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Abstract Contemporary international intervention involves three 
fundamental ethical aspects: the relationship between the great powers 
and the weak; the proper way in which different ethnic groups or states 
within a nation treat each other; and the criterions by which the moral 
legitimacy of international intervention per se can be judged. In the 
second aspect, which can be reduced to the theoretical issue of the 
right of national self-detennination versus state sovereignty, the lack 
of any proper ethical traditions in China and the West makes it neces-
sary to develop a set of norms, including the five criterions suggested 
in this article. However, certain fundamental principles required for 
properly dealing with the troubled issue of international intervention 
can be found in Chinese and Western ethical traditions. Among these 
principles, the universal equality of nations is the most important in 
contemporary China. At the same time, the belief of Western classical 
liberalism, that a few kinds of intervention are just and should be per-
mitted with strict preconditions, has substantial value today both in 
the01y and practice. 1 
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I 

Ethical tradition is probably the most characteristic aspect in the 
cultural tradition of a nation or a civilization. Similarly, moral nonns 
are probably the most meaningful notions regarding social arrange-
ments and human behavior. Those ethical beliefs not only indicate the 
ideal, passion, rationality, and even the impulse for interests which 
exist in human nature (and therefore exist as well in the particular na-
ture of any individual as a member of any nation or civilization),2 but 
they also reflect the various kinds of basic objective elements which 
determine their living environment and conditions for thinking.3 
Therefore, on the one hand, most or even all nations or civilizations in 
the world share certain fundamental ethical beliefs, expressed by such 
terms as the traditional Chinese "tian-li" (heavenly principles)4 and the 
Western "law of nature."5 On the other hand, civilizations have impor-
tant differences in various, more concrete ethical norms, moral prac-
tices, and ways of normative judgments; they indicate a very rich ethi-
cal diversity. Moreover, within a single nation or civilization, whether 
during one period or throughout different historical eras, different 
kinds of ethical beliefs exist. Beliefs need only be held by a great 
number of people and last for more than one generation to be entitled a 
"tradition of ethics."6 World debates on morality largely take place 
among these various ethical traditions and their branches, in which we 
see endless moral identities and diversities. 

Therefore, talking about Chinese and Western ethical traditions 
means at least dealing with both traditional and contemporary ethics, 
together with the various branches of these ethics which are believed 
by millions of people both in hist01y and today. In the field of interna-
tional affairs, we see on the Chinese side the traditional ethics of 
"Hua-xia zhi jiao" (Chinese universal precepts),7 "wang-dao" (kingly 

2 

3 
Reinhold Niebuhr, A Faith to Live By, NATION, Feb. 22, 1947, at 207-08. 
Id. 

4 Anthony DeBlasi, Striving for Completeness: Quan Deyu and the Evolution 
of the Tang Intellectual Mainstream, 61 HARV. J. ASIATIC STUD. 5, 17 (2001). 

5 James 0. Hancey, John Locke and the Law of Nature, 4 POL. THEORY 439, 
440 (1976). See generally Sohail H. Hashmi, Interpreting the Islamic Ethics of War 
and Peace, in THE ETHICS OF WAR AND PEACE 148 (Terry Nardin ed., 1996). Even 
Islam and its fundamentalism, which many Westerners now regard as totally con-
flicting with them, can be proved to share the basic moral norms referenced here if 
given a minimum of serious observation. 

6 Roy A. Sorensen, Logical Luck, 48 PHIL. Q. 319 (1998). 
7 Hua Xia: another name for China. 11 Hua 11 originally means firebrand, and it 

stands for wonderful things. "Xia" is the first dynasty in Chinese history, and it 
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way),8 and "li-jiao" (indoctrination of proper manners), which are 
probably the same in spirit as the ethics of medieval European Chris-
tendom, and to a certain degree, the Western liberal internationalism 
of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.9 At the same time, however, 
Chinese history also contains an ethics of power politics which origi-
nated from the Legalist School in the age of Warring States. 10 These 
ethics are similar in basic tenets, ways of thinking, and emotional ap-
peals to the realist ethics described or advocated by Thucydides, Ma-
chiavelli, and even Hans Morgenthau and Henry Kissinger. 11 In con-
temporary China, what most strongly influenced, or even dominated, 
the international behavior of China in the three decades after 1949 was 
the international ethics of the Chinese Communists in Chairman 
Mao's generation. 12 Contemporary China, which originated from 
modem Chinese nationalism, was indignant from endless humiliations 
suffered in modem times, despite being a great ancient civilization, 
and from Marxism. 13 One has every reason to classify Chinese nation-
alism as "Revolutionism," as defined by Martin Wight, 14 along with 

stands for greatness. "Hua Xia" together was first mentioned by Confucians in Zuo 
Zhuan, written by Qiu Ming Zuo, one of Confucius' students. He explained: China is 
a great country, thus called 11 Xia"; it is magnificent, thus called "Hua". From then on, 
"Hua Xia" represented all of China, both Chinese (typically "Han") culture and peo-
ple. "Hua Xia Li Jiao" generally includes every morality that has existed throughout 
Chinese history, especially Confucian philosophy, but also Tao, Buddhism, and oth-
ers. 

8 Lei Guang, Elusive Democracy: Conceptual Change and the Chinese De-
mocracy Movement, 1978-79 to 1989, 22 MOD. CHINA417,423 (1996). 

9 Fred Halliday, Three Concepts of Internationalism, 64 INT'L AFF. l 87, 188-
89, 192 (1988). See also Fixdal, supra note I, at 291. 

10 Zhengyuan Fu, Communications to the Editor, 56 J. ASIAN STUD. l 033 
(1997). 

11 FRANK M. RUSSELL, THEORIES OF INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS 31-34 
(1936). See also THE BOOK OF LORD SHANG (J.J.K. Duyvendsk trans. 1928); HAN 
FEI-ZI, THE BOOK OF HANFUCIUS; THUCYDIDES, THE PELOPONNESIAN WAR, bk. v, 
ch. 17; NICCOLO MACHIAVELLI, THE PRINCE (1532); HANS MORGENTHAU, POLITICS 
AMONG NATIONS (6th ed. 1986); HENRY KISSINGER, DIPLOMACY (1994). 

