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Abstract: The work seeks to examine China’s response to NATO’s humanitarian intervention in Kosovo in 1998 
and 1999, through the lens of the non-interference principle and the emerging doctrine of the Responsibility to 
Protect (R2P). This situation presents dual reactions from the great powers, while NATO justified Operation Allied 
Force on humanitarian factor, China and Russia firmly opposed the intervention as a violation of the sovereignty 
and a critical bypass of the United Nations Security Council. According on recent peer-reviewed scholars, this 
paper argues that China’s opposition to the Kosovo intervention was not merely a diplomatic position, yet 
reflected a deeply rooted foreign policy worldview that prioritizes state sovereignty, multilateralism and non-
interference over any unilateral humanitarian action. This work further contends that China’s stance on Kosovo 
established a pattern that continues to define Beijing’s approach to international crises today as: Libya, Syria crisis 
and Ukraine. By analyzing the Kosovo case in the broader context to China’s evolving policy of non-intervention, 
this work contributes to the current scholarly debates about the legality of humanitarian intervention and state 
sovereignty in international law. 
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Introduction: The case with Kosovo war in 1998 holds 
significant influence in post-Cold War international 
Relation, due-to fact that NATO had implemented the 
first military operation “Operation Allied Force” over 
the existence of 50 year. The airstrikes were conducted 
against the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia, without 
United Nations Security Council authorization, 
considered as one of the mass violations of human 
rights and regional conflict in the history. However, this 
intervention led to the development of the 
Responsibility to Protect (P2R) doctrine, changing the 
sovereignty from right requiring states to protect their 
citizens from the severe atrocities (Singh, 2024)   

This paper will focus on revealing the situation in 
Kosovo with reliable secondary sources and 
humanitarian intervention of NATO with primary 
source from website of NATO using the articles of 
official entities perspective that were experienced to 
take part in that war. Most scholars used to consider 
the NATO's intervention to Kosovo as an illegal action, 
threat to sovereignty of state, in this paper I will 

contribute to some facts and arguments, that analyze 
the consequences of NATO’s humanitarian 
intervention. 

This intervention was framed as a “moral obligation” 
from side of Western states, yet not all states had the 
same view, the most principled critics were the 
People’s Republic of China, Russia, Brazil, India, South 
Africa (Ristic & Satjukow, 2022). Especially, for Beijing, 
NATO’s unilateral action, without the procedure of UN 
Security Council in Kosovo was not only a violation of 
international law, but a significant concern for the 
entire principle of sovereign equality among countries 
in international arena (Seppanen and Smith, 2025). The 
position of China was deeply connected with its 
principles of foreign policy, Seppanen and Smith (2025) 
argue that Beijing prioritizes non-intervention doctrine, 
where the sovereignty and territory of state can not be 
violated by unilateral operations. 

This work will analyze China’s response to NATO’s 
humanitarian intervention in Kosovo through the 
principle of non-interference, arguing that China’s 
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position reflected not only a diplomatic condition, but 
a vividly rooted worldview about the sovereignty, the 
role of UNSC in authorization the procedures and the 
limits of external intervention. Examining such position 
is therefore crucial, for understanding the broader 
context of norms that regulate contemporary 
international order. 

Background: The Kosovo Crisis 1998 – 1999 and Allied 
Operation Force.  

The ethnic movement of Albanians and Serbs to the 
Kosovo resulted to the crisis in 1998. The leader of 
Federal Republic of Yugoslavia, Slobodan Milosevic had 
raised the oppressive tension toward the Albanians 
(Signh,2025). Slobodan Milosevic ignored couple of 
notifications raised by UN Security Council, demanding 
to stop the violation and ethnic cleansing.  One of the 
world military organization a North Atlantic Treaty 
Organization (NATO), which was the first to decide 
conducting the military campaign to stop the conflict in 
Kosovo (Latawski. &Smith., 2003).  As the commander 
Wesley (1998) was sure that their (NATO) campaign has 
a precise objective - prevent the civil casualties in 
Kosovo through military force use. NATO had 
condemned the Milosevic’s action and asked him to 
stop the violation, this crisis was seen as a threat to the 
fundamental principles of NATO and the Washington 
Treaty based on principle of safeguard freedom, rule of 
law, individual liberty, democracy, that were highly 
maintained and recognized by 19 members of NATO 
(Wesley, 1998).   

