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Four years after Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine, the global conversation is gradually
shifting from condemning aggression to managing “realities on the ground”. As new crises
dominate international attention, this change in language risks weakening the principles that
middle powers like Indonesia depend on.

On 24 February 2022, Russia launched its full-scale invasion of Ukraine, the largest military
attack on a European state since the Second World War. The images were unmistakable:
armoured vehicles crossing international borders, missiles and drones striking major cities,



and millions of civilians forced to flee their homes.>* Governments reacted with shock and
many described the invasion as a turning point for the international order.* Commentators
warned that territorial conquest had returned to Europe and that the post-Cold War
assumptions about sovereignty were suddenly under strain.®

Four years later, the war continues and Russia still occupies parts of Ukrainian territory.® Yet
the global conversation has begun to shift. Ukraine now competes with other crises for
international attention, and the world’s political agenda has become increasingly crowded. In
Indonesia, public debate is dominated by domestic politics, economic pressures, the ongoing
violence in Gaza and the subsequent Board of Peace debate.”#?1° Tensions in the Middle East
have escalated further after the United States and Israel carried out strikes against Iranian
targets that reportedly killed Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, drawing global attention toward
another regional war.!12

In this crowded environment, Ukraine increasingly feels distant to many observers. That
reaction is understandable because prolonged wars inevitably exhaust public attention even
in regions directly affected by them.!® The greater danger four years on, however, is not simply
fatigue with the war itself but a more subtle form of conceptual fatigue.'* As the conflict drags
on, the language used to describe it has quietly begun to change. What was once widely
recognised as a clear violation of sovereignty is now frequently discussed in technical terms
such as frozen conflicts, ceasefire arrangements, or the need (especially for Ukraine) to
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acknowledge “realities on the ground.”!>1¢17 This shift may appear modest, but language often
shapes the political boundaries of what policymakers believe is possible.

Normalisation of the War

One of the most important developments over the past four years is the normalisation of the
war itself. Strategic debates now revolve around potential ceasefire lines, territorial
arrangements, or pragmatic compromises that could reduce the level of violence. The longer
the war continues, the easier it becomes to treat it as a durable geopolitical condition rather
than as an ongoing violation of international law.1819:20

I argue that this adjustment reflects a broader pattern in international politics. When wars
persist long enough, the urgency that once surrounded them fades and policymakers begin to
adapt their expectations to the situation they face. What began as an extraordinary crisis
eventually turns into a problem that governments try to manage rather than fundamentally
challenge. The language of crisis management then begins to replace the language of
accountability.

This continuing normalisation also creates precedents. When territorial control achieved
through force persists for years, pressure begins to grow to treat that control as a political
reality that must eventually be recognised. Proposals then appear suggesting territorial swaps
or permanent occupation as part of a negotiated settlement.?'?2 Time blurs the original legal
clarity and what once appeared as a straightforward act of aggression slowly becomes
reframed as a complicated territorial dispute that requires compromise from all sides (though
mostly, the Ukrainians were asked to compromise).?
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Elements of this shift are already visible in policy debates among several middle powers. At
the 2023 Shangri-La Dialogue, Indonesia’s then-defence minister Prabowo Subianto proposed
a peace initiative that included an immediate ceasefire, the establishment of demilitarised
zones, and United Nations-supervised referendums in contested territories.?* While framed
as a pragmatic attempt to stop the war, critics noted that such proposals implicitly treat
territories seized through force as subjects of negotiation rather than as violations that must
tirst be reversed.?>2¢

This shift is visible not only in academic debates but also in diplomatic discourse among
several middle powers. India has repeatedly emphasised the need for dialogue and
negotiations between the “parties concerned” to end the war.?” South Africa and Brazil have
similarly called for a rapid cessation of hostilities and a political settlement.?8-2 Brazil’s
president Luiz Indcio Lula da Silva has argued that a military solution is impossible and that
negotiations must address the concerns of both Russia and Ukraine. Proposals supported by
China and Brazil have called for freezing the conflict as a basis for negotiations.3

Multilateral diplomacy reflects the same steady shift. Early United Nations General Assembly
resolutions condemning the invasion received overwhelming support, with 141 states voting
in favour in March 2022.3! Four years later, however, the diplomatic landscape appears more
fragmented. A February 2026 UN General Assembly resolution supporting Ukraine’s
sovereignty and territorial integrity received 107 votes in favour but also 51 abstentions,
including from Indonesia, India, Brazil, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates.?> More
strikingly, the United States also abstained, arguing that certain formulations might
complicate ongoing negotiations to end the war.?® These positions do not necessarily signal
support for Russia, but they illustrate how the international conversation is gradually shifting
from condemning aggression toward managing the consequences of a prolonged war.
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The New Language of “Reality”

In this context, the phrase “reality on the ground” has become increasingly common in
discussions about Ukraine. The Russian President Vladimir Putin even stated that he wants
Ukraine to “acknowledge reality.”3* The phrase sounds realistic and pragmatic, and it is often
presented as a neutral description of the military situation. In practice, however, it carries
important political implications.

