent a few more months focusing on the translation from Russian to English? Of course, but now is not the time for that. Instead, my goal is to inspire you into action with the ideas and plan contained here, despite my sometimes imperfect command of the language. As we all know, in Ukraine and Russia, time is of the essence.


Another American writer I will invoke here is the Nobel Prize–winning physicist Richard Feynman. To be honest, he is so much more than a writer and even so much more than a recipient of the Nobel Prize. For instance, he was a fierce advocate for using the scientific method to separate fact from fiction, and by applying the scientific method he was the guy who figured out why the American Space Shuttle Challenger exploded. Then when he tried to reveal the truth about the shuttle as a member of the congressional committee tasked by President Ronald Reagan to determine the cause of the accident, other members of the committee tried to prevent him from exposing his findings. But on live TV, despite the efforts to stop him, he explained to the commission and the world why the Challenger disaster occurred.


Yes, on the one hand, he was a brilliant scientist. I knew of him, as a boy and then college student because, as you will learn here, I am a trained physicist myself. But unlike many scientists, he was also filled with curiosity about the world far beyond science and physics. He loved interacting with people, and he had an amazing sense of humor and energy. He was an artist (he loved to go to his local strip joint and draw nudes) and traveled the world performing as a drummer. And he was famous among his friends for his practical jokes.


Although I never met him, I imagine that spending a day with him would be more like spending a day with comedian Robin Williams, rather than Albert Einstein. Speaking of Einstein, the two physicists are often considered by others in the field as the two greatest of the twentieth century, with many putting Feynman at #1 and Einstein at #2.


Feynman’s star power led to him being immortalized in an Apple “Think Different” ad, a one-man show starring actor Alan Alda as Feynman, and a film starring Matthew Broderick as Feynman. And just coincidentally, my coauthor here, Gregg Stebben, wrote and performed his own one-man show about Feynman many years before Alan Alda and Matthew Broderick discovered him.


But my point here is about Feynman’s two autobiographies, called Surely, You’re Joking, Mr. Feynman and What Do You Care What Other People Think? One of the first things you notice as you begin reading these books is that the way Feynman writes is . . . different. It’s like he’s talking to you, and he has a very strong accent from Queens, New York. His accent was so pronounced it’s part of his Wikipedia entry:


As an adult he spoke with a New York accent strong enough to be perceived as an affectation or exaggeration, so much so that his friends Wolfgang Pauli and Hans Bethe once commented that Feynman spoke like a “bum.”


I bring up Feynman here for two reasons: One is, the man has had a tremendous impact on my life, and I am excited to share him with you in case you’ve never heard of him. But I also bring him up because, when you read his two autobiographies, you have to allow yourself to become accustomed to his different way of speaking in the books. He had a strong accent, both when speaking and writing. So do I. And I hope you will look past that and look deeper at my message about this plan for democracy for Russia.


Much of what you’ll read here was penned long before the 2022 Russian invasion of Ukraine. However, it’s interesting to note how much of what I wrote before the invasion is even more relevant now.


My point is, just as Ukrainians understand that the Russian war against Ukraine began in 2014, you will want to continue reading with the understanding that Russia’s problems did not start with Putin; they’ve just been deliberately magnified and exacerbated by him.


This may lead you to ask, “Does Putin have to die?”


Of course, what you are really asking is, “Is it possible for Russia to become a democracy while Putin is still alive?”


One of my jobs here is to make it possible for you to answer that for yourself by the time you get to the end of this book.


Four


I have written quite a few articles, blogs, and social media posts and given many interviews. In them, I always try to address those who are watching, listening, or reading as my family.


When I wrote my original seven-hundred-page book in Russian, I chose the title For My Family because at home, with your family, you don’t strain, looking for the right words. Instead, you say things straight as they are. Or, as Jean-Jacques Rousseau said, “My job is to tell the truth, not to make you believe it.”


Even with this shorter, English version of the book, I hope I can address you as my family because even though you are not part of my immediate Russian family, you still are my global relatives.


I worked in the oil and gas industry, building, among other things, automation and communication systems. Then I drove through Russia, through Western Siberia, and I realized, here they are, telecommunication towers that I played a role in helping to erect. I know that a number of Russian oil companies, pumping our common wealth from the bowels of the earth, are working on the fields that I developed and put into operation. The Internet resources that I helped to create are read by millions of people. The laws I wrote and collaborated on affect the lives of these individuals and millions of others. And here are the buildings and offices of several hundred Russian companies that stayed in Russia and did not leave for the West because I helped convince leaders to stay. However, this is not enough. I can do more. Others can do more. You can, or could, do more—if we arrange life differently.


