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Introduction - To Evil


Just as the COVID-19 pandemic was coming to an end, everyone began to take a breath of relief. The world was finally at peace and could return to normal. This breath was cut short by Vladamir Putin spearheading the campaign and invasion of Ukraine. This left millions of people, media outlets, and the world dumbstruck. While Putin had always been somewhat of a political renegade who had the potential for evil, it was still so surprising when such brutality and wickedness occurred. The world was still turning the corner from a pandemic—not an easy feat. Even in the wake of the invasion and subsequent war, people still have so many questions.  
Who is Mr. Vladimir Putin? What are his ultimate goals? Will he stop at Ukraine alone, or will he use his military might to try to usurp power all over the world? If so, what if he succeeds? Are we witnessing the genesis of a worldwide coup d’état?
While the answers may be difficult to answer at this point, maybe with a bit of exploration they will reveal themselves. Of course, we cannot simply look at the present day. If we have any chance of answering these questions we have to start at the beginning. We have to trace through the life of this world leader. It is a big job, but this book takes up the challenge of combing through the life and times of Vladimir Putin and delves into the sequence of events that formed one of the most tyrannical maniacs the world has ever seen.
To help bring some sort of organization to our journey, we have chosen to divide the book into four parts, each containing its own collection of chapters. 

Part 1 - Ancestors and Childhood
This first part of the book is where we will explore the early years of this tyrant. We will begin with his personal childhood to see if there were any clues in his upbringing that could give hints to his future behavior. We will also, briefly, discuss his ancestors; perhaps Putin's behavior is mimicking or inspired by their past.
Part 2 - Political Career
This second part of the book is where we will look at his earlier political career and some specific moments that stand out. To name some examples for preparation, we will look into his special love for chemical weapons and explore the stories of all the persons who have been poisoned at his hands (Rising and Litvinova, 2020). We will also dive into the controversial way he became president, and those landmark events that happened during his tenure in the position (Longley, 2022).
Part 3 - Vladimir Putin: the Man of Many Hats
After a close look at his political career and accolades in general, we will put Putin under the microscope through a variety of different lenses. After all, a man with such influence and power has to be able to shapeshift into different roles.
We will examine the years when he was living his dreams as a spy for the KGB and see when he was first introduced into the world of politics (Miltimore, 2016). We will take a look at Putin’s relationship with other country diplomats and his views on their political policies. We will also examine his family life, his misogynistic relationship with women, and examine the rumor going around that says he secretly has cancer (Grealish, 2022).
Part 4 - The Harbinger of Evil 
For the last part of this book, we will get into the details of the most recent evil that had been led by Vladimir Putin. To date, Vladimir Putin has singlehandedly caused the murder of millions of people, and he has no plan on stopping any time soon.
* * *
Putin’s reign in Russia has been one surrounded by violence, poisoning, unnecessary wars, and heartless bloodshed.
Ultimately, after the deep dive we take through these four sections, we will hopefully get to know Vladimir Putin well enough to be able to predict what will come next. To be able to give answers to those hard hitting and difficult to swallow questions that are on everyone’s mind.
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Let us begin our journey through the life and rise to power of the ever-so-elusive president Vladimir Putin.





Part 1 - Ancestors and Childhood


Russia’s president, Vladimir Putin, was raised in less than ideal conditions which sociologists have concluded can negatively affect a person’s personality. He was a loner, a misbehaved street kid, and he lost many family members to sickness and other unspeakable horrors before making a name for himself in politics. It’s important to examine his early life to truly understand who Vladimir Putin is at the core. With the help of his grade school teacher, Vera Gurevich, and his own recollection of his childhood from  First Person: An Astonishingly Frank Self-Portrait by Russia’s President, we can look at some of the most impactful periods in Putin’s history. 
Has his trauma shaped his personality beyond repair? Or are there some redeeming qualities from his past that could give us hope that Putin has even a scrap of humanity in him that can be redeemed?




Chapter One: Childhood and Education 


Vladimir Vladimirovich Putin was not always the terror-causing tyrant we all love to hate today. At one point, he was only a boy born into a very poor family. One that had suffered hardships from almost every angle (Stevens, 2022).  
He was born in Leningrad on October 7, 1952, to Maria Ivanovna Putina and Vladimir Spiridonovich Putin. Maria Ivanovna Putina cleaned lab equipment, swept streets, was a factory worker, and did other odd jobs just to stay alive. Putin’s parents endured many hardships in their lives, including war, starvation, the Nazi siege, and the loss of many of their friends and family members. His father, Vladimir Spiridonovich Putin was a conscript in the Soviet Navy who served in the Submarine Fleet of the early 1930s (Longley, 2022). He would later go on to serve in the NKVD under the Destruction Battalion. Putin’s dad had been a part of a World War II suicide mission that left him physically disabled after his legs were completely blasted off in 1942. In Nataliya Gevorkyan, Natalya Timakova, and Andrei Kolesnikov’s book, First Person An Astonishingly Frank Self-Portrait by Russia's President Vladimir Putin, they examine a collection of in-depth interviews with Putin where he recounts his limited memory of his father’s life before he was born. His father and another soldier were ordered to kidnap a prisoner who was allegedly going to talk during interrogation. They were hiding when a German soldier took them by surprise; the German soldier threw a grenade that blew shrapnel through Putin’s legs (Putin et al, 2000). 
Vladimir Putin’s childhood home was modest to say the least. In fact, it was said to be so small and cramped that even oxygen would feel claustrophobic. Putin and both of his parents shared a single bedroom in an apartment complex. They didn’t have a tub to bathe in, their stairwell was riddled with holes, their kitchen was in almost complete darkness, and their squared-off hallway was void of all windows and natural light (Stevens, 2022). According to Vera Gurevich, their apartment would have been considered decent in that era since it was 20 square meters (Putin et al, 2000). These were not ideal living conditions for anyone, but they made it work.
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Putin was not always an only child. In fact, he was the youngest of three to be born to the Putin family. Albert Putin, his eldest brother, died of what we now refer to as Sudden Infant Death Syndrome (SIDS) in the 1930s. Viktor Putin, his other brother, was born during the time of the 872-day Siege of Leningrad. In an attempt to survive the siege, Viktor was placed in a children’s home. He didn’t make it and was eventually buried in an unmarked grave. These shocking and heartbreaking deaths of his older brothers ostensibly rendered Vladimir an only child (Miltimore, 2016).
Being an only child was not entirely lonely. In a twist of dark humor, he found a sort of friendship with the many rats that infested his childhood apartment. Putin would hunt and murder them mercilessly, and they would teach him a lesson that he would carry with him for the rest of his life; the best way out of a tense situation is to further escalate aggression. In a series of interviews, published as a quasi-autobiography, Putin recalled: 
There, on that stair landing, I got a quick and lasting lesson in the meaning of the word ‘cornered.’ There were hordes of rats in the front entryway. My friends and I used to chase them around with sticks. Once I spotted a huge rat and pursued it down the hall until I drove it into a corner. It had nowhere to run. Suddenly it lashed around and threw itself at me. I was surprised and frightened. Now the rat was chasing me. It jumped across the landing and down the stairs. Luckily, I was a little faster, and I managed to slam the door in its nose. (Putin et al, 2000) 
About one month before his 8th birthday, Vladimir Putin was sent off to school at School No. 193. While he was enrolled, Vladimir Putin was incredibly disruptive. He frequently threw chalk and erasers at his classmates and teachers, didn’t pay attention during lessons, wore inappropriate clothing and broke dress code, was chronically tardy, and he was outwardly rebellious towards any figure of authority. If you think Putin was forgiven for this behavior because his grades were impressive, you would be mistaken. In fact, during his early days of schooling, his grades were pitiful and he often misbehaved in the classroom. By third grade, you are usually accepted into the Young Pioneers Organization—only the best students are allowed into the first batch in grade 3–but Putin was too much of “a cutup” to focus on his grades. He was far more concerned with the social aspect of schooling (“Paper Reveals Putin’s Cheeky Childhood,” 2001). The Young Pioneers was an organization that all children in the Soviet Union were required to join in order to educate them about the Communist Party (“Vladimir Lenin All-Union Pioneer Organization”). 
Fortunately for the young Putin, he discovered a new-found appreciation for education when he joined a German language club. Vera Gurevich was his instructor, and she saw that Putin would “make something of himself” one day, so she spent more time encouraging him to apply himself to school and stay away from the boys on the street (Putin et al, 2000). His reading of past philosophers and politicians also led him to a natural love of world history. 
It was at this time in high school that one of his teachers came to the realization that Vladimir was capable of much more than what he was showing. With the help of his teachers, Vladimir turned into a grade-A student—one that was incomparable and unrecognizable to the student he was before. 
At twelve he had found an outlet for his aggression and frustration in the art of judo and sambo; he excelled in both. Putin could also be found reading the written words of  Lenin, Friedrich Engels, and Karl Marx in his spare time (Edwards, 2022). He read them so much that he would eventually be able to recite each work in its entirety from memory. We can see the Marxist-Leninist influence in his more recent political affairs. As Dr. Lee Edwards states, war between nations and within nations is inevitable for a Marxist-Leninist, and understanding Putin’s thrall to his philosophical background can give us some insight to his war against Ukraine (Edwards, 2022). 
When Putin was sixteen, he contacted the KGB by approaching their local branch in Leningrad requesting an appointment to discuss his future career. He was put in touch with a senior agent who advised him to pursue law or military upon graduating high school, but to never call again (Miltimore, 2016). This is an early example of Putin’s self-confidence and assertiveness in his own beliefs.
He graduated high school in 1970 and began making moves towards a future that, unbeknownst to him, would forever be bound to our history books (“Vladimir Putin” Recongress Foundation). Children like himself would read about the impact Putin has had in Russia for years to come.
Directly out of high school, Vladimir Putin became a student of law at the Leningrad State University (renamed the Saint Petersburg State University in 1992). To this day, it is one of the highest-ranked universities around the world. He graduated from the law department in 1975, but his scholastic records had later been removed from the university archives (“Vladimir Putin Biography Articles & Resources”). 
Among many other advantages, this university gave him the opportunity to meet Anatoly Sobchak, a Business Law Assistant Professor teaching that University. The two began to foster a close friendship—one that would prove to be integral in each other’s schemes in policy and corruption (Veliz, 2022). The Russian Constitution, which was officially institutionalized on December 25, 1993, was said to have been co-authored by Sobchak along with Sergey Shakhray—whom Putin later replaced as the Head of the Commission for the preparation of agreements on the delimitation of the power of the regions and federal center attached to the President (“The Half-Decay Products”). 
We can see that Putin strategically aligned himself with powerful figures early in his career to ensure that he would have political backing for his endeavors. 




Chapter Two: Young Adulthood


It was in 1975 that Putin earned his law degree and was finally free to live out his alleged childhood fantasy of becoming a spy for the Soviet Union. After formal training at the 401st school of the KGB in Okhta, Leningrad, Putin was soon named the 2nd Chief Directorate. Shortly after, he was given a promotion to the 1st Chief Directorate, and his job was to monitor consular officials and foreigners in the city of Leningrad. This position proved to be unsatisfactory, prompting him to shift gears and further develop his skills at the Yuri Andropov Red Banner Institute in Moscow in the fall of 1984 (Putin et al, 2000). 
Through the accounts and documentation for eyewitnesses from the New Zealand Government, it is agreed that Putin’s first official underground spy work was done in New Zealand. Allegedly, he worked in central Wellington as a “Bata Shoe Salesman” under a number of aliases. David Lange, the prime minister of New Zealand during the 1980s, and Bob Harvey, former Waitākere City mayor have both alleged that Vladimir also served in Auckland. However, no official Russian Security Services has ever confirmed this (Harvey).
In the years between 1985 and 1990, it is purported that the KGB had Putin working in the role of a translator in Dresden, East Germany (Longley, 2022). Although few people know exactly what his job entailed during this time, there are many theories—three of which are said to have weight to them.
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First, it is believed that he was sent to Dresden to propagate the agenda of the Soviet Union and to recruit westerners to their fight. Second, although conjecture, many thought that instead he was sent to specifically enlist and register individuals for the secret police or Stasi. As a third theory, it is said that he was simply a part of the efforts to gather and steal the newest technologies from Germany (Hoffman, 2000). 
While there is no proof or even an official record of Putin’s life during his time in the KGB in the 90s, there is much speculation. However, fact is blurred by fiction as many of the details come from incredibly unreliable sources. Valdimir Putin himself admitted that he dabbled in illegal intelligence and deep-cover espionage during his time working for the KGB. Essentially equivocating himself with the superspies we see in the media and movies. However, this claim was quickly refuted by former KGB member and associate Markus Wolf in a story he wrote for the New York Times in 1999 (Wolf, 1999). 
Wolf is a previously enlisted Stasi spy, who claimed that Putin simply was directed to collect useless news articles and press propaganda. During this time period, the KGB were actively encouraging the Stasi to assist in its international terrorism efforts, and according to Dr. Marian K. Leighton—a former Soviet analyst at the CIA— this became one of their most important services rendered. The Soviet Union found strength in spreading disinformation and supporting front organizations for Marxist-leaning terror groups. One of the most notable allegiances were between the KGB and PFLP, or the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine (Belton, 2020).   
Is Putin over exaggerating his role as a spy due to dramatic illusions of grandeur? Or are his fellow spies making it seem like he was no more than a pencil pusher to downplay his importance and intelligence? While some still are unsure, there are political experts and journalists, like Catherine Belton, who are convinced that the downplaying is simply a coverup and that Putin was truthful in his accounts. They believe that the cover up is meant to hide the fact that Putin was a vocal supporter of the Red Army Faction: a gang of anarchists that sprung up in 1968 that is said to have been responsible for thirty-four deaths of prominent political figures, businessmen, and public servants. This group is said to have also engaged in a series of shoutouts with the German Police, bank robberies, kidnappings, assassinations, bombings, and other major crimes. The conspiracy of Putin’s support of this anarchist group deepens as anonymous accounts by previous members have surfaced saying that they had met personally with Vladamir Putin many times to discuss their potential plots of destruction (Belton, 2020). 
Unfortunately, we may never know for sure what happened between those lost years of secret work for the KGB. Instead, we are left unable to trust the data provided, guided only by speculation and allegations of those who claim to have gotten close to Vladimir Putin during his rise to power. 
The controversy over Putin’s time as a spy becomes even more complicated and worrisome with the fall of the Berlin Wall. In the later months of 1989–when the wall came down—members of state securities, including German Authorities, Stasi Agents, and KGB members, were all present to destroy the files resting in Stasi archives that would not fare well in the midst of the upheaval. A group of around 15 to 20 protestors out of the thousands that had gathered outside of the regional headquarters of East Germany’s secret police—the Stasi—in Dresden were able to break inside. They were led by activist Herbert Wagner, and they were able to free political prisoners and recover many of the documents that had not made it to the paper shredder yet. The files were so extensive that it took until very recently, December 2018 to be exact, to find an ID card that proves that Vladimir Putin was a major for the Stasi (Furlong, 2019).  
“We burned papers night and day,” Putin said later. “We destroyed everything—all our communications, our lists of contacts and our agents’ networks. I personally burned a huge amount of material. We burned so much stuff that the furnace burst.” (Belton, 2020) 
As history would show, the crumbling of the Berlin Wall was just one event in the eventual collapse of the Communist East German Government, and by October 1990, Germany was reunified (“The Berlin Wall Falls and USSR Dissolves”). It was not long after the fall that rumors began to spread about Putin’s loyalties to his country. Ultimately, he resigned from his active position with the KGB in 1991 and reconnected with his old mentor whom he’d met at the Leningrad State University—Anatoly Sobchak. Sobchak asked him to join his administration, and by 1994 he’d served as the mayor’s external affairs aide and eventually deputy mayor (“Vladimir Putin” Biography Articles & Resources). At the same time, Putin was working on this doctoral dissertation and continuously sought out recruits for his old position with the KGB.
Only one year following this life change for Putin, the world experienced their own critical event in the form of a coup d’état. The president of the Soviet Union, President Mikhail Gorbachev, was captured and placed under house arrest by police officers, soldiers, and high-ranking officials from his own government. Vladimir Putin was staunchly against what had occurred and wanted no part of this newly established administration.
“As soon as the coup began,” said Putin, “I immediately decided which side I was on.” 
Yet, in Richard Sakwa’s biography of Vladimir Putin—Putin: Russia’s Choice—it was also said that he was contradicted in his choice because he’d spent a large part of his life with who he referred to as “the organs”: those in power who provide order such as the police or army (Sakwa, 2004). It was theorized that this event prompted Putin to prosure his own political agenda to right this wrong and return his country to its former glory.




