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ny effort to make a general and compelling case either for or against inter-
national arms sales, or for or against unilateral or multilateral military
intervention in external crises, constitutes, at its very best, an exercise in
futility. The decision to undertake arms sales or intervene in foreign crises inevi-
. tably involves normative choice, which is necessarily case-specific, not general, in
reference.

Like all efforts to address essentially normative issues, the arguments for
or against arms sales or intervention typically involve holding one or more gen-
eral moral assumptions as “unproblematic,” together with some set of specific
descriptive and probability statements as true.! The presumed truth of moral
“axioms” and the confirmation of specific factual claims provide the cognitive
grounds for policy recommendations.

Thus, a rationale for international traffic in arms might rest on some

" relatively simple normative assumptions: e.g., “nation-states” have a “right” to
exist, and consequently, enjoy the “entailed right” to protect themselves.2 It could
be argued that the arms trade enhances the survivability of nation-states in at least
two ways: by providing requisite arms for non-industrialized nation states that
must defend themselves in a world in which the threat of armed aggression will
continue for the foreseeable future, and by satisfying some of the special survival
needs, other than simple defense, of the industrial powers. The arguments are
rarely more sophisticated.

It is argued, for example, that industrialized nations undertake arms sales
and transfers either to secure a measure of influence over the policies of the recipi-
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ent country and thereby help shape regional outcomes, or in order to reduce the
per unit costs involved in the production of sophisticated weapon systems. An
argument might be made that while the concern with influencing regional policy
may be important, for vendor nations, the export of arms is essential to their
security in very special fashion.

For industrialized nations, arms exports reduce the costs of research, devel-
opment, and special production requirements involved in military supply by dis-
tributing all such expenses over the larger number of units produced. Foreign
sales allow for longer production runs and thus reduce per unit costs. Moreover,
production for export sales offsets the discontinuities that result from restricting
sales exclusively to the domestic market. In order to provide continuous employ-

ment for the skilled workers nec-

- essary for the production of ad-
Like all moral arguments, vanced weapons and weapons

the rationale for intervening  platforms, production lines must

. . . be kept in operation. To provide
begins with a list of precepts ongoing production, defense

that tell us very little until industries require an external
they are operationalized. market.? ‘

It is argued that, in a very real
sense, foreign markets have be-
come critical to the maintenance of the major defense industries of developed
nations. If industrialized nations are to have modern armed forces at less than
disabling cost, export sales have become all but indispensable.

The economic argument for the sale of arms on the international market is
sufficiently persuasive to assure broad public and political support. As a conse-
quence, it is probable that the industrialized and partially industrialized nations—
the United States, Russia, France, the United Kingdom, and China—will con-
tinue to traffic in arms regardless of the immediate moral arguments marshaled
against it. *

The contemporary evidence indicates that even less extensively developed
economies like Brazil, where some of the arguments concerning the necessity of
international arms sales do not hold, have found the trade seductively lucrative. It
seems reasonably clear that arms sales will continue for the foreseeable future.

In the future, under one or another set of circumstances, it is conceivable
that the rate and kind of arms transferred internationally might be controlled by
negotiation or sanction, but it is hard to imagine an international system in which
all weapon sales will be proscribed. However, though arms exports seem set to
continue, specific justifications for these sales will remain necessary.

Very often, the moral grounds for the sale of arms are presumed, and the
arguments for specific arms sales turn on facts in dispute. Does the sale of arms,
in any spcciﬁc instance, really enhance the security of the recipient or not? Does
the sale increase the specific potential for violence in a region or in the entire
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international community? What are the diplomatic consequences of such a sale?
What might the domestic political implications be? In effect, even without en-
gaging the normative grounds for international arms sales, the argument can eas-
ily become enormously complicated, time consuming, and result in little more
than a kind of persuasiveness that we have learned to identify with complex nor-
mative discourse. Each instance of the sale of arms requires its own rationale.

