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The “Korea Model”: A Solution
for the War in Ukraine?

Analogy, Deterrence, and Structural Asymmetry

v URS FISCHER-HAN

Historische Analogien ent-
falten in Phasen politischer Unsicherheit
eine besondere Anziehungskraft. Sie ver-
sprechen Orientierung, suggerieren Prize-
denzfalle und ndhren die Hoffnung, kom-
plexe Konflikte liessen sich mit vertrauten
Deutungsmustern I6sen. Seit Beginn der
russischen Grossinvasion wird der Waf-
fenstillstand von 1953 in Korea wiederholt
als «Modell» fiir ein Ende des Krieges in
der Ukraine herangezogen - als dauerhafter
Waffenstillstand ohne formelle Friedens-
regelung.

Der Beitrag hinterfragt, ob das «koreani-
sche Modell» tatséchlich jene Tragfahig-
keit besitzt, die ihm haufig zugeschrieben
wird. Er argumentiert, dass die relative
Stabilitat auf der koreanischen Halbinsel
nicht primér aus dem Text des Waffenstill-
standsabkommens oder aus der demilita-
risierten Zone (DMZ) resultierte, sondern
aus einer schrittweise konsolidierten Ab-
schreckungsarchitektur zwischen den USA
und der Republik Korea, die weit iiber das
im Juli 1953 unterzeichnete Abkommen hi-
nausging.

In dieser Perspektive erweist sich die Ana-
logie weniger als taugliche Vorlage, denn
als Ausdruck einer tiefgreifenden struk-
turellen Asymmetrie. Die Dauerhaftigkeit
des koreanischen «eingefrorenen Kon-
flikts» beruhte auf einem dichten Geflecht
aus politischem Commitment, militarischer
Integration und glaubwiirdiger Durchset-
zungsfahigkeit. Vergleichbare Vorausset-
zungen fehlen im ukrainischen Kontext.
Die zentrale Lehre aus dem Korea-Fall liegt
daher nicht in institutioneller Replikation,
sondern in einer niichternen, zugleich er-
niichternden Erkenntnis: Abkommen haben
nur dann Bestand, wenn die Kosten einer
erneuten Eskalation prohibitiv hoch sind.
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Abstract = .
Historical analogies exert a powerful at-

traction in times of political uncertainty. They prom-
ise orientation, suggest precedent, and create the im-
pression that complex conflicts may yield to familiar
solutions. Since Russia’s full-scale invasion began, the
1953 Korean armistice has repeatedly been invoked
as a “model” for ending the war in Ukraine - a lasting
ceasefire without a formal peace settlement.

This article examines whether the Korean “model” car-
ries the analytical weight often attributed to it. It ar-
gues that the relative stability on the Korean Peninsula
did not primarily result from the text of the armistice
itself, nor from the Demilitarized Zone (DMZ), but from
a gradually consolidated US-ROK deterrence struc-
ture that extended far beyond the agreement signed
in July 1953.

Seen in this light, the analogy reveals not a transfer-
able blueprint but a deep structural asymmetry. The
durability of the Korean “frozen conflict” rested on
a dense web of political commitments, military inte-
gration, and credible enforcement capabilities. In the
Ukrainian context, comparable conditions are absent.
The key lesson of Korea therefore lies not in institu-
tional replication, but in a sobering insight: agree-
ments endure only when renewed escalation can be
made prohibitively costly.

Schliisselbegriffe Abschreckung; eingefrorener
Konflikt; Korea; Ukraine; Waffenstillstand
Keywords armistice; deterrence; frozen conflict;
Korea; Ukraine
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The Power of Historical Analogies )
“Policy-mak-

ers use analogies to simplify complex situations and to jus-
tify choices already made”, writes Yuen Foong Khong,
the author of Analogies at War. Striking analogies! and
pointed comparisons? are indispensable in political
debate. In the discussion of a possible “Korea solution’
for Ukraine, it becomes particularly clear how histor-
ical parallels can both provide orientation and gener-
ate analytical distortions. As rhetorical devices — the
Munich appeasement analogy of 1938 being the clas-
sic example — as well as analytical tools, they are de-
liberately deployed by different actors, sharpened for
political or media impact, or subjected to scholarly
reflection.3

Shortly after the start of Russia’s aggression in Febru-
ary 2022, the first analogies to the Korean War and to
its armistice — now in force for more than seventy years
and repeatedly described as remarkably robust — began
to circulate.? Since then, selective references to Korea
have appeared in various forms: as a warning example
of a frozen conflict, as a pragmatic point of reference
for stabilization without peace, or as a supposedly
transferable model - indeed even as a template and a
“best case” for a future conflict settlement.® Seven dec-
ades should, in principle, be enough to clarify what
worked and what did not. But can such historical par-
allels be plausibly justified, carried into the present,
and used analytically? Or are we - in the classic prover-
bial sense — comparing apples and oranges?

“Shortly after the start of Russia’s aggression in
February 2022, the first analogies to the Korean
War and to its armistice — now in force for more
than seventy years and repeatedly described as
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remarkably robust — began to circulate.”