Chapter Three: Familial and Historical Context and Considerations


Before we move onto the political venues and career of the political mastermind that is Vladamir Putin, it would be wise of us to explore some historical and familial facts for context. The desire to truly understand someone’s behavior is rooted in sociology, so we will also dive into some theories that seek to explain the social determinants leading up to Putin’s actions such as his childhood trauma and lack of resources due to socioeconomic status, as well as his familial influence and subsequent transgenerational trauma.  
When he was born, Russia was not the nation that he presides over today. Instead, it spread over multiple nations and was called the Soviet Union; it was the biggest Socialist Country in the whole world. In fact, the Soviet Union was the biggest country that ever existed, and it covered almost one-seventh of the surface of the Earth with an area of over 8,649,500 square miles (22,402,200 square kilometers). 
As far as extended family goes, very little is known of Putin’s lineage. We know that his family endured a heavy hand of pain and strife in their lifetime. His parents rarely shared stories from their past, and what Putin learned about his family’s history came from brief recollections during dinner with guests. He was rendered an only child at a young age, so he spent a large amount of time alone and fending for himself. His uncles on his mother’s side all disappeared during World War II, and his maternal grandmother was killed in 1941 by the German occupiers of the Tyer Region. His paternal grandfather, Spiridon Putin, was the personal cook of Joseph Stalin and Vladimir Lenin (Putin et al, 2000). As far as positive role models, Putin’s childhood was barren. 
To better understand Putin’s inner workings, we must utilize what sociologists have taught us; use the social determinants of crime and delinquency to better understand the reason behind someone’s actions. We know that Putin was left an only child after a series of incidents led to the death of his two brothers. We can also conclude that before the age of fourteen, he was a bit of a loner who grew up in a poor family with little to no access to adequate resources (Miltimore, 2016). At the forefront of the mental health reform movements is understanding child psychology and the effects that one’s lived experiences has on their personality and behavior. Childhood adversity is directly correlated to most social, economic, and mental health issues, but it can also perpetuate deviance in certain environments (Stevens, 2022). 
Sociologist Carla Shedd, PhD, wrote a book on economic deprivation and its effects on students (i.e. children) that was published in 2015 titled Unequal City: Race, Schools, and Perceptions of Injustice. It examines this idea of relative deprivation and how unequal access to resources like an adequate education is “cheating” or “leaving behind” the low-income kids. Children from different socioeconomic statuses are exposed to different environments, policies, and even expectations that alter their beliefs about what they are capable of and what is expected from them. Low-income children are often subjected to less rules, structured learning time, and positive influence from peers and adults in their community. Subsequently, economic deprivation can heighten one's sense of normlessness, leading to higher levels of deviance (Shedd, 2015). Left to his own defenses, Putin may have developed a sense of normlessness that displayed itself in his rebellious actions at school. With no other positive role models to learn from, his teachers and coaches struggled to correct years of misguided and unchecked behavior, but was it too late? 
In Iceland, sociologist Jón Gunnar Bernburg and his colleagues Thorolfur Thorlindsson and Inca Sigfusdottir examined multilevel data on 5,491 Icelandic adolescents in 83 different schools. They wanted to understand how economic deprivation leads to higher levels of anger, normlessness, and delinquency among children. They found not only support for the relationships between objective relative deprivation and delinquency, but that there was even greater support for the relationship between subjective relative deprivation and delinquency (Bernburg et al, 2009). This means that not only were the lower-income kids aware of their position in opposition to their advantaged peers, but those same children perceived this difference as influential to their experience in the classroom. 
Putin’s perception of himself and how he compared to his classmates was reflected in his performance at school. We know that he was a troublemaker—sometimes even a bully—to students and teachers alike until he found an affinity in the martial arts (Miltimore, 2016). Not everyone who grows up with negative life events goes on to abuse others, but research has shown that almost all abusive dictators dealt with neglect, abuse, or simply not enough love as children (Stevens, 2022). 
There is also this idea of transgenerational trauma, or inherited trauma, which is when historical and cultural traumas affect the survivors’ children for generations after the initial event. This can range from personality traits to behavioral changes such as risky health behaviors, low community trust or trust in authority figures, anxiety and shame, and even food hoarding and overeating (DeAngelis, 2019). Putin’s parents survived Nazi forces killing their friends and family—a struggle for survival that may have left them too traumatized or emotionally absent to raise Vladimir—which left little to no kindness in his childhood. In an essay titled “The Ignorance or How We Produce the Evil,” psychologist Alice Miller wrote:
Children who are given love, respect, understanding, kindness and warmth will naturally develop different characteristics from those who experience neglect, contempt, violence or abuse and never have anyone they can turn to for kindness and affection. Such absence of trust and love is a common denominator…. All the childhood histories of serial killers and dictators I have examined showed them without exception to have been the victims of extreme cruelty, although they themselves steadfastly denied this (Stevens, 2022). 
The environment a child grows up in can permanently influence their capacity for self-love and compassion for others. Hitler, Stalin, and Mao Zedung alike endured years of senseless beatings and other accounts of childhood abuse only to go on and be responsible for millions of deaths across the globe (Stevens, 2022). Putin’s rat-filled, cramped apartment shaped how he managed his emotions and behavior. The same fear instilled in the rats he cornered in his childhood home can be found in the eyes of millions of Ukrainians today.




Part 2 - Political Career


Since being in the public eye, Putin has made a name for himself as a man of mystery and secrecy. Little is known about his time as a KGB agent aside from speculation and rumors, and his political career is laced with allegations of fraud and perversion. Journalists like Anna Politkovskaya have condemned Vladimir Putin for his tendency to spread misinformation to the media—especially during tragedy and war (Politkovskaya, 2007).  
Part 2 of this book will take a look at some of these tragedies such as the Kursk submarine disaster, the oppression of the Chechen people during the first and second war, and the Moscow Theater Crisis. How did Vladimir Putin avoid getting buried under the blood of the innocent throughout his rise to power? In the following chapters, we will take a look at Putin’s political career starting in 1991 to see how he has orchestrated so much terror and pain from his seat in power.
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Chapter Four: Early Political Career 


During the collapse of the Soviet Union, between the years of 1988 to 1991, Vladimir Putin has said that he had to earn money on the side as a private driver. As Russia struggled to transition from communism to capitalism, it brought with it a season of severe economic instability that plunged many of its citizens into impoverishment and famine. 
“We lived like everyone,” said Putin, “but sometimes I had to earn extra money…as a private driver. It’s not pleasant to speak about honestly, but unfortunately that is what happened.” (Roth, 2021).
Yet, Putin didn’t give up on his political aspirations or the colleagues he had aligned himself with in his early career; this turned out to be one of the best moves of his political chess match. His mentor, Anatoly Sobchak, who had already become the mayor of Leningrad formally opened the way for his protégé Vladimir Putin to enter politics by appointing him as his advisor of international affairs in May of 1990. By June 28, 1991, Vladimir Putin had already worked his way up the political ladder in the Mayor’s Office and was the head of the Committee for External Relations. He had the responsibility of registering business ventures and promoting foreign investments and international relations there (“Vladimir Putin” Roscongress Building Trust). 
Yet within one year of his appointment, top officials started to notice that oil products, rare earth metals and other raw materials were being exported at prices way below their value in exchange for ‘foreign food aid’ that was nowhere to be found (Kovalev, 2004). When combined, these products were valued well over $100 million at the time, but after the products were handed over, the companies disappeared and were never seen again. Therefore, Marina Salye decided to spearhead an investigation into this anomaly.
Despite all the inculcating evidence that Marina Salve presented on the misappropriation of the city funds, the investigation was forcefully stopped by Anatoly Sobchak—Putin’s mentor and political ally. Of course, Vladimir Putin denied all involvement in the situation and blamed the companies instead. Thus, Putin remained as the head of the External Relations Committee until 1996 and during that time, he even ventured into many other governmental and political positions in the city, too (Kramer, 2012). He went on to become deputy chairman of the St. Petersburg City Government in March 1994. He also organized a branch of his chosen political party—Our Home-Russia for Saint Petersburg—and managed its campaigns from 1995 to June 1997. 
Soon, Vladimir Putin set his sights on even bigger and grander political affairs. In June 1996, after his mentor Anatoly Sobchak had lost his bid for re-election in his home city, Putin resigned from all positions in Saint Petersburg and moved to Moscow. While in Moscow, the Presidential Property Management Department quickly appointed him as their deputy chief. This governmental organization was headed by Pavel Borodin and coordinated the transfer of the former assets of the Soviet Union and Communist Party to the newly formed Russian Federation (“АВАНГАРД КРАСНОЙ МОЛОДЕЖИ (АКМ)”). It was also in charge of all the foreign assets of the state. 
By March 26, 1997, he was the reputed Deputy Chief of the Presidential Staff, a title he held until May 1998. During this time, he also worked in the Presidential Property Management department as the Chief of the Main Control Directorate. He held this position until June of 1998 when he was succeeded by Nikolai Patrushev.   
Vladimir Putin received a “candidate of science” degree in economics—equivalent to a PhD—in 1997 from the Mining Institute in St. Pittsburgh, but his academic prowess would have come under scrutiny had this embarrassing revelation been leaked at the time he was receiving his degree. Many could argue that he would not have received that degree at all. During this time, he was also working in the Kremlin—a fortified complex in the center of Moscow (Hoffman, 2000). 
Vladimir Putin was quickly rising through the ranks amongst the political officials in Russia at the time, so he was encouraged to write a scholarly dissertation, which was customary in Russia at the time. So, Vladimir Putin followed their advice and defended his Candidate of Science dissertation in economics. But Vladimir Putin’s thesis had fifteen pages that had been plagiarized from an American Textbook named Strategic Planning and Policy (“Завтра”). His thesis was titled The Strategic Planning of Regional Resources Under the Formation of Market Relations, but it was mostly a discussion on cost-effectiveness in building roads and a port, and it didn’t offer much insight to Putin’s views on market economy. The Mining Institute refused to show Putin’s thesis to a reporter in the late 90s, and when the reporter found a copy of the summary in their library, officials snatched it away claiming “it was private.” (Hoffman, 2000).
Nonetheless, his political ascension in the Russian government continued, and he succeeded Viktoriya Mitina as the 1st Deputy Chief of the Presidential Staff on May 25, 1998. By July 15th of that same year, he replaced Sergey Shakhrav as the leader of the federal center associated with the president and the leader of the commission for the preparation of agreements on the delimitation of the power of the regions. When Sergey Shakhrav was in power, he completed forty-six such agreements but when Putin came into power, he completed none! In addition, when he became president, he canceled all of the agreements made by Shakhrav. 
By July 25, 1998, Vladimir Putin was appointed as the director of the Federal Security Service by then president, Boris Yeltsin. The Federal Security Service succeeded the KGB and is the primary security and intelligence organization of the Russian Federation.




Chapter Five: Vladimir Putin’s Rise to the Presidency


By August 9, 1999, Vladimir Putin would get a taste of power over his country when President Yeltsin made him one of a trio of his personally chosen deputy prime ministers. President Yeltsin would even go on to appoint him as the acting prime minister of the government that same day and announced that he wanted him to be his successor after he retired. This was a request that Vladimir accepted with open arms.  
Seven days later,  233 votes in his favor at the State Duma made him Russia’s 5th prime minister. By this time, Russia had already seen four prime ministers before him in less than eighteen months, and few expected him to last long. After all, he was relatively new to the Russian Populace, and his opponents ostracized him whenever they could—labeling him as a Yeltsin supporter. But Dagestan was soon invaded by mujahideen, and the Russian Apartment bombings in Volgodonsk, Moscow and Buynaksk soon gave him the opportunity to showcase an unrelenting approach to law and order to the wider German Population and bring them peace in a time of mounting fear. Before long, Putin’s popularity among the German people multiplied, and this allowed him to completely overthrow his opponents (Sakwa, 2004). 
But December 31st, 1999 would bring with it an unexpected turn of events that would give Vladimir Putin even more power than he ever dreamt of. On this day, Boris Yeltsin handed in his resignation from the post of president—effectively making Putin the Russian Federation’s Acting President. Now, take a guess as to the first thing he did whilst given such immense power.
Well, if you guessed that he covered the tracks of his friend—Boris Yeltsin—and ensured that no one could persecute him, then you’d be correct. On December 31, 1999, he enacted a presidential decree which would nullify all corruption cases that had been levied against the outgoing president, Boris Yeltsin, who had initially made him a prime minister. He called this presidential decree “On guarantees for the former president of the Russian Federation and the members of his family.” He probably should have just called it The Dissolution of the 1999 Money Laundering Investigation involving Mabetex. After all, that is the main one it invalidated (“ПРЕЗИДЕНТ РОССИЙСКОЙ ФЕДЕРАЦИИ.”).
Swiss Investigators had uncovered evidence that a Swiss construction company named Mabetex was sending millions of dollars to the credit cards of President Yeltsin and two of his daughters. Mabetex even took things a step further in an attempt to divert suspicion by transferring the money to a Hungarian Bank Account that only the former president could access. With the new presidential decree issued by the acting president, Vladimir Putin, all of them got off scot-free (“ПРЕЗИДЕНТ РОССИЙСКОЙ ФЕДЕРАЦИИ.”). 
Vladimir Putin continued to work hard on his public image, so when the time for the general elections came back around, he won by 53%. He was officially inaugurated on May 7, 2000, and he appointed Mikhail Kasyanov—the Minister of Finance at the time—as his prime minister. (Wines, 2000). Thus, with the confidence of the general public, Vladimir Putin could drop the title of acting president and take on full control as the official President of the Russian Federation. 
But his misuse of authority and lack of interest in the demand for a free-market economy made him unpopular in the eyes of the media and Russian citizens. The Kursk submarine disaster in August of 2000 is just one of many examples where Putin’s response to his country’s needs is irrational and misguided. Journalists released photos of Putin seemingly on vacation enjoying himself while hundreds of Russian citizens mourned their fallen family members who died as sailors on the Kursk (Zygar, 2017). 
There were 118 crew members aboard the Kursk submarine in the Barents Sea when they experienced an explosion that caused the vessel to sink. It was the first Russian naval exercise in over a decade and even ships that were nearby could feel the impact of the initial explosion. Yet, the Russian Navy was ignorant of this great tragedy that happened at sea and didn’t start searching for their own countrymen until about six hours later. They were also extremely unprepared to handle the disaster. In fact, it took longer than sixteen hours for the Russian Navy to find the submarine's emergency rescue buoy. 
Ships from other countries offered free foreign aid, but because President Putin was away unbothered at his seaside resort, the Russian Navy was not authorized to accept the help. Instead, it wasn't until five days after the initial explosion that he accepted foreign aid from the Norwegian and British militaries. By the time the Norwegian and British divers found the sunken submarine, it was too late. 
When Putin met with around 350 of these grieving family members, he was barraged with the angry cries of mourning Russians who wanted answers. Are they still alive? When are the bodies of the submariners going to be brought home? Who will be punished for their deaths? These questions went on for 3 to 6 hours. When Putin informed the crowd that foreign assistance had been offered Wednesday the 16th, the crowd shouted him down, correcting him—saying that they knew from the media that assistance was offered Monday. 
Putin lashed out at the press, as he has historically proven to do each time he is backed into a corner and asked to answer for his own actions, blaming the oligarchs who owned most of the country’s non-government media. He threatened to punish the media owners and called out for more “honest and objective” news. He even continued this attack on the Russian media during a speech to the Russian people a day after meeting with the grieving family members (Zygar, 2017)..
Russians everywhere were lamenting the loss and describing Putin’s response as inept and slow, yet the officials of the country were manipulating the news media and trying to mislead them about the severity of the naval catastrophe. This lack of sensitivity and inadequacy should have been a forewarning to the Russians and the world at large of what was to come from President Vladimir Putin. As for the sunken submarine itself, it took more than one year for a Dutch salvage team to bring it up from the seabed (Zygar, 2017). If it were left up to the Russian Federation, perhaps it would have collected algae as an abandoned wreck at the bottom of the ocean. 
Between the years of 2000 to 2004, the newfound Russian Federation was an impoverished nation that was slowly rising after the collapse of the former USSR. Yet, newfound opportunities had arisen from the ashes of the Soviet Union for some government officials. When the government ceased being a communist country, it was to sell all of its publicly owned assets to its own citizens and give them a chance to acquire some of the country’s wealth. However, illicit deals arose between the state and some of its government officials which offered those officials the opportunity to buy a majority of the government’s gas, oil, mining, transportation, and other core industries, leaving little for the other citizens of Russia. 
Seemingly overnight, these state officials became billionaires and became known as “the oligarchs.” The newfound Russian government was reliant on their cash inflows to finance its day to day affairs, and it’s even argued that the oligarchs were the ones who financed Boris Yeltsin’s political campaign and kept him in power. Thus, the oligarchs were the ones in the background who controlled all of the newfound Russian economy as those around them descended into financial chaos (“What a Carve-up!”). 
But with Yeltsin gone and Putin now in control, the relationship between the oligarchs and the Russian government would experience a massive change. Putin wanted complete control over the government, and initially, the oligarchs weren’t ready to give up their power. There was a struggle for power, but eventually they reached a “grand bargain.” Putin made them aware of his political power and sought to find a middle ground where both could benefit from the newly formed government. Oligarchs would maintain their wealth and power in exchange for complete support for Putin’s government (Sakwa, 2004). 
The majority of the oligarchs complied. They gained all of their assets through government contracts, Putin’s denationalization of extractive industries, and just plain corruption, but the few who didn’t were met with dire consequences from Vladimir Putin. One oligarch, Mikhail Khodorkovsky was imprisoned for alleged tax crimes after he openly challenged Vladimir Putin. Khodorkovsky challenged Putin during a television interview, bringing up claims of alleged corruption at a state-owned oil company. Masked agents stormed Khodorkovsky’s private jet during a routine refueling stop and arrested him at gunpoint in 2003 (Rosalsky, 2022). 
Back at home in Russia, a new class of oligarchs was emerging—the rise of the Siloviki, or “men of force”—which consisted primarily of Putin’s close friends and associates. But Putin was strategic about this class of oligarchs that he was creating; he ensured that their businesses and profits were dependent on the state to stay afloat, so none of them would dare challenge him if they wanted to continue in their life of luxury (Rosalsky, 2022).




