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To date, there has been minimal effort — by either the West or Beijing — to fully integrate 

China into the global governance of humanitarian assistance. China is not an official 

member of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development’s (OECD) 

Development Assistance Committee (DAC). The DAC plays a significant role in shaping the 

discourse on legitimate and appropriate humanitarian action by outlining those forms of 

assistance that qualify as humanitarian aid, and by determining the conditions that 

demarcate humanitarian aid from the broader field of official development assistance.i 

Despite the size of its economy and commitment to the work of the United Nations, China is 

not a member of the Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs’s (OCHA) Donor 

Support Group (ODSG), which acts as a “sounding board and a source of advice” on a range 

of policy, financial, budgetary, and management questions guiding the coordination of 

humanitarian services.ii The same is true for the Good Humanitarian Donorship initiative 

(GHD), which was established in 2003 as an informal forum to enhance principled, 

accountable, humanitarian donor behavior and share best practices among donor states. 

State endorsement of the GHD’s guiding Principles and Good Practice of Good Humanitarian 

Donorship has grown from the original 17 sponsor states to the current 37 signatories. 

However, China has not — nor has any other emerging power for that matter — lent 

support to these multilateral efforts to define the scope and objectives of “good” 

humanitarian action and develop standards for principled and accountable donor behavior. 

China remains outside informal and formal governance structures shaping contemporary 

humanitarian action. 

There are a number of ways to make sense of China’s absence. China demonstrates a strong 

preference for bilateral rather than multilateral humanitarian assistance and has yet to 

meet the basic qualifying conditions for membership on humanitarian assistance governing 

committees.iii Yet, explaining China’s non-participation in humanitarian governance by its 

failure to meet basic threshold requirements for committee membership points merely to 

the symptoms rather than the sources of China’s alienation. Understanding the barriers to 

China’s integration into global humanitarian governance requires asking more fundamental 

questions about the ontological assumptions and ethical convictions that define the 

contemporary humanitarian order, and how these foundational principles resonate with 

Chinese thought. In this vein, this article explores whether the defining principles of classical 

humanitarianism — humanity, impartiality, and universality — are compatible with China’s 

worldview. Does a world of equal human beings of inherent moral worth, bound by 

universal and reciprocal moral obligations, cohere with Chinese ideology? If not, how does a 

divergent understanding of humanity, impartiality, and universality impact second order 

questions as to who constitutes a legitimate humanitarian actor, what qualifies as 

appropriate humanitarian assistance, and how emergency relief should be delivered? How, 

in turn, are these underlying discrepancies reflected in China’s humanitarian assistance 

policy? 
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Chinese political philosophy and humanitarianism 

Humanitarian assistance refers to life-saving relief to populations who have suffered the 

effects of natural disasters or complex emergencies. iv  Although the definition of 

humanitarian assistance has been the subject of much debate, it is generally distinguished 

from other types of development assistance by its commitment to core principles of 

humanity, impartiality, and universality. v  Humanity, as defined by the International 

Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC), suggests a commitment “to prevent and alleviate 

human suffering wherever it may be found,” and “to protect life and health and to ensure 

respect for the human being.”vi The principles of impartiality and universality are in many 

ways a byproduct of the principle of humanity: because “humanity” inheres the individual as 

the subject of moral concern and the bearer of moral obligations, assistance must be 

universally offered to all individuals, impartial to their ethnic, religious, political, or any 

other distinguishing identity. By requiring aid to be delivered without prejudice to place or 

politics, the principle of impartiality by definition diminishes the moral and political 

significance of international borders. Thus, humanitarianism reflects a particular, historically 

grounded perception of the human subject and ethical action. Ideologically, 

humanitarianism is an offshoot of Western-individualist thought that ascribes each person 

with inherent, equal, moral value. Ethically, it is quintessentially a reflection of cosmopolitan 

liberalism, for it “takes the well-being of individuals as fundamental and interprets the 

values of society as derivative.”vii 

How do the fundamental principles of classical humanitarianism resonate with Chinese 

political philosophy? In answering this question, there is a tendency to try to locate 

humanitarian principles in the Confucian moral code. Such analysis centers on how 

Confucian norms of humanity and benevolence bolster the notion that humanitarianism is 

indeed a universal value.viii While mapping Confucian concepts of moral obligation to 

alleviate suffering may be a useful exercise in comparing traditions of charity across cultures, 

such inquiry runs the risk of reifying the role of traditional thought in guiding modern 

Chinese state practice. A more complete picture of whether and how the fundamental 

principles of humanitarianism resonate with Chinese thought requires examining the 

ideological lens through which contemporary Chinese leaders judge and understand 

international politics and ethics. Since the founding of the People’s Republic of China (PRC), 

Marxist-Leninist-Mao Zedong thought has been the prevailing structure shaping China’s 

conception of appropriate and legitimate international action. Therefore, to understand 

China’s contemporary humanitarian thinking, requires looking not only to Confucius, but 

also to Mao.  