This article addresses that question with a view to pos-
sible conflict settlements in Ukraine. It is based on an
analysis of more than eighty topic-specific contribu-
tions from academic journals, specialist publications,
blogs, and various think-tank papers published be-
tween 2022 and early 2026. The arguments advanced
in this body of literature have been distilled into a
small number of dominant patterns and reduced to
their core lines of reasoning. The aim is to sharpen
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the analysis without oversimplifying the complexity Phase | Brief description

of the debate. June to September 1950:

North Korean Offensive

In a rapid assault, the North Korean army overran
the poorly prepared South Korean forces, captured
Seoul, and pushed the defenders back into the
southeast of the peninsula. It was only at the so-
called Pusan Perimeter that the advance could be

halted by U.S. troops fighting under the UN flag.”

In the first part, the article distills the core elements
of the frequently cited “Korea model.” The spectrum |
ranges from rather generic references to detailed,
sometimes unconventional arguments. The second sec-
tion is devoted to the oft-invoked notion of a “frozen

conflict”, followed by an analysis of the claimed high
effectiveness of demilitarized zones (DMZs). Two delib-
erately contrasting perspectives from Moscow and Kyiv
invite critical reflection before the discussion turns to T
the “magic word” of security guarantees. What ulti-
mately matters — and what sets substance apart from
empty political rhetoric - is summarized in the con-

September to November 1950:

UNC and ROK Counteroffensive

The amphibious landing of UNC forces at Incheon -
in the rear of the North Korean formations -
triggered a dramatic reversal. The North Korean
forces collapsed, and Seoul was recaptured. UNC
and ROK troops advanced far beyond the 38th par-
allel, all the way to the Chinese border.

cluding section. November 1950 to May 1951.:

Chinese Intervention

The massive entry of Chinese “volunteer” forces -
infiltrated undetected into North Korea in October -
]| led to severe defeats for the UNC troops and to
another strategic reversal. Seoul fell once again
before being recaptured for the last time after
heavy fighting. The front eventually stabilized near
the 38th parallel.

The point of entry into the substantive analysis is a
deliberately oblique - and for that very reason illumi-
nating — reference that does not address the end of a
war but its beginning. It requires only two conceptual
substitutions to yield a diagnosis that, with regard to
Ukraine, is unlikely to be controversial — and that his-

torians will probably be able to substantiate empiri-
cally in a few years’ time. It comes from Dwight D. Ei-
senhower. Speaking about Korea in a 1952 address, he
stated: “The biggest fact about the Korean [~ Ukraine] war
is this: It was never inevitable, it was never inescapable {...)"
And he went on to specify: “(...) we were fighting it for the
simplest of reasons: Because free leadership failed to check and

July 1951 to July 1953:

Stalemate and Negotiations

A military stalemate resulted in a costly war of po-
sitions with only minor shifts of the front lines. At
the same time, protracted armistice negotiations
began in July 1951, while the fighting continued
unabated. On July 27, 1953, the armistice entered
into force.

to turn back Communist [~ Putin’s] ambition before it sav-
agely attacked us (...).”® Textbox 1: The Four Phases of the Korean War.8

In this deliberately minimal shift, an argumentative “Korea-Modell” Revisited

pattern crystallizes that runs through many of the con-
tributions examined here: the question of those les-
sons that are repeatedly invoked but only rarely - if
ever — consistently implemented. The offer of 5,000 hel-
mets made by then German Chancellor Scholz shortly
after the start of the invasion stands as a symbolic il-
lustration of the failure of Western deterrence vis-a-
vis Russia.

To better situate these analogies and comparisons, a
brief retrospective - see Textbox 1 — on the course of
the Korean War is helpful.

As early as November
2022, the Polish scholar Marek Czajkowski wrote in
a commentary on what was then the most optimistic
scenario for the war in Ukraine: “The most plausible vari-
ant of ending the hostilities is a Korean-style> semi-permanent
solution (...).”® However, there is no consensus on what
the “Korea model” actually comprises or at which his-
torical point it is meant to begin - a finding that, in
many contributions, can be traced to ambiguous word-
ing and a lack of detailed knowledge.10

A fundamental precondition for the so-called “Korea
model” in the summer of 1951 — after the failure of the
fifth Chinese offensive — was that both parties to the
conflict realized they could no longer achieve their re-
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“A fundamental precondition for the so-called
‘Korea model’ in the summer of 1951 — after the
failure of the fifth Chinese offensive — was that
both parties to the conflict realized they could no
longer achieve their respective maximal objec-
tives at acceptable cost.”

spective maximal objectives at acceptable cost. This led
to an adjustment of war aims. At the same time, the
insight gained ground that an armistice was preferable
to the costly status quo. Over the following two years,
764 documented meetings took place in various for-
mats™ - conducted exclusively by military representa-
tives — culminating on July 27, 1953 in the armistice
that remains in force to this day.'? Thus, negotiations
took place during roughly two thirds of the fighting,
and on several key issues substantial agreement had
already been reached after only a few months.!3

lllustration 1: UNC Commander US General Mark Clark signs
the armistice on 27 July 1953. (Source: National Archives, Wash-
ington, made available by Jiyul Kim)