“Reality on the ground” refers to territorial control established through force, and when that
control becomes the starting point for diplomacy, the burden of adjustment subtly shifts.
Instead of focusing on reversing the violation, diplomatic discussions begin with the
assumption that the outcome of aggression must somehow be accommodated. The
consequence of this new language is very clear. A smaller power, such as Ukraine, has to
accept that they are “losing” and that accepting the new reality might be beneficial for
them.3>3

This logic tends to favour great powers because states with overwhelming military
capabilities possess the ability to seize territory and maintain control long enough for the
situation to be reframed as an enduring geopolitical reality. For middle and smaller powers,
the implications are far more serious. If violations of sovereignty can be accepted as “new
realities,” the norm against territorial conquest weakens and sovereignty becomes less a
matter of legal principle and more a matter of military capability.’” In such an environment,
middle powers may find themselves compelled to accept outcomes largely determined by
stronger states.

The growing acceptance of these “realities” is often justified through the language of realism.
Analysts sometimes argue that acknowledging the balance of power simply reflects a
pragmatic understanding of international politics. Several neorealists such as Stephen Walt
and John Mearsheimer keep suggesting that Ukraine needs to negotiate with Russia and
maintain neutrality; otherwise, either Russia will win or the war will keep going.***° Reducing
realism to the passive acceptance of power risks turning analytical insight into strategic
resignation.

A similar tendency appears in discussions about other ongoing conflicts. In debates
surrounding the war in Gaza, some Indonesian officials have suggested that the violence
cannot end immediately and have pointed to declining casualty figures as signs of slow but
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steady improvement.“ Critics argue that this kind of framing risks sanitising ongoing
destruction by presenting reduced intensity as progress rather than insisting on an immediate
end to the violence.*! Whether intended or not, such language reflects a broader diplomatic
habit in which prolonged wars are discussed in terms of managing their escalation rather than
confronting the violations that produced them in the first place.*

Implication for Indonesia and the Other Middle Powers

For Indonesia, these questions are not abstract. Indonesia is not a military superpower; thus,
it has consistently supported an international order built around sovereignty, territorial
integrity, and the peaceful settlement of disputes. These principles have shaped Indonesia’s
diplomatic identity since the early decades of independence and remain central to its
approach to international law and multilateral cooperation. If those principles erode, middle
powers such as Indonesia will face a far more uncertain strategic environment in which
political outcomes are increasingly determined by raw power rather than by shared rules.

Indonesia faces its own challenges related to maritime sovereignty, particularly around the
North Natuna Sea where Chinese coast guard and fishing vessels have repeatedly entered
waters that Indonesia considers part of its exclusive economic zone under the United Nations
Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS).% Jakarta has consistently rejected China’s
“nine-dash line” claims precisely because they rely on historical assertions rather than
recognised legal principles under UNCLOS. # If the international community gradually
accepts the idea that territorial control created through force or coercion can become political
“reality,” it would weaken the very legal framework that Indonesia relies upon to defend its
maritime rights.

Indonesia cannot determine the outcome of the war in Ukraine, and it does not need to
produce a comprehensive peace proposal. The more immediate question concerns the type of
international order Indonesia helps to normalise through its diplomacy and its public
discourse. Indonesia’s official positions in international forums have generally supported
Ukraine’s territorial integrity, yet discussions within the country sometimes reflect the
language of geopolitical adjustment. When analysts and policymakers begin emphasising the
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need to “accept realities,” the signal that emerges can become ambiguous about Indonesia’s
long-standing commitment to sovereignty as a universal principle.®

Even in this environment, middle powers are not without influence. They can defend the
principle of territorial integrity consistently across different regions, avoiding the temptation
to treat sovereignty as relevant in some conflicts while ignoring it in others. They can continue
investing diplomatic energy in institutions that reinforce these principles, recognising that
multilateral forums and international law remain important instruments for states that lack
overwhelming military power. They can also exercise greater caution in adopting language
that quietly legitimises territorial conquest, since phrases such as “adjusting to realities”
steadily reshape expectations about what the international community is willing to tolerate.

Recent conflicts in different parts of the world have exposed serious inconsistencies in how
international law is applied. Many observers in Indonesia highlight the contrast between
global responses to Ukraine and to Gaza or other crises in the Middle East, and those
frustrations are widely shared and valid.* Nevertheless, inconsistency does not make the
principle of sovereignty less important. If anything, selective enforcement increases the need
for countries to defend the principle itself rather than allowing it to weaken through steady
neglect.

Concluding Remarks

Four years after Russia’s invasion, fatigue is understandable and the temptation to normalise
the war is strong. As new crises emerge and dominate the international agenda, policymakers
increasingly seek ways to stabilise conflicts rather than to confront their origins. The risk is
that territorial conquest slowly becomes accepted as an unfortunate but manageable
geopolitical fact. Once that shift takes hold, the barrier against similar actions elsewhere
becomes weaker.

Indonesia cannot end the war in Ukraine, but it still faces a quieter strategic choice. The
question is whether Indonesia contributes, even unintentionally, to an international
environment in which territorial conquest is gradually absorbed as geopolitical reality. Wars
eventually end, but the precedents they leave behind often shape international politics for
decades.
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