12 Rene Goldman, Mao, Maoism and Mao-ology, 41 PAC. AFF. 560-67 (1968); 
THE BOOK OF LORD SHANG, supra note 1 l; FEI-ZI, supra note 11; RUSSELL, supra 
note 11, at 3 l-34; THUCYDIDES, supra note l l, at bk. v, ch. 17; MACHIAVELLI, supra 
note 11; MORGENTHAU, supra note 1 l; KISSINGER, supra note 11. 

13 Goldman, supra note 12, at 567. 
14 MARTIN WIGHT, INTERNATIONAL THEORY: THE THREE TRADITIONS (1992). 

See also Shi Yinhong and Ye Fengli, Realism, Rationalism, Revolutionism: The 
Traditions of International Thoughts and Their Contemporary Typical Manifesta-
tions, I EUR. I (1996) (Chinese). 
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Calvinism,15 French Jacobinism,16 and Leninism. 17 Those schools of 
thought demonstrate the passion of the revolt, the moral dichotomy, 
and the cosmopolitan ideal of liberation by the radical "elect,"18 "free 
citizens,"19 and oppressed classes and nations respectively.20 However, 
since the leadership of Deng Xiaoping,21 the international ethics of the 
Chinese Communists have had a partial, but still substantial, transfor-
mation, accompanied by changes in their international political out-
look. 22 Justice between states has replaced justice between classes, and 
in some degree, also that between ethnic nations. This new theory of 
justice is now the most fundamental principle of their international 
ethics,23 and it corresponds with their political principle of Interna-
tional Political and Economic New Order that has become particularly 
outstanding in recent years (in place of the previous tenets of "state 
independence, national liberation, and people's revolution").24 China's 
new tradition of international ethics, which developed in the last two 
decades, may be regarded as a version of the ethics of dependencia 
theory, 25 which is both radical and conservative in its nature,26 because 
it opposes the contemporary Western mainstream ethics of interna-
tional liberalism while at the same time allowing a more remarkable 
role for realist ethics than in Mao's era.27 As in China, the West's tra-

15 Malcolm H. MacKinnon, Believer Selectivity in Calvin and Calvinism, 45 
THEBRlT. J. Soc. 585 (1994). 

16 Jay Bergman, The Perils a/Historical Analogy: Leon Trotsky on the French 
Revolution, 48 J. HIST. IDEAS 73, 75 (1987). 

17 Rachel Walker, Marxism-Leninism as Discourse: The Politics of the Empty 
Signifier and the Double Bind, 19 BRlT. J. POL. SCI. 161 (1989). 

18 MacKinnon, supra note 15, at 587. 
19 Bergman, supra note 16, at 75. 
20 Walker,supranote 17, at 174. 
21 Benjamin Yang, The Making of a Pragmatic Communist: The Early Life of 

Deng Xiaoping, 1904-49, 135 P.R.C.Q. 444 (1993). 
22 See Shi Yinhong and Lu Lei, U.S. Attitude Toward China and China's En-

tly into the International Society, 3 PAC. J. 5 (1995) (in Chinese). 
23 See also Robert S. Ross, From Lin Biao to Deng Xiaoping: Elite Instability 

and China's U.S. Policy, CHINA Q., June 1989, at 265. 
24 Id. 
25 Samuel Krislov, Can the Welfare State Survive in a Globalized Legal Or-

der?, 603 ANNALS 54, 65-66 (2006). 
26 David P. Fidler, War, Law and Liberal Thought: The Use of Force in the 

Reagan Years, 11 ARIZ. J. INT'L & COMP. LAW 45, 53-55 (1994). See also Shi & Ye, 
supra note 14, at 14-15. 

27 See Guo Jian, Resisting Modernity in Contemporary China: The Cultural 
Revolution and Postmodernism, 25 MOD. CHINA 343 (1999). 
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ditions of ethics also have inner diversities in one period and remark-
able changes throughout different historical eras.28 

With such a broad theme as traditions of ethics, it is illustrative to 
focus on one particular issue. Further, in order to have as much practi-
cal significance as possible, such an issue should be one that is vital to 
the political and moral debates in the world today. That issue is inter-
national intervention. The worldwide situation since the end of the 
Cold War has indicated that, in terms of ethics, intervention generally 
involves three basic aspects-the ethics concerning the relationship 
between great and weak states, the relationship between or among dif-
ferent nationalities, and the criterions for the legitimacy and justice of 
international intervention per se. 29 There are five main items that are 
worth discussing in relation to the ethical traditions in China and the 
West: the ethics of (1) the Chinese Communists of Mao's generation; 
(2) Chinese Communists today; (3) Western Classical Realism; (4) 
Western Classical Liberalism; and (5) Modem Western Liberalism.30 

II 

In ancient Chinese thought, the ethic that concerned the relation-
ship between the great power (that is, the Middle Kingdom) and the 
weak was mainly benevolence-benevolence of the former toward the 
latter.31 Defined by an expression borrowed from Jeremy Bentham, 
benevolence is the duty of treating others' happiness positively, that is, 
the duty of attempting to promote that happiness.32 Thus, under this 
ethic, the Middle Kingdom, in terms of geography and civilization, 
was expected to teach, inspire, compel, and protect the peripheral 
weak states called "Man Yi" (barbarians), thereby implementing the 
ethics of benevolence.33 In such norms, there was no "might is right" 
logic as declared by Athenian delegates, such as at Melos, and there 
was no recognition of beliefs like the following: "Of the gods we be-

28 MICHAEL W. DOYLE, WAYS OF WAR AND PEACE: REALISM, LIBERALISM, 
AND SOCIALISM 41-48 (1997). 

29 Id. at 400-01. 
30 Id. at 15-20, 41-48. See also Shi Yinhong & Song Dexing, The Kosovo 

Conf,ict and International Ethics, 3 AMERICAN STUDIES (1999) (in Chinese). 
I See MAX WEBER, THE REUGION OF CHINA: CONFUCIANISM AND TAOISM 

(Hans H. Gerth ed. and trans., Free Press 1951 ). 
32 JEREMY BENTHAM, AN INTRODUCTION TO THE PRINCIPLES OF MORALS AND 

LEGISLATION, ch. 17, §6, 7 (1789). 
33 Tao Jing-Shen, Barbarians or Northerners: Northern Sung Images of the 