This points to two major deviations from the model
when compared with the constellation between
Ukraine and Russia. First, since February 2022 it has
been difficult to distinguish what should be inter-
preted as genuine willingness to negotiate and what as
plain tactical maneuvering.'* Viewed soberly, “negoti-
ations” to date have taken place primarily within the
Western and Ukrainian camps over controversial U.S.
positions — but not directly between the two principal
parties. Whether the talks between the belligerents
described as “peace talks” in Abu Dhabi and Geneva in
February 2026 - or any follow-on meetings — can truly

be regarded as serious peace negotiations will only be
possible to judge in retrospect.’® Overall, this negoti-
ating dynamic is reminiscent of the years of inconclu-
sive talks and nominal “negotiations” between the
United States and North Vietnam over ending the Vi-
etnam War.16

lllustration 2: Trilaterale “Peace Talks” in Abu Dhabi, 4. Februar
2026. (Source: United Arab Emirates Ministry of Foreign Affairs)

So far, even less evidence can be found of any willing-
ness on the part of President Putin to substantially
moderate Russia’s core war aims - the lasting weaken-
ing of Ukrainian sovereignty, the prevention of West-
ern integration, and extensive territorial annexations.
The high costs of the war alone are unlikely to have
much influence on his political will — assuming they
are even perceived as such.'” On the contrary, the as-
sumption that the strategic timeline is working in his
favor, together with the domestic political risks of vis-
ible concessions to Ukraine, may further harden his
position. A coherent victory narrative appears strategi-
cally necessary and politically important for the domes-
tic stability of his regime. Defeats are politically risky
for autocracies and democracies alike.'8

Not only President Putin, but also President Zelenskyy
is subject to significant domestic constraints. Far-reach-
ing concessions — such as substantial territorial losses,
restricted access to the Black Sea, or an ambiguous se-
curity arrangement — would not only weaken Ukraine’s
strategic position but also undermine his domestic le-
gitimacy and possibly hasten his political end. Under
such conditions, Zelenskyy too — much like South Ko-
rean President Syngman Rhee at the time - would likely
be difficult to persuade to make concessions.
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Although Ukraine is barely viable without Western mil-
itary and financial support — much as South Korea was
until the 1960s — the West’s political leverage appears
to be weaker than the degree of formal dependence
would suggest.

While Czajkowski problematized the question of fea-
sibility, Carter Malkasian shifted the focus less to re-
alizability than to the structural comparability of the
two conflicts and, on that basis, argued for an armi-
stice along Korean lines. He titled his contribution in
Foreign Affairs “The Korea Model: Why an Armistice Offers the
Best Hope for Peace in Ukraine” and maintained that the
parallels were evident.'® The Korean War, Malkasian
argues, shows that in a military stalemate it can take a
long time before both sides recognize that the costs of
continuing to fight outweigh the benefits. In Ukraine,
as in Korea seven decades ago, frozen front lines and ir-
reconcilable political differences point toward an armi-
stice that would temporarily halt large-scale violence
while postponing sensitive political questions with an
open outcome.20 With regard to Ukraine, it is there-
fore worth critically asking whether it makes sense
to seek a comprehensive settlement (“comprehensive
peace settlement”) — an approach that has repeatedly
been described as highly complex or hardly feasible —
rather than to pursue a step-by-step de-escalation of the
conflict (“armistice first”) that would at least bring the
continued killing on both sidesto an end.?!

This dilemma was illustrated anew on February 24,
2026 — the fourth anniversary of the start of Russia’s ag-
gression — when a resolution of the UN General Assem-
bly called for an immediate and unconditional cease-
fire between Ukraine and the Russian Federation.22
The resolution, which also reaffirmed Ukraine’s sover-
eignty and territorial integrity, was supported by 105
member states, opposed by 12, and abstained from by
51. That the People’s Republic of China was among
the abstentions may not come as a surprise; that the
United States was as well, however, is more striking. In
the words of the representative of the Russian Federa-
tion, the rejection was justified on the grounds that the
resolution “(...) calls for a ceasefire, which cannot be viewed
as an end in itself.” She explicitly warned against a “(...)
‘hasty truce’ that does not address the root causes of the conflict
and would merely serve as a flawed pause in the fighting.”23

Core Elements of the “Korea Model”

Military focus: What was negotiated was ex-
clusively a military armistice; political questions
were deferred to a later conference - which took
place in Geneva in the spring of 1954. The fight-
ing continued unabated throughout the entire
negotiation phase (“fighting while talking”).
Limited set of actors: The decisive influence
on the agreement was exercised by the United
States and China (in coordination with the So-
viet Union); South Korea - which rejected both
the negotiations and the agreement - as well
as North Korea were not involved on an equal
footing.