Chapter Six: Chechnyan Oppression


Russia and Chechnya have had an uneasy history since the 18th century, and the Moscow Theater Hostage Crisis was a direct result of Russian and Chechen turbulent history. The Caucasian War started in 1817, but rising tensions can be traced back to when Sheik Mansur led Chechens into their first attempt to resist the Russian invasion of their land. The Caucasus War didn’t end until about 1864, and it pitted the Russian Empire against many states in the Caucasus—the region including Chechnya. In 1859, Chechnya was officially annexed by the Russian Federation. 
Chechnya was absorbed into the Russian Empire, and this elicited a desire for rebellion from the Chechen natives who wanted sovereignty for their home state (“Data: Chronology for Chechens in Russia”). As a result of this absorption, countless atrocities against Chechens, Ingush, and North Caucasus populations took place in Russia. In February of 1944, under Joseph Stalin’s administration, hundreds of thousands of Chechens, Ingush, and North Caucasus peoples were ethnically cleansed and deported to Central Asia based on alleged collaboration with invading German forces during the 1940-1944 insurgency in Chechnya (Aurélie, 2007). 
When the USSR flag was finally lowered in 1991, and the Soviet Union was no more, the Chechen rebels once again saw this as an opportunity to take back their independence. On September 6th, the All-National Congress of the Chechen People stormed a Supreme Soviet session to assert their independence, but the break-in caused the death of Vitaliy Kutsenko—Grozny’s branch of the Communist Party. The Checheno-Ingush branch, the Autonomous Republic of the Soviet Union, was dissolved and by October of 1991, the leader of NCChP—Dzhokhar Dudayev—was voted president of Chechnya. Tensions prevailed, and in December of 1994, Russian troops invaded Chechnya and carried out a series of aerial bombardments. On December 11th, Russians launched ground attacks on Grozny, the capital of Chechnya, which led to the First Chechen War (Gall and Waal, 1998). 
The war was devastating for both Chechens and Russians alike. It resulted in the deaths of over 17,892 Chechens and 1,906 missing in action. As far as Russian casualties, it was estimated that at least 5,362 soldiers died while over 52,000 were injured or chemically diseased and 3,000 more remained missing by the early 2000s. Hundreds of thousands of civilians were mercilessly injured, and no side was backing down. Additionally, the war was causing Russia millions of dollars at a time when they were already teetering the edge of an economic ruin. 
The Russians had more air support, airstrikes, combat vehicles, artillery, and weaponry than their Chechen opponents, so they initially underestimated the Chechen’s ability to defend themselves. But the Chechens put up a meritorious defense. With their full control over the mountainous terrain, the Chechens were able to see and anticipate the attacks of the Russians. They were able to take out many of them before they could put their destructive plans into effect. As the war raged on, and Russia realized that it could not win this battle, the Russian government decided to acquiesce and declare a ceasefire in 1996 and subsequently signed a peace treaty with the Chechens in the year that followed (“YELTSIN, MASKHADOV SIGN PEACE AGREEMENT”). 
But what's interesting about this “peace” treaty was the fact that it was merely pacifying, overtly ambiguous, and ultimately useless in nature. All the Chechens wanted was the recognition and declaration of their independence from Russia, but all this peace treaty did was denounce the war and record the ceasing of military operations on both sides. It did not formulate clear principles for governing relations between Chechnya and Russia moving forward, and it did not proclaim anyone as the “winner.” The treaty also has no mention of the capitulation, or surrender, of either Russia or Chechnya. Because these questions were ultimately postponed until an undetermined time in the future, this “peace” between the two nations would be short-lived (“YELTSIN, MASKHADOV SIGN PEACE AGREEMENT”). 
In fact, the Chechen-militant Islamist group called the Islamic International Peacekeeping Brigade (IIPB) was not satisfied at all with this peace treaty made by Chechen government officials and Russia. Therefore, the IIPB staged an attack on August 7, 1999, by invading Dagestan—a neighboring Russian Republic. The IIPB was led by Arbi Barayev, Ramzan Akhmadov, Ibn al-Khattab, and Shamil Basayev. They were massive supporters of the Shura of Dagestan separatist rebels, and they were calling for a Holy War. The IIPB ultimately lost that invasion, but this act of rebellion by the separatist Chechen rebels served as the casus belli for the second Chechen War (Murphy, 2004). 
A series of apartment bombings hit four Russian apartments in Volgodnsk, Moscow, and Buynaksk. The bombings injured more than one thousand Russians and killed more than three hundred. Vladimir Putin, who was prime minister at the time, blamed these attacks on Chechen militants—even though there was little evidence to support his claims. In fact, many even surmised that it was the FSB, or Putin, who initiated these attacks to spur anger and despair in the hearts of his fellow Russians so that they would mindlessly support him in his plan to recapture Chechnya. Former FSB agent, Alexander Litvinenko, abandoned his country and blamed the FSB for the bombings. He was poisoned and died in 2006, and British media declared it was “probably” Putin who approved Litvinenko’s assasination (“President Putin ‘Probably’ Approved Litvinenko Murder”). 
Russian airstrikes lit up Chechen skies for an entire month which caused almost a hundred thousand Chechens to flee home. Before the end of August 1999, Vladimir Putin, who had the full support of his fellow nationals, ordered a land invasion of Chechnya. Putin’s patriotism and fervor would later benefit him in the polls during his presidential candidacy as he rose through the ranks in the eyes of the Russian people. Vladimir Putin had Russian military forces swarm the border regions which separated Russia and Chechnya, and a bloody war quickly ensued. By May of 2000, Russia had full control of the Chechen capital of Grozny, and in July of 2000, Putin appointed Akhmad Kadyrov as the Interim Head of government (Williams, 2000). 
This unexpected appointment sent waves of shock throughout the Chechen nation, since Akhmad Kadyrov, a Chechen politician, had previously been a vocal separatist in support of his country’s full independence. Putin offered him something that appeared greater than his country’s independence—political power—and eventually Kadyrov would go on to become the first President of the Chechen Republic. From that moment on, his nation viewed him as a traitor, and he never regained the confidence of his people. He was later brutally assasinated by a bombing in 2004 and his son, Ramona Kadyrov—leader of the pro-Moscow militia kadyrovtsy—has quickly moved up the ladder in his place (“Russia Appoints Chechen Leader”). 
But the Chechen rebels still continued to engage the Russian Military in open combat and both sides continued to ruthlessly murder the civilians of their opponents when they could. As conflicts mounted, bodies continued to pile up by the thousands in Chechnya. On October 23, 2002, 40 to 50 armed Chechen militants attempted to force Putin’s hand to end the war by holding multiple Russian hostages in the Dubrovka Theater. 
Many swore this incident would ruin Putin’s name amongst the Russian people for good. The crisis involved 850 hostages and sadly, 170 of them—including 40 soldiers sent to rescue the hostages—did not make it out alive. The militants were led by Movsar Barayev—whose uncle was Arbi Barayev, a rebel militia commander killed in the Chechen wars—and he promised to kill all of the hostages if his demands were not met. Russian Forces were to withdraw from Chechnya within one week, and they also demanded the cessation of the Second Chechen War. A videotaped statement was uncovered by the media that displayed the gunman’s willingness to die for their cause. 
This approach is for the freedom of the Chechen people and there is no difference in where we die, and therefore we have decided to die here, in Moscow. And we will take with us the lives of hundreds of sinners.” Said the gunman. “If we die, others will come and follow us—our brothers and sisters who are willing to sacrifice their lives, in Allah's way, to liberate their nation. Our nationalists have died but people have said that they, the nationalists, are terrorists and criminals. But the truth is Russia is the true criminal (“Gunmen release Chilling Video”).
At the time of the “Nord-Ost Siege,” another name given to the hostage crisis, the Dubrovka Theater had been jam-packed with Russians hoping to see the popular Nord-Ost play that was being performed at that time. The ‘ord- Ost is a Russian Musical based on the book The Two Captains by Veniamin Kaverin. The novel is a war epic following members of the Russian military across several decades (1913-1943). The play was Georgy Vasiliyev’s brainchild, and he created it to give respect to Russian troops and highlight their achievements to the Russian populace. Thus, it was the perfect target for militants looking to make a statement about Russian Imperialism. 
Just after 9:00 pm on October 23, 2002, a fleet of black vans brought 40-50 separatists to the Dubrovka Theatre, including numbers of a group of female suicide bombers known as The Black Widows (Speckhard and Khapta). The separatists made their way inside during the second act of the play and began firing bullets into the air. Because of the play’s subject matter, some members of the audience initially thought it was part of the show, but they quickly came to realize that this was no joke.
The rebels blocked off the doors, wired explosives, and ordered everyone to return to their seats, threatening to eliminate anyone who moved. They demanded Russia withdraw from Chechnya or they would blow up the building, thereby burying the hundreds of hostages they held inside. According to reports, the Chechen rebels had twenty pistols, eighteen assault rifles, three heavy bombs, about one hundred hand grenades, and more than one hundred kilograms of explosives. 
Vladimir Putin immediately tied the militant group to larger global terrorism. The claim was true to a certain extent but the attack indicated that Russia did not have the control over Chechnya it had claimed. Russian special forces surrounded the theater but they claimed they would not enter the building unless the rebels began executing hostages. Eager to bring their cause to the attention of the world, the Chechen militants were more than willing to talk to the media, which had gathered outside the theater with the police and other spectators. Reporters interviewed the rebels and filmed inside the theater during the crisis, where the rebels spoke with a willingness to sacrifice their lives for their cause. Video footage was released from the separatists outlining their demands; the lives of the hostages were to be lost if these conditions were not met (“Gunmen release Chilling Video”). 
The Russian government attempted to negotiate but the rebels were not backing down. Meanwhile, the conditions in the theater deteriorated as the siege wore on. According to one account, rows of seats were rattling as hostages shook with fear. The orchestra pit was being used as a toilet and the people in the front row were sweating from the stench. The rebels did release some of the children and even some Islamic guests from the theater. Nonetheless, while the Russian government later claimed “no children were harmed,” at least ten would perish in the end (“Bloody end to Moscow Hostage Crisis”). 
By the early morning of October 26, three days into the siege, at least two hostages had perished. Russian Authorities decided to launch a surprise raid on the theater. At 5:00 am, they began pumping gas inside the building with the intent of knocking the militants unconscious. In order to keep the counterattack secret, no medical or public health resources were contacted beforehand. To this day, no one knows precisely what type of gas was used, but researchers have been able to uncover that it was some form of fentanyl derivative which can be hundreds of times more potent than morphine.
Russian forces entered the theater through the roof and the sewer, wearing gas masks. They overtook the building with relative ease, encountering sleeping hostages and rebels. The only shots fired went into the militants who were all effectively executed while they were unconscious. 
By the time police started carrying out the hostages, many had stopped breathing. A majority of the medics on the scene were not aware of the gas and had no idea what they were dealing with. Some hostages died in their seats inside the theater. Others vomited as they were carried out. They gasped for air but did not receive medical attention and with an unknown toxin in their bodies, there was little that could be done. Most hostages were thrown into buses to remove them from the scene before television cameras could catch a glimpse of the horror that unfolded that day. 
Overall, one hundred and twenty nine of the hostages died as a result of the raid on the Dubrovka Theater, including eighteen members of the show’s cast and crew: two of whom were just 13 and 14 years old. Dmitry Milovidov lost his teenage daughter and numerous other families lost loved ones. Officials called the raid a success and praised themselves and the officers involved. Vladimir Pronichev, the coordinator of the raid, received the title of “hero of Russia” from Putin and no investigation was launched by Russia (“Bloody end to Moscow Theater Crisis”).
Russian authorities, including President Putin, stated that the gas could not have caused the deaths but still never revealed exactly what had been released inside the theater. Instead, they blamed the massive loss of life on stress, lack of fresh air, food, and water, and other illnesses; no press releases attributed any fault to the mysterious gas. 
Only two men have ever been tried in connection to the attack. Zaurbek Talkhigov was convicted as an accessory to hostage-taking and terrorism after tipping the rebels off about police actions. Talkhigov’s attorney claimed he was merely trying to speak to Barayev on behalf of the Chechen representative in the Russian parliament and to secure the release of the wife and children of a Dutch national that had contacted him for help. Talkhigov was sentenced to 8 ½ years in prison (“Chechen Jailed for Theatre Siege Tip-Offs.”) 
In 2017, Khasan Zakayev stood trial for his alleged participation in the organization of the event. He pleaded guilty to the transfer of weapons but maintained that he was not complicit in the attack itself. Nevertheless, Zakayev was convicted and sentenced to 23 years. Gerikhan Dudayev, another alleged organizer of the attack, is the only perpetrator who has not been captured (“Alleged Organizer of 2002 Moscow Theater Hostage Crisis…”). 
A group of Russian politicians along with two journalists and former FSB officers Aleksander Litvinenko and Mikhail Trepashkin undertook their own investigation on the involvement of the FSB in the theater siege. Allegedly, the FSB knew about the terrorist’s plans, and they even directed the attackers towards the theater through their agent provocateur Khanpasha Terkibayev—also known as “Abu Bakar,” who was one of the few hostages to survive the siege. After the siege, conflicts between Russia and Chechnya continued, with Putin targeting the region even harder. In November of 2002, he rejected the proposition of a partial withdrawal from Southern Chechnya and refused to engage in talks with Chechen separatists (Dunlop, 2008).
The families of the victims were left asking questions about the deaths of their loved ones but never got answers. They blamed Putin, who apologized in 2002 but never explained what happened. In a 2018 documentary, Putin defended his decision to storm the theater to journalist Andrei Kondrashov. He claimed that there was definitely no other option, insisting that the rebels would have simply murdered the rest of the hostages had he met any of their demands and that there would have been far more victims if he hadn’t taken action. When asked about the gas, Putin claimed that the necessary antidote wasn’t properly administered to all the hostages due to a lack of experience in operating in such a situation (“Bloody end to Moscow Theater Crisis”). 
More than a decade later, James R. Riches and colleagues released an analysis of the clothing and urine from the Moscow Theater Siege casualties and confirmed that the gasses used were remifentanil and carfentanil. They found remnants of these gases in the clothing of two survivors from Britain who had survived this terror-inducing ordeal. They also found the chemicals in the urine of a third survivor (Riches et al, 2012). 
Carfentanil is typically used in veterinary medicine to subdue very large animals, such as bears, elephants, and hippos. It is one of the most potent opioids known to man with side effects which include suppression of breathing, loss of consciousness, lowered body temperature, low blood pressure, slowed heart rate, sedation, drowsiness, pupil constriction, pain relief, relaxation, and possibly euphoria. An overdose of the substance can result in respiratory failure, and it takes only about 2 milligrams. 
Despite the frightening levels of toxicity of this substance and its derivatives in humans, it can be reversed if affected persons are quickly administered naltrexone or naloxone, which are both opioid antagonists. Had the emergency medical personnel been adequately informed about the toxic substance used to de-escalate the hostage situation, they would have been able to provide the affected people with the substances needed to counter its effects (“Carfentanil”). But Putin knew that he would come under harsh criticism if he revealed the toxic poison used on both the hostages and the militants, and he preferred to keep up his façade of being an honorable president than to actually save the lives of hundreds of people. 
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After the siege ended, Putin’s popularity ratings soared to record heights. In certain areas, his approval rating was as high as 83%. You see, before the hostage crisis erupted in October 2002, Putin had been filling the Russian Media with falsified news that the war in Chechnya was nearing its end. So when the hostage situation arose, the majority of Russians were left in shock and so quickly fell in support of Putin forcibly reasserting sovereignty and order in the region. The Russian people thought that their president had protected them from terrorist bombers; little did they know that Putin practically authorized the killing of Russian nationals himself (Wyatt, 2002).
As time went on, the fighting between the Russians and the Chechens continued and by 2003, the Russians thought they could gain greater control over Chechnya by clarifying the political relationship between Chechnya and Russia and they sought to do that with a Constitutional Referendum. This referendum made it clear that Chechnya was still a part of Russia but it gave the Chechens greater autonomy over their region. As a show of “good faith,” Putin even allowed the Chechens to have a say in the referendum by voting to approve draft laws in the legislature and choosing the president of the region. Many Chechens were against this proposed referendum altogether but that didn’t matter to Putin at all since he put plans in place to rig those votes anyway. Many observers were barred from the polling places they visited and there were many voting irregularities, too. As is expected, Putin had the media report the voter turnout as being “very high” with the majority of voters supposedly approving the new constitution. Of course, this was all a lie. With bombings taking place seemingly all the time, the majority percentage of voters were mostly military personnel which was expected and predicted (Feifer, 2008). Anywhere from 27,000 to 36,000 Russian soldiers were stationed in Chechnya and eligible to vote for this region. At the same time, nearly 30,000 Chechen refugees were still homeless—living in tents—and likely unable to make it to the polls. 
In the end, the finalized Chechen Referendum gave the Chechen natives even less power than they had before. It stated that the Russian language was to be the official language of discourse, thus disregarding the Chechen language. It established strong federal control over Chechnya, placing the Russian President as Chechnya’s Head of State. He had the power to dissolve the regional legislature and could even remove the regional president at his will. He was also able to appoint any official(s) he liked without the consent of the existing regional officials. In fact, he could enact any decree he liked as it became Chechen Law. Of course, this new Chechen Referendum prohibited any form of separatism and violators were prosecuted with the full force of the law (LaFraniere, 2003).
The Russian military presence in Chechnya increased drastically, and many of them ultimately decided to reside there indefinitely due to the unnatural sense of power they had in that region. They ruled with an iron fist and anyone who dared to defy them would quickly be subjected to abuse. Human rights abuses abounded in Chechnya during this time and the civilian complaints were mostly ignored by the police and military alike. 
Russia eventually went on to train about twelve thousand Pro-Russia Chechen locals as police to support the Russian military in their attempt to control and subdue the Chechen people. Most of these Chechen locals who joined the Pro-Russia constabulary force did not want to do it at first but many saw it as the only means by which they could spare themselves and their loved ones from the Russian-inflicted horror they witnessed all around them each and every day. Even though Russia did gain greater control of the region during this time, they were still subjected to the sporadic attacks of Chechen rebels who remained fighting for their independence. 
Another devious means of manipulation that Vladimir Putin exploited to the maximum during this period was the media coverage back in Russia. Not only did they opt out of talking about it on the news, but Russian media seemingly ignored the sub-human conditions being faced by Chechen natives in the region. Putin basically banned all reporters from visiting Chechnya and surrounding areas, and the few who were permitted to visit the area had to do so with a military escort (“Reporters without Borders Protests against President Putin’s Takeover of the Media”).  
Thus, the main source of news about Chechnya was delivered by the Russian military itself and of course, we know they were bound by law to obey everything he told them to do. So, they had to report back to command saying that everything was fine and that the war was quickly ending, even though nothing could have been farther from the truth. In addition, any news entity or private reporters who discovered the true atrocities being inflicted on the Chechen people and then tried to relay the news back to the wider Russian populace were threatened with charges of revealing sensitive security information. Thus, the true cost of the war in Chechnya was hidden from the Russian people who would have been outraged had they known the financial toll it was taking on their dwindling finances (LaFraniere, 2003).