The "Allied Operation Force" was the first military 
power launched in 1999, under NATO’ regulation, and 
aimed to confront the policy of Slobodan Milosevic 
(Roberts, 2002).  Then general commander of Allied 
Operation Wesley K. Clark (1999), declared that during 
the 2 months of the operation, the campaign had 
significant impact on the crisis and every night the 
number of aircraft force was doubling. As Wesley 
(1999) stated: “Our aims are both strategic and 
tactical" in his official article.  The main strategic aim of 
the air campaign was preventing the violation in 
Kosovo by President Slobodan Milosevic that violated 
the international norms (Wesley, 1999). "We are 
weakening his (Slobodan Milosevic) hold on power 
base that allow him to conduct conflict of ethnic 
cleansing" said the commander Wesley (1999).   In 
order to limit the power of Slobodan, the campaign was 
not applying the air force, but NATO decided to cut 
down every source of communications, networks, that 
serve as secret delivery of information or control of his 
security and army force in Kosovo (Wesley, 1999). This 
was a controlled media, an instrument for spread of 
propaganda, misconception of truth, where he 
(Slobodan) strives to persuade people about 

correctness of his actions, concealing the international 
condemnation to avoid the UN punishment (Wesley, 
1998).  Overall, the bombing campaign was finished in 
78 days without any loss of crew member, over aircraft 
flew with more than 30.000 sorties (Naumann, 2002). 

More than 250.000 of Albanian Kosovars refugees, who 
was forced to leave their homes due-to crisis (Latawski. 
&Smith. 2003).  The United Nations High Commissioner 
for Refugees was involved in active participation to 
sustain the refugees with every need (Solana, 1999).  
NATO itself had built the camps at Brazda for refugees 
in 48 hours, humanitarian aid for refugees was 
delivered supplies like:  129.000 food, 20.000 bottles 
for baby, 35.000 soap, 14.000 troops to after thousands 
of refugees who had to leave their homes (Solana, 
1999). 

The quantitative data on Allied force operation in 
Kosovo reveals that in during a period  of 2 month,  
NATO has destroyed  600 heavy equipment, 100 
aircrafts;  NATO had challenged the Serbs force  by 
closing the access  to 4 major roads to Kosovo, almost 
40% of army fuel stock has been destroyed (Wesley, 
1999). More than 2000 people were killed during ethnic 
cleansings of Slobodan Milosevic, before start of air 
campaign (NATO, 1999). Due - to mass destruction a 
quarter million of Kosovar Albanians became refugees. 
NATO provided over 4666 tons of food and water, 4325 
tons of other goods, 2624 tons of tents and nearly 1600 
tons of medical supplies to Kosovo (NATO, 1999).  

The Allied Force Operation was able to reach a peace 
and stop the conflict, the leader of Federal Republic of 
Yugoslavia; Slobodan Milosevic was forced to sign 
agreement on removing his troops and policy of ethnic 
cleansing from territory of Kosovo. The Allied operation 
was concluded with Military Technical Agreement 
signed between NATO and Kosovo Army by 
representatives NATO General Sir Jackson and Colonel 
General Svetozar Marjanovic (NATO, 1999).  The 
absence of authorization by UN Security Council 
resulted in mass criticisms of NATO humanitarian 
intervention to Kosovo, renaming it to unlawful 
intervention. However, from NATO’s official 
documents, which state Javier Solana the NATO 
Secretary - General had informed about the campaign 
to the United Nations Secretary-General, Kofi Annan, 
who proposed to act under all principles of UN Security 
Council resolutions. (NATO, 1999). The commander of 
Allied Operation Wesley K. Clark approved the 
operation, considering this conflict as challenge to 
NATO’s principle of freedom, democracy and rule of 
law (Roberts, 2006).                                                          General 
Wesley K.  Clark stated in his document that   "It wasn't 
campaign against Serbian residents, but specialized in 
the repression forces, allied, pilots and targets 
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diligently approached to prevent collateral damage, 
especially loss of population life." (Roberts, 2006).                                                           