Core provisions of the agreement:

e complete cessation of hostilities

e establishment of a Military Demarcation Line
(MDL) - defined four months after the start of
negotiations

e creation of a demilitarized zone (DMZ) two
kilometers wide on each side, with minimal
monitoring

o freezing of the military balance of forces (arms
control) and its monitoring by neutral third
states (NNSC), including Switzerland24

e exchange of prisoners of war on the basis of
voluntary repatriation

¢ enforcement (compliance) ensured by a com-
mission of the two belligerents (Military Ar-
mistice Commission, MAC) as well as by the
NNSC

Subsequent security guarantees and support:

e bilateral security treaty between the United
States and South Korea of 1953 - to this day
the core of the U.S. security guarantee2®

e expansion of the ROK Army to 20 divisions,
strengthening of the air force and navy, and a
commitment to long-term economic
assistance

* Joint Declaration of the 16 UNC states (collec-
tive security) of 1953

Textbox 2: Core Elements of the “Korea Model”
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“Frozen Conflict”: Stability or lllusion?
s was

already the case before the start of negotiations in the
Korean War from the U.S. perspective, little prospect
is also seen in the case of Ukraine for a sustainable,
mutually agreed political settlement of the conflict.
This brings another vague term to the fore: the “fro-
zen conflict.”28 In assessing it — with Korea repeatedly
serving as a reference model — three different perspec-
tives can be identified. The majority view is a cautious
to critical one, according to which a “frozen conflict”
does not end the risk of war but can at any time revert
to a hot war. In Korea, this latent risk has been present
for more than seven decades.2? Other authors, by con-
trast, emphasize that a “frozen conflict” can function
as a partial solution and can be quite robust, provided
it stops the fighting — as the examples of Korea and Cy-
prus suggest. At the same time, military demarcation
lines conceived as temporary carry the risk of creating
lasting political and territorial faits accomplis, which
would correspond to Russia’s objectives and could be
seen as a strategic victory.

Another central risk is seen in the fact that a frozen
conflict would buy Russia time to regenerate its forces
and to go back on the offensive at a later point — an in-
herent risk of any armistice.28 A group of authors led
by Timothy Ash put it concisely in a Chatham House re-
port three years ago: “A protracted or frozen conflict bene-
fits Russia and hurts Ukraine, as does a ceasefire or negotiated
settlement on Russia’s terms.”22

As a counterposition to the thesis of a Russian victory,
the U.S. historian and Russia expert Stephen Kotkin in-
troduced into the debate a Ukrainian victory scenario
that found particular resonance in the Anglo-Ameri-
can world. His approach: “We want to build a South Ko-
rea-style Ukraine, part of the E.U., behind the D.M.Z. (...)”30
A comparable armistice, Kotkin argues, that would al-
low Ukraine - even with a territorial loss of up to 20
percent - to achieve a similar political and economic
development could be regarded as a victory.

In Joseph Nye (1937-2025), the equally prominent U.S.
political scientist, Kotkin found a weighty supporter
of his “winning Korean-style” thesis.3! According to
Nye, despite the “frozen conflict,” the southern half
of the peninsula developed into a vibrant, prosperous
democracy, while North Korea remained a dictatorial
impoverished state plagued by recurring famines.32

Accordingly, Malkasian concludes: “For all its flaws, the
armistice was a success.”

This positive assessment, however, does not meet with
universal approval, as it reveals historical blind spots.
The historian Roland Popp, who conducts research at
the Military Academy at ETH Zurich (MILAC), among other
fields, on military and grand-strategic issues, takes a
clear counter-position here. He writes pointedly: “The
Korea analogy once again exposes the historical amnesia of
these strategic elites.”33 In fact, several arguments speak
in favor of a more differentiated assessment. After the
armistice, South Korea was ruled by authoritarian, an-
ti-democratic regimes from 1953 to 1987 — mostly un-
der the leadership of generals.

Popp also rightly points to the inherent trade-off in
resource allocation. In the case of Ukraine, this trade-
off concerns not only the use of national resources but
also substantial external ones — especially European re-
sources. In a prolonged state of war, he argues, Ukraine
would be forced to maintain a massive military ap-
paratus. The issue is not merely the level of expendi-
ture, but the underlying dilemma of prioritization: re-
sources devoted to sustaining such extensive forces are
no longer available for rebuilding severely damaged
infrastructure. Financing both simultaneously would
therefore create a profound and lasting economic con-
straint.34 In Korea, the economic gap between South
and North only began to open from the end-1960s on-
ward - slowly at first, then very substantially in South
Korea’s favor.

The reference to Korea as evidence of the stability of
a frozen conflict that at the same time suggests eco-
nomic prosperity and democratization therefore falls
short, as long as the structural and geostrategic condi-
tions of that stability are not taken into account.

The DMZ as a Given in Any Agreement .
In discus-

sions among the negotiating parties, a possible (Don-
bas) DMZ has only been an - still unspecific — topic
since the spring of 2025. The now-replaced Special En-
voy for Ukraine, Keith Kellogg, said at the time that
Ukraine was proposing a DMZ 30 kilometers wide35 —
after President Zelenskyy had previously described the
idea as a “dead idea.”36 In August 2025, European poli-
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ticians outbid this proposal with a go-kilometer-wide
variant - ten times wider than in Korea.3?