Khitans, in CHINA AMONG EQUALS: THE MIDDLE AND KINGDOM AND ITS 
NEIGHBORS, 1 Orn AND 14TH CENTURIES 66-68 (Morris Rossabi ed., 1978). 
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lieve, and of men we know, that by a necessary law of their nature 
they rule wherever they can."34 However, at the same time, there was 
also no principle of the equality of the state, whether powerful or 
weak, an equality which was emphasized by the founders of modern 
international law and international thought as one of the primary 
norms.35 Due to their strong belief in modern justice and their lengthy 
experience of striving for national liberation, the Chinese Communists 
of Mao's generation not only bitterly hated the oppression of the weak 
by the strong (which they witnessed within the world Communist 
movement and the Socialist camp ),36 but they also could not tolerate 
the "benevolence" bestowed by the great powers.37 The persons Mao 
most likely esteemed were de Gaulle and Tito. Those Mao was most 
willing to support were weak states and nations in the Third World 
who dared to challenge the hegemony of the great powers with force 
of arms. Like most non-W estem modern nationalists, the equality of 
the states and the self-determination of weak nations were the most 
important principles Mao took from Western thought.38 The firm 
foundation of those principles actually came from a notion particularly 
deep in Oriental philosophy that "physical force is nothing compared 
with moral force."39 Mao's modem views of justice and the equality of 
states, his bitter hatred of the great power hegemony and deep sympa-
thy toward weak states and nations, together with his determination, 
derived mainly from moral belief, that China should never strive for 
any hegemony even if she became very strong and powerful in the 

34 THUCYDIDES, supra note 11, at 404. 
35 For example, Vattel declared that "[S]trength or weakness produce in this 

regard no distinction. A dwarf is as much a man as a giant is; a small republic is not 
less a sovereign state than the most powerful [K]ingdom." J.L. BRIERLY, THE LAW 
OF NATIONS 37 (6th ed. 1963), quoting EMERICH DE VATIEL, LE DRIOT DES GENS 
(1758). 

36 H. Arthur Steiner, Mainsprings of Chinese Communist Foreign Policy, 44 
AM. J. !NT'LL. 69, 77 (1950). 

37 See generally A. James Gregor & Maria Hsia Chang, Anti-Confucianism: 
Mao's Last Campaign, 19 ASIAN SURV. 1073, 1088 (1979); Edward L. Katzenbach, 
Jr. & Gene Z. Hanrahan, The Revolutionary Strategy of Mao Tse-Tung, 70 POL. SCI. 
Q. 321, 337 (1955). 

38 Suzanne Ogden, China and International Law: Implications for Foreign 
Policy, 49 PUBLIC AFF. 28, 35, 44 (1976). 

39 FELIX GILBERT, THE END OF THE EUROPEAN ERA: 1890 TO THE PRESENT, 
264 (2nd ed. 1979). Cf Select Works on International Affairs by Mao Zedong 282-
282 (The Central Committee of CCP Literature Publishing House, 1994) (in Chi-
nese) quoting Mohandas Gandhi. 



2008] CHINESE AND WESTERN ETHICS OF INT'L INTERVENTION 75 

future,40 have largely shaped the international attitude and position of 
today's China, just as it shaped the ethical tradition of the Chinese 
Communists. All states, whether powerful or weak, are equal with no 
exception; the great powers have no right to intervene in the internal 
affairs of the weak states.41 The only reasonable way to settle interna-
tional disputes is through negotiation and consultation conducted 
solely between the states concerned, rather than through power politics 
in any form or by any justification. These are the core norms of the 
International Political Order that China seeks to establish today aud 
the core components of its international ethics at present. 42 

However, compared with Mao's era, current Chinese international 
ethics no longer has any strong, radical flavor, 43 somewhat like con-
temporary protestant ethics no longer has as much revolutionary 
meaning as it did in the age of John Calvin.44 The principles are kept 
intact, but the manners have changed. The manners referred to here 
concern the intensity and flexibility of implementing principles, the 
degree of eagerness to strive to realize moral ideals, and the willing-
ness to shelve or sacrifice self-interests for that realization.45 Indeed, 
one .can find the post-Mao diplomacy of China to be out-of-step with 
the ethics of interstate equality and state autonomy. For example, 
China cherishes her position and privileges as a pennanent member of 
the U .N. Security Council, a position which has more of a flavor of 
interstate inequality.46 Additionally, China has talked more than once 
about the "responsibilities of the great power" that it and one or two 
other states have, and China definitely defines the focus of her foreign 
affairs by diplomacy among the great (regional or global) powers.47 

Moreover, China has approved, and even participated in, some actions 

40 Arthur Huck, China and the Chinese Threat System, 49 INT'LAFF. 617, 621 
(1973). 

41 Suzanne Ogden, The Approach of the Chinese Communists to the Study of 
International Law, State Sovereignty and the International System, 70 CHINA Q. 315, 
315 (1977). 

42 China, in 16 THE NEW ENCYCLOPEDIA BRITANNICA 36, 154 (15th ed., 
1994). 

43 Id. 
44 See generally ALBERT-MARIE SCHMIDT, JOHN CALVIN AND THE CALVINIST 

TRADITION (Ronald Wallace Iran., 1960) (provides the fundamental premises of 
Calvin's ethics). 

45 Ogden, supra note 41, at 335-36. 
46 Id. at 321. 
47 Id. at 316 ("[T]he Chinese conclude that power - not international legal 

norms - is the primary regulatory mechanism in the international legal system ... 
. "). 
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of international intervention which were sponsored by the United Na-
tions but were dependant upon the initiative and support of the great 
powers.48 Aside from the realist ethics sometimes declared as "the 
Chinese national interests," one cannot find any official, Chinese, ethi-
cal principle about these policy behaviors; one can only try to fathom 
the moral sense behind them, just like trying to feel out manners or 
temperaments. In terms of the degree of state and social development 
of China, few people could deny that these are manifestations of matu-
ration on the part of China's diplomacy and her international ethical 
practice. But, it should be emphasized that China still believes in the 
equality of states and opposition against international intervention, not 
only in the sense of calculating China's national interest, but also in 
the sense of the moral feelings deep within Chinese hearts.49 

