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Special System of Power: “Putinism” 
Marina Kukartseva (Glaser), National Research University Higher School of Economics, Russia 
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Abstract: This article attempts to contextualize the reasons for the emergence and subsequent evolution of Putinism in 
contemporary Russia. The authors argue that Putinism as a system will definitely outlive Putin whose presidency 
expires in 2036, taking into account the changes to the Constitution made in 2020. The survival of Putinism will hinge 
upon an algorithm affected by a range of domestic factors. They include unconditional support of the current system 
and Putin as the President by the majority of Russia’s populace, a tame and disciplined elite, as well as tight 
governmental control exercised over media, elites, and masses. The authors argue that the so-called “deep people” 
represent one among many Russian collective identities. The authors conclude that a current system obtains enough 
potential to see Putinism thrive long after Putin. 
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Introduction 

n modern Russia, a special state of the political system of society has developed, which 
requires a special approach to its analysis. In general terms, this condition was named 
“Putinism.” As a political phenomenon, “Putinism”, unlike Stalinism, does not have a clear 

definition; it is descriptive. Though this lack of definition is not a reason why the phenomenon 
of “Putinism” cannot acquire some kind of a norm. In the context of Russian history, the 
authoritarian model of societal management is the norm, with new characteristics merely being 
added to it over time. There is no problem about it at all for the entire context of history is the 
constant reproduction of this norm. This definition is still descriptive as “Putinism” is still our 
present-day reality, and the historical distance is too small to be able to comprehend this 
phenomenon in the correct categories, from the perspective of a historian, not a chronicler. It is 
too early to sum up the results of this period of the Russian history. Nevertheless, in July 2019 
Vladimir Putin passed twenty years in power. Although there are still at least four years ahead, 
and in the medium term—even sixteen (or maybe an indefinitely long time), preliminary 
thoughts on the interim results of Putin’s rule already exist. They cover the whole spectrum of 
the life in Russia—domestic politics (Guriev 2019), economics (Kynev 2019), political regime 
(Petrov 2019), society (Pavlovsky 2019), features of foreign (Saprykin 2019) and regional 
politics (Trenin 2019), and the national elite (Rogov 2019). 

What is “Putinism” 

The term “Putinism” was introduced into Russian political and public discourse by V. Surkov, 
calling it “global political life hack,” “current ideology of everyday life,” and “a well-

1 Corresponding Authors: Olga Dzhavad, 17 Malaya Ordynka Str., Department of World Economy and International 
Affairs at the National Research University Higher School of Economics (HSE), Moscow, Russia, 119017.  
email: olgadzhavad@gmail.com 
Nikolay Novik, 17 Malaya Ordynka Str., Department of World Economy and International Affairs at the National 
Research University Higher School of Economics (HSE), Moscow, Russia, 119017. email: nikolay.n.n@yandex.ru 
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functioning way of power organization” (Surkov 2019). In response to this, one of the leading 
Russian political experts G. Pavlovsky suggested that the most general understanding of 
Putinism is a “kind of globalism in its Russian version” (2019). As applied to domestic politics, 
there are several versions of “Putinism” (“evil,” “honest,” “powerful,” “economic,” etc.) 
depending on the sphere of application. 

Western political analysts have produced a wealth of research on Putin and his presidency 
(Hill and Clifford 2013; Gessen 2017; Schoen 2016; Lee Myers 2015; Levine 2009; Robinson 
2018). Although the authors range in their opinions as to how oppressive Putinism is, the 
academic consensus is that Russia led by Putin has entered a new age of totalitarianism and 
restricted democracy. These studies are often excessively critical condemning Putinism as one 
of many civilizational nonsenses. Their primary task is to seek and select all the drawbacks 
immanent to Putinism, defining and exposing its inherent flaws and weaknesses in the process 
(Sakwa 2020). Russian academic studies are more limited in both scope and depth when 
compared to their Western counterparts. Despite this fact, the majority of authors who dare to 
explore the topic at hand are not among Putin’s arduous supporters. Their appraisals of Putinism 
differ wildly, ranging from pessimistic forecasts foretelling Russia’s future decline into the 
totalitarian quagmire to celebratory odes proclaiming Russia’s return as a Great Power. Their 
shared expertise is important because these actors have enjoyed access to other local sources of 
information, often unknown or obscured from their colleagues in the West (Trudolyubov 2019; 
Medvedev 2019). 