Chapter Seven: Putin’s Second Presidential Term


March 14 of 2004 marks the date that all Russians returned to the polls once again to elect the president they’d want in charge of their country. Would this election be a genuine one where supporters get to choose their favorite candidate, or would it be a corrupt political front used as a facade to hide the real corruption of a country headed towards a totalitarian dictatorship?  
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Initially, seven candidates entered the presidential race, but in the end only six made it to the polls. Ivan Rybkin had started the race on February 7, 2004, as an independent candidate after having been nominated a few weeks earlier on December 29, 2003. He was 57 years old at the time and had been the Deputy and Chairman of the State of Duma between the years of 1993 to 1996. He was also the Secretary of the Security Council between the years of 1996 to 1998. On February 2, 2004, Ivan Rybkin accused Vladimir Putin of being involved in shady business activities with the Russia Bank, KiNEx, Gennady Timchenko, Mikail Kovalchuk, and Yurv Kovalchuck; he also accused Putin of organizing the terrorist attacks that took place on September fourth through the sixteenth in 1999 Russia (Volkov, 2004). 
But Ivan Rybkin was involved in a scandalous disappearance and reappearance in Kyiv, which essentially forced him to withdraw from the elections on March 6, 2004. One month before on February 2, 2004, he had fervently accused Vladimir Putin of misusing the country’s finances in shady business activities involving money laundering. He also accused Vladimir Putin of being involved in the Russian Apartment Bombings that took place between September 4 to September 16, 1999, in the Russian cities of Volgodonsk, Moscow, and Buynaksk. These bombings injured more than 1,000 civilians and killed more than 300, and they initiated a wave of fear that spread through the country like a wildfire. Putin’s handling of the situation caused his political ratings to soar to new heights but Rybkin surmised that the bombings were actually Putin’s doings. He claimed this was exactly the effect Putin was hoping for and was even able to show evidence that the bombs used in the explosion were exactly like those used by governmental officials in the FSB. To make matters worse, the Chechen rebels themselves even denied being the culprits of the Russian bombing, which added further doubt to Putin’s claims (Politkovskai︠a︡, 2007). 
But before Rybkin could engender doubt in the majority of the Russian populace with his anti-Putin campaign, he mysteriously disappeared before turning up in Kyiv, Ukraine five days later. Mr. Rybkin was shaken up and visibly distraught, but now he was more resolute than ever to have his voice heard by Russians near and far. Mr. Rybkin had been captured by Russian FSB agents, drugged, and taken to Ukraine. They had promised to take him to meet Aslan Makhadov, the former Chechen leader, and calmed him down a little bit by offering him some refreshments. Little did Rybkin know that those refreshments had been laced with a different type of drug—one that would soon make him drowsy and perform “very revolting acts” done by “horrible perverts.” When he regained consciousness on February 10, 2004, his kidnappers showed him the recording of him doing all those atrocities and promised to share it with the world if he didn’t withdraw from the presidential race. Rybkin didn’t return to Russia out of fear for his life, but he did try to continue with his presidential campaign from afar. However, on March 5, 2004, he formally withdrew from the race, claiming he did not want to be involved with “this farce” of an election. (“Europe | Rybkin Drops Challenge to Putin”). 
Up next on the list of presidential hopefuls was Nikolay Kharitonov, a 55 year old candidate and former KGB colonel who was a member of the Agrarian Party of Russia. This party was an ally to the Communist Party of the Russian Federation, and interestingly, they asked him to represent their party since their leader Gennady Zyuganov did not want to run for the presidency. 
Irina Khakamada was also an independent candidate and Deputy of the State Duma between 1993 to 2003. Irina Khakamada gained her Soviet citizenship in the 1950s and had been the daughter of a Japanese Communist. Although she was a member of the Union of Rightist Forces, she did not run for that party. She was probably Putin’s most outspoken critic, which surprised many since most Russians had come to know Putin’s MO by now. She boldly told the Kommersant, a daily newspaper in Russia that “Our children must grow up as free people. Dictatorship will not be accepted.” She even boldly stated at one point that she “was not afraid of the terrorists in power” which many knew alluded to Putin (Politkovskai︠a︡, 2007). 
Sergey Mironov was the candidate endorsed by the Russian Party of Life, a now-defunct party that later merged with the Russian Pensioners’ Party and Rodina on October 28, 2006, to form the A Just Russia party. He was a member of the upper house of the Russian parliament, being the Chairman of the Federation Council and more importantly, he was a very vocal supporter of Putin’s candidacy. So, his entry into the race for the presidency was quite interesting to watch, as everyone was wondering what he was doing in the race altogether if Vladimir Putin already had his support. 
Oleg Malyshkin was a mining engineer and Deputy of the State of Duma who actually posed a challenge to Putin in the election. He was chosen by members of his party, the Liberal Democratic Party, after their previous leader Vladimir Zhirinovsky had declined their bid to run for presidency. Malyshkin had been a member of the Liberal Democratic Party since 1991 and had been Zhirinovsky’s head of security for a number of years. After playing second fiddle to Zhirinovsky for all those years, Oleg Malyshkin wanted in on the political action and was more than happy to accept his party’s invitation to run for president—despite being 52 years of age at the time.
The final person to contest Vladimir Putin in the Russian Elections of 2004 was Sergey Glazyev, another deputy of the State Duma and leader of the Rodina Party who had been a Minister of Foreign Economic Relations during Boris Yeltsin’s presidency. Despite being the leader of the Rodina Party, he chose to run as an independent candidate after internal struggles with Dmitry Rogozin, a member within his party that had left it in a state of utter disaster. In his bid for votes, he promised the Russian people that he would improve their welfare and improve social justice within their lands. He also demanded greater economic reforms and promised a Russian Utopia (Myers, 2004). 
As you can see, the majority of people who challenged Vladimir Putin were already members of the State Duma. The State Duma is nothing more than the lower house of the Russian Federal Assembly—practically the country’s legislature. There is also the Federation Council, the upper house of the Russian Federal Assembly, and Putin still had complete control over this Federal Assembly. He could change laws in the blink of an eye and fire anyone he liked at the flick of a pen and there was nothing anyone could do about it. 
On election day, almost every trick in the book was used to ensure Putin came out victorious. The Russian populace was completely robbed of their chance to choose who they wanted to be their leader. Putin abused his presidential power from the onset of the election campaigns to the very end. Firstly, Putin put in place an unnecessary hurdle that stipulated that prospective presidential candidates had to collect two million signatures of approval and then turn them into the Central Election Committee (CEC) before they were allowed to register as a presidential prospect. He also used the Russian courts to systematically target and erase any prospective opponent who he felt could be a worthy opponent and challenge him to his seat (Myers, 2004). 
Therefore, he exploited small technicalities, like the failure to register an apartment with the corresponding/requisite government agency or incomplete payment of taxes, as a means of expelling someone from the presidential race. Of course, these inconsequential technicalities were not applied to Putin himself, but his devious wiles worked so well that out of the hundreds of Russians who wanted to enter the presidential race that year, only five were left standing after making it through Putin’s pointless restrictions and blockades. 
Putin also boldly blocked the campaigning efforts of his opponents. Glazyev was prevented from effectively campaigning in Russia because Putin had instructed his constabulary and military forces to block his efforts. Khakamada and many others had the same experience from the constabulary and military forces that were originally brought into existence to protect the Russian people—whether or not they wanted to was out of the question, as they couldn’t contest the incumbent president. 
Another means by which Putin cunningly manipulated the Russian people was by means of the media. Back in 2004, the majority of Russians used their television as their main source of public information. Back then, only two television stations had nationwide outreach, and it’s no stretch of the imagination to guess who owned them.
That’s right, Russian news and media stations were controlled by the state, which gave Putin nearly full control over his political campaign coverage. Thus, the other presidential candidates were given little to no opportunities to appear on these stations, and on the few occasions that they did, they were portrayed in an extremely negative fashion. These state-owned television channels displayed indisputable favoritism towards Vladimir Putin, and they failed to meet their legal obligation of bestowing equal treatment to all contenders in the presidential race (Myers, 2004). 
To give you a taste of the absolute bias that existed in the media during that time, just take a look at the amount of screentime that was granted to Putin vs. his opponents in the time leading up to the elections:
	Putin was given a whopping 1 hour and 25 minutes of coverage on TV Center—a state-owned television station that was managed by the Moscow City Administration. Vladimir Putin was applauded and sung nothing but praises during this coverage. Contrastingly, Sergey Glazyev was only given a measly 4 minutes of coverage during that time. These 4 minutes were also used to portray Mr. Glazyev in a negative-to-neutral manner. 
	Back at TV Russia, another state-funded media agency, Vladimir Putin was given almost 2 hours of purely positive coverage. In contrast, TV Russa gave Sergey Glazyev even less airtime than the station before them. They gave him only 4 minutes of coverage, and he was once again portrayed in a negative to neutral manner. 
	Channel One Russia was another state-funded television station, and they gave Putin more than 4 hours of praise. The presidential candidate that they gave the second-most media coverage during that time was Nikolay Kharitonov. He was given only 21 minutes of air time (“RUSSIAN FEDERATION PRESIDENTIAL ELECTION”).

The privately-owned news agencies were much fairer in their broadcasts leading up to the 2004 elections. The analytical news programs, such as Namedni and Svoboda Slova on NTV, gave a more honest review of both Putin’s leadership and governance, as well as his contenders, their history, and what they were promising to bring to the presidential table. They gave Putin about 31 minutes of airtime. 
REN TV also gave Putin’s competitors a balanced review while being highly critical of his governance. For example, they gave Irina Khakamada 22 minutes of positive to neutral coverage. By contrast, they gave Putin 35 minutes of coverage with about 12 minutes of it being a review of all the bad things he had done in Russia. The majority of local television outlets did not cover the elections at all, but the few who did were more favorable to Putin, instead of being unbiased and neutral to all. 
The reports shared to the public from print media were mostly mixed. The various newspaper outlets were either strongly anti-Putin or strongly pro-Putin, giving little coverage to the other contenders. (Myers, 2004). 
The actual day of the 2004 elections turned out to be one riddled with wrongs and outright injustice. A healthy democratic election was not allowed to unfold, as it failed to meet many of the important conditions needed for the honest and true views of the Russian people to come forward. Election-related abuse took place at every level, and there was evidence of ballot-stuffing, too. Putin even went as far as to force people to take part in the election because he didn’t have enough time to overrule a clause in the Russian constitution that stated that if the voter turnout in an election is less than 50% of the viable, voting Russian population, then a new election is to be held. He initiated numerous, grand campaigns aimed at persuading Russians to come out and vote. Of course, those who wouldn’t comply were met with violence of the highest degree—especially journalists like Anna who were killed for voicing their opinions in the media (Politkovskai︠a︡, 2007). 
The claims of voter-stuffing were evidenced by the unusual voter turnout that was reported by the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe (PACE) in the five republics of North Caucasus. PACE is one of the oldest surviving international associations in Europe, holding its first meeting on August 10, 1949, in Strasbourg. It is made up of three hundred and six members of 46 nations in Europe who are dedicated to upholding the rule of law, democracy, and human rights in the region. 
91.25% of ‘voters’ chose Mr. Putin in North Ossetia, 92.3% chose him in Chechnya, 94.6% of ‘voters’ chose him in Dagestan, 96.5% chose him Kabardino-Balkaria, and 98.2% supposedly chose him in Ingushetia. Additionally, the overall turnout of voters for the election was merely 64.39%, since many voters were told that Putin would win whether or not they voted. So why would Putin’s arch nemeses from the North Caucasus turn out in such high numbers to offer him their unending support? Is something amiss with these numbers? (“RUSSIAN FEDERATION PRESIDENTIAL ELECTION”). 
Due to the political injustices that unfolded, Vladimir Putin emerged the winner with 71.9% of the vote. Thus, he was the president of Russia, once again. Are you wondering what other evils would befall Russia under the tyranny of his rule? Russians and the world didn’t have to wait long  for an answer because by September 1, 2004 disaster had struck again. 
On this day the world would be struck by the deadliest school shooting it had ever seen, and Russians would be in mourning once again.Why? Because Vladimir Putin refused to give the Chechens their independence and some of their rebels and separatists decided they were going to take it by force once again. Ultimately, 186 innocent children perished in the process, and a thousand others were left with emotional scars that would last them a lifetime (“Europe | Putin Meets Angry Beslan Mothers”).