Compared with the other two ethical aspects to be discussed-the 
relationship between or among different nationalities and the criterion 
of the justice of international intervention per se--the principle of the 
equality of states, whether powerful or weak (with its related ban on 
the great power intervention), seems much more in accord with the 
modern ethical traditions of the West. These principles can be said to 
originate from the ancient and powerful notion of natural law, 50 which 
constitutes one of the core norms of modern international law and eth-
ics. These ethics were molded and spread all over the world by the 
West and were embodied in the Covenant of the League ofNations51 

and the Charter of the United Nations,52 which were wholly or largely 
drafted by Westerners (especially the British and Americans).53 How-
ever, since the Vienna Congress in the early nineteenth century, the 
great Western powers have also formally and repeatedly set up great 
power privileges and have made these privileges legitimate through 
international law. 54 They rely on their superior power and justify their 
actions by their particular roles in the international society. In interna-

48 Id. at 320-22. 
49 See PETER HAYS GRIES, CHINA'S NEW NATIONALISM: PRIDE, POLITICS, AND 

DIPLOMACY 19 (2004). 
50 Cf BRIERLY, supra note 35 (quoting Vattel). 
51 League of Nations Covenant pmbl. 
52 U.N. Charter art. 1, para. 2 ("To develop friendly relations among nations 

based on respect for the principle of equal rights and self-determination of peoples .. 
. . "). 

53 United Nations, in 12 THE NEW ENCYCLOPEDIA BRITANNICA 148 (15th ed., 
1994). 

54 Vienna, Congress of, in 12 THE NEW ENCYCLOPEDIA BRITANNICA 357 
(15th ed., 1994). 
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tional political practices, the Western powers have frequently bullied, 
humiliated, and intervened against the weak states and nations in the 
name of loose and ambiguous "'great powers' responsibilities."55 For 
example, Theodore Roosevelt's responsibilities of "international po-
lice" and also "world leadership" have been asserted by every U.S. 
President since the end of World War IL 56 However, neither the great 
powers' formal privileges nor those rights derived from their self-
granted responsibilities have any legitimacy in the sense of morality. 
Further, those actions are not in accord with the most fundamental 
ethical traditions of the West itself unless one unreasonably regards 
the "might is right" logic declared by the Athenian generals at Melos 
as such a tradition. 57 

III 

Some particularly conspicuous interventions in the contemporary 
world have close connections with the issue of relationships between 
different ethnic nations. This, together with frequent diplomatic and 
political interferences and the possibility of large-scale ethnic/national 
conflicts breaking out in many countries around the world, has made 
related ethical debates and moral judgments very important. 58 The 
ethical problems in this area can be largely divided into two parts: (1) 
equality of national rights, and (2) the relationship between a nation's 
right of self-determination and the sovereignty of the state ( or states) 
to which that nation belongs.59 The ancient Chinese tradition of ethics 
entailed only the first part, and in this respect, it was contradictory. 60 

On the one hand, the differences in the degree and even the nature of 
civilization decided the superiority of "Hua-xia" (the Middle King-
dom) and the inferiority of "Man Yi" (the peripheral states or barbari-
ans), so there was no moral equality between them.6I Of course, the 

55 Ogden,supranote41,at315-17. 
56 ANN CROWLEY, CRITICAL MASS: TOWARD AN UNDERSTANDING OF 

AMERICA'S ROLE IN THE WORLD, http://hti.math.uh.edu/curriculum/units/20 
Ol/05/01/01.05.01.pdf (last visited Oct. 27 2007). 

57 Patrick Coby, Enlightened Se/f.lnterest in the Pe/oponnesian War: Thucy-
didean Speakers on the Right of the Stronger and Inter-State Peace, 24 CAN. J. POL. 
SCI. 67, 75 (1991). 

58 See K. J. HOLST!, THE STATE, WAR, AND THE STATE OF WAR 19-40, 123-49 
(!996). 

59 Shi Yinhong, Justice in World Politics, l EUR. 12-13 (l 996) (Chinese). 
60 Ogden, supra note 41, at 319. 
61 See Q. Edward Wang, History, Space, and Ethnicity: The Chinese World-

view, l OJ. WORLD HIST. 285, 285-297 (!999) available at http://muse.jhu.edu/demo/ 
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former must treat the latter in a moral way, which largely meant the 
overriding benevolence previously mentioned. But on the other hand, 
there was also a lot of evidence indicating that "Man Yi" could obtain 
equal or relatively equal treatment if they accepted "indoctrination" to 
the degree that they became close or equal to "Hua-xia" in terms of 
civilization while submitting to the Chinese central authority.62 (This 
was somewhat similar to the West's successive acceptance of Ottoman 
Turkey and Japan as full or nearly full members of international soci-
ety in the 1850s and 1890s; the West accepted Ottoman Turkey and 
Japan because it refarded these states as having reached the "standard 
of 'civilization."'6 ) Before the Chinese Communists became the 
power holders of a sovereign state, their ethical position involved only 
the issue of national equality of rights. 64 But to them, this issue was 
mainly confined to the relationship between the Chinese and all other 
oppressed nations, on the one hand, and the oppressive nations on the 
other.65 The latter, in their eyes, were almost always capital-imperialist 
nations.66 A major theme of their revolution was striving in China for 
national liberation and the equal rights of nations, and this, combined 
with all other national liberation movements in the world, was a major 
component of their supreme cause-a proletarian world revolution.67 

Like inter-state relationships between the powerful and the weak, the 
communists' attitude toward the issue of the equal rights of nations 
had a strong and deep moral impetus. 68 After becoming rulers in 
China, the Chinese Communists continued to hold such an attitude or 
belief. They even went as far as to expand the category of the oppres-
sive nations to include the "social-imperialist" nations, thus proving 
their uncompromising morality.69 However, they had to handle the 
more complex problem of nationalities that they had rarely faced be-
fore. In China, where political and moral traditions were far from 

journal_ of_ world_ history/vOl 0/10.2wang.html. 
62 K. Scott Wong, The Transformation of Culture: Three Chinese Views of 

America, 48 AM. Q. 201, 206 (1996) available at http://muse.jhu.edu.eres.regent.edu: 
2048/j oumals/american _ quarterly/v048/48.2wong.html. 

