Course 2. The

Collapse of the USSR through the Witness’s Eyes:
Its Causes and Aftermath

“Who is That Mr Putin?”
by Marina Burrell
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“Who is Mr Putin?”
– the Western perspective

“Conventional

wisdom”

(Prof John Mearsheimer)

• ‘power-hungry figure’

• corrupt
‘Super
villain’

• vile

“Mr. Putin: Operative in the Kremlin”
by Fiona Hill and Clifford Gaddy, 2015









Putin’s six layers,
six identities:
the Statist,
the History Man,
the Survivalist,
the Outsider,
the Free Marketeer,
the Case Officer.

Masha Gessen, 2012

‘The man with two faces’ –
Two-faced Janus
THE WEST:
• ‘Tsar’
• ‘Dictator’
• ‘Aggressor’
• ‘Villain’

RUSSIA:
• ‘The best
president’

Do you know any
of these Russian
sources?
State-controlled:
 Putin’s interviews and
speeches. E.g. to FT
(2017), NBC (2021),
Valdai-2021, Direct
lines.
 RT int’l channel.
 All the TV & radio
state channels:

Independent:

media outlet –
a “foreign agent”.
 Echo of Moscow –
a
commercial radio station.
 Alexei Navalny Anti-Corruption
Foundation (FBK) – liquidated in
2021.
 ‘The New Gazette’. Dmitry
Muratov – Peace Nobel Prize
winner 2021.
 The Levada Center - polling and
sociological research a “foreign agent”.
 Telegram messenger - by Pavel
Durov.
 TV Rain (Dozhd)-a

“Who is Mr Putin?” the Russian perspective
January 2000
The Russian officials at Davos World
Economic Forum

“What do you think of Putin?”-2016
Graham Phillips
asks Russians on
the Red Square,
Moscow.
26 April 2016

“He is the
best!”

Levada Centre poll September
2021: Russian people on Putin

(1634 respondents)

‘Your attitude towards Vladimir Putin’
Can’t say anything good: 9%
Admire: 8%

56% - positive

Neutral: 16%

Like: 21%
Can’t say anything bad: 27%

2015

2021

Why is Putin ‘the best’? – Domestic policy

“He provides stability”

• 1990s disastrous
market reforms
• Super-high
inflation
• Poverty

Journalist: “What can
you see from your
office?” (1st interview 2000)

• Putin slashed
taxes to benefit
business (13%),
• renationalised key
sectors, e.g. the oil
industry;
• oil prices>income
up

“… from this office it looks like our
country is in need of reconstruction
in order to have a future… It is evident,
there is a harsh competition taking place
not only on the market, but also between
the governments on the international
arena… I am very sorry to say, as it is
worrying, we are not within the
ranks of leaders in this competition.”

Russia’s GDP

Successful projects 2018-21

• Length: 19km (12mile) • Capacity: up to 40,000 vehicles
& 47 pairs of trains/ day.

“Challenge” - Russian feature filmmaking project in space. Launch –
Baikonur (Kazakhstan). 5 -14
October 2021
Floating Nuclear Power Plant
launch 30 Apr 2018

The Kerch Strait road-rail
bridge: Russia-Crimea. 2013 -2019

“Why is Russia still in love with Putin?”
The Guardian
Irkutsk,
Eastern
Siberia, 2017

Why is Putin ‘the best’? – Foreign policy:
“He stands up to the West.”
“Vladimir Putin was created
by the US policy”
Vladimir Pozner at Yale
University, 27 Sep, 2018

John Mearsheimer, Prof of
Political Science, University
of Chicago

Boris Yeltsin’s reaction on NATO
expansion, 1998:
“You promised not to do this. So, how do
we trust you, if you make a promise?”
"We're not Haiti, you can't treat us like
Haiti. "We’re a great country. We have a
great past and Russia will come back.”

Putin’s message “Russia First”
5 January 2015
German journalists: “Do
you consider yourself a friend
or a foe to the West?”
“I am not your friend or your bride, or your
groom. I am the President of Russia.
146mln people live in Russia, and I must protect
their interests.”

Why is Putin ‘the best’? – Personality

“He is a real man!”
Factors shaping Putin’s personality:
▪
▪
▪

▪

Family
Judo
KGB
The weight of the
Soviet past

“The unremarkable only child of
an unremarkable working-class family”
1.FAMILY

Vladimir
Spiridonovich Maria
Ivanovna

http://putin.kremlin.ru/bio/

March of "Immortal
Regiment“ 9 May 2015

PERSONALITY:

➢Greedy
➢Envious
➢Ambitious
➢‘Chosen’

‘A fighter and a survivalist, he is
unlikely to throw in a towel.’
2. JUDO

With his Judo
coach Rakhlin

PERSONALITY:

➢ Self-control
➢ Self-discipline
➢ Perseverance
➢ Flexible tactics
➢ Long-term strategy
➢ Sizing up his opponents
for weaknesses.

Rotenberg’s lucrative
business project the Crimean bridge

With his Judo crony–
Arcady Rotenberg

3. KGB Life role models

Standartenführer Stierlitz
in the series Seventeen
Moments of Spring, 1973

Yuri Andropov
Head of KGB 1967-1982

Dresden KGB HQ
1985-90

“I was most amazed
by how a small force, a
single person, really,
can accomplish
something an entire
army cannot…A
single intelligence
officer could rule over
the fates of thousands
of people. At least,
that’s how I saw it.”

PERSONALITY:
➢ Admiration & love
for power
➢ Loyalty
➢ Adaptability
➢ Fear of protesters,
crowds in the
streets since 1989.
➢ Feeling of betrayal
during Gorbachev’s
Perestroika.

