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•  A bst ra k t  • 

Przedmiotem analizy jest postawa Chińskiej Re-
publiki Ludowej wobec kryzysu w Libii w 2011 
roku. Problem ten rozpatrywany jest z uwzględ-
nieniem okoliczności dwustronnych i wielo-
stronnych. W artykule omówiono zagadnienia 
takie jak współpraca Chin z Libią przed kry-
zysem oraz działania Pekinu na kolejnych jego 
etapach. Dotyczy to głównie ewolucji postawy 
Chin w kwestii nakładania i wdrażania sankcji 
wobec Libii oraz ewolucji postawy wobec poli-
tycznej reprezentacji ugrupowań rebelianckich. 
Rozważania prowadzone są w kontekście sto-
sowania się przez Pekin do tradycyjnych zasad 
polityki zagranicznej ChRL i podejścia do kon-
cepcji „Odpowiedzialność za ochronę”. Przypa-
dek kryzysu w Libii pokazał, że Chiny nie mają 
wypracowanej spójnej strategii działania wobec 
wewnętrznych konfliktów o charakterze zbroj-
nym generujących klęski humanitarne.

S łowa k luc z owe: Chińska Republika Ludo-
wa; Libia, kryzys w Libii; polityka zagraniczna 
Chin; „Odpowiedzialność za ochronę”

•  A bst rac t  • 

The subject of the analysis is the attitude of the 
People’s Republic of China towards the crisis in 
Libya in 2011. The problem is considered tak-
ing into account both the bilateral China-Libya 
and multilateral situation at the time. The paper 
discusses issues such as China’s cooperation with 
Libya before the crisis and Beijing’s actions at 
consecutive stages of the crisis, focusing mainly 
on the evolution of China’s position towards the 
question of imposing and implementing sanc-
tions against Libya as well as towards the polit-
ical representation of the Libyan rebel groups. 
The discussion is presented in the context of 
Beijing’s compliance with its traditionally pro-
fessed foreign policy principles and its attitude 
towards the concept of “Responsibility to Pro-
tect”. The case of the Libyan crisis has shown 
that China does not have a coherent strategy 
for dealing with internal military conflicts that 
generate humanitarian disasters in foreign states.

Ke y word s: People’s Republic of China; Libya; 
crisis in Libya; China’s foreign policy; “Respon-
sibility to Protect”

DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.12775/HiP.2019.014

http://dx.doi.org/10.12775/HiP.2019.014
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1149-925X


46 His tor i a  i  Pol it yk a  •  No.  28(35)/2019
Paper s

Introduction

In 1954, the leaders of the People’s Republic of China formulated five basic prin-
ciples of Chinese foreign policy which still remain valid today, namely: mutual 
respect for sovereignty and territorial integrity, mutual non-aggression, non-inter-
ference in each other’s internal affairs, equality and mutual benefit, and peaceful 
coexistence (Nathan). Beijing is in favor of every state being able to independently 
choose its reigning socio-political system and the path of economic development. 
This approach is rooted mainly in historical experience and supported by political 
reasoning. China has for centuries been a victim of external colonial interference, 
which has birthed its firm opposition to such policies pursued by the great powers. 
Currently, Beijing is seeking to complete the process of state unification and main-
tain territorial integrity of China. The Chinese authorities are violently reacting to 
any external action supporting the independence aspirations of Taiwan, Tibet or 
Xinjiang. In addition, the PRC is now one of the last formally socialist countries 
in the world with a one-party system. The state authorities, selected from among 
members of the Communist Party of China (CPC), fight the Chinese democratic 
movements supported by the West.

Beijing opposes the use of military force in resolving internal state conflicts by 
the international community. China believes that this usually leads to their exac-
erbation and escalation. In principle, the PRC is also quite restrained in imposing 
economic and political sanctions on other states, as Chinese leaders believe that 
the best way to resolve internal conflicts are diplomatic methods, in the form of 
mediation, persuasion and incentives. Introduction of sanctions, especially those 
of a military nature, is perceived only as a truly last resort. China also supports 
that such sanctions can only be imposed by the United Nations (Junbo, Zhimin, 
2016). However, Beijing does recognize the importance of peaceful use of armed 
forces in stabilizing post-conflict situations. For this reason, the country is the 
largest contributor of troops to UN peacekeeping missions. However, it should be 
noted that deployment of UN forces requires the consent of the host country, and 
thus remains in line with the principles laid out by Chinese authorities.