63 Cf. GERR!T W. GONG, THE STANDARD OF 'CIVILIZATION' IN 
INTERNATIONAL SOCIETY 106-19, 164-200 (1984). 

64 MAURICE MEISNER, MAO'S CHINA AND AFTER: A HISTORY OF THE 
PEOPLE'S REPUBLIC 20-23 (3rd ed. 1999) (talking about the Chinese Communist 
Party's twin aims of national unification and independence). 

65 Id 
66 Id. 
67 

68 

69 

Id. at 20-30. 
Ogden, supra note 41, at 315. 
Id. at 323. 
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modem, the Chinese Communists of Mao's generation carried out a 
set of policies, such as offering autonomy to the areas inhabited 
mainly by ethnic minorities. This policy accomplished several goals, 
such as achieving and maintaining equal rights for nationalities, pre-
serving ethnic languages and cultural traditions, maintaining the na-
tionalism of each area's respective members, maintaining respect 
among other nationalities, and preserving political participation for all 
in the multi-national commonwealth.70 The Communists led by Mao 
had established an ethical tradition of equality of nationalities in 
China.71 

Symbolized mainly by the outbreak of rebellion in Tibet in 1959,72 

the Chinese Communists began to face a serious problem existing in a 
great number of underdeveloped countries (that is, the weaker and less 
mature modem nation-states): how to deal with national secession-
ism. 73 In theory, since Lenin and Wilson simultaneously advocated the 
rights of national self-determination, and since those rights were 
adopted, in overly vague and simple language, in the Charter of the 
United Nations, there has been a universal right, abstractly recognized, 
of every nation to become an independent state by its free will.74 The 
underdeveloped countries resolved through the United Nations Gen-
eral Assembly that this right was only valid for nations still under co-
lonial rule.75 But obviously, such an abstract interpretation is ex-
tremely difficult to implement for one and all. Because most states in 
the world are composed of more than one nationality, and because a 
lot of states face rather serious problems of "ethnic splitting," which 
can result in severe domestic and international turmoil, a proper as-
sessment of national self-determination, with this state-created right as 
its primary content, can be called one of the most important and most 
complex political and ethical issues in the world today.76 From Mao 
Zedong to Deng Xiaoping and Jiang Zemin, the point of view of all 

70 Shi, supra note 59, at 12. 
71 Ogden, supra note 41, at 315. 
72 HOLST!, supra note 58, at 144. 
73 See generally HOLST!, supra note 58. 
74 U.N. Charter art. 1, para. 2, art. 55; GORDON GRAHAM, ETHICS AND 

INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS 5 (1997). 
75 LOUIS HENKIN, INTERNATIONAL LAW: POLITICS AND VALUES 117, 324, n. 

390 (1995). 
76 See STEPHEN M. SAIDEMAN, THE TIES THAT DIVIDE: ETHNIC POLITICS, 

FOREIGN POLICY, AND INTERNATIONAL CONFLICT 15-17 (2001) (referencing Jeffrey 
Herbst, The Creation and Maintenance of National Boundaries in Aji-ica, 43 
INTERNATIONAL ORGANIZATION 673, 673-92 (1989)). 
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the leaders of the Chinese Communist Party on this issue was very 
clear, simple, and categorical: China can neither pennit any splitting of 
herself nor tolerate any related interference by a foreign country. Other 
states' problems of this kind should be decided by their own people 
without foreign intervention.77 Moreover, China's sympathy is defi-
nitely on the side of the sovereign government when being challenged 
by the secessionists, especially when secession is supported by the 
superpower(s). 78 The number one political and ethical principle of 
China is the supremacy of state sovereignty.79 

Until decolonization reached its peak in the 1950s and 1960s, there 
was no concept of the equal rights of nations in the modem W estem 
ethical traditions. Still, a few Western thinkers who believed in univer-
sal morality as a supreme principle (Kant was the most thorough 
among them)80 opposed most or any forms of colonial and semi-
colonial invasion and conquest because such conquest would contra-
dict the notion of equality of different ethnic nations. 81 Liberation 
movements by colonial and semi-colonial nations stimulated and re-
vived Western thought of universal morality, leading to the eventual 
recognition of the ethics of national equality the world over. 82 If we 
look at the primary content of national self-determination-the right of 
nations to create their own states by free will-we cannot say there is 
a Western ethical tradition. Rather than being a firm endorsement of 
national self-determination, Woodrow Wilson's statement to "make 
the world safe for democracy" was simply a vague slogan with much 

77 See Chen Qimao, The Taiwan Issue and Sino-U.S. Relations: A PRC View, 
27 ASIAN SURVEY IJ61, 1173 (1987). 

78 Taiwan Affairs Office and the Information Office of the State Council, 
P.R.C., White Papers on Taiwan Issue, The One-China Principle and the Taiwan 
Issue (Feb. 22, 2000) [hereinafter White Papers]. See also BREAKING THE CHINA-
TAIWAN IMPASSE 7 (Donald S. Zagoria ed., 2003) available at http://www.gwytb 
.gov .en: 8088/detail.asp?table=WhitePaper&title=White-Papers-On-Taiwan-Issue 
&m id=4. 

19 See White Papers, supra note 78. See also, Qimao, supra note 77, at 1173. 
80 Jiau, supra note 27, at 349-50; Ben Xu, Postmodern-Postcolonial Criticism 

and Pro-Democracy Enlightenment, 27 MODERN CHINA 117, 124 (2001). 
81 See F.H. HINSLEY, POWER AND THE PURSUIT OF PEACE, 65-66 (1963). See 

also the well-known and much less thorough view of Victoria, the sixteenth century 
Spanish philosopher, on the natural rigbts of American Indians. RUSSELL, supra note 
11, at 137-41. 

82 See U.N. Charter, supra note 74; GRAHAM, supra note 74, at 5. 
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implied reservation. 83 Like almost all Westerners after him who only 
approved national self-determination in abstraction,84 Woodrow Wil-
son had no will or moral impulse to strive, or even hope, for the uni-
versal and thorough implementation of national self-determination.85 

Thus today, we face an ethical situation: at large, only secessionists 
and the governments of certain undeveloped countries, including 
China, have clear moral positions on the right of nations to create their 
own states by free will. The secessionists absolutely confirm it, while 
the Chinese and other undeveloped countries nearly absolutely deny 
"t 86 I . 