On a broader scale, an “ism” attached to a historical or political phenomenon inspires a 
degree of revelation among students of political science and history. More often than not, any 
phenomenon with an “ism” attached to it exudes negativity. Last time a new global “ism” 
graced the political science was in the 1980s, when the Iron Lady and the UK’s Prime Minister 
Margaret Thatcher developed and launched a set of economic policies that eventually became 
known as Thatcherism. A separate area of research is not the results of these twenty years, but 
the reason for the formation of such a phenomenon as “Putinism.” Its identification can be 
approached from different perspectives, using various scientific tools. The purpose of this 
article is to study the problem in one of its possible angles—political philosophy and 
anthropology. 

Research Methodology 

Principles of political philosophy and political anthropology serve as a methodological platform 
for this article (McGlynn and Tuden 1991; Zdzislaw 1993; Gellner 1995). Geertz’s “systems of 
meaning” that penetrate the life of a society and his accent on thick description (a description 
attentive to the significance of human action and not just to the bare actuality of what happens) 
have become important factors in this research (Geertz 1973, 1983). A theory of sociological 
studies on collective identities and historical memories developed by Halbwachs (1992) has 
also been applied in the study. All the information mentioned above raises the following key 
questions of the research:  

1. Can sustainable collective identities be considered the true foundation of the present-
day system of Russian power named by the general term “Putinism”?

2. What is the margin of this system’s safety? Is it possible to predict its depletion in the
medium term?
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The Phenomenon of “Deep People” 

In 2019, an article by Vladislav Surkov “Putin’s Long State ‘What on earth is happening 
here?’” was published. In it he formulated and substantiated the idea that the basis of 
“Putinism” is the so-called “deep people.” It is a “giant supermass,” not equal to the population 
measured in demographic categories, but surpassing it with its  

Irresistible force of cultural gravity, which unites the nation and pulls (pushes) the elite 
to the earth (to their native land), from time to time trying to soar to a cosmopolitic 
level. This mass always has its own agenda, inaccessible to sociological surveys, 
agitation, threats, and other methods of direct study and influence. Understanding who 
these deep people are, what they think, and what they want, often comes suddenly and 
late, and not to those who can do something. (Surkov 2019) 

These deep people trust only the first person of the state, and “the state does not ignore this fact, 
takes it into account and proceeds from it in its undertakings” (Surkov 2019). 

“Putinism,” from this point of view, is an attempt to find the connections of things not in 
the world itself, but in a person belonging to this world. The humanitarian intention of 
“Putinism,” according to this idea, consists in an attempt to determine, justify and streamline 
world of political with its cultural, historical, philosophical and anthropological descriptions, 
thus realizing a “synthesis of spiritual realism and rational pragmatism” (Zhukova 2011, 56). 
This formula of political being is not new at all: the urge to return and appeal to its cultural and 
historical roots with varying degrees of intensity overtakes almost every nation once in a while. 
This process is an immanent part of ethnocentrism, the consolidation of national collective 
identity, and a healthy reaction of people to the onset of big politics that is steadily “eating up 
culture” to achieve its goals. However, a number of points need clarification. 