The attitude of China towards humanitarian interventions within the frame-
work of the “Responsibility to Protect” concept is quite particular. In situations of 
genocide, ethnic cleansing, war crimes and crimes against humanity, permanent 
members of the UN Security Council have a special responsibility to stop such 
atrocities (Falk, 2015). Beijing formally supports the idea of R2P, but in practice 
China is generally not willing to conduct military operations to protect the civil 
population if there is no agreement from the host state. For this reason, the PRC 
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opposed, inter alia, military interventions in Kosovo, Sudan, Burma or Syria, in 
which deep humanitarian crises occurred (Harnisch, 2016). China advocated dip-
lomatic solutions that were supposed to lead to peace and allow for a traditional 
peacekeeping mission as a result.

This paper aims to present and evaluate the attitude of the People’s Republic 
of China towards the crisis in Libya in 2011. The issue is considered both from a 
bilateral China-Libya and multilateral point of view. The main thesis posited by 
the author is that the Chinese approach to the Libyan crisis has shown that Bei-
jing does not have a coherent strategy for action against internal armed conflicts 
generating humanitarian disasters in foreign states. The professed basic principles 
of its foreign policy are treated by China in an ambivalent way, depending on the 
impact conforming with them would have on Beijing’s strategic interests and on 
international circumstances at the time. The article uses the method of text source 
analysis. 

Cooperation of the PRC with Libya before the Crisis

Cooperation between the People’s Republic of China and Libya was focused on 
the economy. In the 1980s, China provided Libya with development aid in the 
domain of agriculture, but its scope and thus impact were limited. The arms trade 
was more important as the Middle East region was at that time an important 
recipient of Chinese arms and military equipment. This market was particular-
ly important in the 1980s, when the People’s Republic of China sold weapons 
worth more than USD 9 billion to Middle East states. The main purchasers of 
Chinese military equipment in the region were Iran, Iraq and Egypt, but the list 
of recipients included also Saudi Arabia, Syria and Libya (Shichor, 2017). Among 
the weapons purchased by Libya were, inter alia, ballistic missiles. Later, the sale 
of weapons to Libya was prohibited due to economic sanctions imposed on this 
country by the UN for the terrorist attack on a plane flying over Lockerbie in 
Scotland. It is worth mentioning that the Chinese nuclear missile design was also 
sold to Libya. The transaction happened through the intermediary of Islamabad, 
friendly with Beijing, and the design was sold to Tripoli by the head of the Pa-
kistani nuclear program – Abdul Qadeer Khan (Hoyt, 2016). China, however, 
was attempting to persuade Libya to abandon the nuclear program and cease its 
support for terrorist activities, in exchange promising Beijing’s help in abolishing 
economic sanctions, what finally took place in 2003 (Olimat, 2014). Limited eco-
nomic cooperation in the 1980s and diplomatic support provided at the beginning 
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of the 21st century created good conditions for strengthening trade cooperation 
between these two states.

Following the lifting of economic sanctions on Libya, the PRC became in-
volved in a number of construction projects in that country. China also invested 
significant resources in oil and gas exploration and development of crude oil ex-
traction infrastructure. A new boost to the economic cooperation was provided 
in 2008, when China signed with Libya contracts for engineering services, con-
struction and other services worth USD 10.05 billion. Libya was among the three 
largest outbound investment destinations of the People’s Republic of China that 
year (Copper, 2016). In total, from the beginning of 2008 to March 2011, 75 
Chinese enterprises – including 13 state-owned companies – became involved in 
50 projects located in Libya, worth in total about USD 18.8 billion and employing 
36,000 Chinese workers (Junbo, Méndez, 2015). The Chinese oil imports from 
Libya also increased considerably. Between 2007 and 2010, the share of Libyan oil 
in total Chinese imports of this raw material increased from 1.8 to 3.1% (Zweig, 
2016). From the perspective of Libyan economy in 2010, China accounted for as 
much as 11% of total exported oil. However, some perturbations emerged in co-
operation between the states in this sector in 2009, when the Libyan government 
canceled the contract for acquisition by China National Petroleum Corporation of 
USD 406 million worth of shares in the Canadian oil company Verenex (Sotloff, 
2012).

