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Ukraine war:
geopolitical consequences

The invasion is not
going to plan for
Putin. Alook at
the ripple effects

Bilahari Kausikan

Nobody can read Vladimir Putin’s
mind. But I think whatever his
goals may have beenat the
beginning of this war, they have
surely changed by now. Evenifhe
hadintended to move beyond
Ukraine, thatis nownot onthe
cards. Mr Putin has his hands full.
Ukrainianresistance and the
international response have been
firmer and more widespread than
Mr Putin probably expected.

Moving beyond Ukraine would
entaila direct confrontation with
The North Atlantic Treaty

Organisation and thatis simply too :

dangerous. Mr Putin’s
announcement of a higher nuclear
alert wasa signal that he
understood this reality and that
Europe and the United States
should notintervene directly.
Nuclear deterrence will keep the
peace between Nato and Russia, as
itdid during the Cold War, and
contain the war to Ukraine.

But, tragically, the price of this
peace willbe Ukraine, The
Ukrainians are fighting heroically,
butinthe end, the sheer mass of
the Russian offensive will
overwhelm them. It willnotbe an
easyvictory for Russiabut a
grinding and bloody war with
heavy casualties onboth sides.

Howwill the war end? When the
invasion began on Feb 24, there
were two broad possibilities: the
“Donbass solution” i.e. the
installation of a puppet
government in Kyiv; and the
“Crimea solution”i.e.annexation.

Having failed to achieve a quick
victory, politically Mr Putin now
needsa clear victory and a decisive
victory. Itis increasingly difficult
for him to compromise without
looking weak and looking weak is
an outcome he cannotaccept. Mr
Putin’sright to rule rests on his
having restored Russia’s strength
and the world’s respect for
Russia’s strength or at least the
perception of strength and
respect. Now that hiswar is
proving more difficult than
expectedand doubts have been

military, Mr Putin’s legitimacy to
rule Russiais ultimately what is at
stake for him in Ukraine.

Afterthe bitterness ofa bloody
war, itisalsodifficult to conceive
of any quisling government in Kyiv

-

i beingable to rule without the

: direct support of Russian forces. So
i oneway oranother, even after the

¢ fighting stops, Ukraine will be

i under direct or indirect Russian

: occupation for the foreseeable

: future. Some sort of insurgency

: may develop under Russian

: occupation and Moscow cannot

: take Ukraine’s stability for granted.

FOUR GEOPOLITICAL
: CONSEQUENCES

This will have four broad
: geopolitical consequences.

First, Mr Putin has succeeded

. whereall post-Cold War American
: presidents have failed: he has got

: the Europeans to take their own

. defence seriously. Overnight,

: Germany doubled its defence

: budgetand overcame its

: long-standing taboo on transfers

: of weapons. Even neutral

: Switzerland hasjoined sanctions.

i Thisisanewstructural factorin

: international relations.

raised about the competence ofhis :

Second, Mr Putin has

! reinvigorated the idea of “The

: West” which after the Cold War
: hadloosened considerably and
: wasin some danger of

i decomposingentirely. Aslongas
: Ukraine remainsunder Russian

: occupation, The West generally,

: and Europe specifically, will

: continue to cohere, evenifsome

: internal strains eventually appear.

Third, Ukraine hasunderscored

: theimportance of regional :
: balances andthe vitalrole of the US :
¢ insuchregional balances.

¢ Anxietiesabout China had always

: made Asian countries more aware

: ofthis strategic reality than other

: regions, evenifnot every Asian

: countrywas prepared to say so

¢ explicitly. This strategic reality is

: nowevidentin the Middle Eastand
: Europe aswell. Everybodymay

: have some reservations about the

: US, but nobody hasany strategic

: alternative to the US except

: subordination to China or Russia.

Fourth, Russia’s invasion and

¢ China’srefusal to express

: disapproval of it will further

¢ complicate US-Chinarelations and
: sharpentheline between them.

THE CHINESE DILEMMA

: Warin Ukraine has confronted
: Chinawith three mutually

: irreconcilable objectives and

: placed Beijing ina dilemma.

First, China wants to preserve

: respectfor sovereignty, territorial
: integrity and non-interference as

T he global

=

¢ keynorms of international

: relations. The reasons for this can
¢ besummarisedin three words:

: Tibet, Xinjiang and Taiwan. The

: Russian invasion of Ukraine was a
: directchallenge to these norms.

Second, China wants to preserve

: its partnership with Russia because
¢ Beijing hasno other partner

: anywhere with Russia’s strategic

: weight. Beijingand Moscowalso

: sharea common discomfortwitha
: Western-oriented global order.