Many people feel they could do better if their current circumstances didn’t hinder them.


And then they ask me, accusatorily: “Why were you born in a good family? Why did you become the youngest vice president of the largest Russian industrial company? Why did you get elected to the State Duma? Why did you get all those advantages, but nothing you did ever changed our lives? You run to rallies, appear on television, call for something, want to lead somewhere, and they call you an oppositionist, but why do our lives keep getting worse? And now you’ve left the country altogether and live outside your homeland.”


Yes, all of this is true. I have addressed every point many times without making a single excuse. I have often explained why I have said what I’ve said and done what I’ve done.


Five


When I was a child, I lived with my grandparents in Poland. It was there that my grandmother, Lyubov Nikitichna, taught me a lesson that I will remember forever.


Like many children, I loved to draw pictures of war: fascist tanks on fire, our planes with red stars, running soldiers firing machine guns at the Fritz.


But how can you draw an enemy tank without a swastika?


So, I drew it—a whole sheet filled with fascist “Tigers” and “Panthers” on fire.


Proudly, I showed my drawing to my grandmother, expecting praise, but I was in for a big surprise!


My grandmother did not praise me. On the contrary, she fiercely scolded me, which was a rare thing in our family:


“What are you doing?” She reacted sharply, looking astonished and alarmed, and even angry.


“What? What? What did I do?” I was stunned and frightened by her response.


“How dare you draw this?”


“Why? What?”


“You are the son of a Soviet scientist. Grandson of a diplomat of the USSR! We are at the forefront here, and you are the face of the country! You have no right to draw a swastika!”


I was just a little boy. I did not understand what the swastika meant, and why it was so upsetting for her to see drawings with it by my hand in her house. However, I realized the importance of being the face of my country, and I was proud of it, even at that young age.


For her, it was essential to explain to me that the Nazi swastika would symbolize the merciless enemy of our Motherland—fascism—forever.


Every year on May 9, our family met to celebrate Victory Day, the day we Russians declared victory over Nazism in World War II. Then, all my relatives gathered around the TV to participate in a national minute of silence. These sixty seconds of silence every year reminded me not just about the horror of war but about responsibility. As I grew up, this sense of responsibility to stand for our people’s and country’s future deepened within me—a future without wars and without the superiority of one human being over another, which is up to all of us.


Six


I am a Russian man. I was Deputy of the State Duma from Siberia from 2007 to 2016, in the era of “developed Putinism.” Now I live in Kyiv, outside my Russian homeland. Yet even from Ukraine, I still participate in Russian politics.


I am usually called an oppositionist, although I hate this word. An oppositionist is someone who is always against something. I’m not against something; I’m for something else. However, I’m not for the little benefits—and not-so-little pleasures—that those who call themselves the “elite” are for. I am for the development of the new, not for mere redistribution of the old. I am for something that has never been, and still is not.


You will hear much more about this as you read on, including what I call “the new class of Russians” that will make a new post-Putin Russia achievable, vibrant, and prosperous for all who participate. It’s time to re-create our country and reclaim it for the people. We must make it a country where we want to live and where we can thrive, instead of a country from where so many suffer and so many flee.


Seven


Once, while I was being interviewed on the radio, I was asked, “Have you met happy people? And if so, where are these people, and why are they happy?”


Although I was on live radio at the time, I really had to think about that. Have I met happy people? What are the hallmarks of happy people?


Of course, we’ve all met people making careers, raising kids, making money, going to the beach or the mountains on the weekends, and having good dinners during the week.


But are they happy?


Then I realized:


Yes, I have seen happy people whose eyes burn with some goal or idea.


It’s not easy to have a goal. Most people live without a purpose. They get used to their circumstances, whatever they may be, and just try to minimize the pain.


But is the avoidance of suffering the same as being happy?


That’s when I realized the importance of having purpose in life. Especially one for which you would even sacrifice your life. To find that purpose is the most interesting quest you may ever have.


In search of my purpose, I set smaller milestones at different stages. I don’t know if those small goals will eventually lead me to my main goal or not, but as I achieved them, the main goal has taken shape more and more clearly.


So, here is my main goal in life—and for this book:


I want to implement the Big Project: build a team that, like the U.S. founding fathers, will redesign Russia for all Russians. We will inspire the nation with the Idea and lead the passionate ones who can implement it.