Thus, we need to establish a set of balanced and practical princi-
ples for political and moral judgments on national self-determination. 
This set of principles should give consideration to both order and jus-
tice; should be fair to state sovereignty as well as to the right of na-
tional self-determination; and should respect the security of life, the 
economic welfare, and the dignity of all people. Moreover, this set of 
principles should be implemented in all related situations, correspond-
ing both with the inner complexities of the rights themselves and with 
the practical complexities which are bound to happen when these 
rights conflict with one another. When implementing these principles, 
the three preconditions for justifiable revolution proposed by Edmund 
Burke toward the end of the eighteenth century give us a proper refer-
ence: "[T]here must be 'a sore and pressing evil;' . . . a great good 
must be probable almost to a certainty; [and]. .. there must be no other 
way of 'settling a government fit to obtain its rational ends. "'87 Thus, 
when a nation demands secession from a multi-national state to which 
it belongs, one must adhere to these three criterions for making a 
proper moral judgment and wise political choice about the situation. 
These are: (1) there is real national oppression and whether it is ex-
traordinarily severe if there is;88 (2) there is any possibility for peace-

83 A DAY OF DEDICATION: THE ESSENTIAL WRITINGS AND SPEECHES OF 
WOODROW WILSON 308 (Albert Fried ed., 1965) (President Wilson addressing Con-
gress, seeking a declaration of war against Germany). 

84 See generally ROBERT DALLEK, FRANKLIN D. ROOSEVELT AND AMERICAN 
FOREIGN POLICY 1932-45 (1979). 

85 See Michla Pomerance, The United States and Self-Determination: Per-
spectives on the Wilsonian Concept, 70 AM. J. INT'LL. I, 4 (1976). 

86 See generally DALLEK, supra note 84. 
87 JENNIFER WELSH, EDMUND BURKE AND INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS: THE 

COMMONWEALTH OF EUROPE AND THE CRUSADE AGAINST THE FRENCH 
REVOLUTION 95 (1995). See also Qimao, supra note 77, at 1172. 

88 See WELSH, supra note 87, at 95. 
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ful and partial adjustment of the status quo;89 and (3) the physical and 
spiritual sufferings the secession will bring to the people of all sides 
and the international unrest that will result are so great that they ex-
ceed any probable benefits.90 Only by adhering to all three criterions at 
the same time can one make a just and wise decision whether to give 
priority to the consideration of state sovereignty or to that of national 
self-determination. By thinking further, we can draw lessons from the 
"just war" theory91 and the broader principle of "moral caution"92 to 
add two items to the above three criterions: (1) one must consider the 
probability of success of secession, which means that a secession at-
tempt without a reasonable chance of success can not be justified, and 
(2) one must remember that it is better to lose an opportunity to act 
justly than to run the risk of acting unjustly.93 Measured by the criteria 
mentioned above, secessionist movements, such as those brought by 
the Kosovo Albanian armed forces, could not be regarded as proper 
and international intervention represented by the NATO armed attack 
on Yugoslavia94 cannot be said to be just. 

IV 

The most impmiant themes of this article are the criterions for the 
legitimacy and justice of international intervention per se. According 
to traditional modem international law, the state, as the only sovereign 
actor in international society, enjoys internationally recognized rights 
of autonomy and territorial integrity. Therefore, any foreign action that 
violates these rights is illegitimate. 95 If foreign action is conducted by 
armed force, it becomes an aggression; and aggression has been rec-
ognized as an international crime by most members of the interna-
tional society since the end of World War I, especially since the end of 

89 

90 
Id. 
Id. 

91 GRAHAM, supra note 74. See generally, HUGO GROTIUS, THE RIGHTS OF 
WAR AND PEACE (Richard Tuck ed., Liberty Fund 2005) (1625). 

To work on a principle of moral caution in the case of taking up arms, is to 
prefer not to do so whenever there is uncertainty over the value of the end 
and the chances of success in securing it .... [T]here is good moral reason 
to prefer to fail to right a wrong than to commit an evil. 

GRAHAM, supra at 121. 
92 See GRAHAM, supra note 74, at 118-22. 
93 Id. at 120-21. 
94 See generally Li Cheng, China in 1999: Seeking Common Ground at a 

Time a/Tension and Conflict, 40 ASIAN SURVEY 112 (2002). 
95 GRAHAM, supra note 74, at 121. See also, U.N. Charter, supra note 74. 
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World War II.96 Therefore, intervention, particularly armed interven-
tion, is absolutely prohibited by early modem international law. The 
Declaration on the Inadmissibility of Intervention adopted by the U.N. 
General Assembly in 1965 expressed this prohibition classically.97 It 
stated that "[n]o state has the right to intervene, directly or indirectly, 
for any reason whatever, in the internal or external affairs of any other 
state."98 International intervention not only violates the fundamental 
principles of international law protecting state sovereignty and territo-
rial integrity,99 but it also violates long-standing international ethics 
because of the rich moral meaning behind these principles. 100 The first 
tenet of the law of nature (i.e., universal morality) expressed by 
Grotius is "the abstaining from that which is another's."101 Vattel em-
phasized in the same language of the law of nature that: 

Human society . . . would be no longer any thing but a vast 
scene of robbery, if no respect were paid to this virtue, which 
secures to every one his own .... All nations are therefore un-
der a strict obligation to cultivate justice toward each other, to 
observe it. ... Each ought to render to the others what belongs 
to them, to respect their rights, and to leave them in the peace-
able enjoyment of them. 102 

Chinese ethics on international intervention do not need much dis-
cussion. In ancient China, there was no idea of state sovereignty in a 
modem sense; nor was there any idea of the international principles 
derived from that sovereignty. Therefore the issue of intervention, as 
we understand it, did not exist. 103 For the Chinese Communists of 
Mao's generation, international intervention generally reflected and 
facilitated imperialist aggression and oppression of weak states and 
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HENKIN, supra note 75, at 132, 326, n.418. 
Id. at 132. 
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100 Id. at 94. GRAHAM, supra note 74, at 121. 
101 See generally Hugo Grotius, The Rights of War and Peace, in 1 THE GREAT 