Could a Korean-style DMZ resolve the war in Ukraine?38
None of the contributions examined offers a clear af-
firmative answer. Even so, draft agreements often treat
a demilitarized zone (DMZ) as a given component, and
its potential positive effects are in some cases rated
highly.3® Concepts for its concrete design, monitor-
ing, or the resources required, however, remain vague
- if they are articulated at all.#© From a Swiss perspec-
tive, it is particularly striking how distorted and in
some cases historically inaccurate its role within the
framework of the Neutral Nations Supervisory Commission
(NNSC) is portrayed.4!

With regard to its effects, one claim stands out in par-
ticular: “Studies show that a demilitarized zone of at least two
kilometers reduces the risk of renewed hostilities by over 9o .
From a practical perspective, this is essential because proxim-
ity increases the risk of accidental or deliberate incidents, ei-
ther of which can initiate escalation cycles.”#2 If this striking
90 percent claim - as cited in a U.S. non-paper — were
empirically robust, a DMZ would have to be a manda-
tory component of any agreement.4® What is undis-
puted, however, is this: in both inter- and intra-state
wars, DMZs are a structured instrument for separating
opposing forces and can help ensure that accidental or
tactically provoked armistice violations do not escalate.
Against strategic revisionism, political war aims, asym-
metric escalation, or hybrid warfare, however, they
have no stand-alone effect.#4

For a DMZ on the geographical scale — both in terms
of its length and its depth - that would be required
in the case of Ukraine, there is no historical prece-
dent. This inevitably raises questions about how such
a zone could be monitored in practice.43 There is broad
agreement that, alongside traditional observers, mod-
ern technologies such as satellites, unmanned aircraft,
drones, and sensors would be employed - tools that
have largely already been tested in Ukraine.#® At the
same time, such considerations recall the rather lim-
ited success of the OSCE Special Monitoring Mission (SMM)
in Ukraine.4”

For an open-ended mission, observer contingents of be-
tween 2’000 and 10’000 personnel are being discussed,
preferably drawn from neutral states outside NATO.48

16. March 2026

In the literature, Switzerland appears as a candidate
in only one German contribution. In light of Switzer-
land’s self-image as a neutral mediator state and the
long-running debate about assuming another major
peace-support mission alongside SWISSCOY, this mar-
ginal note is rather sobering.4®

The Korean armistice did not provide for explicit mon-
itoring of the Demilitarized Zone (DMZ) itself. With re-
gard to its administration and the conduct of necessary
support activities, the agreement merely stipulated
that no more than 1,000 civilian or military personnel
could be present within the DMZ at any given time.

To investigate alleged violations of the armistice, the
Military Armistice Commission (MAC) relied on so-called
Joint Observer Teams composed of representatives of the
two belligerents. Over time, however, the Korean DMZ
effectively evolved into an HMZ - a “Highly Militarized
Zone”.

Monitoring of the military balance outside the DMZ
— particularly with regard to replacement of military
equipment and troop rotation — was assigned to the
Neutral Nations Supervisory Commission (NNSC), in which
Switzerland also participates. In practice, however, this
mandate could never be fulfilled even remotely in the
manner originally envisaged.5°

Historically, demilitarized zones have contributed to
the stabilization of interstate agreements in only a few
cases. Where they are considered successful, they were
not the cause but rather the expression of a political
decision already taken - for example in the Sinai be-
tween Israel and Egypt — or they were underpinned by
external security guarantees backed by substantial mil-
itary strength, as in the case of Korea.

“Put differently: demilitarization does not create
stability — it marks it. Its stabilizing effect is highly
context-dependent and correlates with the under-
lying guarantee and deterrence architecture.”

The theoretical literature therefore regularly overesti-
mates, in a reversal of causality, the independent sta-
bilizing effect of DMZs and overlooks crucial power-
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and context-dependent preconditions. Put differently:
demilitarization does not create stability — it marks it.
Its stabilizing effect is highly context-dependent and
correlates with the underlying guarantee and deter-
rence architecture. This shifts attention to external se-
curity guarantees as the real core of the Korea analogy.
Their assessment, however, depends to a large extent
on how Moscow and Kyiv themselves judge the trans-
ferability of the model.

M d Kyiv: Di ingP ti
oscow and Kyiv: Diverging Perspectives

a Russian perspective, the “Korea model” holds little
appeal. The historian Konstantin Khudoley argues that
the comparison with the Korean War is misleading
above all because the objectives and the level of stra-
tegic stakes of the parties to the conflict differ funda-
mentally.

In the Korean War, the two Korean states were seek-
ing to reunify the country under their own rule, while
the great powers involved limited their interests to
stabilizing existing spheres of influence. Neither the
United States nor the Soviet Union sought a revision
of the international order; accordingly, a defeat of ei-
ther Korean party was not perceived by either side as
an existential threat.