Chapter Eight: The Beslan School Massacre Siege


Chechen militants took over a school named School Number One (SNO) situated in the North Caucasus region of North Ossetia on the morning of September 1, 2004. SNO was located in the city of Beslan and more than 700 children and their friends and relatives had flocked to the school grounds to mark the special ceremony called Knowledge Day or First Bell which opened the first day of the new Russian academic year. Sadly, that morning wouldn’t be a day of celebration like everyone expected but would turn out to be a day of mourning as at least thirty two armed kidnappers stormed the school campus out of nowhere in a GAZ-66 military truck and a GAZelle police van and demanded that everyone follow their orders if they wanted to come out alive. They were dressed in black balaclava masks and green military camouflage suits and were also strapped with explosive underwear and belts (“Our Native Wiesenthal”). 
At about 9:11 am local time, they started shooting in the air and took both teachers, students, parents, and the relatives that accompanied them to the gymnasium which they had already wired with numerous explosives. About 50 people managed to escape during the initial chaos and a few people were also able to hide in the boiler room. But the rest were subject to the tyranny of the rebels who were hell-bent on getting their independence by force (“Our Native Wiesenthal”).
The kidnappers had disguised themselves as repairmen for the school earlier in July and entered the school campus and placed their explosives and secret weapons which they later used in their attack. They had also set up a ‘sniper’s nest’ on the roof of the gymnasium, so that their sniper could have a wide range to look at and take out anyone who became problematic. 
Upon gathering the captives in the gymnasium, the terrorists forced the captives to go on their knees, they demanded all their mobile phones and commanded them to speak only in Russian and only when spoken to. In fact, the space was so small that many of the captives were forced to sit on each other’s hands and feet. One man named Vadim Bolloyev refused to kneel to the captives and they quickly opened fire upon him; he later bled to death in the same spot. Another dad named Ruslan Betrozov who had been one of the captives later stood up and tried to calm some of his fellow captives in Ossetic—the local language they understood, but after he was done, the terrorists turned the gun on him and opened fire. The terrorists later dragged their bodies from the sports hall, leaving a trail of blood and terror which was subsequently witnessed by Russians near and far in the video they made for the world to see (Chivers, 2006).
The terrorists also went through the group of hostages and separated between 15-20 males who they thought were strong enough to physically harm them. They then led them onto a nearby corridor on the second floor next to the cafeteria and were summarily executed. In addition, one of the kidnappers who was against the kidnapping of the little children was killed as the group leader triggered the bomb that had been tied to her body to shut her up and dissuade anyone else from disagreeing with his commands. Her body was blown to pieces and scattered across a geography classroom (Chivers, 2006). 
The terrorists also forced the hostages to throw the bodies of the dead outside the school building and he made them wash the blood from off the floors, too. One of the captives named Aslan Kudzayev was able to escape by jumping out one of the windows, but after his escape things got a lot worse for the hostages who remained. 
The kidnappers were working with Shamil Basayev, a Chechen warlord who had been demanding that Putin recognize the independence of Chechnya and withdraw his soldiers from their region. He was also responsible for the very same Moscow theater crisis in 2002 which ended in the deaths of over 130 hostages. They were all members of the Riyad-us Saliheen, a highly autonomous group of terrorist attackers who wanted nothing but the independence of Chechnya and freedom from Vladimir Putin (“Beslan School Attack”). 
Before long, members of the Russian military, constabulary force, and Russian Federal Security Service surrounded the school; the apartment buildings closest to the school were quickly evacuated and occupied by them, too. But Putin had not learned anything from the hostage situation which occurred two years before, so there was an insufficient number of ambulances ready on site and insufficient firefighting equipment, too. Civilians also surrounded the area as they looked on wondering what disaster would happen next. They flinched every time a new round of gunfire or explosions lit up the school with their loved ones inside (Chivers, 2006). 
The terrorists had surrounded the school with tripwires before the day was over, and they had explosive devices wired to them. They also warned that they would kill 50 hostages for every terrorist of their group that was killed by the Russian forces, and they promised to kill twenty hostages for every fellow terrorist who was injured. They made it clear to the authorities that they had the whole school completely wired with explosives, and they promised to bring it all down in flames if the Russian forces attacked. Apparently, these Chechen militants had studied the mistakes of the previous terrorists who died before them by means of gas attack, and so they smashed all the school windows to allow any poisonous gases to escape in case the Russians tried that method once again  (McAllister and Quinn-Judge, 2004).
By the second day, negotiations between the terrorists and their mediator of choice had proven to be unsuccessful, and they intensified their mistreatment of the captives. Interestingly, Putin and the Russian government tried to pacify the distraught Russian populace by downplaying the actual number of hostages in the school. They repeatedly told everyone that there were only 354 hostages but this enraged the militants, and they abused their captives even more. Putin himself didn’t even speak on this incident until the second day. While in a meeting with King Abdullah II of Jordan, Putin merely stated the following: “Our main task, of course, is to save the lives and health of those who became hostages. All actions by our forces involved in rescuing the hostages will be dedicated exclusively to this task." 
Upon hearing this response to the terror that was unfolding in Beslan, Russian protestors responded with signs telling Putin to stop the lying and admit the true numbers of hostages and to release the children by meeting the demands of the terrorists. The locals in the area also made it clear that they would not allow Putin or his militants to “poison their children” or storm the building like what they did in the Moscow Hostage tragedy. Of course, Putin ignored them all (“Storm Warnings”).
The kidnappers didn’t give the captive Russians any food or water and by the second day, many of the captives started drinking their own urine just to get rehydrated. On the morning of September 3, 2004, explosions started to go off inside the school building and a fire soon broke out, which ultimately collapsed the roof. Upon seeing this, Putin ordered his Russian Special Forces to storm the building. This was when all hell broke loose inside the gym. The terrorists started firing back at the incoming Russian militia and a violent crossfire ensued. Many hostages were killed during this exchange of gunfire while many others were killed by the kidnappers themselves. Hundreds of other victims were physically injured and left with psychological torment that would last them a lifetime. Authorities also used tank cannons, grenade launchers, and flame-throwers in the bloody exchange (Chivers, 2006).
At the end of it all, 333 people lost their lives, including 186 children whose bodies lay lifeless in a sea of blood. Thirty-one of the terrorists also lost their lives in the mayhem and one was caught alive and stood trial.
The authorities’ handling of this crisis significantly decimated the Russians’ confidence in their government and in Putin, and neither Putin nor his fellow officials showed any remorse. The fact that the rebels were willing to endanger the lives of so many children showed Russians just how serious they were about their independence, and many Russians wanted Putin to give it to them so that they could be left alone. But Putin was resolute in his stance to keep Chechnya to himself. In fact, after the Beslan School Massacre, Vladimir Putin placed even more control over the region and adjoining areas (“Beslan School Attack”). 
The official statement that was released by the Russian government was that it was the terrorists who had started the first explosion, and they vehemently denied setting off any grenades. However, an independent investigation conducted by explosives expert Yury Savelyev in 2006 contradicted these claims. He and his team issued the following statement: "We have known for a long time that security services were to blame for killing many of the hostages. But the Prosecutor-General's Office flatly refuses to listen to the testimony of eyewitnesses who saw it." 
Eleven years after Savelyev’s findings were released, the European Court of Human Rights (ECHR) also stated that the Russian government had been given anonymous information about the planned terrorist attack several days before it actually took place but they paid it no attention. They did not increase security measures at the facility nor did they warn the school administrators of what could occur. The ECHR also stated that the Russian government breached the captives’ right to life, and they ordered the Russian government, which was still being led by Vladimir Putin, to monetarily compensate the families of the victims with a sum of around USD $3.5 million or €2.9 million (“Fifteen Years after Beslan Tragedy…”).  
Once again, Vladimir Putin tried to bury the bodies of innocent Russians in money. But what does money really mean to people who have lost their loved ones all because of Putin’s irresponsible indifference?
As his presidency progressed, Russia and the world would continue to discover Putin’s allegiance to the Soviet Union and its communist beliefs. On Monday the 25th of April, 2005, in his annual address to the nation, Putin stated that the fall of the Soviet Union “was the greatest geopolitical catastrophe of the century.” He went on to say that “ for the Russian people, it became a genuine tragedy. Tens of millions of our fellow citizens and countrymen found themselves beyond the fringes of Russian territory. The epidemic of collapse has spilled over to Russia itself.” (“Putin: Soviet Collapse a ‘Genuine Tragedy’.”). 
These statements were extremely strange to those looking on from the West, since Putin was supposed to be a president who favored democracy. Nonetheless, he called for foreign investment from business tycoons looking on from overseas, seeing that the country was still in a state of social and economic upheaval and would need the help of outside investors to achieve stability (“Putin: Soviet Collapse a ‘Genuine Tragedy’.”).
During his speech, Putin also announced the introduction of the National Priority Projects, which would be launched to help improve Russia’s agricultural, housing, educational, and healthcare sectors. The social welfare program was implemented to appeal to the Russian populace and win back their favor. As such, it was headed by the president himself and implemented by means of a presidential decree on October 21, 2005. Putin placed it under the supervision of the Council for Implementation of the Priority National Projects. 
But while the anger of the Russian populace was being appeased by Putin’s social welfare program, little did they know that government funding was being used to terrorize Putin’s enemies. During that time, Mikhail Khodorkovsky was the wealthiest Russian alive with an estimated fortune of $15 billion. He had steadily advanced through the Komsomol during the time of the Soviet Union and started numerous successful businesses during the 1980s, too. This afforded him the opportunity to buy many Siberian oil fields after the dissolution of the USSR and the privatization of state-owned assets that happened shortly after (Mydans and Arvedlund, 2003).  
But Mikhail Khodorkovsky made the mistake of openly donating to both communist and liberal opponents of Putin. He was arrested for both tax evasion and fraud and his oil and gas company Yukos was rendered bankrupt by the state. In addition, Putin sanctioned the auctioning of Yukos’ assets at prices that were way below market value. 
Any company owned by the state is under the complete control of Putin himself, and he allowed the state-owned oil company Rosneft to profit from this state-initiated abuse. In addition, Mikhail Khodorkovsky was sentenced to nine years of prison after being unfairly tried and sentenced in May 2005. Five years later, Mikhail Khodorkovsky and Platon Lebedev (his business partner) were slapped with the additional charges of money laundering and embezzlement and saw their prison sentences being extended even more. There was worldwide outcry from onlookers all around the world who could clearly see that this sentencing was politically motivated with clear human rights violations. Only in 2013 did Vladimir Putin finally acquiesce and grant the man his freedom. He then fled to Switzerland and has yet to return to Russia again (“Mikhail Khodorkovsky Granted Residency in Switzerland”).
Mikhail Khodorkovsky was one of just a few of Vladimir Putin’s enemies and managed to get better treatment than many others. Others like Anna Politkovskaya would not live to tell the tale. Anna Stepanovna Politkovskaya was a human rights activist and Russian journalist who was committed to sharing the real atrocities being committed by Putin and his militia in both Chechnya and Russia itself. She gained national and international acclaim for her seven years of tremendous work despite being subjected to countless acts of violence and intimidation. Russians who were interested in what was really going on in their country could access her work through a Russian newspaper called the Novaya Gazeta. In that publication, she also spoke about the Second Chechen War and what it really entailed (Politkovskai︠a︡, 2007).
Her work in this newspaper was often converted into books and even though she was once captured by the Russian Military Forces in Chechnya and forced to undergo a mock execution, Anna Politkovskaya was resolute in her commitment to shed light on what was really going on under Putin’s governance. Anna Politkovskaya was even poisoned while on a flight from Moscow to the site of the Beslan School Massacre and had to return to Moscow and get medical help immediately to save her life. But that didn’t stop Anna; in 2004, she published her political commentary book Putin’s Russia, in which she gave her personal views on what life in Russia really was like.
In her book, Anna elaborates on the life of Pavel Fedulev, an outright criminal who was promoted to the ranks of “leading industrialist and deputy of the legislature” by none other than Vladimir Putin himself. She also speaks about Dr. Tamara Pechernikova who was allowed to torture soviet dissidents in the Moscow Serbsky Institute of Psychiatry during the 1960s and 1970s. 
Anna also spoke about the torture, rape, murder, and routine kidnappings of the local Chechens by the Russian Military who have invaded their lands. She also shed light on how conscripts were routinely tortured or sold out as slaves. Anna also told the stories of countless judges who were brutally assaulted or removed from their positions entirely for not obeying the orders from above to release certain criminals. She told the story of oligarchs and how many of them who befriended Putin had the military and even special services at their command.
But on the afternoon of October 7, 2006, which also happened to be Putin’s 54th birthday, Anna Politkovskaya was fatally shot in her apartment building. Her contract killers were eventually captured and charged, but they didn’t reveal exactly who paid them to do it (“Europe | Russians Remember Killed Reporter”).




Part 3 - Vladimir Putin: the Man of Many Hats


As we’ve seen throughout the course of this book, Putin is a man of many identities that shift and sway according to his needs at the time. Whether it be for a mentor, a way into the KGB, or political blackmail, Putin’s ability to coax his way into the lives of others is incomparable. While it may seem like allegations and speculation outweigh facts in the life of Vladimir Putin, our job is to lay them all out on the table and ask our readers to form their own opinions.  
Part three of this book will give us a chance to try on the many hats Mr. Putin has worn throughout his career in Russia. The spy, the politician, the family man, the specialist, the so-called democrat, the bureaucrat, the friend, the alleged cancer patient, and now, the harbinger of evil. His contribution to our society has been controversial to say the least, and the horrors he has subjected the Russian people to, past and present, is unforgivable. 




Chapter Nine: The Spy


As we mentioned in chapter 2, it is hard to find an actual account of Putin’s time as a spy for the KGB. A lot of the data we have on his life during this time period is based on a series of allegations—some stating that the Russian government has chosen to spread disinformation about Putin’s time as a KGB agent (Belton, 2020). However, accounts from other agents such as Markus Wolf claim that Putin was nothing more than a propaganda pusher and middleman (Wolf, 1999).  
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While Vladimir Putin was at the Leningrad State University, he waited patiently for the man at the KGB office he’d approached so many years ago to remember him. He’d almost given up hope after 4 years, and he considered entering into a different field such as an attorney or in the special prosecutor's office. But during his fourth year in the university he was approached by a stranger who asked to meet with him. 
"I need to talk to you about your career assignment. I wouldn't like to specify exactly what it is yet." (Putin et al, 2000).
Due to the incognito nature of this meeting, Putin was sure that he had been approached by a KGB agent. Not long after this secretive meeting, Putin was asked to join the KGB. Putin served as a foreign counterintelligence officer for 15 years, and a little under half of that time was in Dresden, East Germany (Longley, 2022). Little to nothing can be found about the 8 or 9 years that he served as a counterintelligence officer before he was transferred to Dresden. During an interview for Putin’s biography, First Person: An Astonishingly Frank Self-Portrait by Russia’s President, his wife says that he rarely even shared his whereabouts with her (Putin et al, 2000). 
The KGB is known for its efforts to destroy documents and alter history before the collapse of East Germany and the Berlin Wall. As we know, documents that were salvaged from the Stasi’s regional headquarters in Dresden prove that Vladimir Putin was a Stasi Major (Furlong, 2019). According to Dr. Marian K. Leighton, former Soviet analysis for the CIA, the Stasi have a history of supporting international terrorism. Stasi military even set up a number of terrorist training camps in the Middle East (Belton, 2020). The Stasi provided a safe havens in Dresden, Leipzig, and East Berlin for terrorist groups like the Red Army Faction in the 60s, and even provided them with false identities. 
One account suggests that Dresden became a meeting place of the “radical left,” even after the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 and the collapse of the Soviet Union. A former member of the Red Army Faction—a far-left terrorist group in West Germany—claims to have met with Putin in Dresden to discuss their plans to sow “terror across West Germany in the seventies and eighties.” Dresden was out-of-view of the watchful eye that the French and the Americans had on the Soviet Union. 
“There was nothing in Dresden, nothing at all, except the radical left,” said the former Red Army Faction veteran. “Nobody was watching Dresden, not the Americans, not the West Germans. There was nothing there. Except the one thing: these meetings with those comrades.” (Belton, 2020). 
Putin served in Dresden, East Germany from 1985 to 1990, and during this time he was likely exposed to these kinds of terrorist alliances, being that it was uncovered in 2018 that he was indeed a Stasi Major. It was during these years that Dresden was a meeting place for the Red Army Faction, and the former Red Army Faction member’s account even discredited Wolf’s claims of Putin’s unimportance by saying that “Wolf was very careful not to be involved” in the Dresden meetings as not “be caught red-handed supporting a terrorist organization.”  
He claims that Putin was a leader amongst these secret meetings in Dresden, and Putin and his KGB colleagues would provide weapons and cash for Red Army Faction attacks. An old recruit of Putin’s in the Stasi, Klaus Zuchold, claims that Putin once tried to obtain a study on untraceable deadly poisons. He planned to sabotage the author by planting pornographic material on him—eerily similar to later allegations of the kidnapping and blackmail of Ivan Rybkin during the 2004 election (Belton, 2020).
Some also claim that the time that he spent back at the Leningrad State University after Dresden, East Germany was a cover for his continued work in intelligence. It wasn’t long after his return to Leningrad that one of his former professors asked him to join his administration (“Vladimir Putin” Biography Articles & Resources).