The quantitative data provides evidence that the Allied 
Operation by NATO had significant contribution and 
consequences for the conflict in Kosovo.  First, it 
strengthens the recognition, that one cannot violate 
the human rights, their religion, ethnicity and race. 
Second, formation of new doctrine of humanitarian 
intervention - Responsibility to Protect, it was 
recognized in World Summit 2005, by members of 
United Nation (Henkin, 1999). Thirdly, it showed the 
importance of collective support, as far after NATO’s 
campaign, the international community was actively 
engaged in providing financial aid for restoration of all 
damage, that Kosovo faced during the crisis. For 
instance, the IMF, EU and G7 were ready for a help and 
offered financial aid for Kosovo (Solana, 1999). The 
Washington Summit established the regional 
cooperation between Euro-Atlantic Partnership Council 
(EAPC) on promotion of Partnership for Peace (PfP) to 
offer sustainable assistance; the World Bank and 
International Monetary Fund were recognized in a list 
of PfP by providing financial support in reconstruction 
process of Kosovo (NATO, 1999). However, not all state 
members shared the same vision regarding NATO’s 
operation. 

In September 1998, NATO was accused in conducting 
an illegal intervention in pretext of humanitarian 
intervention. The Resolution and debates in 1998 
ended supporting the humanitarian intervention, 12 
out of 15 Council members were for the side of NATO 
and eventually NATO’s humanitarian intervention was 
officially adopted renamed into official doctrine of UN 
- Responsibility to Protect. Alongside with other 3  
dimensions of The Responsibility: 1. Responsibility to 
react is implementation if military force in case of scale 
or unstoppable emergency; 2. Responsibility to rebuild 
- preventing situation which promoted the condition of 
intervention; 3. Responsibility to prevent, which means 
preventing human-made problems, by international 
organizations (Lucinescu, 2024) (Roberts, 2006) 
(Garwood-Gowers, 2024). 

The research analysis started from Kosovo conflict, and 
how the NATO reacted to this war compared to UN. In 
order to analyze the consequences of NATO’s Allied 
Force Operation, the data was collected from official 
site of NATO, where the articles published by General 
commander, Secretary-Generals and other official 
entities, that were participated in operation process. As 
discussed above Commander Wesley (1999) declares 
the concrete reasons, objectives of operation and 
recognition of Washington Treaty in 1949 on common 
freedom, democracy and rule of law to only said, but 
protected.  The success of Allied Force Operation was 

not welcomed by all international community; it led to 
mass disputes due-to absence of UN authorization to 
intervene. However, the deeper research of primary 
source in NATO officials who verified that General - 
Secretary, Javier Solana had informed the UN Security 
Council, but the reply was not supportive.  

China’s Position on NATO’s Intervention in Kosovo.  

China’s reaction to NATO’s military campaign was 
immediate and rooted in its foreign policy principles. 
During the emergency meeting held on 24th of  March 
1999, at United Nations Security Council, China 
expressed disagreement and opposed the legality of 
using force, considering the act as of global power 
politics of the “strong bullying the weak” and 
interference in the state’s internal policy under any 
form or in any circumstances (UNSC, 1999). This was a 
statement was delivered by the representatives of 
China, on the day NATO launched its operation, 
highlighting the main objection, which was not solely 
linked to the specific force use, but to the whole logic 
of under this principle (P2R). Another point was raised 
during the meeting, the role of UN Security Council’s 
authorization, as China and Russia vetoes prevented 
adoption of UNSC resolution, authorizing use of 
military against Yugoslavia, but ignorance of NATO led 
to massive disagreements (Pace International Law 
Review, 1999).  Thus, China considered this action as a 
disrespect of the core international law principles and 
to the authority of the United Nations. China considers 
the UNSC as the solely international legitimate body 
authorized to impose sanction, and any kind of 
operations, the absence of UN’s procedures constitutes 
to security dilemma and inadmissible precedent 
(Seppanen & Smith, 2025). 