In the war in Ukraine, by contrast, the objectives are
of a different quality. Russia links the war not only to
territorial claims but to the ambition to break the dom-
inance of the “historical West” and to reshape the in-
ternational order. In parallel, Western policy has also
shifted from an initial focus on defending Ukraine to-
ward preserving the existing order and strategically
weakening Russia.

Moreover, the conflict differs in its political depth.
Whereas the 1953 armistice did not affect the domestic
political order of either North or South Korea, Russia
in the war against Ukraine explicitly claims far-reach-
ing domestic political changes in Ukraine. The conflict
is thus not directed solely at foreign policy orientation
but strikes directly at the internal sovereignty of the
Ukrainian state.

From this combination of systemic objectives, high
strategic stakes, and claims of domestic political inter-
vention, Khudoley derives a fundamental gap in com-

parability. This significantly limits the transferability
of the “Korea model” and makes clear that historical
parallels here offer only limited analytical value.5!

Clear opposition to the “Korea model” emerged from
Ukraine as early as the beginning of 2023 — from a per-
spective of direct involvement rather than distant ed-
itorial offices. In a contribution by the Ukraine Crisis
Media Center, it is described as “a Russian propaganda
tool,” and alleged parallels with Ukraine’s situation are
explicitly rejected. Volodymyr Solovian firmly chal-
lenges the Western interpretive frame.52 The so-called
“Korea model,” he argues, appears less as an analytical
instrument than as a political narrative serving Rus-
sian interests.

The comparison, so the argument goes, distorts key re-
alities. Whereas in the Korean War the armistice line
ran along a military front and territorial gains or losses
were politically secondary, in the war in Ukraine the
territorial question is central:53 it is not about a front
line, but about the legal recognition or rejection of vi-
olent border changes.54

Equally fundamental is the difference in the constel-
lation of actors. Unlike in Korea, there are no major
third states directly on the battlefield in Ukraine that
possess a “war switch” and could end the conflict in-
dependently of the local actors. The United States and
China influence the war politically, but they do not
control it operationally.

Finally, the Korean experience itself points to a struc-
tural danger of this model: a temporary armistice can
harden into a decades-long arrangement. From this
perspective, that is precisely Moscow’s strategic calcu-
lus — to gain time, consolidate territorial gains, and per-
manently undermine Ukraine’s Euro-Atlantic future.
The “Korea model” thus appears, as Solovian puts it,
not as a solution but as a warning against the institu-
tionalization of an unlawful status quo.

President Zelenskyy also explicitly distanced himself
from this comparison in September 2025. Speaking to
journalists, he stated: “They may speak rhetorically about
one scenario or another. But our situation is definitely differ-
ent from one in Korea.”At the same time, he emphasized
that “(...) no one is considering a Korean, Finnish or any other
model.”85
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“Ironclad” Guarantees: Everything

Else Is Garnish
: By analogy with a Swiss cult ad-

vertisement that put a protein-rich product at center
stage, one concept is decisive at the negotiating ta-
ble for Ukraine - translated and grounded in histor-
ical experience: security guarantees. Everything else
is garnish.5® Added to this is the fact that the Minsk
agreements have left behind a record of assurances
and promises that did little to build trust, a history
whose repetition must be ruled out from the Ukrainian
perspective.5?

Even though the term “guarantee” allows for different
forms of support, in the Ukrainian context it is largely
clear what is meant: a legally binding commitment to
come to Ukraine’s defense comparable to Article 5 of
the NATO Treaty — even though that article itself does
not provide for such an automatism.58

“The NATO must send a clear signal that the Allies will not let
up in their support for Ukraine. This must include, in the event
of an end to the war, reliable international security guarantees
with substantial European and American participation.”5®
With this, is the German Minister of Defense, Boris Pis-
torius, deliberately setting the bar high — even though
it is widely undisputed that the West is currently not
prepared to grant Ukraine so-called “ironclad” guaran-
tees, and that Russia would hardly accept such guaran-
tees without a reaction?

“Effective guarantees require both legal commit-
ment and credible military backing.”

The question of guarantees was also taken up early
in the academic literature and discussed with sober
realism and a variety of model approaches. Security
guarantees typically take two forms: binding alliance
commitments - in particular NATO membership - or
formal pledges by militarily superior states to defend
weaker partners in an emergency. Effective guarantees
require both legal commitment and credible military
backing. Ukraine’s current situation, however, meets
neither of these conditions, as Fred Tanner notes in his
analysis.®0 Friedrich Schneider, an expert on Eastern
Europe, puts it even more pointedly: “Why should Euro-
pean states that are avoiding entering the war themselves in

the current conflict commit to a future quasi-automatic obli-
gation to come to Ukraine’s aid?”6?