4.The weight of the Soviet past
“Uncle Vova, we’re with you!” 2017
(The song as the address to Putin)
1. 21st century’s come, the world’s got
tired of wars. No consensus in the EU,
The Middle East groans from troubles.
2. What’s the future for my generation?
If we get weak - we’ll lose our
country. Our loyal friends are the
Navy and the Army, Memory andour
granddads’ Red Star.

Ch: From the northern seas to the
southern borders, From the Kuril Islands,
to the Baltic shores, We want peace on
Earth. But if the Chief Commander
calls us for the last battle,
Uncle Vova, we are with you!

Anna Kuvychko,
their teacher, an MP
for Volgograd

“The Red Man.
Voices of Utopia”
Secondhand Time
by Svetlana Alexievich,
Nobel Prize Winner, 2015
• ‘I explore "home" socialism because the
entire external, official socialism has
disappeared in the sand… But it’s still
present deep down in human beings’.
• ‘20 - 25 years ago, we boldly and naively
thought that it would be easy to part with
that terrible, almost inhuman experience.
But it turned out to be wrong. “The red
man" within us is alive.’
- Interview to “Rossiskaya Gazeta”, 2013

The two perspectives meet:
‘Putin is a killer’

Salisbury poisoning
case 2018

Alexander
Litvinenko
1962-2006

Anna
Politkovskaya
1958-2006

Alexei Navalnyi

Boris Nemtsov 1959-27.2.2015
Interview to TV “Rain”, 2012

“We will be trying to
co-exist to survive. On
the desert island Putin
won’t be dangerous
either to me or to
my country.”
Which one would you choose?

Is Putin afraid of
opposition?
Ksenia Sobchak –
‘a Russian Paris Hilton’

“People understand that being
an opposition member in
Russia means either to be
killed or imprisoned. Why
does it happen? Is the
government afraid of fair
competition?”

Press Conference
Dec 2017

“There should be competition, of course.
… But the opposition should come
out with a clear, understandable for
people, programme of positive
actions. … What do You as a candidate
with your slogan “Against Everyone!”
actually suggest to solve all existing
problems?” [applause]…
“I assure you, the government wasn’t and
isn’t afraid of anyone… Do you want
attempted coups in the country? I
am sure the majority of Russian citizens
don’t want and won’t allow that.”
[applause]

When will Putin go?
‘Would you like to see Putin as President
after 2024 elections?’ (Levada poll - Sep 2021)
YES – 47%
Respondents:
• 57% of YES - age 55+
• 57% of NO – age 18-24
• 65% of YES – state TV
viewers
• 59% NO – users of social
networks
• 66% NO – users of
Telegram channel

Real rating:
about 30%

NO– 42%

Putin’s fear of
losing the
power
https://www.levada.ru/2021/10/11/vladimir-putin-10/
Increased
repressions

Dynamics of protests in Russia, 2017-2021

.

• 27 June 2017: Anti-Corruption.
• 28 Jan 2018: “Putin is a thief!”
– before 2018 elections.
Alexei Navalnyi – ‘Russia's vociferous
opposition leader. Founder of Anti-Corruption
Fund – banned as NGO in Oct 2019.

“NO TO WAR,
REPRESSIONS
AND TORTURES!

• Sep 2018: Against the
pension reform, “We want
to live up to retirement!”
• 27 Jul 2019 – for fair
elections in Moscow City
Council.
• 1-15 Jul 2020 – against
Constitution amendments.
• Jan 2021– against
persecution of Navalnyi.

Alexander Pushkin against
the ‘oppressive reign’
To Chaadaev
1799-1837

“Пока свободою горим,
Пока сердца для чести живы,
Мой друг, отчизне посвятим
Души прекрасные порывы!
Товарищ, верь: взойдет она,
Звезда пленительного счастья,
Россия вспрянет ото сна,
И на обломках самовластья
Напишут наши имена!”

1818

… And whilst with liberty we burn,
And whilst our hearts adore ovation,
Our fatherland needs us, — let us
turn
And dedicate our soul’s elation.
My friend, believe me that with
thunder,
The star of joy will rise again!
And Russia will arise from
slumber,
Our names will be incised with wonder
On remnants of oppressive reign!

Recommended Resources:
LINKS:
1. Vladimir Pozner: “Vladimir Putin was created by
the US policy” – talk on 27 Sep, 2018 at Yale University.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8X7Ng75e5gQ

2.

Putin’s keynote speech at the Int’l Valdai Discussion
Forum, 22 Oct 2021
https://valdaiclub.com/events/posts/articles/vladimir-putin-meets-withmembers-of-the-valdai-discussion-club-transcript-of-the-18th-plenary-session/

3.

Putin’s interview to Financial Times, 2019.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FbY0VpyjtuI

“Putin, Russia and the West” - BBC iPlayer.
BOOKS:
1. “Mr. Putin: Operative in the Kremlin”
Fiona Hill & Clifford Gaddy , 2015.
2. “The Man Without A Face”, Masha Gessen, 2012.
3. “Prisoners of Geography”, Tim Marshall, 2019.
4.

Marina Burrell’s
WEA courses:
Course 1: “Russian Life
& Culture during the
Cold War Through the
Witness’s Eyes”

Course 2:
“The Collapse of the
USSR Through the
Witness’s Eyes: Its
Causes and Aftermath”

Course 4:“The Soul of

Russian Music with
a Native Russian”

THANK YOU!
Hope to see you soon!