During the entire period of the crisis, China maintained 
a position leading to a peaceful, diplomatic results over 
military intervention. Furthermore, Russia with 
countries of Global South, Beijing strategically 
leveraged the UN to uphold the principle of state 
sovereignty and to challenge NATO’s political 
objectives in Kosovo (Ristic & Satjukow, 2024). 
Ultimately. When the Security Council voted on 
Resolution 1244, intended to conclude the conflict, 
stabilize security force and international civilian in 
Kosovo, China chose to abstain. This decision was 
followed with concerns regarding the resolution’s 
failure to effectively address the damage caused by 
NATO’s airstrikes and its insufficient limitations on the 
application of Chapter VII of the UN Charter (UNSC, 
1999). 

China’s Evolving Doctrine of Non-Interference. 

Besides China’s diplomatic reaction on Kosovo case, the 
position of China can reflect a principled framework 
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founded in the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence, 
which Beijing has defended since the 1950s (Garwood-
Gowers, 2024). These principles include: mutual 
respect for sovereignty, non-interference, equality 
non-aggression, and peaceful coexistence - directly 
oppose NATO’s humanitarian intervention. Thus, the 
Kosovo crisis became a turning point in China’s evolving 
policy of Western-led interventionism, one that still 
shapes Beijing’s approach to international conflicts in 
contemporary world order (Seppanen & Smith, 2025). 

However, China’s stance did not change after Kosovo 
conflict, China continues to develop and illustrate 
distinctive doctrine of non-intervention, by questioning 
who is interfering, in what context and for what 
purpose – the implication of this framework further 
done in Syria, Ukraine and Libya. The position of Beijing 
is developed by both principle of non-interference and 
by own internal policy concerns, especially separatist 
movements in Xinjiang, Tibe and Taiwan, which makes 
Kosovo much as a matter of domestic policy security as 
international relations order (Priupolina, 2025). 

On the one hand NATO’s humanitarian intervention led 
to postwar criticism and misconception. On the other 
hand, NATO could minimize the violation, provide both 
financial and military aid, sustained the thousands of 
refugees with all necessities, moreover it showed the 
importance of common intervention and engagements 
of international community not only in the common 
interest, but in common recognition of the principles.  
However, from previous mentioned data on Kosovo 
war and NATO Allied Operation, there is noticeable 
difference in number of positive and negative 
consequences, resulting in dual conclusion as far not all 
state members of UN recognized the importance of air 
campaign of NATO. But, the position of China, that this 
paper seeks to analyze, can be vividly understood 
through the lens of its strongly upholding foreign policy 
principles. 

Conclusion 

To sum up, this research was focused on understanding 
the NATO’s humanitarian intervention and its 
consequences, alongside China’s reaction on R2P, 
which was neither reactive nor accidental. The 
response can illustrate deeply rooted worldview, 
where state sovereignty, United Nations principles and 
non-interference are considered as a non-negotiable 
primacy in international world order. By blocking 
Security Council authorization, opposing Operation 
Allied Force and Resolution 1244, China clearly showed, 
that it would not recognize international relations 
policy, where a powerful state could bypass 
multilateral institutions under the justification of 
humanitarian aid. The Kosovo conflict considers to be a 

defining moment in China’s relations to humanitarian 
intervention and R2P, which offers an alternative 
perspective of global politics order, shaped on the 
multilateral institutions and upholding state’s 
sovereignty, rather than the right to intervene.  
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