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Russian
President
Viadimir Putin
talking to the
media during
the Sixth
Caspian

Summit in
Turkmenistan's
capital Ashgabat
on Wednesday.
It's a huge
strategic
mistake by the
West to get
Indonesia, as the
host of the G-20
meeting on

Nov 15-16, to
disinvite
President Putin
from this
meeting, says
the writer. And it
would be an
even bigger
mistake for the
West to boycott
this G-20
meeting if Mr
Putin attends.
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Ukraine and the West's
quest for a perfect solution

Thereis no perfect
solution for the
Ukraine situation. So
let Putin come to the
G-20 meeting in
Indonesia, and find a
compromise with him.

Kishore Mahbubani

For The Straits Times

Travelis back!

I say this with confidence
because [ have been to Europe on
three separate trips (Davos in May,
Veniceand Zurich in June). And
justbefore Davos, Iwasinthe
United States for three weeks. It
wasdifficult to get seats on flights
(and, by the way, this column was
written on SQ345 from Zurich to
Singapore).

Whydol sayall this? Having

¢ visited both the US and Europe in

: recent weeks, I cansay with some

i confidence that the Westisa

: deeplytroubled place. The

i populationsare angry. And the

: best-educated Western elites, who
i aresupposed tolead their societies
: intheright direction, are instead

¢ leading themin the wrong

: direction. Asa friend of the West, 1
i would like to suggest a wiser

i course ofaction.

Thiswiser course of action s

: based onasimple principle: the

i perfect is the enemy of the good.

! The West shouldacceptimperfect
¢ solutions which will make their

: people happier. Equally

: importantly, itwill also help the

: billions of poor people in the Third
: Worldwho are suffering from

: higherfood and energy prices.

Here, Iwould alsolike to inject

i animportant point from moral

: philosophy. Atthe end of the day,
: we have to give moral priority to

i thesufferings of the poor, the

: bottom 10 or 20 per cent of the

¢ world’s population. Indeed, it

: would be cruel and callous to

: ignore their sufferings.

Thisiswhy the greatest American

i political philosopher of recent

: times, John Rawls, emphasised that
: the mostjust society was the one

: thattook care of the bottom 10 per

i cent.As he outlined in his seminal

: work, ATheory Of Justice,any

i socialoreconomicinequalities, if

: theyare to satisfy the principlesof

i justice, “are to be to the greatest

: benefitof the least-advantaged
: members of society”,

| THREE CRITICAL FACTORS
i Andwhy are the very poor

i suffering? It’s the result of three
: criticalfactors.

First, the massive stimulus

: packages post-Covid-19, especially
: inthe US, have unleashed global

¢ inflation. As Martin Wolfwrote in

: theFinancial Times, “The

: combination of fiscal and

i monetary policies implementedin
1 2020 and 2021ignited an

: inflationary fire”.

Second, the illegal Russian

: invasion of Ukraine, followed by

: the massive Western sanctions on
i Russia, have led to a massive spike
: inenergy prices.

Ironically, despite (or perhaps,

: because of) these sanctions, the

: European Union, has paid more

: money for Russian gas. Since the

i warbegan on Feb 24 this year, the
¢ Europeans have paid more than

i US$60 billion (S$83 billion) for

¢ Russian oiland gas, while

: complaining that Indiaand China
: were buying too much Russian oil.
: Thisledtothe now famous quip

¢ from the Indian Foreign Minister,
i DrS.Jaishankar, who said “our

: total purchases for the month

: would be less than what Europe

: doesinanafternoon”.

Third, the Omicronvirus,a

: tricky virus, has broken through :
i thedefences of China’s zero-Covid :

¢ policy. Thisled to massive

: shutdowns, including in Shanghai

i from March. Since Chinais the

: factory of the world, supply shocks
: havealso contributed to global

¢ inflation. In short, we have hadan

i almost perfect storm.

i Inshort, we have had an
i almost perfect storm. What :
i should be therational
i response? Tofind aperfect :
: solution?Ortoacceptan

. imperfect solution that

i alleviatesthe sufferingsof :
i many people,including the :
i people of Ukraineand the

i massive number of poor

: peopleintheworld? The

: Westhas been pushing for
i aperfectsolution.Therest
i of theworld would preferto :
i seetheirsufferings
i decreasefroman

: imperfect solution.
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What shouldbe the rational

: response? To finda perfect

: solution? Ortoacceptan

¢ imperfect solution that alleviates
: thesufferings of many people,

i including the people of Ukraine

: and the massive number of poor

: peopleintheworld?