From a security-policy perspective, a possible EU acces-
sion of Ukraine - particularly with regard to the mutual
defense clause of Article 42.7 of the EU Treaty — is con-
troversial.82 “Ukraine not in NATO but in the EU. This is the
most dangerous scenario for the EU”, argues, for example,
the Spaniard Juan C. Castilla.®3 The fact that Russia has
so far opposed Ukraine’s bid for EU membership less
vehemently than NATO membership, despite this mu-
tual defense obligation, points to the limited deterrent
effect of this clause — which, like Article 5 of the NATO
Treaty, has so far been invoked only once.64

The literature is largely in agreement, however, that
verbal guarantees cannot stabilize an armistice agree-
ment unless they are underpinned by a substantial mil-
itary presence.6% A limited troop deployment can func-
tion as a “tripwire” only if, first, there is confidence
that the troop-contributing states would mobilize ad-
ditional military forces in an emergency and, second, if
those states are willing to accept the risk of direct mil-
itary confrontation with Russia.®® Samuel Charap and
Sergey Radchenko, U.S.-Russia experts, put this suc-
cinctly in Foreign Affairs: “Commitment, not Kabuki.” And
they continue: “Deploying forces to Ukraine without a guar-
antee would be political theater, not a genuine commitment.”67

Yet even a formal guarantee would be burdened by
a scarcely resolvable fundamental contradiction, ar-
gues the political scientist Jennifer Kavanagh: a defi-
cit of credibility. The United States and other NATO
allies deliberately chose in both 2014 and 2022 not to
deploy their own forces for direct military support of
Ukraine. In doing so, they effectively signaled a desire
to avoid a direct confrontation with Russia. A guaran-
tee that promises future intervention in binding terms
after such intervention was consciously withheld twice
therefore carries an inherent and significant credibil-
ity deficit.®8

As for the scale of a possible, primarily European, troop
presence, the figures being discussed range from
40,000 t0 150,000 soldiers - with 150,000 considered nec-
essary for “a credible deterrent.”®9 At the same time, it is
made clear: “The aim would not be to defend Ukraine in case
of an aggression, but to deter Russia by stationing a sufficient
European military presence.””® This amounts to a position
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whose deterrence logic is not immediately evident. De-
terrence ultimately depends on credible defense; if
that prospect is relativized, the threat itself not only
loses clarity but also much of its deterrent value.

“Deterrence ultimately depends on credible
defense; if that prospect is relativized, the threat
itself not only loses clarity but also much of its
deterrent value.”

These formations would likely be deployed on a ro-
tational basis, which would in effect triple the actual
force requirement.” Regardless of whether the troop
strength were at the lower or upper end of the stated
range, operational implementation would pose a con-
siderable challenge — quite apart from the question of
whether this would in fact generate lasting credibil-
ity vis-a-vis Russia. Without U.S. military “enablers” in
key capability areas, any European deployment option
would hardly be realistic.

What, according to the U.S. National Defense Strat-
egy of 2026, applies to ending the war should apply
even more so to securing a postwar order: “(...) this is
Europe’s responsibility first and foremost.”72 This leads to
the pointed question that Mykola Bielieskov already
posed last September in a piece for the Atlantic Council:
“What is the Coalition of the Willing actually willing to do in
Ukraine?”73 With the five-point “Paris Declaration” of Jan-
uary 6, 2026, the “willing” have formulated an initial
answer.” In the customary upbeat communiqué lan-
guage, it heralds the deployment of troops at Ukraine’s
request “(...) once a credible cessation of hostilities has taken
place” — albeit with a mandate that remains undefined.

A shift of focus to Korea brings the structural differ-
ences into particularly sharp relief. In retrospect, the
bilateral relationship between the United States and
the Republic of Korea can be described as a near-ideal
configuration of functioning 3C deterrence (Commit-
ment, Credibility, Capabilities). Remarkably, this con-
figuration was neither conceived as a strategic master
plan nor did it correspond to Washington’s original
objective; rather, it emerged only under considerable
strain. Initially, the United States pursued a collective
approach in the form of a Joint Declaration by the

16 UNC states with a clear deterrent and threat orien-
tation toward China.”® Only Seoul’s persistent resist-
ance led to the decision in favor of a formal bilateral
security treaty — in addition to the joint declaration.
With the 1953 Mutual Defense Treaty, a process of se-
curity-policy consolidation began.”® In the years that
followed, this evolved into the stable 3C structure that
is now often regarded as a textbook case of successful
deterrence —not infrequently described, somewhat eu-
phemistically, as the “Ironclad U.S.-ROK Alliance.”?7

10

“In retrospect, the bilateral relationship between
the United States and the Republic of Korea can

be described as a near-ideal configuration of

functioning 3C deterrence (Commitment, Credi-

bility, Capabilities).”

Commitment formed the supporting pillar of this config-
uration. The 1953 defense treaty established a perma-
nently anchored commitment to come to each other’s
aid. This self-binding did not remain abstract; over the
decades, it was repeatedly and explicitly reaffirmed.

Building on this, an exceptionally strong Credibility
emerged. The permanent stationing of U.S. troops after
the armistice continues to function to this day as a clas-
sic “tripwire”:?® any attack would automatically have
affected U.S. soldiers and thus triggered immediate U.S.
involvement in the war. Added to this were integrated
command structures —in particular the Combined Forces
Command (CFC) and the United Nations Command (UNC)7®
- as well as regularly conducted large-scale exercises.89
This integration served not only deterrence vis-a-vis ex-
ternal adversaries but also helped to restrain Seoul’s
own military initiatives and to prevent unilateral es-
calation.8! Decisive, moreover, was the historical ex-
perience: the United States had already fought on the
South’s side in the Korean War and did not withdraw
afterward. Deterrence was thus not rhetorical, but in-
stitutionally and historically anchored.