Chinese exports to Libya were growing dynamically during that period. In 
2010, the PRC was the second most important supplier of goods to Libya, after 
its postcolonial patron – Italy. Deliveries from China accounted for 10.5% of total 
Libya imports (Sotloff, 2012). The total value of trade between the two countries 
at the time was USD 6.6 billion (Erian, 2012). Despite the sharp increase in Chi-
na’s economic involvement in Libya, the dominant position in this market was 
still maintained by western companies what was visible, among others, in the 
energy and weapon sectors, considered crucial for China. Nevertheless, the Liby-
an authorities were declaring their will to further tighten the economic exchange 
with China (Olimat, 2014).

In the first decade of the 21st century, the PRC also perceived Libya as one of the 
states through which it could promote the concept of South-South cooperation in 
Africa. Since 2008, China has participated, inter alia, in the Libya-financed devel-
opment project “Malibya” worth USD 55 million. Its goal was to increase Mali’s 
rice production capacity by 20%. Construction of irrigation systems and delivery 
of various types of rice was sub-contracted to Chinese counterparties. With the 
fall of the regime of Mu’ammar Gaddafi, the project was stopped indefinitely 
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(Gaudreau, 2016), what translated into losses for Chinese enterprises and reduced 
the possibility of exports of irrigation technologies and rice seeds in this part of 
Africa. Looking more broadly, it has also rendered the promotion of the “South-
South” concept difficult, and thus slowed the development of China’s economic 
and political influence on the continent.

China’s Attitude at the First Stages of the Crisis in Libya

The “Arab Spring” revolution which began in North Africa in December 2010 was 
perceived in Beijing as a sure way to destabilize the region. The Chinese Commu-
nist Party (CCP) was also concerned about the slogans of democratization of po-
litical life. Beijing did not support this social movement as the authorities believed 
it could jeopardize its vital interests. The revolutionary mood spread from Tunisia 
and Egypt to Libya, and on February 15, 2011 the first mass protests against 
the regime of Mu’ammar al-Gaddafi broke out. On February 21, the government 
troops and hired mercenaries brutally pacified anti-government demonstrations 
in Tripoli. This started a civil war in which the army tried to stop and pacify the 
offensive operations of the rebels.

During the crisis, Beijing primarily made its attitude dependent on the stance 
of the international community, in particular of the Arabic and African regional 
organizations. The People’s Republic of China wanted to strengthen its position as 
leader of the developing world, which was intended to facilitate promotion of the 
“South-South” concept. As these organizations expected decisive action, on Feb-
ruary 26, 2011, China gave its support for the UN Security Council resolution no 
1970. The document demanded of Libyan authorities to immediately cease the use 
of violence and start fulfilling the government’s responsibility to protect its own 
citizens. It called upon Libya for compliance with international humanitarian law, 
human rights and refugee rights. Investigation of the crimes committed in Libya 
during the crisis was entrusted to the International Criminal Court. The UN 
Council also decided to freeze the assets of people directly related to the Libyan 
regime, and imposed on the international community the obligation to comply 
with the embargo on supplying, selling and transferring weapons to Libya (United 
Nations, 2011a). The Permanent Representative of the PRC at the UN – Li Bao-
dong explained after the vote that the position of Beijing was influenced by the 
unique situation in Libya and the concerns and opinions of the Arab and African 
states (Duggan, 2016). Support for the resolution was to stem from the “greatest 
urgency to secure the immediate cessation of violence, avoid further bloodshed 
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and civilian casualties”. China, however, advocated peaceful methods of ending 
the crisis, including declaring its support for political dialogue between parties to 
the conflict (Carvin, 2011).