I already know many who can and want to do it, and soon I will get to know many more.


The war in Ukraine is awakening the most capable circles of Russian society, who have been mere observers for way too long. This book is addressed to them—my future comrades-in-arms, in Russia and worldwide. Maybe you will become one of them?




Part One: Some Personal History




CHAPTER ONE


Putin and Me


One


Imagine Putin’s death.


It doesn’t matter from what: coronavirus, a brick falls on his head, or now, during his unsuccessful war in Ukraine, he takes a bullet in the head from an insider. Perhaps there’s a rope involved.


In Russia, this death immediately causes a huge imperious backlash—emptiness.


This instantly leads to a conflict between rival power clans. Names are not so important now, Sechin, Kovalchuk, Chemezov, or others.


After so many years of stagnation in Russia, many ambitious, influential, and wealthy people gave up on the possibility of changing things and now just go with the flow. However, they still have sharp teeth and a lot to lose. So when they see real danger for their lives and properties, they will immediately dive in with their best political game.


Regionalization of clans is possible, leading to the disintegration of the country. Other scenarios are possible. In any case, there would be several competing centers of power. Each will need their own radicals, an infantry, to fight each other.


There is a point of view that if there were several such centers of power in Russia with approximately equal resources, there would automatically be a democracy with fair elections, rotation of power, freedom of the press and speech, and an independent court.


But there is another opinion, this time from Putinists, that this situation is fraught only with blood, chaos, and collapse.


I cannot more strongly disagree with the last two points in particular. The former means the reinstatement of oligarchy, literally the return to the Yeltsin era. I am sure it will inspire no one in Russia. (Well, almost no one.)


The latter is the outcome that may become the reality: when the new leadership would not know where to go and could not lead. Will have no vision, no ideas, no inner strength.


This book contains a third vision held by myself and my comrades. Our transparency is the guarantee that chaos will not erupt. Instead, bloodshed could be largely limited to Putin and his minions, who, like horror movie vampires, have been sucking the very lifeblood from ordinary Russians since 1991. They should be terminated with an aspen stake through their hearts. Or a silver bullet. Or a rope.


Two


I must admit it: When it was time to pull the trigger, my finger shook.


I did not know at the time, of course, that I would be the only member of the State Duma to vote against Putin’s annexation of Crimea in 2014.


I didn’t know that it would be a moment that would cause tremendous change and upheaval both in my life and in the world. At that moment, my shaking finger was firing just the first bullet into the regime, not knowing what the future would bring but still fully aware that we would have to fire far, far more bullets in the upcoming war—including that final silver one, which is yet to come.


It was Putin himself who convinced me to do it.


It happened just a few days earlier. There had been a big assembly in the Kremlin for members of Parliament like myself and the governors, with Putin giving a famous speech about Russia’s successful annexation of Crimea that was full of terms like “national traitors” and “fifth column.”


As you probably know, the first person to introduce the phrase “national traitors” into the political vocabulary was Adolf Hilter in Mein Kampf.


Putin’s words were, apparently, quite stirring for everyone (except me) in the St. George Hall of the Grand Kremlin Palace, because everyone (except me) jumped to their feet cheering, and chanting, “Hail to the Chief.”


I remained seated. As I looked about the rest of the erupting crowd, I thought to myself, “Somebody needs to be against this.”


Then there was a personal escalation fired directly at me. While I remained in my seat, some of Putin’s propaganda people photographed me in my chair and released the photo to the media the next day with the shameful and damning (and untrue) claim that I had refused to rise during the national anthem. Later, they put some giant banners on the streets of Russian cities with my picture on them, along with Boris Nemtsov, Alexei Navalny, and others. “National Traitors”—that’s what they said. Some went beyond it: “Aliens among us,” featuring the monster from the famous movie of the same name.


[image: image]


Here I am, on the lower right, with Boris Nemtsov (center), Alexei Navalny (upper right), and musicians Yuri Shevchuk (upper left) and Andrei Makarevitch (lower left). The banner reads, “Fifth column. There are aliens among us.” (Photo credit: Ilya Ponomarev)


This, of course, was not true. We were not aliens. They were. It does not matter, however. This was what they did, and it was what they said, and for me it was the last straw.


Three


So, who was I to oppose Vladimir Putin? And why did I do it?


As you know from the cover of this book, my name is Ilya Vladimirovich Ponomarev. I was a member of the Russian State Duma from 2007 to 2016. And as you now know, I was the only member of the Russian Parliament to vote against the annexation of Crimea in 2014.