“Deep People” as a Collective Social Identity 

“Deep people” is a metaphor for the part of the people that determines the dynamics of the social 
processes of the whole society. In essence, we are talking about sustainable social identities that 
are not related to the specific circumstances of current events and processes. Wæver et al. (1993) 
defines collective identity simply as “that allows us to use the word “we.” The historical and social 
experience accumulated in the structures of social identity, supported by collective memory, 
determines the mechanisms and nature of the mass perception of changing social reality. In 
addition, social identities themselves often arise before any collective memories, which these 
identities themselves then construct and correct. In this regard, Maurice Halbwachs believed that 
collective memory “reconstructs the image of the past, which corresponds to…the prevailing 
thoughts of society,” and “the various groups that make up society are capable of reconstructing 
their past at any time” and make up their present (1992, 183). The past, the sense of homeland, the 
continuity of existence in time from past generations to the present, is perceived by carriers of 
social identity as important and even constitutive entities for it. The more society is rooted in 
existing and functioning in the present social practices that have been legitimized by the past, the 
more stable is its social identity. Such legitimization is natural for a society focused on cultural 
and political patterns that arose precisely in the past and have the value and status of national-
cultural primacy in a given culture. 
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Sustainable Social Identities as a Reference Object of Social Security 

The “deep people” as the guardian of true faith and the right way of life, capable of leading the 
country out of political dead ends, has a special flair for the danger of its destruction—if society 
loses its identity, then it will not survive as a society. Despite the stability of collective identity, 
a number of its transformations are inevitable; they are a natural process of groups reacting to 
changing historical conditions. Not all changes will necessarily be threatening, although they 
always contain a certain threat potential. Moreover, the real danger arises not only when the 
threats are obvious, for example, war or cultural genocide, forceful interference with the ability 
of society to reproduce itself and its identity from generation to generation. When the nature of 
the threat is non-military (legal, bureaucratic), then, as a rule, the state takes compensatory 
measures, leads, for example, “cultural nationalism,” designed to generate a strong sense of 
self-identification in society (Hutchinson 1994, 122).  

Cultural nationalism, which among many other things can be provoked and sentiment, 
emphasizes what is special in our identity—language, religion, history, the common heritage of 
victories, and suffering, in order to identify society only with ourselves and bring out “deep 
people” on the surface, to differentiate it from other communities and identities. At the same 
time, cultural nationalism understates the importance of other ties that can belittle the unity of 
society, for example, foreign cultural practices and borrowings. In his work “The Crisis of 
Parliamentary Democracy,” Carl Schmitt argued that the state should, “if there is a need, 
eliminate or destroy diversity” (1985, 9). This action of the state will be the fulfillment of the 
direct and general will of the people, even if the people only perceive the events as casting 
doubt on their identity, regardless of whether these events actually take place or not. 

Western and Non-Western Deep People 

The characteristics of the deep-seated people vary in different regions and countries. Let us take 
extremely broad generalizations—its western and non-western variants. Despite the fact that the 
term “non-Western” is not strict in itself, there is a noticeable difference between the Japanese 
and Chinese visions of the world, as well as between the Russian and Moldavian ones, for 
example. Nevertheless, the error in reasoning will not be so crucial as to block the conclusion of 
previously significant results. 

The collective identities of the West and the Non-West are distinguished from each other 
by two key interconnected things: 1) the solution to the problem of the relationship between 
freedom and order; 2) the strength of political inertia. In a “Western” society, built on a 
combination of the German principle – the free self-realization of the human spirit and the 
Roman principle – the unconditional authority of secular and ecclesiastical authority, people are 
both personally free and bound by the execution of laws. They combine freedom and order, 
understood by the Western political class as unrelated, abstract logical postulates (Mezhuev 
2011). The Western “man of reason,” brought up in a Cartesian system of following the correct 
method of living life and assimilated the ideals of the Enlightenment, is led by the “ethics of 
intelligence.” He consistently reduces himself to a certain set of rational rules and “thinks with 
all accuracy about what, in his opinion, every person is sure of” in general (Valeri 1976, 97). 
However, at a certain moment (political, historical), a person necessarily arises the question of 
“what, in essence, is the value of these “values” (Nietzsche 1910, 9), that is, what is the value of 
a world in which only objective necessities are open to a person, all of which are aimed at 
achieving its subjective capabilities. Let us take into consideration the example of contemporary 
Germany. The feeling of personal guilt of every German for the events of the Second World 
War and the twelve years of the Third Reich is enshrined not only in the official position of the 
state, but also in the new German collective identity, although the degree of intensity of this 
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feeling is quite different in western and eastern lands (Campbell 2019). Nevertheless, the 
German “man of reason” understands that this feeling is rational and solely true. At the same 
time, the changed reality offers him an alternative to this feeling, and he accepts and approves 
it, creating a political party, Alternative for Germany. This only confirms the obvious—“a state 
that is aware of its growing power in Europe and wants to realize this power within the EU 
cannot cling to the norms established for an occupied country with limited sovereignty last 
century, where the prerequisite for any foreign policy movements should be good domestic 
political behavior” (Pogorel’skaya 2020). The German political class, who does not understand 
this, provokes the formation of a spiral of silence in the country and forces a person to rush 
about in real life between state power and rebellion, to sacrifice either order or freedom. In a 
certain sense, this reproduces the situation with the theodicy: so, if evil still exists, then why is it 
not independent in the same way as the good (Plantinga 1974)? 