The Western liberal philosophy of the human subject that is foundational to conceptions of 

a cosmopolitan humanitarian imperative finds little resonance in modern Chinese ideology. 

The victory of the communist revolution and the establishment of the PRC solidified 

Marxist-Leninist-Mao Zedong thought as the guiding force behind Chinese understanding of 
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rights and duties. In line with classical Marxist thinking, Chinese communists did not 

understand the human being as an abstract moral entity, but as a political subject/class 

member. Rather than innate, universal, and independent, the official Maoist line of 

reasoning presumed that human rights are granted, limited, and defined by the state. On 

the basis that neither rights nor duties exist independent from political and historical 

context, Chinese leaders positioned human rights, like any other citizen rights, as 

“consequence of historical struggles against servitude and inhuman conditions which had 

been historically generated.”ix As the official Chinese Communist Party journal, Red Flag, 

contended, “human rights are not ‘heaven-given,’ they are given and regulated by the state 

and by law; they are not universal, but have a clear class nature; they are not abstract but 

concrete; they are not absolute but limited by law and morality”.x Ann Kent observes that 

Chinese socialist thinking emphasized the “supremacy of the state over the individual” in a 

manner that strengthened a “historical bias toward dependence of the individual on the 

state for rights.”xi  

Within this frame of thinking, there is little ethical purchase for the notion that individuals 

are the bearers of inherent rights or correlative obligations, or that “humanity” exists as an 

ontological category divorced from place, power, or politics. In direct contradiction to the 

core pillars of humanitarianism in the Dunant tradition, early Chinese communist political 

philosophy interrogated abstract conceptions such as humanity, impartiality and 

universality as a guise for imperialist or hegemonic policies. More to the point, the Western 

classical liberal notion of individual, natural rights that underpin the contemporary 

humanitarian order are alien to China’s communist thinking.  

Although post-Deng Xiaoping reforms have downplayed the role of ideology in guiding 

Chinese policy, there are nevertheless important ramifications proceeding from core 

differences in the Western liberal tradition versus post-revolutionary Chinese political 

philosophy. First, because modern Chinese political philosophy builds on a long Confucian 

tradition of emphasizing a unity of society and state, there is no (philosophical) barrier for 

states and state agents to be “significant moral and legitimate humanitarian actor[s].”xii For 

example, China’s imagery of the People’s Liberation Army as a “people’s army, an army of 

the people, from the people and for the people,” blurs the lines between civilian and 

military actors, and serves to legitimize the armed forces as agents of humanitarian relief.xiii 

China’s position therefore diverges from the ICRC principle of independence (an operational 

guideline that distances legitimate humanitarian actors from government entities and state 

armed forces). China perceives the qualifying condition for legitimate humanitarian action 

less as a matter of who acts (official state agents or civilian/non-state actors) than whether 

actors are “free from ulterior political motives,” and refrain from invoking humanitarianism 

as “an instrument for the pursuit of political and military goals of individual states.”xiv  

Second, absent the appeal to obligations owed to individuals impartially on the basis of 

universal humanity, Chinese conceptions of legitimate humanitarian action hinge on respect 
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for the community (sovereign state) as the locus of rights and obligation. That is, the moral 

agent and subject of moral duty is the state rather than individual. Unlike cosmopolitan 

principles of humanity, impartiality, and universality that define classical humanitarianism, 

the Chinese communitarian conception of humanity does not erode the moral significance 

of international borders. The result is a humanitarian policy that — ethically and 

ideologically — centers on respect for sovereignty. This ethical weight China attaches to 

sovereign communities has practical implications on China’s official policy on emergency 

humanitarian assistance.  

China’s humanitarian policy: Complex emergencies versus natural disasters 

The centrality of sovereignty in Chinese humanitarian discourse is evidenced in the way it 

rhetorically frames and practically delivers on its commitment to respond to natural 

disasters versus complex emergencies. Relief to natural disaster-stricken areas is often 

requested and accepted by state officials and therefore is delivered under conditions of host 

state consent. Respect for sovereignty is much more problematic in complex emergencies, 

where state authorities may be complicit in the conditions that give rise to violence, or are 

themselves party to conflicts. As a result, China has a much more sophisticated, 

institutionalized, and ethically coherent response to natural disasters than complex 

emergencies. 

In recent years, China has taken strides to articulate its official policy on ameliorating 

suffering overseas in the language of humanitarian obligation. For example, China’s 2010 

defense White Paper reads: “China’s armed forces consider it an obligation to take part in 

international disaster relief operations organized by the government, and to fulfill 

international humanitarian obligations.”xv Similarly, China’s 2011 foreign aid White Paper, 

the first of its kind, includes a separate category of assistance labeled “emergency 

humanitarian aid”.xvi It notes that China’s policy is to provide “emergency humanitarian 

aid … when a country or region suffers a severe natural or humanitarian disaster.”xvii Yet all 

of the examples included in the 2011 foreign aid White Paper that evidence China’s 

provision of material, human, or financial resources for emergency humanitarian relief refer 

to natural disasters or disease epidemics. The section on emergency humanitarian aid offers 

examples of China’s aid to countries affected by tsunamis, earthquakes, floods, hurricanes, 

tropical storms, and locust plagues; to countries combatting diseases such as cholera, H1NI, 

bird flu, or dengue fever; as well as China’s food aid.xviii Noticeably missing from this list is 

aid that China has offered in complex emergencies to provide succor to victims of armed 

conflict. The exclusion of China’s contribution to human-induced crises from the foreign aid 

White Paper suggests China’s official policy on “natural or humanitarian” disasters does not 

pertain to complex emergencies.  