It seems likely that the reason arms sales (although often spoken of as “an
extremely dangerous phenomenon”) generate “so little international debate,” is
because most analysts accept that modern military industry would not be sustain-
able without them.> Equally important, it would secem, is the fact that it is very
difficult to trace any specific consequence or set of consequences directly to any
given sale. ¢

Because of the informality of social science, the fragmentary nature of the
data available, and the indeterminate number of variables that together deter-
mine outcomes, generalizations used to support or resist any specific interna-
tional sale of arms are intrinsically suspect.” Unlike arguments in natural science,
in which all participants share some fundamental principles governing truth con-
ditions, normative arguments in social science are always implicitly fugitive.

While such generic considerations apply to arguments concerning both
arms sales and intervention, the fact is that arms sales do not inspire the same
sense of normative urgency as do proposals of direct military intervention in the
affairs of other states. Intervention, not the trade in conventional arms, is almost
always at the center of non-academic foreign policy debates. ®

The Logic of Intervention

Arms sales are so common a feature of international life that there are few occa-
sions for sustained or intense public review. Arms sales are very often dealt with as
though they were noncontroversial, standard economic features of U.S. relations
with much of the rest of the world. Intervention, on the other hand, is almost
always seen as requiring special scrutiny. The arguments for U.S. military inter-
vention overseas, no matter how frequent those interventions might be, are al-
most always carefully scrutinized .

As distinct from arms sales, interventions are usually controversial. For one
thing, unlike the sale of arms, they carry with them the risk of American casual-
ties. '* They are seen as involving serious and immediate risk, and often it appears
less than clear how military interventions serve the national interest. ' As a conse-
quence, there is a general tendency to recommend that U.S. armed intervention
in foreign crises be limited to those instances that serve, in some restrictive sense
or another, “vital national interests.” 2 The most common form such recommen-
dations assume is that U.S. interventions be undertaken only in those “cases in
which there is a direct and substantial threat to national security or American
vital interests.” 13
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Unbhappily, such prescriptions are not particularly useful unless “direct,”
“substantial,” “threat,” “national security,” " and “vital interests” are operationally
defined with some precision—a task not likely to be accomplished in the ab-
stract. Prescriptions become binding when they are understood to apply to real
instances in the empirical world.

In attempting to deal with these issues in the most recent past, the best that
we have been afforded as a guide to policy by those responsible for armed inter-
vention is a list of “dangers and opportunities” that seem to provide the occasion
for the overseas defense of “national security and vital interests.” Thus, in Octo-
ber 1993, then Secretary of Defense Les Aspen provided an account of how the
armed forces of the United States in the “new era” were to be employed in the
nation’s interests. They were to protect the “lives and personal safety of Ameri-
cans, both at home and abroad; maintain the political freedom and independence
of the United States with its values, institutions, and territory intact,” as well as
“provide for the well-being and prosperity of the nation and its people.” 5

To accomplish that would require the United States to maintain the secu-
rity arrangements put together during the Cold War, deter any possible aggres-
sors, and control the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction while remain-
ing “engaged” internationally. Part of that engagement involved not only efforts
to influence international “trade policy” and suppress transnational drug traffic,
but also the fostering “of democratic values and institutions” throughout the world.
Moreover, the armed forces of the United States were to be charged with “con-
ducting smaller-scale intervention operations, such as peace enforcement, peace-
keeping, humanitarian assistance, and disaster relief to further U.S. interests and
objectives.” !¢ In effect, by 1993, “threats to national security and American vital
interests” had dilated to include almost anything that might somehow influence
the “well-being and prosperity of the nation and its people.”