It was my vote against the annexation of Crimea that led to me being forced into exile from my own country while I was a sitting member of Parliament.


Now, in 2022, looking back on my lone vote on Crimea in 2014, it becomes easier to understand why I had become such a threat to Vladimir Putin because:


At the time of the annexation of Crimea, I predicted it would lead to a full-scale military conflict between Ukraine and Russia.


I also vowed at the time of the annexation that if Putin would invade, I would fight alongside Ukrainians against his troops. That’s what I am doing now, not only by publishing this book but also by creating, in collaboration with Ukraine’s Territorial Defence Forces, an uncensored, on-demand news channel in Russian for Russians called “February Morning,” with a team of 100 people who broadcast live from the heart of Kyiv and even (underground) from inside Russia, giving Russians a way to get news about their country unfiltered by Putin’s propaganda machine. And finally, and most importantly, by mounting up resistance in Russia, committed to fighting until Putinism is destroyed, along with its leaders and lackeys.


And what the hell, here are a few other facts from my life:


I was born in Moscow. My first job, at age fourteen, was with the Institute for Nuclear Safety at the Russian Academy of Sciences; this is where my father worked. I started my first successful tech start-up while in high school, at age sixteen.


At age twenty-one, I was working as a director of business development in the CIS (or Commonwealth of Independent States) countries for Schlumberger, the world’s largest provider of technology and services for the oil and gas industry.


At age twenty-four, I was the Vice President of Technologies at Yukos E&P, the leader of the Russian oil and gas industry.


At age twenty-seven, I left Yukos and got involved with several new entrepreneurial ventures, including a company called Arrava that offered interactive TV. Ted Turner from CNN was flying to Moscow in his jet to become our main investor at Arrava when Putin began his final crack-down on Russia’s NTV in 2001. Ted volunteered to mediate in resolving the crisis, was rejected, and went home without making an investment. At that very moment, I swore that I would do everything I could to prevent the state from interfering again in my affairs or anyone else’s, and my career in politics was born.


At age thirty-one, I became the Director of Russia’s High Technology Parks Task Force for the Ministry of Information Technology and Telecommunications. We successfully covered Russia with a network of technology parks aimed at fostering innovation, bringing our most talented entrepreneurs back home, and supporting an emerging economy.


At age thirty-two, I was elected to the State Duma and became the chairman of the Innovation and Venture Capital Subcommittee of the Committee for Economic Development and Entrepreneurship—the leading technology policymaker for the Russian state.


I was thirty-nine when I voted against the annexation of Crimea.


Four


You may be asking yourself, “If his vote on the annexation of Crimea in 2014 was so life-altering, how did he manage to remain part of the State Duma until 2016?”


This is a very good question. What you have to understand is, from 2014, shortly after the vote on Crimea, and until I was removed from the State Duma in 2016 against my will—you should know that they had to pass a special law for removing me, a law that directly violates the Constitution—I was fulfilling my duties as a member of the Russian Parliament in exile. I was acting from outside the borders of my country because I was not allowed to cross the Russian border and go home.


To make it possible to continue voting as a Deputy, I worked with friends to smuggle my voting card back into Russia, and my friend and fellow parliamentarian Dmitry Gudkov was pulling the trigger to vote for me, while I was communicating to my constituents in Siberia via social media.


Of course, my vote on Crimea was not the first time that I opposed Putin. I was already a well-known radical, a Putin oppositionist. In fact, I was very much part of Russia’s opposition movement from 2001, after the Russian president decided openly to destroy freedom of speech in my country. Since then, I have been a leader at the center of most protest activities where left-wing activists took part (and leftists were always way more active and more radical than other opposition groups).


It was not the first time a member of my family opposed Russian leadership, either. In 1981, my grandfather Nikolai Ponomarev was serving as the Russian ambassador to Poland, and he is credited with conspiring with the Solidarność movement and Polish leadership to ensure that the Kremlin did not invade the country, which is what happened in Czechoslovakia in 1968. This was a move that ultimately cost my grandfather his career.


My mother, Larisa Ponomareva, was a member of the Federation Council, or Russia’s Senate—the upper house of Parliament—until she opposed Putin twice, first by casting the lone vote in the upper house against the new oppressive anti-opposition laws in 2012 (we, with the same Dmitry Gudkov who helped me vote while in exile, organized a filibuster in the Duma at that time, which is still the only such case in Russia’s parliamentary history). Later my mother stood in the upper house against the Dima Yakovlev Law, which is also called the Anti-Magnitsky Act, while I was the lone vote against it at the first reading of the law in the lower house. By the time of the final reading of the law, seven other deputies of the lower house joined me in opposition.


