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Abstract 

This short text suggests that Germany and the European Union should generously wel-
come not only war refugees from Ukraine, but also Russian soldiers who have deserted. 
As a disruptive gratification, this would be a humanitarian contribution to asymmetric 
warfare and would support Ukraine's existing measures with credibility and resources. 
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Kurzfassung 

Dieser Kurztext unterbreitet den Vorschlag, dass Deutschland und die Europäische Union 
nicht nur Kriegsflüchtlinge aus der Ukraine großzügig aufnehmen sollte, sondern auch 
russische Soldaten, die desertiert sind. Dies wäre – als disruptive Belohnung – ein huma-
nitärer Beitrag zur asymmetrischen Kriegsführung und würde bereits bestehende Maß-
nahmen der Ukraine mit Glaubwürdigkeit und Ressourcen unterstützen. 
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Disruptive Gratification –  
A Thought-Provoking Impulse  

to Pacify the Ukraine War 

Ingo Pies* 

There is war in Ukraine. The media coverage of this has given dominance to a moral 
framework of perception that regards Russians as perpetrators and Ukrainians as victims. 
This triggers in the population and then also among politicians the strong emotion of 
wanting to help the victims and punish the perpetrators, even if this throws previous pro-
cedures and principles overboard. As a result, Ukrainian war refugees – in contrast to 
Syrians and Afghans, for example – are welcomed in spectacular fashion. At the same 
time, weapons are being delivered to the war zone to make life harder for Russian in-
vaders – and in the West, Russians are sometimes subject to harsh sanctions without prior 
trial. 

As an (economic) ethicist, I specialize in investigating the question of where the blind 
spot of such moral communication lies. What do we overlook if we (only) take this point 
of view? Here is my answer – formulated as ethical food for thought for the moral rein-
terpretation of asymmetric warfare. My argument identifies the option of a "disruptive 
gratification" that could be used specifically as an intervention tool to limit the bloodshed 
in Ukraine and end it as quickly as possible. This argument bundles three ideas of business 
ethics with an additional consideration for a thought-provoking impulse. 

First idea: The market is an institutional arena of gratification. Customers have a 
vested interest in paying producers whose goods and services they can use to satisfy their 
needs. Prices are a positive sanction for successful value creation. They reward producers 
for desired behavior. 

Second idea: The state is an institutional arena of punishment. Its monopoly on the 
legitimate use of force is used to penalize violations of the law. The constitutional system 
of state agencies – from the police to public prosecution and courts to prisons – serves to 
negatively sanction criminal behavior. 

Third idea: It is an important characteristic of the modern state to also make partial 
rewards. This is the case where the taxes levied based on the state's monopoly on the 
legitimate use of force are taken to subsidize activities for the common good that would 
otherwise not come about due to disincentives. An important example of this is the public 
funding of basic research, which, in combination with private-sector applied research, has 
sustainably raised the standard of living of broad sections of the population. Here, the 
market and the state prove to be complementary institutions.  

Additional consideration: At present, the public discussion focuses on perceiving the 
Russian invaders as perpetrators and wanting to punish them accordingly. This overlooks 
the fact that many Russian soldiers could also be considered victims. Many did not even 
know where they were and against whom they (should) fight. From this point of view, it 
is obvious to think about whether it might make sense to moderate the media-triggered 
punitive instinct and to consider the intervention strategy of possible rewards. 

 
* A German version of this short text was first published on March 9th 2022 in the internet at: 
https://www.forum-wirtschaftsethik.de/disruptive-belohnung-ein-wirtschafts-ethischer-denkanstoss-zur-
befriedung-des-ukraine-kriegs/. 
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Against this background, the thought-provoking impulse is this: why does the Euro-
pean Union only welcome the Ukrainian civilian population as war refugees, but not Rus-
sian renegade soldiers who are also fleeing the war and could also be welcomed by us?  

Such an initiative would reinterpret the concept of "asymmetric warfare" from the 
ground up. At present, this means the strategy of not meeting a foreign army on an equal 
footing with one’s own troops, but with partisans who wage war differently than is pos-
sible for a regular army. An example of this is the Ukrainian civilian population, which 
uses self-made bombs against Russian tanks and armed soldiers. Less martial, but perhaps 
far more effective, would be the strategy of gratifying Russian deserters as a disruptive 
and at the same time humanitarian war intervention. This warfare would be asymmetric 
because the West can use it against Russia, but Russia could not use it vice versa against 
the West. Why should we refrain from employing the attractiveness of the Western model 
of civilization as a weapon, as an instrument of intelligent warfare, by perceiving the 
alleged perpetrators as human beings and thus as the de facto victims of dictatorial power, 
thereby doing them justice in the mode of disruptive gratification by giving young Rus-
sian soldiers the option of freeing themselves from their powerlessness by desertion and 
flight? 

Conclusion: The first moral perspective makes us think about how we can help 
Ukrainians kill Russian soldiers. The second moral perspective makes us think about how 
we can dissuade Russian soldiers from killing Ukrainians. The second perspective has 
advantages, especially from a moral point of view. So why don't we rely on disruptive 
gratification – at least as a complement? 
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