It is not immediately evident how a mission of intervention by the U.S.
military anywhere might influence trade policy, control the flow of drugs, foster
democracy and democratic institutions, or enhance the nation’s well-being and
prosperity. Like all moral arguments, the rationale for intervention begins with a
list of precepts that, in and of themselves, tell us very little until they are
operationalized. This involves an analysis of the imminence and salience of the
threats to be addressed by the mission as well as a whole host of other determi-
nants: viable alternatives, the measure of popular and political support enjoyed
by the operation, the potential risks, the degree of support expected from allies,
the resources available, how mission success is to be registered, and what the
mission’s exit strategy might be."

Successful interventions have generally satisfied the bulk of the criteria.
The intervention in the Persian Gulf is among the most recent. Those that have
failed—or whose results have been at best “provisional, fragile, and reversible”—
have satisfied very few of the criteria.'® The failed Somali mission is among the
most recent examples of the latter. It remains uncertain what governed the deci-

36 The Brown Journal of World Affairs



Arms Transfers, Military Intervention, and Taiwan

sions to undertake the failed interventions or how such interventions were under-
stood to further American interests.

In all of this there has been one recent intervention that has received little
public commentary, but which serves as an illustrative example of U.S. policy and
the logic that seems to govern it: the Clinton administration’s massive show of
force off the Taiwan Strait in the late winter of 1996.%

Until that time, most of the interventions during Clinton’s tenure had been
associated with the administration’s assertive multilateralism?*—either as a func-
tion of UN or NATO “peace-enforcing” or “peace-keeping” responsibilities.?!
The deployment of the large deck carrier battle groups off the Taiwan Strait, on
the other hand, was embarked upon unilaterally, as a response to the provocative
live-fire exercises undertaken by combatants from the armed forces of the People’s
Republic of China, which were perceived as threatening the political integrity of
Taiwan and the safety of its people.

Intervention in the Taiwan Strait

The intervention on Taiwan’s behalf in March 1996 was but one instance in a half
century of U.S. military interventions in the affairs of mainland and island China.
What renders it distinctive is the fact that it was almost totally unanticipated.

Only six months prior to the mission, Clinton administration officials had
publicly committed themselves to an accommodating policy of “engagement”
with Beijing. From an initial refusal in 1992 to “coddle” the “tyrants in Beijing,”
through qualified granting of Most Favored Nation trading status for China in
1993, to the “deep engagement” in 1995, the Clinton administration seemed
to have moved into a foreign policy position that would have precluded the 1996
armed intervention in the Taiwan Strait.

Nonetheless, in March 1996 the U.S. armed forces were placed in harm’s
way in order to deter the Chinese military from further jeopardizing the security
of Taiwan. It is instructive to reflect on the reasons that may have governed the
decision to intervene.

What seems evident is that any such undertaking could expect to receive
broad-gauged support from Americans in general, and Congtess in particular.
For decades, political polls and an entire series of congressional resolutions had
signaled the American public’s general support of Taiwan. The administration
did not have to fear cither public or congressional resistance to the undertaking.

For more than half a century, the United States has supported the Republic
of China, first as the successor regime to the Qing dynasty on the mainland and
then as an anti-Communist regime on Taiwan and associated territories. The
reasons for the support varied over time, but the support itself has been virtually
continuous from the mid-1930s to the present.

On the Chinese mainland, the Republic of China was an ally of the United

States in the war against Japan, and when the Nationalist government retreated
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from the mainland to Taiwan after its defeat by Mao Zedong’s forces, it contin-
ued to support the United States during the Korean War and throughout the
Cold War. Even after its “de-recognition” by the Carter administration in 1979,
popular and congressional support prompted the passage of domestic legislation,
the Taiwan Relations Act, calculated to defend the security and independence of
“the people of Taiwan.”?