At the same time, a Westerner (and this is the real danger of political processes in 
Germany) can withdraw himself from the world of the established order (by him/God) if the 
latter ceases to correspond to his personal freedoms. This shows a special Western discourse of 
violence, which can be called the discourse of intervention as the execution of harmonizing 
world procedures for restoring the balance of power. At this moment, the connections of things 
are concentrated not in the world, but in man, in social identities, in the deep people. In the 
internal politics of the state, this moment, “captured” by a certain political force in time, 
becomes an effective tool of power, acquiring the form of fascism, national populism, political 
nativism, authoritarianism, etc. 

In a “non-Western” society, in particular in Russia, the antithesis of freedom and order is 
not resolved on the basis of the principles of “abstract reason”, but on the basis of the “vital 
meaning” of the world. Without sacrificing their freedom, people reach agreement on the basis 
of faith, tradition, and custom. Traditions of caring for the entire “own” community (far 
exceeding the personal family), which sometimes conflict with formal laws, have a strong 
imprint on interpersonal relations and relations with the authorities. A non-Western political 
person is not turned to an external eventful manifestation of order, but to their inner essence and 
its determinants. Hence the discourse of political violence in the non-Western, Russian, in 
particular, world, is based on the phenomenon of “insensitivity to trauma,” longanimity, or 
patience in general. 

In this case, of course, it all depends on the specific situation. For example, the self-
isolation regime during the COVID-19 pandemic was forcibly introduced in a number of 
countries, including Russia. The willingness of people to obey coercion as a special version of 
violence implies the presence of a certain motivation. Here, Western and Russian people 
coincide in one thing—in the willingness to survive. Otherwise, they diverge. In the ordinary 
mind of Westerner, the voluntariness of submission is supported by a conviction in maintaining 
their own individual freedom and in their legitimate power to change the situation if necessary. 
The man here is the “owner of himself.” The Russian as a non-Western person has activated the 
ritual of centuries of voluntary submission to the power principle, traditionally streamlining 
social life, brought up over the centuries. Any manifestations of disagreement, as in April in 
Vladikavkaz, are generally not supported by society. The man here is “the property of the 
legitimizing principle,” which voluntarily became such by virtue of the immanent involvement 
in this principle (Farniyev 2020). 

It is important at the same time that the most important sign of a political institution is 
precisely the subordination of social life to formal rules and procedures, and not to customs and 
traditions. Political management is the management of an idea, not the management of 
personalities. Obviously, in a non-Western society, the competence of political institutions was 
not always delineated by the legislative framework and was often based on customs. In modern 
Russia, despite the authoritarian model of power rooted in it, the process of formalizing 
relations between the government and society as a whole has been completed, although it has 
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required a long evolution, which has led the country to lag behind with reforms of social and 
economic structures and, in some cases, to openly de-modernize the country. 