Chapter Ten: The Politician


Is it as simple as being in the right place at the right time, or is Putin strategically aligning himself with political powerhouses in order to perpetuate his own rise to power? After reconnecting with his old mentor, Anatoly Sobchak, he was asked to join Sobchak’s administration during his run for mayor. In just 6 short years, Putin was named deputy chief administrator of the Kremlin under President Boris Yeltsin. This put him on track to become a familiar face amongst the Russian political elites, and eventually Yeltsin appointed Putin as prime minister in August of 1999 (“Vladimir Putin fast facts”).  
This is when we start to see Putin’s true colors as a leader. During an alleged Kremlin bribery scandal, Yeltsin was forced to step down as president, springboarding Putin into presidency in December of 1999. With his newfound power, he passed a law which protects former presidents and their families from prosecution to ensure that Yeltsin wouldn’t be prosecuted. Despite these allegations of nepotism and misuse of power, Putin went on to win the presidential election of 2000 and remains in office to this day. 
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During his first term as president, he did accomplish a few of the legal and economic reforms he promised during his campaign such as the codification of land law and tax law. He was also able to accomplish other legal reforms such as new codes on labor, administrative, criminal, commercial, and civil procedural law. However, he also was criticized for how he mishandled the Kursk submarine disaster and the Moscow Theater hostage crisis. Despite these criticisms, Putin was still soaring through the public approval ratings at a whopping 83% satisfaction rate from the Russian citizens (Wyatt, 2002). 
This high approval rating would not be the last, as Putin’s approval ratings have been abnormally high since he entered office, and in 2015 they were a record high of 89%. This could be a result of many different things. Some theorize that Putin’s high approval ratings are due to the spread of misinformation and targeted propaganda from the “spin doctors” that alters the kind of information Russian citizens receive about certain events (Volkov).  
Fiona Hill and Clifford Gaddy published Mr. Putin: Operative in the Kremlin in 2015 because he was interested in understanding Putin’s many dimensions of character in order to get a better idea of what Putin’s goals are and how he plans to achieve them. As a “man of history,” Putin seems to emphasize history lessons into policy as well as manipulate history for political purposes. As a “statist,” Putin emphasizes the importance of patriotism and a strong government. He seeks to redefine “the Russian Idea” of what Russia should be, and we can see the influence of his past—his family life and his stint in the KGB—in his efforts for reform (Hill et al, 2020). 
Walter Moss, author of A History of Russia Vol. I and Vol. 2, examines the definition of political opportunists and how Putin falls into this category as a politician. You can find evidence of Putin manipulatively “cherry picking” ideas from his so-called favorite philosophers such as Ivan Ilyin and Vladimir Solovyov in his actions as a leader. Writer and public-speaker Eltsov is quoted saying that “Putin chooses to follow only those ideas that fit his neo-imperialist and reactionary agenda.” In reality, Vladimir Putin bends the written word to his will based on his own interpretation of the writing (Moss, 2015).
During Putin’s second presidency term, Anna Politkovskaya was shot and killed in the lobby of her apartment building. Anna was a journalist who exposed corruption within the Russian army and its actions in Chechnya. There was an outcry in Western media that Putin had failed to protect Russia’s newfound independent media. The accused murderer has come forward saying that Boris Berezovsky and Akhmed Zakayev were possible clients of the assasination. Since the Russian Constitution barred him from a third term, Dmitry Medvedev was elected as his successor. It was less than 24 hours before Putin was appointed Prime Minister of Russia on May 8th, 2008. 
While he was running for a third term as president, anti-regime protesters criticized Putin and accused him of voter fraud. Nevertheless, he won in the first round with 63.6% of the vote (Batty, 2011). One of the most notorious names among anti-Putin protesters is a punk-rock band known as Pussy Riot, and their most popular protest was a performance outside of Moscow’s Cathedral of Christ the Savior directed at the Orthodox Church leaders’ support for Putin during his election campaign. Three members of the band were arrested and denied bail in 2012 until their trial where they were ultimately convicted of “hooliganism motivated by religious hatred” (“Pussy Riot Members Jailed for Two Years…”).
In 2010, Putin declared that he was the only person who could guarantee that the reforms he’d set in place for Russia would be fulfilled, so he created a series of task forces to draw up “Russia 2020”—a strategy for promoting economic growth, improving living standards, bringing in new technology, and reindustrializing the Russian economy. Russia 2020 set out a series of goals for the Russian government to achieve by the end of 2018; the end of Putin’s third term back in the presidency (Hill et al, 2020). 
Amidst tensions between the West and Russia due to the ongoing investigation of alleged voter fraud and interference with the United States 2016 election, Putin was elected for a fourth term as president with 77% of the vote in 2018. Election statistician, Sergey Shipilkin, said that there appeared to be nearly 10 million fraudulent votes added in favor of Putin (“2018 Russian Presidential Election”). In April of 2021, Putin passed a law that would allow himself to run for president 2 more times. It would extend the term limit, which would mean he would remain in office until 2036 (Meyer 2018). 




Chapter Eleven: The Family Man and Father


In Russia, people use variations of other people’s names depending on the degree of familiarity, as well as affection, that they have for them. In the book  First Person, a collection of interviews with Putin about his life, he is sometimes referred to as Vovka and Volodya by his mentors, friends, and family. A lot of the information we get about Putin’s early life is from his 4th through 8th grade teacher at School No. 193, Vera Gurevichm; his friend, Sergei Roldugin; and his now ex-wife, Lyudmila. She recalls a time where Putin’s parents said, “one of our sons would have been your age.” As we know from chapter 2, Putin had two brothers that died shortly after birth. She commends his mother for being courageous and trying to have another child at age 41. But were his parents really ready to have another child at home to remind them of what they’ve lost? (Putin et al, 2000).
When the war broke out, Putin’s father volunteered to go to the front lines, and his mother refused to leave home until her own brother took her in. They took up shelter in an old children’s home in Leningrad where one of Putin’s brothers died of diphtheria. It wasn’t until after his father’s legs were blown off, and his mother almost died of starvation, that Putin was given a chance to live a normal childhood. He was finally sent to school at age 8, and it wasn’t until his German instructor and mentor, Gurevich, took him under her wing that he began to thrive as a student. But she was well aware of his home life, and having met Putin’s father, she concluded that there was no love in Putin’s home. 
“Your son is not working to his full potential,” Gurevich said during a home visit. 
“Well, what can I do?” asked Putin’s father, “kill him, or what?”  (Putin et al, 2000). 
Despite growing up in a home devoid of love, Putin did eventually try to seek out this elusive feeling. However, the story about his first love is unsurprisingly vague. He claims they had everything ready to get married—all the way down to the suit and wedding dress—but he decided to cut things off as “it was better to suffer then than to have both of us suffer later.” He claims he doesn’t regret leaving her, but Sergei Roldugin, a friend of his at the university, says that Putin was simply an emotional personal who could not properly express his emotions (Putin et al, 2000). 
Though how he met Lyudmila Putina, his wife, is something he still recalls fondly. She was on a trip with a friend in Leningrad. Her friend was invited to the Lensoviet Theater by Putin’s friend Sergei Roldulgin, and she didn’t want to go alone. When Sergei found out his date was bringing a friend, he invited Vladimir Putin. They went out all three nights of the girl’s trip to different theaters, and before the girls left, Putin gave Lyudmila his phone number. This was uncanny for Putin, and Sergei even confronted him about this unusual carelessness for giving out his information. 
They spent three and a half years dating, which Lyudmila recalled as being “a continuous sense of joy”. Before he proposed, Putin was finally able to say what he never could to his first love: he was a risky life partner. As Putin was gearing up to leave for Moscow to train for a year, Lyudmila was pregnant with their first child, Maria. The signs of Putin inheriting absentee-father characteristics from his own dad piled up as the years went on. They would eventually have another daughter named Katerina. He told his wife very little about his role at the KGB as they were moved around and stationed in Dresden, Germany (Putin et al, 2000). 
When Vladimir Putin became president, his children were pulled from school and taught at home. While he is said to have been a loving father—a sharp contrast to his own upbringing—he was around less and less as he rose to power. Putin’s biographer, Gevorkyan, believes that he did not love his wife the same way she cared for him. 
"There are women who are admired by men,” Lyudmila would say to Gevorkyan, “I think I am not that kind of woman. He will not hold me in his hands." (Cranley et al, 2022).
After 30 years of marriage, Lyudmila and Putin split up in 2013 as a self-declared “joint decision” by Mr. Putin himself (“Who are Putin’s daughters…”). Did years of dead-end conversation, lies, and secrecy finally catch up to them? Or did Putin’s blatant sexism and authoritarian personality push Lyudmila over the edge? 
Allegations have been made recently that Putin has at least 2 other children that he’s never claimed; as if he ever publicly claimed the first 2 he had. One of these claims may have some solid backing, as data has shown that Putin’s cleaning woman from the 90s until 2010 has up and moved into one of St. Petersburg’s wealthiest neighborhoods and become a billionaire owner of Putin’s favorite ski resort (Cranley et al, 2022). 
According to Oleg Blotsky’s book, Vladimir Putin: The Road to Power, Putin was quoted insulting his wife by saying “anyone who can live at least two weeks with Lyudmila deserves a monument.” In 2006, the Russian media quoted him making a joke about sexual assault after former Israeli President, Moshe Katsav, was arrested on harassment and assault charges: 
“What a mighty man Katsav turns out to be!” said Putin. “He raped 10 women. We all envy him.” (“A real ladies man: Putin remarks on women over the years”).
In Oliver Stone’s documentary featuring a series of interviews with Putin, Putin asserts that he doesn’t have bad days since he’s “not a woman,” and he doesn't have to deal with the female’s “natural cycles.” When it comes to showering next to a gay man, he thinks it would be best not to “provoke him.” (Walker, 2017).
Vladimir Putin was denied love in his childhood home. He grew up in a disconnected environment where he learned little about his family and likely developed an unstable sense of self. Children rely heavily on their parents during the early stages in their life, and they are far more attuned with their environment than it may seem. Mirroring is just one way in which children learn how to properly express their emotions, and from what we know about Vladimir Putin’s childhood, there was most likely not enough time or space to dedicate to this type of learning (Cikanavicius, 2019).
A lot of what Putin learned about life and love was on his own and in the streets amongst other trouble-makers (Putin et al, 2000). Shari Miller, Rolf Loeber, and Alison Hipwell published a study in 2010 that looks at peer deviance and parenting style and their relationship to deviance in children. Although it was a study on young girls, their gender was not found to be a contributor to behavioral problems and a lot of the literature used for this study consisted of all-boy studies. Stressful family conditions can set the stage for bad parenting patterns such as overly critical, harsh, and punitive strategies for controlling behavioral problems. Parents can even pass off their children’s behavior as someone else’s problem to address, and often, these children gravitate towards one another to create deviant peer groups. Low parental warmth and harsh parenting were found to be significant predictors of certain behavior problems (Miller et al, 2010). 
I don’t offer this information in defense of Putin’s actions; the horrors he’s subjected our society to are unforgivable. However, it is important to keep in mind what drives people's actions, as it can sometimes help us predict their behavior in the future. Putin was not raised to wear the hat of  the “family man.” 




Chapter Twelve: The Young Specialist


Putin’s history with close relationships has left him incapable of love, except for one soft spot; he found love on the martial arts mat. He fell in love with sambo and judo, and they turned his life around drastically by pulling him off of the streets. He had little respect for non-contact martial arts such as karate, which he referred to as ballet since sports were only sports—in his eyes—if they required blood, sweat, and hard work. 
“Judo is not just a sport, you know,” said Putin. “It's a philosophy. It's respect for your elders and for your opponent. It's not for weaklings. Everything in judo has an instructive aspect. You come out onto the mat, you bow to one another, you follow ritual. It could be done differently, you know. Instead of bowing to your opponent, you could jab him in the forehead.” (Putin et al, 2000). 
His old German teacher and mentor regarded Putin as a quick learner with a sharp mind. He could accomplish anything if he just put his mind to it, and that's exactly what he did to earn his spot in the KGB. After fantasizing about his life as a spy as he’d seen in the movies, he approached the office of the KGB Directorate and did not leave until the officer told him the best route to guarantee his spot in the KGB—law school (Putin et al, 2000). 
At law school, he continued his passion for the martial arts and joined many competitions—one of them being against the world champion, Volodya Kullenin. 
“Matches were a form of torture,” said Putin.  “And training was hard, too. We used to go to an athletic center outside of Leningrad on Khippiyarvi Lake. It's a fairly large lake, about 17 kilometers wide. Every morning when we got up, we ran around the lake first thing. After our run, there would be exercise, then training, breakfast, more workouts, lunch, rest after lunch, and then workouts again.” (Putin et al, 2000). 
After 4 years of law school, he finally reached his romanticized dream of becoming a spy for the KGB. He was first assigned to the Secretariat of the Directorate, then the counterintelligence division. One of his first exposures to corruption within the agency was during a meeting with veteran agents discussing a plan of action. When Putin chimed in, citing laws which proved the KGB’s actions would be illegal, he was practically laughed out of the room. 
“For us,” said a KGB veteran, “[our] instructions are the main law.” (Putin et al, 2000).
To join the KGB, you must be a Community Party member, and Putin was no exception to the rules. Foreign intelligence began to take notice of Putin during his time in counterintelligence because of his “certain appropriate qualities.” He was sent to Moscow for special training for intelligence officers at the Andropov Red Banner Institute. Mikhail Frolov was an instructor there, and he oversaw Putin’s role as division leader. He wrote in Putin’s trainee evaluation that he seemed “withdrawn” and “uncommunicative,” but nonetheless was assigned to KGB representation in the German Democratic Republic, or East Germany (Putin et al, 2000). 
In early October of 1989, Putin was stationed in Dresden when chaos erupted as East Germans—who had claimed asylum at the West German embassy in Prague—traveled through town in sealed trains. Hundreds of people tried to board the trains as well as storm the KGB headquarters in Dresden. As he and his colleagues waited for word from Moscow on how the political elites planned to protect them, Putin realized that they were alone to face almost the entire local population. He and the other KGB members frantically burned evidence of their intelligence work. This left him with a fear of the frailty of political elites and how easily the people can overthrow them. East Germany operated differently than the USSR when it came to communist rule; it had separate political parties despite being held under firm communist rule. German biographer, Boris Reitschuster, believes that Putin has rebuilt his own kind of East Germany in Russia now. 
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“I think it's the key to understanding Putin,” said Putin’s German biographer, Boris Reitschuster. “We would have another Putin and another Russia without his time in East Germany.” (Bowlby, 2015).





Chapter Thirteen: The Democrat


Under Putin’s watchful eye, Russia has become a more authoritarian state with fewer democratic rights and freedoms (Rosenberg, 2019). In the Millenium Manifesto, a speech given by Putin in late December of 1999 during the Yeltsin-Putin transition, he wrote that he was “against the restoration of an official state ideology in Russia in any form. There should be no forced civil accord in a democratic Russia. Social accord can only be voluntary. That is why it is so important to achieve social accord on such basic issues as the aims, values and orientations of development.” He also spoke of “the traditional values of Russians.” He claims we can rebuild a strong state with the help of “patriotism, collectivism, solidarity, derzhavnost[the belief that Russia is destined always to be a great power (derzhava) exerting its influence abroad]and statism.” Under this ideology of statism, the individual needs are insignificant when considering the needs of the state (Hill et al, 2020).  
Putin’s campaign strategy during his rise to power was simply to side with the general elite consensus on the importance of restoring the state. Putin appears to identify as a statist—a covert of people who demand the restoration of the state—and a lot of his opinions and ideas simply echo that of his politically elite predecessors. What’s been loosely referred to as “Putinism” is simply his collection of economic talking points from Russian newspaper columns or political manifestos. In reality, a lot of his ideas for action during his campaign derived from those of a more conservative faction in the 1990s political debates (Hill et al, 2020). 
Putin has seemingly replaced the concept of autocracy with sovereign democracy. According to Hill and Gaddy, “Sovereign democracy...is the epitome of a strong and powerful state, just as autocracy was in the tsarist era.” It is meant to suggest that “Russia is accountable and answerable to no one (certainly no outside power) apart from the opinion of the majority of its population.” Furthermore, the “universal norms of democracy are not Russian and have in fact damaged Russia’s political development. Russia must, therefore, return to a political system that is uniquely its own, that is sovereign and historically rooted.” Putin also seems to believe that the United States and NATO are hostile to him while trying to undermine his influence in bordering countries such as Georgia and Ukraine (Rosenberg, 2019). Putin seeks to return to the past, which is why his inner circle consists of childhood friends and former KGB comrades. Remember in chapter 7 when we discussed the fall of the Berlin Wall and the fall of the Soviet Union? Recall that Putin felt torn in his choice to support the new Russian Federation because he’d spent a large part of his life with who he referred to as “the organs,” otherwise known as his communist comrades (Sakwa, 2004). 
Since Putin has been in office, he has been very critical of his media coverage—especially during periods of death and disaster. Since 2001 though, the Russian government has been strategically buying out and taking control over privately owned media outlets such as NTV, RTR, and ORT. A group of about 20 journalists and activists from Reporters Without Borders protested this democratic takeover outside a Russian airport by plastering photos of President Putin with Pinocchio noses with the caption “Russia is a democracy.” As a result, coverage of the Chechen war was even more censored; foreigners without “special permission” were barred from entering many areas including where “anti-terrorist operations” were taking place. Russia has become an unsafe space for citizens to investigate economic failure and corruption, and journalists Valery Ivanov of the weekly Toliatinskoie Obosrenie and owner of Lada TV, Sergei Kalinovsky of the daily Moskovky Komsomolets-Smolensk, and Natalia Skryl of the newspaper Nashe Vremia all lost their lives for democracy and decentralized power (“Reporters without Borders Protests against President Putin’s Takeover of the Media”).  
Along with lack of media coverage, Russia also has an extensive history with misinforming Russian citizens and altering history through lack of coverage in standard history textbooks. They lack information about the more conservative ideas that have returned to the political scene in recent years. When you look at Boris Chicherin, the founding father of the term “liberal-conservatism,” you can see a reflection of Putin’s ideology in his teachings. Chicherin understood that there could not be extreme liberal reform without a strong state with “strong authority,” else you risk the “breakdown of the state organism.” We can also look to one of Putin’s favorite philosophers, Vladimir Solovyvov, who believed that there must be a strong connection between the state and the church in order to succeed as a country (Robinson, 2012): 
“…the resemblance of President Putin’s ambitions for his Russia to those of the neoconservatives in the contemporary United States bear a striking formal resemblance,” wrote William Pfaff in his personal column (Rosenberg, 2019). 
We know from chapter 1 that in regards to philosophies, Putin was a Marxist-Leninist, and this may have altered his decision-making during Ukraine tensions—since Edwards states that war between nations is inevitable for someone who is both a Marxist and a Leninist (Edwards, 2022). In 2009, a Russian official in the presidential administration called the book Vekhi (translated to Landmarks) by Pyotr Stolyppin and Ivan Ilyin “our book.” The book concludes that a strong legal system is required in Russia in order to have a functional government. Stolypin was a violent prime minister in the midst of revolution; so many radicals were hanged during his administration that the noose became known as “Stolypin’s necktie.” Putin organized a monument to Stolypin in Moscow in 2012, and later wrote in a speech that “at the head of the state there must be a single will.” Like the authors of Vekhi, Putin believes that the source of Russia’s problems is their inability to develop “legal consciousness.” (Robinson, 2019).




