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Visitors
exploring a
display by
Ukraine's
National Military
History Museum
of destroyed
Russian military
vehicles in
Mykhailivska
Square in Kyiv
on Sunday. After
failing to
capture the
Ukrainian
capital, following
their invasion of
the country on
Feb 24, the
Russians have
switched the
campaign to the
east. Their new
objective
appears to be to
occupy the
Donbas and to
support the two
so-called new
countries,
Luhansk and
Donetsk.
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How to frame Russia’s war against Ukraine

International law is a
crucial element —
Russia, which has
waged wars against its
neighbours and seized
their territories, must
not be allowed to
prevail in Ukraine

Tommy Koh

For The Straits Times

OnFeb 24, Russialaunchedan
unprovoked invasion of Ukraine.
Although Ukraine is outgunned

i and outnumbered by Russia, the
: Ukrainian defenders have fought
: against the invaders with great

: courage and indomitable will.

After failing to capture the

¢ Ukrainian capital, Kyiv, the

i Russians have switched the

i campaign to the east. Theirnew

: objective appears to be to occupy

: the Donbas and tosupport the two
: so-called new countries, Luhansk
: andDonetsk.

How should the conflictbe

¢ framed? Isit correct to callita

: “special military operation”? The
i answerisno.Isit correct to frame
: itasaproxywar between Russia

: and the West? Myanswer isalso

: no.Isitcorrect toframeitasa

: conflict between democracy and

: autocracy? My answer is again no.
i Whatis the correct way to frame

the conflict? Ishall provide the
correctanswer in this essay.

CONFLICT BETWEEN DEMOCRACY
: AND AUTOCRACY

: Severalleadersin the West, such

: asUnited States President Joe

: Bidenand President of the

: European Commission Ursulavon
: der Leyen, have described the war
¢ inUkraineasawar betweenan

i autocracy, Russia,and a
: democracy, Ukraine.

Iwould respectfully point out to

i thoseleadersand others that the
: form of government in those two
: countriesisirrelevant. The war

would bejust as unjustified and
illegalif Russiawere a democracy
and Ukraine anautocracy.

between two forms of government.
The objection to Russia’s action is

war againstits neighbour, thereby
violating Ukraine’s sovereignty,
territorial integrity and
independence.

PROXY WAR BETWEEN RUSSIA AND

{ THEWEST

¢ Many commentators, from

: America, Europe and even

: Singapore (Ukraine and the West’s
¢ quest foraperfect solution, July 1)

: have described the war asa proxy

: warbetween Russia and the West.

Idon’t think the Ukrainians

: consider themselves the proxy of
: the West. They are not fighting for
: theWest ortovindicate the

¢ superiority of democracy over

: autocracy. They are fighting for

: theirlives and for their survival.

i Theyare fighting for their
i country’s sovereignty, territorial
: integrityand independence.

Itisagreat disservice tothe

: brave people and government of

i Ukraine to describe themas

: somebody’s proxy. Ukraine is

i nobody’s proxy. Itis the master of
¢ itsown destiny.

The truthisthatitisnota contest :
¢ Ukraine’s fate will be decided by
i the talks between Russiaand the
thatit has launched anunprovoked :
: treatedasapawn insome great

: gamebetween Russia and the

i West.Ukraine hasnot givena

: mandate to America or Europe to
: negotiate onits behalf. Itis quite

¢ capable of negotiating foritself.

i Ukraine’s President Volodymyr
i Zelensky has offered to negotiate
i directly with Russian President

¢ Vladimir Putin. Mr Putin has

: rejected the offer. We should

¢ support Mr Zelensky and not

i undermine him.

Itis also wrong to suggest that

West. Ukraine does not wish tobe

OUTCOME OF PEACE TALKS

i Thereare three possible scenarios
: for the future. The first scenario is

¢ victory for Russia. The second

: scenariois victory for Ukraine. The
i third scenarioisastalemate. Ifat

: some point in the future, the war is
: atastalemate and neitherside is

i likely to prevail, the two countries
: may thenbe willingtoreturntothe :
i negotiating table.

What does Russia want? I think

i Russiawouldlike to keep Crimea
: and the two puppet republics of

: Luhanskand Donetsk. What

: Russia wants is toannex more of
: Ukraine’s territory.

What does Ukraine want?

: Ukraine wants torecover Crimea
: and the territories occupied by

: Russian forces since the start of

i thewar.

Some well-known and

: well-intentioned people like

: HenryKissinger and Kishore

i Mahbubani are urging Ukraine to
i compromise - in other words, to

i cede territory to Russia inreturn

: forpeace.

Taskyou, my readers, to put

: yourselves in the shoes of the

i Ukrainians. After so much

¢ destruction and suffering, after

: losing somany innocent lives,

: wouldyou be willing to accept, in
: return for peace, ceding Crimea

: and Donbas to Russia?

Ithink most of you will say “no”.

¢ Youwill support Mr Zelensky’s
i position that Russia must return to
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¢ Ukraineall the territories it has
: acquired by conquest. The
: international law is clear: no

country can lawfully acquire

: territory by military conquest.

Russia has a history of waging

i warsagainstits neighboursand

: gobbling up their territories. For

: example,in1939, the Soviet Union
: waged war against Finland. At the
: endofthewar, in1940, Finland

ceded 11 per cent of its territory,

: including the major city Vyborg, to
: the Soviet Union. Isitany wonder
: thatFinland hasappliedtojoin the
: North Atlantic Treaty

: Organisation?

Russiamust not be allowed to

: prevailinits war ofaggression

: against Ukraine. Although the

: oddsarenot inits favour, we must

: support Ukraine’s ambition to

: defeat the Russianaggressors.

i History has many examples of

: militarily powerful countries being
i defeated by weaker adversaries.

: Glory to Ukraine.
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