POLITICAL THEORIES 321 (Michael Curtis ed., 1961). See also HENKIN, supra note 
75, at 132, 326, n.418. 
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(3rd ed., 1977). HENKIN, supra note 75, at 132. 
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nations. Therefore, international intervention was strongly hated and 
condemned by Chinese Communists, although some transnational ob-
ligations and ideological beliefs of the international Communist 
movement limited their thoroughness and consistency in this re-
spect.104 Since Deng's leadership, the almost absolute opposition 
against intervention (especially intervention by great powers) has con-
stituted a major characteristic of China's foreign policy, wholly in ac-
cord with her contemporary positions mentioned before in terms of the 
relationship between powerful and weak states and between or among 
different ethnic nations. 105 It can be said that together they finally 
formed a clear and consistent international ethical tradition in contem-
porary China, with the notion of the sacredness and inviolability of 

• · 106 state sovereignty as its core. 
In recent decades, accompanied by the sea of changes in world 

politics, economics, and culture, the development of international law, 
and to some extent, international ethics, has had a tendency which may 
be regarded as contradictory: the state, in a legal sense, still enjoys 
sovereign rights, e.g., the exclusive right of deciding all of its own 
internal and external affairs. 107 But at the same time, the United Na-
tions, and even some regional international organizations, have had the 

104 See GRAHAM, supra note 74, at 94 (The limited thoroughness and consis-
tency of Chinese Communists is shown, for example, by their policy behavior re-
garding the Hungarian Rebellion in 1956 and the revolutionary movements within 
some countries.). Ogden, supra note 38, at34,44. 

105 Id. at 44. E.g., GROTIUS, supra note 91, at 85-86 (outlining the principle of 
"Sociability," of which, the quote referenced is essential). 

106 The University of Nottingham China Policy Institute, China's View of Sov-
ereignty Significantly Different, http://www.nottingham.ac.uk/china-policy-institute/ 
events/documents/CPI_ China _in_ the_ International_ Order_ Conference_ SHAN_ Wen 
hua_September_2006.pdf (last visited Oct. 2, 2007). On the issue of international 
intervention, its relation with the traditional Chinese private ethics is indicated by the 
strong derogatory sense of the phrase ~'to poke one's nose into other people's busi-
ness." This phrase has been used most often when the Chinese common people talk 
among the1nselves about American foreign interferences and interventions since the 
end of the Cold War. See also Emmerich de Vattel, Justice between Nations, in 
CLASSIC READINGS OF INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS 21 (Phil Williams, et al. eds., 
1999). 

107 Id. See generally K.J. HOLST!, INTERNATIONAL POLff!CS: A FRAMEWORK 
FOR ANALYSIS (1967) The system of various prince states of the Spring-
Autumn/Wmring States age (770-221 B.C.) had many similarities with modern in-
te1national system, and the ancient Chinese classics recorded numerous cases of 
"intervention of other state's internal affairs." But what had been judged in moral 
tern1s in these classics was not intervention itself, but the ways and n1eans of con-
ducting intervention. 
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legal right to interfere with some domestic affairs of states; at times, 
the United Nations and other regional organizations play the role of 
executing international law, which, previously, was left exclusively to 
the sovereign states. That is to say, in some situations, international 
intervention could be legitimate and just. However, it must be empha-
sized that such intervention must satisfy certain strict and justice-
related preconditions. 108 The classical realists and classical liberalists 
have advanced the strict conditions required by reasonable and just 
intervention. 109 In general, interventions violating these conditions 
should be regarded as unjust. 

The classical realists, such as Hobbes, believed that international 
anarchy and human nature placed all states in their mutual relation-
ships, in a state ofwar. 110 A state will not (or should not) endanger its 
own security by adhering to the principle of non-intervention in certain 
situations. In essence, the only way for maintaining state security is 
self-help, not international law and/or ethics with their dubious useful-
ness.111 This means that in some cases the security of the state de-
mands intervention, even by force of anns. However, we should not 
assume that power politics was the only thing in the realists' world. In 
fact, such classical realists as Vattel in the eighteenth century112 and 
Lord Brougham 113 or Gentz in the nineteenth centmy114 stressed the 
norm of non-intervention. But for them, such intervention became a 
necessity and thereby justifiable only when there appeared a situation 
in which the international balance of power would probably be sub-
ve1ied and the physical security of most states in an international sys-
tem seriously threatened. 115 According to them, this kind of situation 
was one in which the power of one state dramatically increased while 
that state obviously intended to expand its spheres of dominance, even 
to seek hegemony over the whole system. 116 In that situation, other 
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states could, and must, intervene, including by force of arms, to pre-
vent or defeat that state's expansion. 117 

Compared with the classical realists, the points of view of the clas-
sical liberalists on international intervention were much more com-
plex. They can be divided into two groups. One group advocated abso-
lute non-intervention for two major reasons. First, non-intervention 
had its greatest value in reflecting and promoting human rights. 118 

Kant emphasized that non-intervention secured a state's political inde-
pendence and freedom, enabling its people to decide by themselves 
their way of life without foreign interference. 119 Second, it was a great 
mistake to export freedom to another state by intervention. 120 As John 
Stuart Mill observed, only when a people realized for themselves the 
true value of freedom, could they win and maintain freedom by their 
own efforts. 121 On the contrary, the freedom bestowed through foreign 
intervention could not be kept for a long time and it would also likely 
lead to a situation in which either the new regime was as despotic as 
its predecessor122 or that regime would lose domestic surport because 
of the people's resentment against foreign intervention.1 If this hap-
pened, then either the regime would be overthrown in a civil war, or 
the interveners would give foreign support until a puppet government 
resulted, rerzresenting the wills of the intervening state(s) rather than 
the people. 24 

Another group of classical liberalists insisted that the state had an 
obligation, which could not be shirked, to protect basic human 
rights. 125 If a state did not perform this obligation, it would lose its 

117 See EDWARD VOSE GULICK, EUROPE'S CLASSICAL BALANCE OF POWER 62-
65 (1955). 

118 John Stuart Mill, A Few Words on Non-Intervention, in ESSAYS ON 
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124 Id. at 383. See also MICHAEL w ALZER, JUST AND UNruST w ARS: A MORAL 
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125 Rhoda E. Howard & Jack Donnelly, Human Dignity, Human Rights and 
Political Regimes, 80 THEAM. POL. SCI. REV. 801, 803 (1986). 