Finally, Capabilities were also beyond doubt. The United
States always possessed extensive conventional and nu-
clear capabilities. What mattered, however, was that
these capabilities did not exist only in theory. They
were stationed on site, exercised regularly, operation-
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Illustration 3: ROK Army Engineer Formation and US soldiers from the
2nd Infantry Division building a bridge together. (Source: US Forces
Korea)

ally integrated, and underpinned by an expanded base
network - especially in Japan. Potential power was thus
translated into concrete denial capability. In addition,
South Korea itself possesses numerically strong, tech-
nologically modern, and well-trained armed forces and,
with a capable domestic defense industry, generates
a substantial portion of its military capabilities inde-
pendently.82

Taken together, and in hindsight, this produced a near-
ideal 3C balance: formalized political commitment,
credibility secured through presence and integration,
and capabilities that are unquestionably available and
operationally embedded. It was not a coherently de-
signed grand plan but a step-by-step expansion of these
elements that gave the constellation its stability. Only
in retrospect can it be described as a textbook case of
functioning 3C deterrence. However, this hardly trans-
ferable form of credible deterrence also came at a price:
anoticeable limitation on South Korea’s sovereignty in
security matters.

A Sober Conclusion
uet The frequently invoked refer-

ence to the “Korea model” misconstrues what actually
produced stability on the Korean Peninsula. It was not
the armistice itself that created stability — it became
stable because it was underpinned by decades of con-
sistent 3C deterrence. The supporting structure was
not the armistice document, but the deterrence archi-
tecture behind it. The United States’ political commit-
ment was formalized by treaty, credibly reinforced by
the permanent stationing of troops and regular large-
scale exercises, and secured by undisputed military
capabilities. This combination created a form of de-

terrence that went far beyond a mere formula of guar-
antee.

Applying this standard to Ukraine reveals a pro-
nounced structural asymmetry. In the Korean context,
the United States assumed a clearly defined and con-
sistently exercised leadership role. However, its cur-
rent strategic posture appears far less consistent and
more evidently driven by narrow foreign policy and
economic self-interests. The difference therefore con-
cerns not only the political binding nature of commit-
ments, but also their strategic credibility in the sense
of a robust deterrent.83

A European guarantee promise may — as the Paris Dec-
laration suggests in outline — be formulated as a polit-
ical commitment. But both the repeatedly practiced
avoidance of direct military confrontation with Russia
and the continued existence of fundamental military
capability gaps in terms of independent European es-
calation or endurance capacity severely limit the cred-
ibility of such a promise. The distinct structural differ-
ence to the Korean constellation therefore remains.

The 3C comparison shows most clearly why the “Ko-
rea model” does not readily serve as a template. Credi-
ble deterrence in the Ukrainian context will, first and
foremost, have to be borne by Ukraine itself. European
support should therefore lie less in formal guarantees
than in building a robust denial architecture that du-
rably strengthens Ukraine’s military denial capability,
economic resilience, political cohesion, and societal
resilience. In this context, it would be more accurate
to speak of robust security commitments than to rely
on the suggestive term “guarantee.”

As the Korea expert Frank Aum puts it soberly: “(...)
the choice is not between ideal outcomes and failure; it is be-
tween managed rivalry and unmanaged risk.”84 In the case
of Ukraine as well, the issue is not about optimal solu-
tions, but about weighing unsatisfactory options. An
armistice may thus appear as “the least bad option” —
not as a solution, but as risk management.

The deeper lesson of the “Korea model” therefore lies
neitherin legally elaborate agreement language nor in
the attempt to elevate management concepts such as
“best practice” or “benchmark” into policy substitutes.
Whether in everyday private life — for example, when

1"
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concluding or canceling a mobile phone contract - or
on the stage of interest-based international politics, the
fate of an agreement follows a sober two-factor princi-
ple: does it remain advantageous for the actors in-
volved — and are the costs of a comprehensive breach
prohibitively high in economic, political, and strategic
terms? Such costs arise not from agreement language,
but from credible 3C deterrence. Perhaps it is precisely
in this apparent banality that the uncomfortable real-
ity of international politics becomes visible.

“The fate of an agreement follows a sober
two-factor principle: does it remain advanta-
geous for the actors involved — and are the costs
of a comprehensive breach prohibitively high in
economic, political, and strategic terms?”

In Korea, Stalin’s death in the spring of 1953 triggered
a decisive turn in the negotiations. For Ukraine, how-
ever, no such or comparable exogenous event can be
counted on.

This brings the argument full circle to the opening
question of apples and oranges. Both are fruits, but
they are not botanically related and differ markedly
in peel, taste, and use. In the same way, Korea and
Ukraine display certain obvious parallels — yet remain
fundamentally different in their underlying structural
and geopolitical preconditions. 4
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