Since that time, irrespective of the rapprochement with the Chinese au-
thorities in Beijing, the United States has continued to maintain intensive eco-
nomic and substantial military relations with the Chinese authorities in Taipei. In
the recent past, the United States has permitted both governmental and commer-
cial arms sales to Taiwan in an effort to maintain a credible military balance in the
Taiwan Strait.”®

Why the United States should remain concerned with the survival and in-
tegrity of Taiwan seems to turn on several considerations. Taiwan is one of those
East Asian nations that has made the difficult transition from authoritarianism to

representative democracy.” It is

. also our eighth largest trading
As a consequence of increas- partner. Like the Republic of

ing budget allocations, China’s Korea, the Republic of the Phil-

armed forces have become ippines, and Japan, Taiwan is
part of a constellation of demo-

increasinglv Well-equipped to cratic states that provides the

engage opponents on the sea Umtcd States Wlth support inan

. th . international community not
Or In the air. always hospitable to American

political preferences. Taiwan is
also a major component in that configuration of East Asian economies with which
the United States now exchanges over $400 billion annually, and that provide
markets for almost $193 billion in American goods and services—activity that
creates direct employment for more than 3.8 million Americans.?® Taiwan, like
many of the East Asian economies, offers the United States high-quality, low-cost
commodities that help to sustain the American standard of living.

For all that, it is unlikely that the decision to intervene was motivated by a
specific concern for the immediate well-being of Taiwan or immediate economic
interests. More substantial issues were involved.

The island of Taiwan occupies a critical place in the arc of islands on the
West Pacific rim that stretches from Sakhalin in the North to Indonesia in the
South. It is within the waters bordered by mainland and insular Asia that some of
the world’s heaviest ship traffic makes transit. Over half the world’s merchant
vessels sail through the chokepoints of the Straits of Malacca, Sunda, and Lombock,
passing the Spratly Islands in the South China Sea, to make their way through the
Taiwan Strait and bring critical industrial resources to Taiwan, Japan, and the
Republic of Korea.”
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The flow of resources to these countries is critical to their survival*® Any
disruption of seaborne traffic through the region would work significant hard-
ship on their economies. Should any power gain control over that free flow of
resources, the consequences could be very serious, not only for the democratic
polities and market-governed economies of East Asia, but for the United States as
well.

Virtually since its founding in 1949, the People’s Republic of China has
claimed sovereignty over all the islets, sandbars, lagoons, and cays of the South
and East China seas. In June 1980, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in Beijing
issued a document entitled China’s Sovereignty Over the Xisha (Paracel) and Nansha
(Spratly) Archipelagoes is Indisputable. The claims were reissued in April and De-
cember 1987, and again in February 1988. In February 1992, under the direct
sponsorship of Premier Li Peng, the National People’s Congress of mainland China
passed domestic legislation identifying the South and East China seas as “territo-
rial waters.” In principle, that legislation laid the foundation not only for exclu-
sive economic claims to any underwater subsoil resources to be found in those
seas, but also the right to control surface and air passage through the region.

Since 1974, Beijing has acted on its claims by seizing island territories in
the South China Sea, beginning with an amphibious invasion of the Paracel Is-
lands in that year. Since then, mainland China has deployed troops on several
maritime territories in the area, including the Yongshu and Huayang reefs. In
1988, Beijing deployed elements of its military to four islands and reefs in the
Spratlys, and in March of that year, armed conflict erupted between the People’s
Liberation Army Navy of mainland China and naval elements of the Socialist
Republic of Vietnam in the archipelago’s Chigua Reef area.?!

In 1995, it was discovered that Beijing had deployed forces to Mischief
reef, claimed by the Philippines. The authorities in Manila notified Washington,
pursuant to the security treaty between the two countries. Washington refused to
countenance the notion that the United States was obliged to defend the dis-
puted offshore islands. It was reasonably clear that the United States was ill-dis-
posed, at that time, to engage Beijing on the issue.

In all of this, analysts have seen a pattern emerge. Not only has Beijing
taken every opportunity to seize contested territories in waters that are critical to
the economic well-being and security of major U.S. allies in East Asia, it has also
undertaken to purchase major weapons platforms from Russia that significantly
bolster the power projection capabilities of its armed forces, enhancing their abil-
ity to deal with real and potential opponents in the South and East China seas. As
a consequence of increasing budget allocations, the armed forces of the People’s
Republic of China have become increasingly well-equipped to engage opponents
on the sea or in the air.?* This has “heightened regional anxiety” in the South
China Sea.”