This leads us to the following difference between Western and non-Western options of the 
deep-seated people—the measure of their inertia, that is, the ability to modernize as a 
rationalization of traditional societies, accompanied by radical changes in values and motivation 
(Inglehart and Welzel 2010).Western societies, due to their inherent discourse of intervention, 
are more mobile in a sociopolitical sense, while “non-Western” are more inertial. Mobility 
allows you to quickly rebuild, but such structures are stronger and more sensitive to random 
fluctuations. In non-Western societies, various trends of a different order dominate—the 
processes of social integration are subordinated to the processes of political stagnation, the 
emergence of new forms of legitimization of power and new forms of social organization is 
slow and non-linear. The deep people of non-Western societies often sacralize traditional 
values, which blocks their ability to change stereotypes. In Russia, the key reason for such a 
blockage was the one that developed back in the thirteenth century social system, the key 
meaning of the principles of which is preserved today. 

The Origins of the Russian Deep People  

In its current form, the Russian deep people, understood as sustainable social structures, 
developed in the Mongol era of Muscovite Russia. In the pre-Mongol time, there were more 
similarities than differences between the cities of Ancient Rus and medieval Europe; they were 
the same urbanized, developed trade and craft market centers as European cities, for example, 
Northern and Central Italy. In the pre-Mongol era, Russian city-states possessed strong urban 
communities characterized by high social activism, attempts to create mechanisms for the 
influence of society on the government and control it in making significant decisions, such as, 
for example, the Old Russian Chamber (Letnyakov 2011). The principles of the relationship 
between society and power were close to civil. 

However, in the thirteenth century, with the advent of the Mongols from the southeast, the 
crusaders from the west, the formation of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania along the entire line of 
the western border, it changed the geopolitics of Russia. In the fourteenth century, under 
conditions of political uncertainty and instability, a strong central government emerged in 
Moscow, uniting the country and defending the principalities not separately, but together. This 
era was called Moscow; it was then that new political traditions were formed and then became 
the basis of the deep Russian people. These traditions are largely reproduced today and are well 
known under the umbrella term paternalism: the dominance of the state over society, which 
does not even think about equal relations with the government. 

Following the Moscow era there appeared a number of others: the St. Petersburg era, the 
Great Reforms of Alexander II, the Revolutionary, Soviet, Post-Soviet—the modus operandi of 
the deep Russian people remained unchanged. It consists in a wide upsurge of religious and 
national identity in the fateful and dangerous times for the state. This modus operandi saves the 
country from disasters today. This was discussed by V. Putin in an interview with the TASS 
special project “20 Questions to Vladimir Putin” on March 10, 2020. “We lost 27 million 
people. And if someone dares to do something like this, we will definitely fight back…Whoever 
comes to us with a sword will die from the sword” (RBC TV Channel 2020). The paternalistic 
and authoritarian features of the relationship between society and power in the Russian political 
culture are a symbiotic whole, and are transmitted through the centuries. Tough political 
regimes only strengthen these features in each new generation. 
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The Deep People of Russia and the National Elite 

In his article, Vladislav Surkov depicts the deep-seated people of modern Russia as an eternal, 
healthy, strong nuclear invariant layer of the Russian nation. This stratum has developed 
immunity to threats and temptations of politics, to corrupt and vicious national elites infected by 
the alien spirit of the West. The deep-seated people in this interpretation of the “power society” 
configuration ultimately control the national elite, both the part of it that bears bold plans for the 
democratization of the sociopolitical system and the one that keeps this system unchanged, 
simultaneously robbing the state and demodernizing society. In this sense, the deep Russian 
people, according to Vladislav Surkov, can be considered the basis of Russian sovereignty. 

Alexander Etkind (2013) introduced a new concept—a super-extractive state. It builds on 
the work of Daron Acemoglu and James Robinson (2006, 2012), where the authors distinguish 
between extractive and inclusive states. In the first, the elite and the population are divided by 
class boundaries, but at the same time they depend on each other, the elite provides the 
population with public goods, and the population provides the elite with private goods. In the 
second, inclusive state, the elite is formed on the basis of the principles of meritocracy and acts 
in cooperation with its own population. Such a state is mostly characteristic of Western Europe. 