The outbreak of civil war in Libya seriously threatened Chinese economic en-
tities and investments located in that country. For Beijing, protection of its own 
citizens residing in Libya was particularly important. For this reason, in February 
2011 the Chinese authorities organized the largest overseas evacuation in the his-
tory of the PRC: over less than two weeks, almost 36 thousand Chinese citizens 
have been transported back to their homeland. This was done with the use of both 
civil and military aircraft and vessels (Li et al., 2015). It is worth mentioning that 
Beijing sent the new Jiangkai II class guided-missile frigate – “Xuzhou” – of the 
Chinese People’s Liberation Army to Libyan territorial waters, its task being to 
coordinate the evacuation by sea. It was the second incidence in history of Chinese 
military presence in the Mediterranean basin, and the first humanitarian mission 
it conducted there. The efficient evacuation of personnel from Libya was a con-
firmation of significant development in China’s global military capabilities. The 
experience gained was later used, among others, in March 2015 during evacuation 
of Chinese workers from war-torn Yemen (Shichor, 2017). 

The PRC’s Position on Implementation in Libya  
of the Concept of “Responsibility to Protect”

The March offensive of government troops resulted in increased violence in Lib-
ya. In response, on March 17, 2011, the UNSC adopted Resolution no 1973 on 
Libya. China, as well as Russia, Brazil, India and Germany abstained from vote. 
The lack of veto on the part of Beijing and Moscow made it possible to vote in the 
document. The resolution called on the parties to the conflict for an immediate 
ceasefire and, above all, putting an end to all military operations against civilians. 
The UN SC demanded that the Libyan authorities take all feasible steps to protect 
civilians and provide them with the necessary humanitarian aid. In relation to the 
international community, it sanctioned the use of necessary measures to defend 
Libyan civilians and populated areas. One of the solutions adopted in the docu-
ment was the establishment of a no-fly zone in Libya’s airspace, excluding human-
itarian aid transports, and the UN member states have been authorized to enforce 
the ban on flights. The resolution, however, contained an indication that no part 
of the territory of Libya could be occupied (United Nations, 2011b), which was 
read as the Security Council denying its approval for ground operations in Libya.
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Resolution 1973 gave the North Atlantic Alliance the legal basis to conduct 
air operations in Libya. Implementation of a no-fly zone to protect the civilian 
population was in line with the concept of “Responsibility to protect”. Introduc-
tion of military sanctions against Libya was not in the interest of the PRC. How-
ever, since Beijing had previously supported resolution 1970, it would have been 
awkward for China to veto another resolution that was de facto its consequence. 
Above all, however, China could not ignore the position of members of the League 
of Arab States and the African Union that were in favor of introducing the no-fly 
zone. The African countries that were then members of the UN Security Council 
– Nigeria, Gabon and the Republic of South Africa – as well as Lebanon insisted 
on this solution. Furthermore, among the Arab states were also the UN-desig-
nated Protectors in Libya – Saudi Arabia, Jordan, Qatar and the United Arab 
Emirates, which expressed their readiness to support military operations. On the 
other hand, Beijing had serious reservations and could not vote in favour of any 
provisions authorizing an armed operation in Libya (Duggan, 2016). For this rea-
son, the PRC delegation decided to abstain from voting, without blocking the 
possibility of adoption of this resolution. It was China’s concession towards the 
countries in the region, which in fact could be viewed as undermining the princi-
ples traditionally professed in the foreign policy of the Middle Kingdom. 