What seems to be of concern is that Beijing is “actively pursuing command
of the regional waters” in the South and East China seas* as part of “China’s rapid
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military expansion and America’s even more rapid contraction,” a process calcu-
lated to significantly alter the balance of power in Asia.?> What is at stake in the
long-term are U.S. economic and political interests. What appears to be at stake
in the short-term is U.S. credibility as a security partner.? Failure to deal with
increasing mainland Chinese assertiveness along the island chain that reaches
through the South China Sea to Taiwan is likely to confirm what appears to be a
prevailing Asian perception that the United States has neither the will nor the
capacity to cope with the region’s problems.

Intervention in the defense of Taiwan’s security and political integrity seems
to have been undertaken as a response to an entire clutch of problems in East
Asia. Washington intervened in
The decision to intervene in  dcfense of what it held to be

) . valid national interests. Infi-
Taiwan Clearly communicated nitely more credible than inter-
to Beijing and to our allies in  ventionin Somalia or Haiti, the

East Asia that the United action, it was clear, would have

popular and congressional sup-
States remained a power to be port. Alternative opportunities
reckoned with in the region.  had been allowed to pass. To
engage Beijing over Vietnamese
claims did not recommend itself.
Armed intervention in the service of the Philippines was not much more attrac-
tive. Moving in the defense of Taiwan was distinctly preferable, and would achieve
the same result: clearly communicating to Beijing, and to our allies in East Asia,
that the United States remained a power to be reckoned with in the West Pacific
and that it would not tolerate mainland Chinese aggression. Intervention in the
Taiwan Strait was understood as a threat of the use of force in order to deter an
aggression that might ultimately challenge the most fundamental interests of all
the nations of the Pacific rim.”

The deployment of two large deck carriers—probably armed with more
fire power than the entire armed forces of the People’s Republic—was a convine-
ing demonstration of the seriousness of purpose on the part of the United States.
The Clinton administration’s military advisors surely conveyed the belief that
there was very lictle real risk in the exercise. The probability that Beijing would
choose to engage the United States in armed conflict at that juncture was as close
to zero as one could calculate.

The United States had every reason to believe that the action would receive
the tacit support of all its allies in the region. There was no problem with execut-
ing a suitable exit strategy from the intervention, no ground forces were off-loaded,
the action was rapid, and the mission specific. The aircraft carriers simply sailed
away.

More difficult to determine is how one might calculate the success of the
action. That can only be determined, in part, by time. But so many factors will
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influence the relationship between the People’s Republic of China and the United
States, it will be difficult to isolate the intervention’s specific impact.

Conclusions

It is clear that there are “no immutable and universally applicable rules for deci-
sions about interventions.”? The decision to employ, or threaten to employ, force
in the resolution of international disagreements invariably involves the most in-
tense moral deliberation. Each instance must rest on its own merits. What is
more important than arms sales and intervention, per se, is the fact that in the
United States, intervention is usually undertaken largely without public delibera-
tion. The fact that the president can undertake intervention, for all intents and
purposes, without consulting either the people or Congress, is ill-advised, and
probably perilous. Anyone who has ever dealt with the decision to employ vio-
lence, or the threat of violence, in the resolution of disagreements, recognizes the
role played in the deliberations by moral judgment—and moral judgments inex-
tricably involve public exchange. The greater the responsible public’s involve-
ment in the deliberation, the more defensible the outcome.

While it is evident that some interventions require rapid decisions that do
not allow for extended or inclusive deliberations, it seems clear that the more
successful ones have engaged public participation. Ideally, any decision to embark
upon a military intervention must be made not only with reluctance and the
utmost gravity, but with the fullest democratic participation of all. €9
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