There has never been an inclusive state in Russia, and an extractive state existed before the 
1917 revolution. In the Soviet period and especially in modern Russia, according to Etkind, a 
new state was formed—super-extractive. Its essence lies in the relationship between the elite 
and the people, where “the population becomes redundant” because the elite does not depend on 
the labor of this population, but on the resource sold, which exists independently of this 
population. We are talking about the well-known phenomenon of the “resource curse” (Werger 
2009), the meaning of which is that resource-rich countries live much worse than those that 
have no resources at all, and hydrocarbon wealth then becomes a source of demodernization, 
and not a source of growth (Ross 2001). In this case, “the people do not depend on their own 
labor, but on charity, rendered or not rendered to them by the elite. From the elite’s perspective, 
its charity only supports the self-identity of the chosen people” (Etkind 2013, 48). It is not the 
deep people who then control the elite, but the elite itself to take control of them. For decades, 
estranged from political and public life, in a situation where any social activity was suppressed, 
the Russian people today are not ready for a change and simply cannot objectively influence the 
elite (Glaser (Kukartseva) and Dzhavad 2020). 

Within the Russian elite, there are two opposing branches—the liberal (democratic) and 
conservative (paternalistic) branches that were formed back in the era of the Russian Empire, 
which are unable to establish dialogue with the people, excluding its more significant sections 
from socio-political participation (Letnyakov 2011). The elite, and the ruling elite in particular, 
has always been convinced of the intellectual lack of independence of the people and each time 
initiating transformations from above, did not take into account the state, desires, and 
capabilities of the people. All this minimizes and simply nullifies the ability of the people to 
control this elite.  

For August 2019, according to analysts at the National Research University, the Higher 
School of Economics, and the Vnesheconombank Institute for Research and Expertise, virtually 
all financial assets and savings in Russia are concentrated in the hands of 3 percent of the 
wealthiest citizens, 15 percent of the population are below the poverty line, and there is a risk of 
social exclusion relevant for 13.1 percent of Russians and 19.8 percent of households 
(Manujlova 2019). To assume that the deep-seated people control the elites is simply naïve in 
these conditions. Here we are dealing with the phenomenon of the elite’s “internal colonization” 
of the population (Etkind 2011). Is it true then to believe that these people, as the guardian of 
the true faith and the righteous way of life, will be able to return the country to a normal state 
when it happens to be trapped in existential danger? For example, according to a number of 
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estimates, by 2032, raw materials reserves in the Russian Federation may run out and while 
moving away from a model of a single-resource economic state can hit the country quite 
significantly (Ivashkina 2016). Can the deep people (and whether they want it) start the process 
of securitization of the state and lead the country out of political and economic deadlocks? And 
if they are capable to do it and if they are willing to, does the way out of the impasse mean a 
step back to primordial identity and originality? In its quarterly reports “How the Russians are 
protesting”, the Center for Social and Labor Rights (CSTP) recorded an increase in the protest 
activity of Russians during 2019 and concluded that for the first time in 2019, the authorities 
“faced the guild solidarity of the Russians” (Starikova 2019). However, how exactly the society 
will behave depends in many respects on the personality in which the political representation of 
the people has been embodied. 

Nevertheless, metamorphoses are also possible. Paradoxically, in a pandemic, the people and 
the elite have unexpectedly found themselves on the same side, seeing the highest values not in the 
sphere of good intentions, but in the sphere of good consequences. For their offensive, one can 
allow the introduction of a very wide range of measures, if only they are effective and work for the 
welfare of the country. This does not mean, however, that the parties concentrated on the task of 
reaching consensus, and deliberative democracy prevailed in the country. This does not mean “the 
terrible silence of the oppressed.” As well as the fact that the “unequal” (in income, in access to 
good medical treatment and better work places; in opportunities for children from different 
backgrounds, etc.), i.e. the population majority, suddenly felt themselves to be “equal.” This 
means that the people delegated to the elites, as the legitimizing principle, the task of overcoming 
the “adversity” in exchange for the burden of keeping the country from irreparable disasters. The 
elite were generally ready for such a mission, the decisions taken to support small and medium-
sized businesses, although incomplete, are reasonable. And “the fall in real disposable incomes of 
the population is more likely due not to quarantine, but to a drop-in of oil prices, a sharp 
slowdown in business and tourism activity in relations with China and the beginning of a rupture 
of supply chains” (Akindinova, Kondrashov, and Misikhina 2020, 16). 