The office of government is not to impose other beliefs and activities upon 
its subjects, not to tutor or to educate them, not to make them better or hap-
pier in a way other than that which they have chosen for themselves, not to 
direct them, lead them or manage them; the office of government is merely 
to rule. And ruling is recognised as a specific and limited activity. The role 
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protection against intervention. Therefore, every state had both the 
duty of protecting the basic human rights of its own people and the 
right to intervene when it was absolutely required for securing the 
most fundamental human rights of other people. 126 Michael Walzer, a 
classical liberalist and one of the most important political thinkers in 
the United States today, 127 believes that international intervention is 
just in three circumstances.128 First, intervention cannot be avoided 
when an empire opposes the demand of a dependent nation for inde-
pendence or one nation attempts to destroy another. In these situations, 
the international community is entitled to intervene to help liberate the 
oppressed nation. Secondly, counter-intervention in a civil war can be 
just. That is, if a foreign state takes part in a civil war to assist one 
side, then another foreign state can rightly take measures of counter-
intervention to balance the intervention of the former. Thirdly, when 
there is large-scale massacre or ethnic cleansing committed by one 
nation against another, the international community is entitled to 
launch a humanitarian intervention. 129 

Like the classical realists, those classical liberalists who believe 
that intervention can be justly undertaken under some circumstances 
also emphasize the strictness of this precondition. 130 They insist that 
every international intervention must be necessary for defending basic 
human rights if it is to be reasonable and just; that international inter-
vention must adhere to the principle of proportionaiity131 (i.e., the 
damages that result from it must not be larger than the evils that would 
probably come without intervention); that humanitarian intervention 
must originate only from the moral objectives of stopping massacres 
and other savage acts in large scale and of helping a nation severely 
oppressed to achieve self-determination; and that the just intervention 
must be welcomed by, or at least not opposed by, most people in the 

of the ruler is not that of the manager but that of the umpire whose business 
it is to administer the rules of a game in which he does not himself partici-
pate. 
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state where the intervention occurs. 132 In short, the strictly limited 
right of international intervention must not be abused. 

v 
The Chinese and Western ethical traditions are largely the wide-

spread tenets of ethics respectively in China and the West, both age-
old and modem, combined with the various historical and current 
moral beliefs held by a great number of people. 133 Focused upon the 
issue of international intervention, which is vital to the political and 
ethical debates in the present and the future across the globe, Chinese 
and W estem ethical traditions can be discussed rather concretely and 
with great practical significance. 

Contemporary international intervention involves three fundamen-
tal aspects in terms of ethics. 134 The first aspect concerns the relation-
ship between great powers and weak states. The second concerns how 
different ethnic groups or nations should treat each other. And the 
third concerns the criterions by which the moral le~itimacy or justice 
of international intervention per se can be judged. 1 5 Only the former 
two aspects were norms in China's ancient mainstream ethics, and 
they were mainly in terms of "benevolence" bestowed by the Hua-xia 
Middle Kingdom on the peripheral Man Yi. 136 Hua-xia was believed 
to be superior both in civilization and power to the peripheral Man Yi 
or barbarians, 137 and nothing in China's ancient ethics was like the 
modem concept of equality of states and nations. 138 Contrary to this, 
the Chinese Communists of Mao's generation, primarily starting from 
modem notions of justice and their lengthy revolutionary experience, 
insisted on the unconditional equality of states and nations, con-
demned intervention and national oppression by the strong against the 
weak, and established a new international ethical tradition in China 
with the concept of state sovereignty at its core and equality of nation-

132 See DOYLE, supra note 28, at 396-402. 
133 Shao Chang Lee, The Ethical Ideal and Moral Standard of the Chinese, 
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alities as one of its major components.139 Since Deng's leadership, 
Chinese ethics on international relations have no longer had the strong 
radical flavor of Mao's era. 140 The political and ethical principle of the 
supremacy of sovereignty and the almost absolute negation of foreign 
intervention ( especially that by the great power or powers) have be-
come more prominent. 141 

On the part of the Western modem traditions of ethics, there are, 
on the one hand, the norm of equality of states that originated from 
natural law and the idea of universal morality, 142 and on the other 
hand, the rule of the great power privileges connected with the "great 
power responsibilities."143 Moreover, until the peak of decolonization 
in the 1950s and 1960s, the West had almost no concept of the univer-
sal equality and rights of ethnic/national groups. 144 On the issue of the 
criterions for the legitimacy or justice of international intervention, 
contrary to the liberal internationalists today who put the moral weight 
of human rights nearly constantly over the right of state sovereir:ty, 
or who fail to recognize the right of state sovereignty at all, 14 the 
W estem Classical Realists and Classical Liberalists either emphasized 
that there were strict preconditions to be met for an intervention to be 
reasonable and just or opposed intervention without exception. 146 

On the issue of the relationship between the right of national self-
determination and state sovereignty, the lack of any proper ethical tra-
ditions of both China and the West makes it necessary for us to de-
velop a set of norms including five criterions characterized by modera-
tion, balance, practicality, and sophistication. These norms help define 
the relationship between or among different ethnic groups or nationali-
ties co-existing in the state or states whose sovereignty is in question. 
This relationship is also closely related to the justice of the world to-
day as well as the security and the happiness and dignity of people of 
all the states and nations. These norms provide a guide for making 
proper political and ethical judgments in favor of national self-
determination in various concrete cases. 
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With one exception, it in fact can be found in the Chinese and 
Western ethical traditions certain fundamental principles that are re-
quired for dealing properly with present world politics, and especialt 
for dealing with the troubled issue of international intervention. 1 7 

Among these principles, the most important one is that of the universal 
equality of states and nations insisted upon by the Chinese Commu-
nists, 148 while their position that state sovereignty is sacred and invio-
lable is, with some reservations, one of these principles as weli. 149 At 
the same time, the belief of Western Classical Liberalists that a few 
kinds of intervention should be permitted, 150 with the strict precondi-
tions that they propose, has substantial value both in theory and prac-
tice. Like the formation in Western history of a 'just war" theory 
aimed at limiting violence, 151 our current international society needs to 
form a kind of 'just intervention" theory aimed at, among other pri-
mary purposes, limiting international intervention as strictly as possi-
ble. 
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