The West has been pushing fora

: perfectsolution. The rest of the
¢ world would prefer to see their
: sufferings decrease froman

: imperfect solution.

What's the perfect solution?

i Thisis what the Westis pursuingin
¢ Ukraine: total withdrawal of

¢ Russian forces from Ukraine. No

: compromise.

Certainly, if the West could

: accomplishit, it should go for it.

¢ Butwhatare the prospects of the

: Westachieving this perfect

¢ solution in Ukraine? The answer is
1 Zero.

Inshort, the apparently rational

i Westis pursuing an impossible

solution. And in the process, the

: people of Ukraine are suffering.

i And, equally importantly, the

1 Westernsearch for aperfect

¢ solution is causing enormous

: suffering for a massive number of
i poorpeople.

World Trade Organisation

: (WTO) director-general Ngozi

: Okonjo-Iweala said: “The war in

¢ Ukraine has created immense

: human suffering, butit has also

: damagedthe global economyata
: critical juncture. Its impact willbe
¢ feltaround the world, particularly

¢ inlow-income countries, where

: foodaccounts foralarge fraction
: of household spending... Smaller

: supplies and higher prices for food
: mean that the world’s poor could
: beforced to do without.”

~ : CALLACEASEFIRE

Sowhatisthe imperfect solution
: forUkraine?

The firststepisto call foran

: immediate ceasefire. Why? Each
¢ day that the war continues,

¢ hundredsare dying. Plus, if

: Ukraine isgoing to feed the world
: againin2023, it needs to get

: fertiliser so its farmers can start
: plantingin2022. More food in

: 2023 equals less suffering for the
: globalpoor.

Thesecondstep is to start

: talkingto Russia. There should be
: twolevels of talks. The first should
. : bebetween Ukraine and Russia.

: The second should be between the
: Westand Russia. And whatwould
: be the outcome of these two steps?
¢ Ukrainian lives would be saved.
: And the whole world would
: breatheasigh of relief.

Then comes the hard slog. Given

* : the huge chasm between Western
: and Russian positions on Ukraine,
: there willbe no immediate

: long-termsolution. But we're

¢ more likely to get one if talks begin.
¢ Andwe’re more likely to get one if

¢ wecanget more countriesinthe

: world to talk to Russia.

This is why it’s a huge strategic

: mistake by the West to get

: Indonesia, as the host of the G-20
: meeting on Nov15-16, to disinvite
: President Putin from this

: meeting. Anditwould bean even
: bigger mistake for the West to

: boycott this G-20 meeting if Mr

: Putinattends.

There’s one statistic that every

: Western leader should memorise
: andrepeat each night before going
: tosleep: the West comprises 12 per
: cent of the world’s population. The
: restmake up 88 per cent.

If Mr Putin comes to Jakarta in

i November,as he should, he will

: hear the views of the West. And he
: willhear the views of the rest. Mr

: Putinis not likely to listen to the

: Westsince there’s zero trust

: between Russiaand the West. But
: hewilllisten to the rest. The West
: istherefore stabbingitselfin the

: foot by calling for Mr Putinto be

: disinvited.

And why is the West pushing for

: MrPutintobe excluded? Here we
¢ come back to the main theme of

: this essay: because the West is

: pushing for the perfect solution of
¢ trying to defeat Russia. But this

: perfect solution will never come

: about.

Hence, the West should listen to

: Indonesiaandall the non-Western
: members of the G-20 (who

: effectivelyrepresent 88 per cent
: oftheworld’s population) and try
: tofind somekind of a compromise
¢ solution for Ukraine. Sucha

: compromise solution will save the
: lives of Ukrainians. And it will

: alleviate the sufferings of the

: hundreds of millions of poor

: peoplein the world.

Inshort, the pragmatic solution

¢ isalso the ethical solution.
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