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Putin’s Character:

Discipline and loyalty drawn from a tough life growing up followed by the world of the KGB


Anatol Lieven

The first impression on meeting Vladimir Putin is how short he. Immediately counter-balancing this is an impression of intense physical energy, intensely controlled. At 58, and after 11 years in power, Putin still looks as if he were in his late 40s, and fit enough to keep going in power for a great many years to come.

The public image of Putin as a sportsman has been built up by propaganda, but it reflects something fundamental about the man. He has the sportsman’s combination of physical strength and taut self-discipline. On the occasions when I have seen him at dinners hosted by the Valdai Club, he has drunk no wine except a sip when giving or responded to a toast, and has waved away by far the greater amount of the delicious food put before him – often before some other poor sybarites have finished eating theirs.

Energy and ferocity would be the key words to describe the qualities that Putin grew up with. To these he then added discipline, watchfulness, and cynicism. Putin is a product of two profoundly shaping environments: the working-class yard where he grew up, and the secret service in which he enlisted. 

As he has said himself, “growing up in the yard was like living in the jungle”. He learned to fight hard and ruthlessly from an early age, and was “a hooligan, not a Pioneer” (ie a Boy Scout), to quote him again. Equally, he decided early to fight in an intelligent way, with everything that this demanded in terms of training and self-discipline. To this was then added the intense discipline of the KGB; and the cynicism and watchfulness of the street kid were reinforced by the even greater cynicism and watchfulness of the intelligence officer.

 The other defining marks of the KGB and its successor services have been patriotism, elitism, mutual loyalty and entitlement. Its officers are – in their own minds at least – genuinely devoted to the state. Putin often reminds me of something that Keynes said of the French leader Clemenceau, that he was a complete cynic who “had only one illusion – France.” 

The former KGB believes that without its services, the state would collapse – and that because its service is so great, its rewards should also be great. As Putin himself recognises, the corruption this combined with the Yeltsin era to breed is now one of the greatest obstacles to Russia’s progress; to attack it however would mean betraying close associates and reversing much of Putin’s own style of government.

 For while Putin has turned his ferocity against declared enemies of Russia and his regime, as far as the governing elites themselves are concerned, Putin has operated not as a dictator but an intelligent manager, always taking care to compensate the losers in any dispute. Putin looks much younger than he is; but few people are young enough at 58 to change their whole way of doing things. 
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