That China’s official foreign aid policy omits reference to relief to victims of armed conflict 

does not mean that China is not in the business of providing emergency humanitarian 

assistance in complex emergencies. Rather, absent a coherent policy for situations wherein 
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the state is the perpetrator of violence and the source of humanitarian upheaval, China’s 

assistance in complex emergencies tends to be an ad hoc, case-by-case response to 

international pressure as opposed to being driven by official policy. Unlike its response to 

natural disasters, which China lauds as an example of upholding its international 

humanitarian obligations, China frames its response to complex emergencies in much more 

reactive, political terms. In this sense, China’s aid to victims of conflict in Darfur and Syria 

are telling. China’s special representative for Darfur, Liu Guijin, characterized China’s offer of 

20 million yuan (US$2.8 million) in humanitarian assistance in 2008 as a way to “send signals 

to Sudan and the outside world that the Chinese people and their government are 

sympathetic with the people there in Darfur … With humanitarian aid and development 

projects, we show to the world that China is sincere in providing tangible assistance to 

Darfur.”xix Similarly, in March 2012, following its second veto of a United Nations Security 

Council draft resolution on the conflict in Syria, China offered US$2 million in humanitarian 

assistance to the people of Syria to improve the humanitarian condition and to 

“demonstrate Chinese people’s friendliness towards Syrian people.”xx That China justified its 

humanitarian assistance as a means to “signal” or “demonstrate” its sincere and humane 

policy suggests that China’s aid served the broader political purpose of deflecting 

international criticism and defending its image. 

Because sovereignty assumes such a central role in China’s conception of legitimate 

humanitarian action, there is limited room for invoking humanitarianism to justify aid 

delivery against the will of a host state. For example, in August 2012, when the UN Security 

Council discussed the plight of refugees and internally displaced persons in Syria, China’s 

ambassador to the UN, Li Baodong, cautioned against the “politicization of humanitarian 

issues” and voiced opposition to “any act of interference in Syria’s internal affairs or military 

intervention under the pretext of humanitarianism.”xxi According to Ambassador Li, efforts 

to provide humanitarian relief should be “guided by the humanitarian principles of 

neutrality, impartiality and respect for Syria’s sovereignty, independence, unity and 

territorial integrity.” xxii In a clever turn of phrase, Ambassador Li folded respect for Syria’s 

sovereign independence to the humanitarian operational principle of independence, and 

thereby implied that independence equated to deference to the government of Syria. By 

contrast, other Council members (notably France, Great Britain, and the United States) 

interpreted humanitarian relief efforts to include taking action to neutralize the obstruction 

and repression of the Bashar al-Assad regime. As US Ambassador Susan Rice noted, “no 

amount of humanitarian assistance would end the bloodshed and suffering” without 

addressing the “callousness of the Assad regime at the root of the conflict.”xxiii Unlike China, 

Western permanent members of the Security Council did not envision respect for 

sovereignty as a functional guideline of humanitarian action. 

Although China’s defense of sovereignty is often portrayed as calculated self-interest, 

Beijing’s deference to the state is not simply political expedience but also a matter of ethical 

coherence. That is, the delivery of aid in coercive environments is a logistical, sometimes 
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legal, hurdle rather than a fundamental ethical challenge for classical humanitarianism, 

which holds the individual as the moral subject and attaches no moral weight to 

international borders. For China’s communitarian ethical imaginary, coercive aid cuts to the 

heart of conceptions of the state as the referent of moral concern and the beneficiary of 

moral obligations. 

Who acts, for whom, and how? 

There is little debate that China is and will continue to be an important actor in realizing 

international commitments to relieve the suffering of strangers. Yet relatively limited 

scholarly attention has been paid to how China’s understanding of humanitarianism 

diverges from the cosmopolitan principles that emerged from Western thought based in 

individual/natural rights. China’s conceptions of the human subject as contextualized rather 

than abstract, of a unity between society and state rather than the need to protect citizens 

from incursions of the state, and the state as a moral subject, are integral to understanding 

who constitutes a legitimate humanitarian actor, on whose behalf humanitarian actions are 

invoked, and how assistance is delivered. This suggests that integrating China into the global 

governance of the contemporary humanitarian order is more than a technical exercise for 

China to meet basic donor threshold requirements. Rather, China’s divergent 

understandings of appropriate and legitimate humanitarian action raises questions as to 

whether and how China’s burgeoning role as a humanitarian donor will impact the resilience 

of the constitutive principles of the contemporary humanitarian order. 
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