The Deep People of Russia and its Leader 

The deep people support the leader of the state only in the situation when this leader possesses 
some features that are ideal for them: in Russia, it is an ascetic life, military feats, scientific 
knowledge, and high moral standards while leading the state the same way. The leader of 
Russia is necessarily the defender of the people, the guarantor of peace and justice. A survey 
conducted back in 1999 by Romir, one of the leading Russian research holdings, showed that 
“when it comes to the country’s leader, most Russians are ready to have an aggressive, rather 
than caring, leader. People prefer power and cruelty, expecting that they will help establish 
order in Russia” (Ivanov 2019). For example, Nicholas II fell out of this series, provoking a 
crisis of legitimation of power and leading the country to a civil war. 

In this regard, some interesting conclusions can be drawn based on a study of the data of 
the research program “Soviet Simple Man”, having been conducted in the Levada-centre since 
1989. One section of this program is worth considering—the attitude of the Russian people to 
two leaders: I. Stalin and V. Putin. In April 2019, the Levada-centre conducted a survey on the 
role of Joseph Stalin in the history of the USSR. The total level of positive attitude towards 
Stalin also reached its maximum. 41 percent of respondents declared their respect for him, 6 
percent expressed sympathy, and 4 percent expressed admiration (Levada-centre 2019). Such a 
surge of love for Stalin gives reason to believe that the well-known political phenomenon called 
“Stalinism” is in fact the creation of the Russian people themselves. Stalin, who asserted new 
political values with fire and sword, who opened terror against the new and old elites, the 
church and the people themselves, is viewed by the majority of the population as a leader who 
has correctly regulated relations between society and the state. 

22

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

on
 W

ed
 D

ec
 2

3 
20

20
 a

t 1
8:

17
:2

9 
U

T
C



FIRST AUTHOR LAST NAME: ARTICLE TITLE 

 
 

Another leader supported by the people today is Vladimir Putin. Over the twenty years of 
his stay in power, the ratings of public confidence in him began to seriously fall only in 2018, 
although declines were also observed in 2005—monetization of benefits; 2011—elections to the 
State Duma, the movement of the “white ribbon protesters,” political castling move Putin—
Medvedev. The approval of Putin reached the highest levels of 84–89 percent in 1999, 2003, 
2007–2008, and 2014–2015, of which three times against the backdrop of hostilities—in 
Chechnya, Georgia, and Ukraine, and each time against a backdrop of confrontation from the 
USA (Levada-Centre 2019). Since the end of 2018 to the beginning of 2019, opinion polls 
showed that more than half of Russians (54%) are dissatisfied with the actions of the 
authorities. According to a WCIOM survey conducted on January, 9–13th, 2019, the rating of 
personal trust in President Vladimir Putin dropped to 30.5 percent, which became an all-time 
low. However, the electoral rating of the head of state at the same time continued to grow 65.8 
percent (WCIOM 2019).  

The head of WCIOM Valery Fedorov explained this as follows: for thirteen years, 
respondents were asked to answer an open question: “Which politicians do you trust?” By this 
method, the confidence rating of Vladimir Putin fell, but not because he lost his ideal-forming 
traits for the true leader of the country. According to one of the leading Russian experts in the 
field of international relations, Fedor Lukyanov, “the ability to act as ‘one of us’” is the strong 
side of the president of Russia. All his winged expressions, from the famous “toilet” to the 
recent “beat first”, are a reflection of the average compatriot’s everyday idea of how to behave 
in crisis situations. Since there is such a deep understanding between the leader and the majority 
of the people, then support is given to him even when the line changes dramatically. Support is 
immediate, reflexive” (Lukyanov 2015). 