Chapter Fourteen: The Bureaucrat


The Oxford definition of bureaucrat is “an official in a government department, in particular one perceived as being concerned with procedural correctness at the expense of people's needs.” When you have someone in a position of power who cares very little about the lives of those who work under them, it can become a toxic environment. When you look at the sociology of organizations, sociologists such as Elton Mayo highlight the rise of the Human Relations Approach. Mayo conducted the Hawthorne Experiments where he concluded that people can’t be treated as cogs in a machine because our values and motivations vastly differ; it’s impossible to assume that everyone under a certain authority has the same goals (Kishore, 2021). Vladimir Putin essentially believes that the needs of the individual matter much less than that of the state, and it is the Russian’s patriotic duty to adopt his ideology of statism.  
According to sociologist Roland Benedikter, the characteristics of Russian authoritarianism include passing off responsibilities to others, silencing their critics, personalizing power and restricting assets to a smaller inner circle, and changing the account of history to meet the “self-justificatory narratives.” It also includes the imposition of expanding territories on both a digital and a geological level such as cyberattacks and invasions of neighboring territories such as Georgia and Ukraine (Benedikter, 2022).
While serving as Prime Minister to President Boris Yeltsin, Putin was able to convince him that he shares his views of a democratic Russia. But in reality, when he usurped power for his own, he struck Chechnya with extreme force and slowly chipped away at democracy and centralized power in the Kremlin. His ability to play the role of a political actor makes him a wise bureaucrat, and he uses his leverage inside of Russia to portray himself as a radical patriot who plans to protect Soviet integrity from the “American threat” (Sonwani, 2019) .
Political scientist Peter Rutland has identified 4 main elite groups that have emerged during the Putin era, Putin’s inner circle, the second wave of oligarchs, siloviki—or key military leaders such as FSB’s director Alexander Bortnikov—and state bureaucracy. Just as mentioned in chapter 9, Putin has been cherry-picking ideologies branching from conservatism to totalitarianism. In search for “the country’s spiritual bonds,” Putin has borrowed teachings of Orthodox fundamentalism and even Stalinism. This is likely why support from the Orthodox Church has grown stronger since the 2018 election (Guillermo, 2022).
Max Weber is a German sociologist concerned with authority and rationalization, and his theory of bureaucracy looks at how the use of written or oral rules and procedures can be used to control an organization. Labor division, a clear hierarchy, rules and regulations, and impersonal relationships are what Weber characterized as “ideal bureaucracies.” Weber believed that being a cog in a machine was the best option for the success of the organization—or in our case, the state—because a specialized skill set and following orders is the best way to reach a common goal as well as regulate and control the behavior of a large group of people. 
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But with a bureaucratic authority hierarchy, you can sometimes fall down the slippery slope of authoritarianism. Impersonal relationships are also important for bureaucrats because decision-making should be based on rational decision making rather than nepotism—which Putin has an extensive history with. The ideal bureaucrat brings efficiency, predictability, and consistency to the table, but in the case of Vladimir Putin, he has surrounded himself with so many associates that they act as a smokescreen for his nefarious actions. Other limitations of Weber’s theory of bureaucracy is that it doesn't account for organizational change—which in our case could include economic recession, war, etc.—and it ignores any informal power structures such as seperarist regimes and other Russian elites. We also see a slowed decision making process as commands must travel up and down the ladder of authority (Sridharan et al, 2022). 
By Weber’s definition, Vladimir Putin probably wouldn’t fall under his idea of what an ideal bureaucratic leader would look like. Putin is all too familiar with personalized relationships within his administration. It goes all the way back to his beginnings as a politician—being personally selected by his old teacher and mentor to serve as his deputy mayor. There’s an old saying; it’s lonely on the top, but for Putin, it’s a hometown and KGB reunion at the top.




Chapter Fifteen: The Friend


Putin’s love life is seemingly non-existent, but when you take a look at his history with making friends and strategically aligning himself with political powerhouses, he may not be as socially inept as we previously thought. When it comes to trust, political scientist Valero Solovei says that “there are two categories of people Putin leans towards: childhood friends…and those who served in the Soviet KGB.”  
“He doesn’t overestimate their loyalty,” said Solovei. “Yeltsin trusted members of this family. Putin trusts no one.” (Rosenberg, 2019).
One of the most notable alliances is with Anatoly Sobchak, his former professor and mentor turned boss when Sobchack asked Putin to join his administration in 1991. Sobchak was Putin’s one-way ticket into the Russian government. Putin worked alongside Vladimir Yakovlev, both as deputy mayor, until Yakovlev would eventually run against Sobchak for mayor and win (публикации, 2012). Under his boss’s watchful eye, Putin oversaw the Committee for Foreign Economic Relations (CFER) where he authorized the transfer of billions of dollars overseas illegally (“Has Vladimir Putin Always Been Corrupt?…”). Even if Putin had returned to St. Petersburg with an intent to right his wrongdoings as a KGB officer, it wasn’t long before his fingers were again dirty with malfeasance. 
One of the most notable qualities of Putin’s friends is that they appear to ride the coattail of friendship all the way into massive amounts of assets and wealth. Putin facilitated the second wave of Russian oligarchs by enacting state contracts that would give private suppliers of infrastructure, defense, and healthcare more money than the market rate of their product. Then, they would officer kickbacks, or bribes, to the state officials that were involved. He has also appointed his closest childhood friends and KGB colleagues to positions of power around him. For example, Yuri Kovalchuk was Putin’s friend from his time at school in St. Petersburg, but now Yuri is Putin’s “personal banker.” Not only are they more prepared to support themselves, but with his close friends in power, he has a cohort of people that will financially and politically back him on any decision (Markus, 2022). The more control Putin has over the country’s wealth, the more decision-making power he has without any room for opposition from the media or other outlets. 
Former sparring partner and judo coach, Arkady Rotenberg, has formulated a 4-billion-dollar fortune under the Putin administration. Much of his fortune has come from privatised deals made through Russia’s state-run firms—such as the gas giant, Gazprom. He was also involved in a series of separate contracts with construction companies which made deals worth upwards of around 7 billion dollars. Putin puppeteers the Russian economy by creating state-supported corporations which are run by his friends (Shuster, 2014).
In his biography, First Person: An Astonishingly Frank Self-Portrait by Russia’s President, we actually get a look at a sincere friend that Putin made during his early years at university and who remained friends with him during his time in the KGB. Sergei Roldugin identifies as a friend of the Putin family, and as godfather to Putin’s oldest daughter. In the book, interviews with Sergei Roldugin give us a unique perspective on some of the decisions in Putin’s life, including his decision to leave his first love as well as his decision to throw a teenage boy trying to bum a cigarette off of his friend Sergei. He talks about Putin’s “terribly intense nature, which manifests itself in literally everything.” But he recalls these violent memories with his friend fondly (Putin et al, 2000). 
Sergei knew his secrets, his temper, his wife; they went on dates together, and just like a lot of the people Putin was close to, he ended up wealthy and powerful by Putin’s side. In 2018, Obama released a blacklist of sanctioned officials in Russia; all of them were financially connected to President Vladimir Putin. The Pandora Papers have recently leaked sensitive information about the money laundering cases. Roldugin was found to have laundered $69 million through the Troika Laundromat. Sergei’s net worth is estimated to be around $2 billion, but during the ongoing invasion of Ukraine, the EU has frozen Roldugin’s assets along with many other Russian oligarchs (Underwood, 2022). Instead of trying to cut the head off the snake only to have it grow 2 more, the EU has realized that in order to take down the entity, you must dissemble all the moving pieces. Without the financial and political support of his friends in power, Putin will hopefully lose his rigor in the war against Ukraine.




Chapter Sixteen: The Cancer Patient


According to the mysterious telegram channel “General SVR,” which is supposedly run by former Russian Forgein Intelligence Service lieutenant, Viktor Mikhailovich, Putin is scheduled to undergo cancer surgery sometime in 2022 for his alleged colon cancer. He will transfer control of Russia’s government to Nikolai Patrushev, head of the Russian federal police’s Security Council while he is in recovery. However, these allegations were made around April and May, and as of September of 2022, Putin has yet to undergo surgery and power has yet to be transferred. Some claim that he is ignoring his quickly declining health because he can’t loosen his grip on power (Farberov and Simao-Bednarski, 2022). Like the cornered rat, he fears losing the upper hand and getting his nose slammed in the door.  
During a Russian Orthodox Chruch’s Easter service in April of 2022, Putin was captured on camera swaying back and forth, biting his lips, and fidgeting with his hands uncomfortably during the ceremony. He was also seen earlier in April looking “bloated” as he awkwardly gripped a table for support during a meeting with his defense minister—Sergei Shoigu—to discuss the fate of the captured Ukrainian city, Mariupol. Louise Mensch, a UK politician, said that these allegations seem to back earlier reports that Vladimir Putin may have Parkinson’s disease (Steinbuch, 2022). 
Russian news outlet The Project has tracked the medical care that Putin has received since becoming president. He has had many secret meetings with a cancer doctor, and he has even turned to some pretty unconventional healing methods despite concerns from his family and even his own physicians. Supposedly, Putin has started bathing in the blood of deer antlers that have been sawed off of animals while they are “soft and full of blood,” which is a natural medicine practice of the Altai region in Russia. Some claim he has traveled there many times. The Project declares with confidence that Putin’s disappearances from the media and maybe even his “vacations” have served as cover ups for at least two major surgeries “most likely in the area of his back.” Oncologist Evgeny Selivanov has also visited Putin 35 times in the last 4 years (Simko-Bednarski, 2022). 
As Russia suffers from heavy losses on the battlefield for Putin’s war against Ukraine, these allegations of poor health come with questions about his ability to lead with a clear mind—especially during a time of war. Intelligence sources close to the Kremlin—senior figures in the Five Eyes intelligence alliance—believe that Putin’s decision to invade Ukraine may be a result of his steroid treatment for cancer. His “increasingly erratic behavior” paired with his poor physical health, and there have been identifiable changes in his decision making over the last few years. It’s been said that Putin has placed the head of FSB’s foreign service, Sergey Beseda, and his deputy, Anatoly Bolyukh, on house arrest for allegedly leaking intelligence that suggests Putin is suffering psychological deterioration as a result of physiological factors. Prolonged use of steroids have raised serious concern for the altered state of his mind, and it has also left him vulnerable to illnesses that could increase his risk of death, so subsequently we have seen more and more images of him social distancing to the extreme. Those who meet with Putin are forced to quarantine for 2 weeks, and when Putin met with Emmanuel Macron in February of 2022, they sat 13 feet apart at a dramatically large and otherwise empty table. Macron later states that compared to when he met with Putin in 2020, he was “not the same” and had in a sense “gone haywire.” (Owen, 2022). 
Rather than try to capture the latest atrocities the Russian president has enacted, part 4 of this book will take a deeper look into Putin’s decision to invade Ukrain on February 24th, 2022 and what else we know about Putin’s reign of terror. 




Part 4 - A Harbinger Of Evil


It is a difficult, yet necessary, task to write about war as it rages on around you. Everyday there seems to be a newer, more compelling tragedy for the headlines. Daily newsletters with the updated death tolls on both sides with little hope in coming to an agreeable ceasefire.  
In 2021, Russia began to build up its military personnel near the border of eastern Ukraine. This generated great concern across the world, but it wasn’t until February 21st of 2022 that Putin decided to take action and send Russian troops into non-government controlled areas in Ukraine after a positive vote by the Russian State Duma; this invasion included areas in the Donetsk and Luhansk regions. On February 24th, Russia launched a full-scale invasion of Ukraine despite the EU strongly condemning Putin’s decision to infiltrate the non-government controlled areas. 
In the following chapters we will take a look at the initial attack on Ukraine as well as the response from the European Council and the Council of the European Union (EU) regarding sanctions that have come in a series of packages—the most recent being the Eight package of sanctions released to the press on October 6th of 2022 (“EU Response to Russia’s Invasion of Ukraine”).




Chapter Seventeen: February 24th, 2022


On Thursday, February 24th of 2022, Vladimir Putin announced the beginning of a military assault against Ukraine that he claims is aimed at the “demilitarization of Ukraine,” and that he does not plan to occupy the smaller country. He said that Russia was only responding to a plea for help from separatists in eastern Ukraine. As explosions rang through Kyiv and Kharkiv, Ukraine’s capital and second largest city, Russian forces crossed the border and landed in the Black Sea port city of Odessa (Maass, 2022). 
There was only a small group of soldiers in charge of guarding the tiny port city. Allegedly, around 13 guards stood their ground as Russian forces threatened to bomb them if they didn’t surrender. Instead, they resoundingly responded, “Russian ship, fuck you,” and the audio was posted on YouTube by a local news outlet, Ukrayinska Pravda. Across Ukraine, it was reported that around 137 people were killed during the first day of Russia’s bloody invasion (Cohen, 2022). 
As street fighting began in Kyiv, raid sirens echoed through the streets and tanks rolled into the Ukrainian capital. CBS News’ Haley Ott reported that a makeshift recruitment center sprung up in the center of the city and people piled in claiming they were ready to die for their city. One commander said thousands reported for duty—many with little to no military training—and guns were distributed to them all. On Friday, Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelenskyy released a pre-recorded statement telling his people:
“This night, the enemies uses on all fronts all their power to destroy our resistance,” said Zelenskyy, “In a mean and brutal way, and not in a human way. This night, they are going to storm. All of us should understand what is awaiting us this night. We have to hold out. Ukraine’s destiny is being decided right now.” The government has reportedly told its residents to make Molotov cocktails to use against Russian forces to defend themselves. Ukrainian TV even aired videos showing how to make them (“Gunfire and Explosions Reported in Kyiv…”).
The EU leaders met at a special summit the same day to reconvene about Putin’s aggression towards Ukraine and agreed to pursue further sanctions against Russia that target: the financial section, energy and transport sectors, dual-use goods, visa policy, additional sanctions against Russian individuals and more. On February 25th, the EU froze Vladimir Putin’s assets as well as those of Sergey Lavrov, Minister for Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation. Restrictive measures have been placed on the members of the National Security Council of the Russian Federation and the remaining members of the Russian State Duma in support of the invasion. 
“Russia is grossly violating international law,” said EU leaders in a joint statement, “and undermining European and global security and stability.”
As air sirens wailed across Ukraine’s capital, President of the EU Charles Michel emphasized that this was “the Kremlin’s war and not the Russian peoples’” and that the EU will support Ukraine “not just with words, but with concrete and immediate action.” By February 28th, EU defense ministers discussed the unprecedented support package under the European Peace facility that includes 450 million euros to provide “lethal assistance for defensive purpose” and 50 million euros for non-lethal supplies. In the weeks to follow, the EU would become a central resource for Ukrainians fleeing the war in Ukraine and seeking refuge and medical assistance (“EU Response to Russia’s Invasion of Ukraine”). 
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President Joe Biden had a private phone meeting with Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelenskyy for 40 minutes. According to Zelenskyy’s Twitter account, they discussed “strengthening sanctions, concrete defense assistance and anti-war coalition.” Furthermore, Ukraine’s president also tweeted a video of himself with a number of his top advisors in the center of Kyiv pledging to protect their independence against Russia (“Gunfire and Explosions Reported in Kyiv…”).
Barack Obama posted a statement on Twitter about Russia’s “brazen attack on the people of Ukraine,” and what it means, and what he believes should happen next. He declared Putin’s invasion of Ukraine an attack against self-determination and democracy. He stated his support for President Biden’s efforts in coordination with the EU to impose hard-hitting sanctions on Russia that would take a stab at Russia’s autocratic elites. 
“For some time now, we have seen the forces of division and authoritarianism make headway around the world,” said Obama, “mounting an assault on the ideals of democracy, rule of law, equality, individual liberty, freedom of expression and worship, and self-determination. Russia’s invasion of Ukraine shows where these dangerous trends can lead—and why they cannot be left unchallenged.” (“February 24, 2022”).
Republican Senator Ted Cruz told CBS News that the Biden administration is to blame for Russia invading Ukraine. He believes that Biden’s decision to withdraw troops from Afghanistan in the summer of 2022 made the “Oval Office look weak to America’s enemies.” He also pointed to the decision to waive sanctions on the Nord Stream 2 pipeline that would bring natural gas from Russia to Germany (Watson, 2022). 
Videos of missiles hitting civilian apartments went viral on social media platforms like TikTok and Twitter. A video of a dead man being pulled from a vehicle crushed by a Russian armored truck trending on Twitter showed the world the horrors Ukrainians were facing. Curfews were redundant as people hid in their homes from the sounds of bombing (“Gunfire and Explosions Reported in Kyiv…”). 
On September 21st, 2022, the Russian Federation decided to further escalate the war in Ukraine by supporting the organization of illegal “referenda” in parts of Donetsk, Kherson, Luhansk, and Zaporizhzhia. Russia has also threatened to use “weapons of mass destruction” against Ukraine, which could result in nuclear fallout in European countries. On the 28th, the High Representative—on behalf of the EU—condemned the illegal sham “referenda,” and declared that the EU would never recognize their falsified outcome and urged the UN to do the same. The European Council released a statement on September 30th officially condemning the illegal annexation of Ukraine’s Donetsk, Luhansk, Zaporizhzhia, and Kherson regions. (“EU Adopts Its Latest Package of Sanctions…”).
With a ceasefire nowhere in sight, Russian President Vladimir Putin continues his invasion of Ukraine in hopes of what he referred to as “demilitarization,” but we know from his past that Putin is simply crushing Ukraine’s democratic spirit and asserting its dominance once again over a country who wants nothing more than to be an independent nation.