After voting on the resolution, Li Baodong emphasized that China always op-
poses the use of force in international relations. He also stated that Beijing would 
continue to support initiatives for the peaceful resolution of the crisis in Libya. 
The absence of a veto was justified, the ambassador explained, by the great impor-
tance China was attaching of the unambiguous position of the Arab League on 
no-fly zone (Explanation of Vote..., 2011). Beijing has renewed its call for a peaceful 
dialogue, indicating that this was the best way to resolve the crisis. Li Baodong 
also praised the diplomatic efforts of the African Union in this regard (Statement 
by H.E. Ambassador..., 2011a). The Ambassador also referred to the basic principles 
of the concept of “Responsibility to Protect”, including the primary responsibility 
for the security of citizens being vested in the government of a given state. In-
volvement of the international community should, in his words, only take place 
in exceptional circumstances and with maintenance of neutrality. He stressed the 
that the action of the Security Council should comply with the basic principles 
of Charter of the United Nations, including respect for sovereignty, independ-
ence, unification and territorial integrity of Libya. He particularly emphasized the 
position that in activities undertaken to protect civilians, one cannot attempt to 
change the regime or engage in the ongoing civil war on either side (Statement by 
H.E. Ambassador..., 2011b).
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Opposition of the PRC to NATO Military Operations in Libya

Between March 23 and October 31, 2011 NATO conducted an air campaign in 
Libya under the code name “Unified Protector”. The operation had three basic ob-
jectives – establishing a no-fly zone over Libya, protecting the civilian population 
from armed attacks and control of compliance with the embargo on delivery of 
weapons to that country (NATO, 2011). In practice, the coalition of NATO states 
that carried out the operation, centered around France and the United Kingdom, 
over-interpreted the mandate of the United Nations. In addition to the pursuing 
the above objectives, it carried out air attacks against the government forces of 
Mu’ammar Gaddafi, thereby effectively supporting rebel groups. For this reason, 
Beijing began to strongly criticize the manner in which the Security Council res-
olution was being implemented. China protested the shift of civilian protection 
operations into action intended to change the political regime in Libya (Junbo, 
Zhimin, 2016). The PRC opposed both the military operations and the accom-
panying political pressure from NATO states attempting to force Mu’ammar 
al-Gaddafi to resign from office (Copper, 2016).

In the official Chinese media, NATO’s activities in Libya were called “foreign 
military intervention” leading to “war and chaos”. Some of high-ranking state 
officials even labeled the operations an armed “aggression” and a manifestation of 
“neocolonialism”. They also disseminated the theory that this was a trick of West-
ern leaders aimed at limiting the rapidly growing economic involvement of China 
in Africa, an attempt to rebuild their own influence in the region (Liu, 2011). At 
the same time, the PRC criticized the National Transitional Council in Libya 
(NTC), selected from among the rebels.

Officially, Beijing maintained neutrality in the conflict, claiming that it treated 
both sides in the same way. According to the Chinese authorities, this neutral po-
sition would open for China a multitude of options for action later (Junbo, Mén-
dez, 2015). In practice, however, in the first months of the crisis Beijing supported 
the al-Gaddafi government. Reports of international organizations indicate that 
until mid-2011, China provided arms to Libyan governmental troops, thus violat-
ing the embargo imposed in February (The Libyan Dilemma..., 2011). As a conse-
quence, some of the rebel groups also targeted the property of Chinese enterprises 
located in Libya (Olimat, 2014). In this situation, Beijing called on both parties to 
the conflict to protect Chinese investments, and expressed hope for their contin-
uation after stabilization of the situation in the country (Martina, Buckley, 2011). 
Documentation discovered since revealed that after the visit of Tripoli officials in 
Beijing in July 2011, representatives of the Chinese state defense companies were 
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ready to sell Libya weapons worth USD 200 million, including missile launchers, 
anti-tank missiles and portable surface-to-air missile systems (Sotloff, 2012). Due 
to pressure from the international community and changes in the situation on the 
Libyan front, the weapons transfer did not take place in the end.