: Chinahas not criticised Russiaand
: Idonotexpectittoeverdoso.

: Beijing hopestoplaysomerolein

: brokeringa ceasefireora

: settlement, but Chinaisnotand

: cannotbeaneutral party.

But at the same time, China is

: muchmoreintegratedinto the

: global order than Russiaand has

: benefited much more than Russia
: fromthat order.

The US and Chinaare connected

: toeachother and other

: components of the globalsystem

: by supply-chains ofa scope and

: complexity thatare unprecedented
: inhistory. Russia too is part of this

: systembut apart from the energy

: marketand certain commodities, it
: isarelatively peripheraleconomic

: player.

Chinese growth is already

o T '
A Ukrainian soldier on guard in Maidan Square in Kyiv on Wednesday. The norm of international behaviour that is at stake in Ukraine is of existential importance to
: small countries: That it is wrong for big countries to try to subjugate small countries by naked force and that there will be costs to such aggression. PHOTO: NYTIMES

There is no neat or easy way for

: Beijing toreconcile these three

. objectives. Balancing these three

: objectives willbe a distraction and
: aserious complication for China

: inits strategic competition with

: theUS.

Chinais now walking a fineand

i precarious line. The US and Europe
¢ willnot cut Chinaany slackin

: implementing sanctions against

¢ Russia. Chinais Russia’s largest

i trading partner. But Western

* marketsare farmore important to

¢ China than Russia, and will remain
: sofor the foreseeable future.

China’s efforts to become more

¢ self-reliant in key technologies or
: torely more on domestic

¢ household consumption to drive
: growth will not show significant

: results for along time, if ever.

The Chinese and Western

systems have bifurcatedinsome

: domains and we can expect more

¢ bifurcation, particularly in

: domains withsecurity

* implications. But across-the-board
: separation of China’s economy

: from the rest of the world such as

occurred between the USand the

Soviet Unionis highly improbable.
China’s economicrelations with

everycountry willbe closely

¢ scrutinised on two counts:
¢ US-Chinarelations,and also for

compliance with Russia sanctions.
Thisis something we in Singapore
should bear inmind. Maintaining
close defence and security relations
with the West while having close
economic tieswith Chinaisnot

: impossible, but will become more
: complicated and willrequire

greater alertness and agility from
governmentsand businesses.

o : SINGAPORE'S INTERESTS

¢ slowing for avariety of other

: reasons. With the 20th Party

¢ Congress scheduled for this

¢ autumn, the disruptions thata war

: inthe heart of Europe are creating

: inanalreadyfragile globalrecovery
: from the pandemicrecession must
: beof serious concern to Beijing.

: The watchword of the on-going

i “two sessions” (lianghui) is

: stability. Ukraine s the antithesis of :
: stability.

The third Chinese objective is to

: tryandstabilise its relations with
: Europe and the USasmuch as

¢ possible and, more crucially and

: immediately, avoid suffering

: collateral damage from sanctions
: directedat Russia.

This will be very difficult.

i Chinese netizens are stillcheering
: Russia. Being subject to sanctions

: ofanunprecedented scope, Russia
¢ hasnowhere to turn to except

i Chinaandwhateverits

: reservations, I doubt Beijing can

i entirely spurn Russia without

¢ exposing the hollowness of the “no :
¢ limits” partnership andraising

¢ inconvenient questions among its
: ownpeople. Russia willbecome

: evenmore dependent on China,

: butthiswillbeasmuch, or perhaps :
: evenmore, aliability than an asset
: for Beijing.

——

i Afinal word on Singapore’s
i interests. Aline thatI observe is

beginning to be propagated, I

: thinkdeliberately, is thatasa small
: country, Singapore should not take
¢ sides onUkraine. Thisisa

¢ perniciousand dangerous

: argument that seeks toinstila

: fatalistic sense of helplessness in

i small countries.

The norm of international

i behaviour thatis at stake in

¢ Ukraine is of existential

: importance to small countries:

: Thatitis wrong for big countries to
i tryto subjugate small countries by
: naked force and that there will be

costs to such aggression.
Isitsodifficult to understand

: why thisis crucially important to

i Singapore? In defending thisnorm,
: the only “side” we are taking is our

: ownside, in our own interest.

Singapore exists because in the

i verydire circumstances that we

: found ourselvesafter Aug9,1965,

¢ our people and leaders refused to

i accept that we were helpless. If we
: lose the willand courage todo

: what we can to support our own

¢ interests, our future willindeed be
¢ verybleak.
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