Chapter Eighteen: “War of Annihilation”


After the attack on February 24th, 2022, the EU scheduled an emergency summit in Brussels and the EU foreign policy chief—Josep Borrell—promised “the harshest package of sanctions we have ever implemented” against Russia. Their plan includes “blocking the access to technologies and markets that are key for Russia." This will take power away from the Russian autocrat elites and hopefully slow the attacks against the people of Ukraine (Maass, 2022). The first package of sanctions were on the 23rd of February against members of the Russian State Duma who voted in favor of the seizure of non-government controlled areas of Ukraine. Just a day after the invasion, on the 25th, individual sanctions were enacted against Putin and Sergey Lavrov, among many more (“EU Response to Russia’s Invasion of Ukraine…”).  
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The US announced on Friday the 25th that they would join the EU in imposing sanctions on Vladimir Putin and other members of the Russian national security team. Some argue that these US sanctions, such as a travel ban, are ineffective seeing as Putin’s wealth is hidden across many jurisdictions—including his wealthy friends and former KGB colleagues. But with the fear of a nuclear war in the back of everyone’s minds, allies have been hesitant to provide much beyond economic help for the citizens of Ukraine. In just around 24 hours, Russia had launched around 200 missiles into Ukraine (EU Response to Russia’s Invasion of Ukraine…”). 
In a surprising breach of protocol, Pope Francis visited the Russian Embassy to meet with Ambassador Alexander Avdeev to personally express his concern for the lives of the innocent children and sick Ukrainians. Typically this kind of meeting would have taken place inside of the Vatican, but he felt the urge to express “the great sorrow in his heart” and to remind Russia “[God] is the God of peace and not of war.” He has otherwise refrained from intervening, as the relationship between the Catholic and the Russian Orthodox churches is already fragile (“Gunfire and explosions reported in Kyiv…”). In just the first day, upwards of 100,000 Ukrainians were forced to flee from their homes. Around 29,000 were able to flee to Poland, a border country of Ukraine, and despite some being from countries who weren’t members of the EU that can cross into Poland without visas, they were granted limited visas for their safety. An account from a woman who fled from Lviv, a major Ukrainian city, states that a lot of people stayed in their homes and didn’t expect the war to reach them (“Gunfire and explosions reported in Kyiv…”). 
Ukrainian President Zelenskyy said that this was “similar to what Europe saw during World War II,” and that attacks on Kyiv were continuing despite Western sanctions, and he urged the US and Europe to cut SWIFT international banking ties with Russia along with help in other ways such as military combat training and protests across European countries (“Gunfire and explosions reported in Kyiv…”).
Two days after the attack, Putin’s official spokesperson told Moscow reporters that Putin was prepared to negotiate directly with Ukrainian officials. He intends to establish a “neutral status” for the country he has been hailing bombs into for the past 48 hours. 
"As you know, today the President of Ukraine Zelenskyy announced his readiness to discuss the neutral status of Ukraine. Initially, Russian President Vladimir Putin said that the purpose of the operation was to help the LPR and the DPR [separatist regions of Ukraine], including through the demilitarization and denazification of Ukraine. And this, in fact, is an integral component of the neutral status," said spokesperson Peskov (“Gunfire and explosions reported in Kyiv…”). 
Days-long bombing campaigns have destroyed entire cities in Ukraine. Governor of Donetsk Pavlo Kyrylenko confirmed in March that the town of Volnovakha “no longer exists after Moscow’s ‘war of annihilation’ that has left the smoldering remains of the town in the hands of Russian-backed separatists.” President Vlodymyr Zelenskyy accused Russian soldiers of shooting children and declared that Kyiv can only be taken if they “raze the city to the ground.” He pleaded for more involvement and bravery from NATO forces, and despite hesitation from US and European countries, there do seem to be signs of slight progress in negotiations. Zelenskyy has been reported saying that the warring countries have begun “discussing concrete proposals rather than just exchanging ultimatums.” (Owen, 2022).
Zelenskyy reported in March of 2022 that 79 children and around 1,300 Ukrainian troops had been killed in Ukraine. But he also claimed that Russia had suffered its largest loss of life in decades with an estimated 6,000 deaths. The UK has played a huge role in taking in refugees and giving them a place to work and sleep under the “Homes for Ukraine scheme.” Any sponsors who provide rent-free accommodation for a minimum of 6 months will receive 350 euros a month per how many refugees they take in (Owen, 2022).
The third package of EU sanctions was dropped in two parts on February 28th and March 2nd, and they involved the closure of EU airspace to all Russian aircraft, closure of SWIFT banks in Russia, and other economic sanctions aimed at slowing Russia’s military aggression. March 9th sanctions were aimed at Belarus, banning three Belarusian banks and limiting financial flow from Belarus to the EU. The fourth package came on March 15th and was aimed at halting both imports and exports from Russia such as that of iron and steel. The fifth package—announced April 8th—covered prohibition on imports of wood, cement, liquor, coal and all other solid fossil fuels. EU ports closed to all Russian vessels, and roads closed off access to any Russian and Belarusian road transport operators. The sixth and seventh packages of sanctions, enacted in June and July, were similar to the last few in that they put bans on imports and exports, but the eight package of sanctions included blacklisting of an additional 30 persons such as Kalashnikov involved in the “organization of sham referenda” and supporting the war effort (“Gunfire and explosions reported in Kyiv…”).
US President Joe Biden personally intervened to stop a shipment of fighter jets from Poland in fear of it resulting in World War III. Russia has made threats to the West that any military shipments sent to Ukraine will result in conflict elevation as they will be seen as “legitimate targets.” Richard Pendlebury, a reporter on the scene in Kyiv, said that there were drone attacks as millions of people fled their homes—leaving behind their cars, their dogs, and their sense of safety (“Gunfire and explosions reported in Kyiv…”).
Hundreds of journalists have fled Russia since the passing of a law threatening prison terms for those contradicting the Kremlin’s narratives on Ukraine. Some of these journalists were exiled from Russia while others like Tikhon Dzyadko and Ekaterina Kotrikadze who worked for TV Rain—an independent media channel in Russia targeted for its reporting on Ukraine—feared for their lives after their website was blocked and special forces threatened to come to their studio. The state-run media coverage of Putin’s war against Ukraine is more supportive and coincides with the narrative Putin would like us to believe. But some of these Russian journalists care more about spreading the truth than allowing misinformation of the war spread around the world. In June, Latvia—the EU country where the two journalists from TV Rain found refuge—authorities granted the couple a broadcasting license so that they could reach their audience in Russia through the streaming platform YouTube. They are not alone in their efforts, as Latvia has promised to support independent Russian journalism (“The Exiled Russian Journalists Challenging Kremlin Censorship”). 
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With the help of EU boarding countries such as Latvia taking in Ukrainian refugees as well as the UK, the Ukrainian citizens are finally given a glimmer of hope amongst so much despair. €348 million in humanitarian aid has been given to Ukraine and Moldova, and material assistance is available in Ukraine’s neighboring countries through the EU civil protection mechanism. €20 billion is available to support the states hosting refugees, and up to €9 billion is available in macro-financial assistance to foster stability during turmoil. The EU even has measures in place to support the Ukrainian armed forces, offering €2.5 billion in financial support (“EU Response to Russia’s Invasion of Ukraine”). But will offering economic, financial, and humanitarian support be enough for Ukraine under President Volodymyr Zelenskyy’s rule? Let us take a closer look at who is in control of Ukraine’s military during this pivotal point in the Russo-Ukrainian War.




Chapter Nineteen: Volodymyr Zelenskyy


Ukraine’s President, Volodymyr Zelenskyy, was born on January 25th, 1978 to Jewish parents in the city of Kryvyi Rih in southern Ukraine. His father, Oleksandr Zelenskyy, is a professor at Kryvyi Rih State University of Economics and Technology and his mother, Rymma Zelenska worked as an engineer. His grandfather was a colonel in the Red Army, and his father before him died alongside his three brothers in the Holocaust. Unlike Vladimir Putin, the Zelenskyy family appears to have grown beyond the bounds of their familial trauma and created a new life for themselves after WWII (Cramer et al, 2022). He graduated from Kyiv National Economic University in 2000 with a law degree, and before entering office he worked in the arts.  
From 1997 to 2003, Zelenskyy worked as an actor, a performer, a script writer, and even a stand-up comedian. From 2003 right up until his run for presidency in 2019, Zelenskyy worked as executive producer and chief executive at several television networks. He has won a series of international film festivals and media forums, and he even produces movies. (“Volodymyr Zelenskyy’s Biography…”). So was this actor and comedian who has been in office for just over three years ready to handle a war in his country? 
In 2012, Zelenskyy and Kvartal 95 concluded a joint production agreement with Ukrainian network “1+1.” This TV network was owned by Igor Kolomoisky, one of the wealthiest people in Ukraine, which came under scrutiny when Zelenskyy made the move to politics. His political career began as he campaigned for presidency in 2019, and while he was considered a “political novice,” his anti-corruption platform made him very popular with the Ukrainian people. Members of the production team at Kvartal 95 registered a new political party called “Servant of the People,” which was the name of the television show Zelenskyy starred in for the past 3 years. His online following as an actor and producer also helped him maintain a solid electoral base. He emerged a front runner practically from the starting line by detailing his policy statements in short comedy skits on Youtube and Instagram. His runner-up had tried to convince Ukraine that Zelenskyy “lacked the fortitude to confront Russian President Vladimir Putin” as a political novice, but he failed to win over the people’s opinion. Zelenskyy declined to debate until two days before polling, and when asked to attend a second debate that same day, he did not attend and said there “had been enough debates for one day.” (“Volodymyr Zelenskyy” Encyclopædia Britannica).
He also declined to engage with mainstream media, and instead he almost fully campaigned through his social media platforms on Instagram and YouTube. He said that he wanted to restore trust in politicians to “bring professional, decent people to power.” But more than 20 Ukrainian news outlets called Zelenskyy out on his avoidance of journalists. He regarded talk shows as “just doing PR” and tried to say that he didn’t have time to satisfy all of the requests for interviews. To many, they saw him as a new and innovative leader that was connected to his people, but others saw him as an entertainment conglomerate treating a presidential campaign as a time in the spotlight. He promised to develop an economy that would attract investment to Ukraine through “a restart of the judicial system” and regaining the people’s confidence in the state which had begun to waiver during prior presidential terms (СУБОТА, 2019).
He was elected President of Ukraine on April 21st of 2019 with 73% of the vote, and he was sworn into office on May 20th, 2019. He is Ukraine’s 6th president, and within days of being elected, he faced his first confrontation with Russia as Putin announced his decision to offer Russian passports to Ukraine citizens in seperarist-controlled regions of Ukraine. Ukraine was entering its 5th year in the Russian-backed hybrid war, and thousands of Ukrainians had already been displaced by Russian conflict. Zelenskyy, in an attempt to ridicule Putin’s offer posted on Facebook that Ukrainian citizenship would be offered to Russians who “suffer from authoritarian or corrupt regimes.” (“Volodymyr Zelenskyy” Encyclopædia Britannica).
On July 11, 2019, Zelenskyy had a phone conversation with Russian President Vladimir Putin to discuss the Russo-Ukrainian War and resolve Russia-sponsored separate movements that had begun to take place in Ukrainian regions. They negotiated a deal where elections could be held in these regions in exchange for Russia withdrawing its unmarked troops, but Ukrainian citizens criticized this, claiming that Russia would not be able to keep its end of the agreement and elections were unlikely to be fair seeing as the separatist had driven out most pro-Ukrainian residents long ago. But Zelenskyy defended his negotiation, claiming that elections would not be held before the Russian withdrawal. As time went on, Russian forces refused to leave and separatists continued their attacks on the region of Donbas (Украине, 2019).
After losing popularity amongst Ukrainian people amidst the Coronavirus pandemic and other poorly handled conflicts, Zelenskyy also faced the threat of Russian troops beginning to build up along the Ukrainian border. Additional soldiers were sent to Belarus, and a sizable Russian ship was sent to anchor in the Black Sea. Putin denied any intent of an invasion, but Russian preparations continued. On February 21st, 2022, Putin dispatched “peacekeepers” to Russian-backed seperarist regions of Donetsk and Luhansk. (“Volodymyr Zelenskyy” Encyclopædia Britannica). The West and President Zelenskyy disagreed on how imminent the threat was for Ukrainians with Russian troops on the edge of invading their borders. Zelenskyy called on the West to not “create a panic” over a potential Russian invasion in January of 2022, and asked the media to be “methods of mass information and not mass hysteria.” But on the morning of February 24th, 2022, Putin announced his “special military operation” in the Donbas. Shortly after, a number of Russian missiles struck military targets around Ukraine (“Ukraine Conflict…”). 
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Zelenskyy delivered a televised plea for peace to the Russian people on February 24th, and as missiles rained down on Ukrainian cities, Zelenskyy tried to rally support from international ties such as the EU, UN, and NATO. Thankfully, with his background in media and entertainment, Zelenskyy wins the battle in the information war every time. As Russia tries to silence their journalists and keep a singular narrative of the war in Ukraine, Zelenskyy steps up to bat and strikes down each false narrative. Zelenskyy’s efforts to rally international aid were largely successful, though NATO supposedly “balked” at enforcing a no-fly zone over Ukraine. But antitank weapons and surface-to-air missile systems were readily provided to Ukraine (“Volodymyr Zelenskyy” Encyclopædia Britannica).




Conclusion


Is war inevitable under the watchful eye of an ex-KGB political opportunist? Does Vladimir Putin’s past impact his decision-making today, and if so, are we able to predict his next move against Ukraine during his “war of annihilation”? As both the Russian and Ukrainian death tolls rise, the answers to these questions become more and more valuable and urgent.  
As of October 6th, the EU has introduced a new package of sanctions that will hopefully put an end to the inflated global energy prices by putting a cap on the price of oil being acquired from Russia and third countries. They have also been able to identify a number of individuals spreading disinformation about the war and place sanctions against those who claimed the false “referendum” and annexation of Ukraine’s Donetsk, Luhansk, Zaporizhzhia, and Kherson regions (“EU Adopts Its Latest Package of Sanctions…”). With full financial, economic, and humanitarian support from boarding countries as well as the EU and UN, Ukraine will hopefully be able to withstand the war against the Russian political autocrats. 
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Despite still being a man of secrecy due to the mass amounts of misinformation spread during the Putin era, I hope that you are able to look at the data we have on Vladimir Putin and understand one thing: his position in power is dangerous and unpredictable and can only result in more death and despair. To understand Vladimir Putin, you must first understand his life and attempt to grasp his ideologies—which branch from democratic to conservative all the way down to authoritarian. 
Which of Putin’s many hats have had the most influence on his most recent actions—the friend, the family man, the bureaucrat, the democrat? Maybe his time as the overly romanticized spy is where we find the key to unlocking the mind of the world enemy number 1. Or maybe Russian President Vladimir Putin truly has lost his mind due to the state of his physical health and subsequent treatments (Owen, 2022). Using a series of accounts from those who claim to be close to President Putin, we are able to see the way he has slowly chipped away at any chance of democracy in Russia as Russia has slowly become an increasingly authoritarian state (Rosenberg, 2019).
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