Change of Beijing’s Attitude towards the New Libyan Authorities

Chinese animosity towards the Libyan National Transitional Council was mainly 
due to concerns about losses in terms of investments made and loans granted, as 
well as the loss of political connections. The rigid course of action taken up by 
Beijing carried the risk that after possible victory of the groupings represented 
in the NTC, China would cease to have any influence in that country. The PRC 
risked losing a trading partner and had to reckon with a possible loss of up to 
USD 18 billion invested in infrastructure and assets in Libya (Erian, 2012). For-
tunately for Beijing, the support of the Chinese authorities was important for the 
NTC, which is why it tried to communicate with Beijing at various diplomatic 
levels. In August 2011, the NTC deputy president Abdel Hafiz Ghoga said that 
the new government of Libya would respect all contracts concluded by the previ-
ous authorities, which was of particular importance to Beijing (Branigan, 2011). 
In the same month, China delivered humanitarian aid, food and supplies for the 
rebels to the Benghazi airport. According to the Chinese authorities, however, this 
maneuver was not a political gesture as the same help was also to be provided to 
the authorities in Tripoli (Junbo, Méndez, 2015).

On September 16, 2011 the UN Security Council unanimously adopted Res-
olution No. 2009 setting up the legal basis for post-war stabilization and recon-
struction of Libya, as the NATO military operation was to end soon. The doc-
ument established a United Nations Support Mission in Libya (UNSMIL). This 
mission of a political character was primarily intended to support the Libyans in 
the restoration of public order, security and the rule of law, help initiate democrat-
ic political and social processes and boost economic recovery (United Nations, 
2011c). Beijing decided to support the resolution as it gave the UN a leading role 
in the efforts to restore Libyan statehood.

Already before the vote on resolution 2009, the Chinese authorities had revised 
their policy towards Libya and on September 12, 2011 recognized the NTC as 
the political representation of Libya. It is worth mentioning that Beijing was the 
last to do so among the permanent members of the UN Security Council (Erdağ, 
2017). Nevertheless, at the beginning of 2012 the Chinese and Libyan govern-
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ments established relatively friendly relations. The way for that was paved when, 
together with its acknowledgement of the NTC, Beijing announced that it re-
spected the decision of the Libyan people to change its government and expressed 
a desire to strengthen cooperation with Libya. The PRC also declared its aid in the 
post-war reconstruction of the state. The authorities accepted some losses on the 
part of Chinese enterprises, expressing hope that the NTC would actually respect 
previously signed contracts (Junbo, Méndez, 2015). The new government of Libya 
did not reject the gestures of the Chinese authorities despite their links with the 
previous regime. The NTC recognized the efforts of Beijing in the field of eco-
nomic diplomacy and confirmed it would respect international trade agreements 
signed by the government of Mu’ammar al-Gaddafi.

Chinese companies have been invited by the NTC to return to the Libyan mar-
ket. Initially they did not receive preferential investment conditions – privileged 
position was given to enterprises of the states that supported the armed revolution 
in Libya. Nevertheless, Tripoli and Beijing quickly signed agreements for the sale 
of Libyan oil to the PRC. For the dynamically developing and thus highly ener-
gy-intensive Chinese economy, this was particularly significant (Copper, 2016). 
In addition, the Libyan authorities offered the PRC large-scale infrastructure con-
tracts to compensate Chinese companies for losses incurred. For example, at the 
beginning of 2014 China State Construction Engineering Corporation accepted 
the proposal to build 20,000 houses in Benghazi. Another internal conflict that 
broke out in Libya in May 2014 stopped this one as well as other investments. 
After the situation calmed in 2016, a consortium of Chinese enterprises was given 
the opportunity to invest USD 36 billion in Libya through construction in Tob-
ruk and its surroundings of 10,000 houses, 1 thousand km of railways, a hospital, 
a university and other infrastructure (Rogers, 2016). Completion of these flagship 
investments and other economic ventures of Chinese enterprises in Libya is de-
pendent on development of the political situation and security in that country. 
Currently, the Libyan authorities want Beijing to become an important local in-
vestor and declare its support for political activities for unification of the Libyan 
state (Xueguan, 2018).