If you are not familiar with the Magnitsky Act, which is now a global movement that started in the United States, or with Russia’s retaliatory Anti-Magnitsky Act, I recommend my friend Bill Browder’s best-selling books Red Notice and Freezing Order for follow-up reading; they are definitely worth your time.


The Magnitsky Act is named after Sergei Magnitsky, a Russian lawyer and accountant who worked for Browder (ironically, grandson of one of the founders of the United States’s Communist Party). Magnitsky was tortured and murdered in a Moscow prison after he discovered and brought attention to a $230 million dollar theft from the Russian government that was carried out and covered up by government officials.


Yes, you read that right: Sergei Magnitsky was tortured and murdered by Russian law enforcement officers in a Russian state prison for being a whistleblower and calling attention to a $230 million dollars heist from the Russian government that was pulled off by Russian officials.


I hope this helps you begin to better understand how things often work inside Vladimir Putin’s Russia.


Five


The U.S. Magnitsky Act sanctions foreign government officials worldwide who are deemed to be human rights offenders and freezes their assets. It also bans them from entering the United States and other nations that have now made the Magnitsky Act law, including Canada, Australia, the United Kingdom, and the European Union.


For Vladimir Putin, the U.S. and global Magnitsky Acts have been devastating.


Not, however, because the laws exposed the brutality and lack of justice within his regime.


No, the laws are devastating because of their impact on the invincibility of dirty Russian elites—and, therefore, the wealth of Vladimir Putin.


And when you hurt Vladimir Putin, or anyone inside his web of power and corruption, they’re going to hurt you back.


Six


Putin’s Anti-Magnitsky Act was at first designed to counter the initial U.S. Magnitsky Act; in other words, it would freeze the Russian assets and investments of any U.S. citizen charged with “violations of the human rights and freedoms of Russian citizens,” and ban them from entry into Russia.


Of course, the number of Americans with assets and investments in Russia is very, very small (vs. the number of Russians with assets and investments in the United States), so to ensure the bill would inflict more pain on U.S. citizens, it also banned them from adopting Russian children. The adoption ban impacted, in particular, Russian children with major medical needs, as they were the children most commonly adopted by American families. When the law passed, there were reportedly at least two hundred Russian children who knew they were to be adopted by American families who were immediately affected, with another 1,500 adoptions in the works.


The Anti-Magnitsky Act is also known as the “Dima Yakovlev Law.”


Dima Yakovlev was a twenty-one-month-old Russian boy who had been adopted by a U.S. family in Virginia three months earlier. Dima’s American father strapped the boy into his car seat one day and drove to work, forgetting to drop his son off at day care on the way. Nine hours later, Dima was found dead in the backseat of the car.


There I was, about to be the lone vote against the Anti-Magnitsky Act, or Dima Yakovlev Law. The law was not popular with many Russians, who understood it was absurd to punish the United States by punishing sick, vulnerable Russian children. For this reason, the law was also known among ordinary people as the “Law of Scoundrels.”


I, however, was not willing to be a scoundrel. And just as an aside, I believe my lone vote against the Dima Yakovlev Law on the first reading helped to prepare me to vote alone again on the annexation of Crimea.


Seven


It was on December 14, 2012—the day of the Dima Yakovlev Law vote —for the first time since I took my seat in Duma, that I asked myself this question:


“Will I be the only one voting ‘no,’ or will there be at least one other person among the 449 other deputies who can support me?”


At that moment, I recognized the opportunity both as a politician and as a member of Parliament. For me, it was important and right to go against every other deputy alone, if necessary.


Politicians are waiting for such moments to declare their irreconcilability in the struggle for an ideal, their readiness to go to the end, their loyalty to principles. Such moments in life are defining, but don’t happen often.


As a deputy, I understood: if I go alone, my cause will lose. Yes, I would benefit from the public’s attention. However, my strategic goals will become even less achievable, as I will become even more toxic for my peers.


The amendment banning foreigners from adopting Russian children would still be accepted, and 1,500 children standing in line for adoption by Americans will remain orphans.


I didn’t know what to do. Go against everyone? Quarrel with faction friends, many of whom will vote like everyone else? Stand alone? There is nothing worse than holding a perimeter of defense against the whole world. However, I also knew that there should be no compromises on certain issues, such as issues that involve taking care of children.
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