Confidence in the President was shaken for objective reasons: real incomes of Russians do 
not grow and hopes for improving welfare are not justified. Then the methodology of the survey 
was changed: now respondents are asked to answer a closed question: “Tell me, please, do you 
trust or do not trust?” and the following is a list of five of any Russian politicians: V. Putin, D. 
Medvedev, V. Zhirinovsky etc. According to a study in this case, 72.3 percent of those polled 
said they had confidence in Vladimir Putin. This means that, in the opinion of the deep-seated 
Russian people, only President Putin, as the immanent part of this people, is able to rectify the 
situation and breathe new meaning into the hope of change. However, the very emergence of 
these two forms of questions draws attention to the fact that Putin is not a spiritual warrior, 
vigilantly caring for the nation, even if he himself thinks so. In fact, Putin is a politician in the 
modern world, his support depends not only on the behavior of the elite, security officials and 
the cultural code of the nation, but on what is really happening in the country, on the well-being 
of the deep-seated people, despite all its inertia. In a pandemic, for example, Vladimir Putin is 
supported by the population primarily due to his political experience (42%), but people do not 
favor the fact that “he is alien to the interests of the people” (14%). Almost half of the 
respondents (43%) believe that trust in it is determined by the fact that “people don’t see who 
else they could rely on” (Levada-Center 2020). 

Conclusion 

To sum up, taking into account the key research questions of the article it can be concluded that 
Putinism is a stable political entity, taken by the authors of the article in the context of 
Braudel’s social time (conjuncture, “la Moyenne durée”)—a slow history of groups and 
collective entities. At this level, time moves in cycles that can last for many years (according to 
the model of certain types of economic cycles). 

The process of transforming the political system of Russia from paternalistic to civilian has 
begun several times in its history, but has never been completed. There are several reasons for 
this, both universal and tied to the specific circumstances of the place and time. However, the 
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key reason is the extreme stability and high inertia of the existing Russian social identities—the 
“deep people.” They are the basis of the existing regime of power. Every time in the history of 
Russia, including the contemporary reality, the social upsurge was too short to spin the flywheel 
of political participation. Each such rise took place in a situation of political transit, and new 
identities that arose, developing from scratch, did not have time to obtain at least some kind of a 
form, did not gain the necessary weight and speed to demolish the old ones. Authoritarianism of 
power and the strategy of repression demoralized society, the phenomena of “internal 
emigration” among the intellectuals and the “internal colonization” of society by its elite arose. 

At the same time, the deep people in Russia are still not alien to social activity and initiative, 
trying to keep themselves aloof from political life, and living solely on cultivating a national 
identity and their own well-being, sleeping “giant supermass.” The deep-seated Russian people—
stable social identities that have developed the centuries-old tradition of the principles of political 
participation and organization, are not marked by indifference to political life, but are constrained 
by unequal relations with the national elite and power. Nevertheless, this aloofness can be 
surmounted. In the phenomenon of “Putinism”, an open meeting of the “lifeworld” of the deep 
Russian people has taken place, with their appeal to decide on considerations outside the legal 
scope (traditions, “bonds”, “spirituality”) and the lack of alternative democracy and freedom in the 
political reality of the twenty-first century. Therefore, “Putinism” in Russia is not just a new term 
for old meanings. Although paternalism and authoritarianism are still its core, Russian society is 
organically capable of political self-organization and transformation. In today’s world, it is 
constantly and intensively increasing the volume of this ability, which is reflected in the growth of 
political and civil activism (Glaser (Kukartseva) 2019). However, the answer to the question of 
whether it can be considered that “Putinism” in Russia is the ultimate case of the paternalistic 
model of power, doomed to collapse, remains open. There is every reason to believe that the 
margin of this model’s safety, at least in the medium term, is quite large, even in a relatively new 
world living in the world of COVID-19. 
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