Conclusions

The Chinese authorities do not have a strategic vision and tactics for dealing with 
internal conflicts in other states. On the one hand, Beijing tries to remain faithful 
to the traditional principles of foreign policy, including respect for sovereignty and 
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non-interference in internal affairs. On the other hand, the PRC must show some 
flexibility in order to be able to secure the national economic interests in the event 
of a change in political regime of a foreign state (Ding, 2016). By allowing the 
UNSCR 1973 to be adopted, Beijing has to an extent sidestepped its own princi-
ples. In addition, China was not neutral during the conflict, initially supporting 
the regime of Mu’ammar al-Gaddafi and later the NTC. It is also worth noting 
that China’s contribution to the resolution of the Libyan crisis in 2011 was insig-
nificant and essentially limited to diplomatic activities (Junbo, Méndez, 2015).

China’s attitude during the crisis confirmed the state’s self-perception as a lead-
er among developing countries. However, this is not authoritative leadership, but 
rather a dominant position resulting from the power of the PRC. Beijing wants 
regional organizations to have a key say in resolving local crises. In order to be able 
to claim the mantle of the developing countries’ representative in the UN Secu-
rity Council, China decided to vote against the principles it professed previously 
(Duggan, 2016). This action was to convince Beijing’s partners that promoting 
the “South-South” concept was worthwhile. China wanted to show that, unlike 
Western powers, it would not impose its position on others and its leadership 
would be multilateral.

Not using its veto in vote on the resolution 1973, however, does not mean that 
China’s attitude to military interventions under the “Responsibility to protect” 
concept without host state consent has changed. The vote on Libya was a conse-
quence of the aforementioned international circumstances. Moreover, the NATO 
countries going beyond the boundaries of the resolution and using it to change the 
political regime in Libya was an important lesson for Beijing for the future. Chi-
na’s leaders, similarly as Russian ones, felt deceived by the West (Lanteigne, 2016). 
This has contributed to the inability to reach international agreement on resolu-
tion of further internal conflicts, including the war in Syria (MacDonald, 2016).

It must be said that China approaches the principles of respect for state sov-
ereignty and non-interference in internal affairs in an ambivalent way. If putting 
emphasis on these values is in the PRC’s interest, Beijing is ready to treat them as 
veritable dogmas. In reality, however, China is ready to show pragmatism, as there 
are cases of deviation from this line of thinking if only this could push forward 
Chinese strategic interests – even if the external armed intervention is not a reac-
tion to a humanitarian crisis. Such an example is the Russian military operation 
in Ukraine since 2014, in which case Beijing has refrained from expressing open 
criticism as the country wishes to tighten cooperation with Russia, and at the 
same time Russian activities in Eastern Europe distract the attention of the United 
States from East Asia (MacDonald, 2016).
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In China’s foreign policy economic issues, including the raw materials sector, 
are of priority importance. In recent years, Beijing has established close cooper-
ation in this domain with a number of regimes seriously violating basic human 
rights and threatening regional stability, including with Sudan, Angola, Burma, 
Iran and North Korea. China must reckon with regional integration organiza-
tions pressuring it to support the local populations against dictators. Therefore, 
Beijing should be flexible in its stance towards these regimes to be able to take into 
account the will of societies in the countries with which it wants to deepen co-
operation. At the same time, the Chinese authorities must be very cautious about 
how they present this issue in their own territory. To maintain its rule, the CCP 
cannot show ambivalence in relation to rebel activities. Beijing should give a clear 
message that it can only support such an activity if the political regime commits 
mass crimes against the populace. The intervention in Libya showed how difficult 
it is to strike the right balance. On the one hand, Chinese nationalists and some 
dictators interpreted Beijing’s attitude as betrayal of the basic principles of Chinese 
foreign policy – while on the other hand, the West, the Libyan rebels and societies 
of many countries in the region perceived the PRC’s restraint as tacit assent to 
crime and contribution to suppression of the democratic movement (Sun, 2012). 

If, during future conflicts, China will dogmatize its approach to the principle 
of non-interference in internal affairs of other states, it may negatively affect the 
Beijing’s international reputation. Refraining from taking a more decisive action 
in the face of a large-scale humanitarian disaster, serious war crimes or crimes 
against humanity will undermine China’s role as a country contributing to main-
tenance of global peace and security.
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