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Introduction: modernization and ecological catastrophes

One characteristic of modern Western political philosophy, for example liberalism, is that it
believes that the construction of human society should be a rational process essentially
independent of the natural world. In the works of major political thinkers, like Hobbes and Locke,
almost nothing is said concerning the importance of the natural environment of human society. The
relationship between humankind and nature is that between subject and object, and one of
conquest and utilization. To a large extent, present days ecological problems such as global
warming are byproducts, through world economic progress, of this modern political ideology. It
seems clear that the rapid economic growth of China, which adopted this aspect of Western
political ideology, has largely contributed to this global ecological problem.

Ecological problems in present day China have become catastrophic. Desertification in
northwestern part of China has been progressing rapidly due to decades of deforestation and
overexploitation of natural resources. The severe PM 2.5 problem is only a new expression of the
old problem of air pollution. Ground water pollution, soil pollution, so on and so on, are all signs of
the destruction of the natural environment due to China's modern economic progress. However,
the severity of environmental and ecological problems in modern China is also related to specific
problems of its political structure. From the starting point of its modernization, China abandoned
its traditional political ideology and turned to Western political thinking. Modern China succeeded
its nation building and early modernization in the revolution and pre-reform period by turning to
Marxism which is not essentially different from liberalism as far as the nature-human relationship
is concerned. The market oriented economic reform since 1980s has almost brought to term
China’s modernization process, but at the same time it deeply damaged the ecological health of the
country. It has also become evident that China’s political system has not really been modernized as
it is still suffering from the ancient problem of the systematic corruption of bureaucrats and even of
generalized corruption within society. The environmental problems of present day China are in fact
the result of the combination of both the problem of modern society and that of its ancient political
legacy. Corruption is the underlying reason why modern legislations on environmental protection

have failed to prevent the worsening of the environmental situation.
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Thus, environmental and ecological problems are fundamentally related to the problems of the
modern Chinese political structure as a whole. An essential change of ‘ideological’ thinking is
needed. Modern ecological ethics is trying to add such concepts as animal rights etc. to
mainstream Western political thinking. It also seeks to find inspirations in Eastern Cultures such as
Buddhism and Taoism. Compared to Buddhism and Taoism, Confucianism is less referred to due
to its ‘anthropocentric’ characteristic. However, as the dominating ideology of ancient China for two
thousand years, Confucianism contributed a lot to the prosperity of Chinese civilization which was
largely environmental friendly. Though it is anthropocentric in a certain sense, nature nonetheless
constitutes a primary and essential concern in Confucianism, something which is essentially
different from modern Western political thinking. Furthermore, we might say that according to
Confucianism, to some extent, the political structure is only one part of the cosmic structure of the
world as a whole. The de facto ideological vacancy during the reform period of modern China gave
rise to a revival of Confucianism especially in the recent two decades. A reinterpretation of
Confucianism, especially concerning its attitude toward nature, might provide a new perspective to
see the problem of modern China as well as of the modern world as a whole.

Confucianism is a tradition of political thinking which has many schools and interpretations.
Given the purpose of this study, this paper will mainly focus on the most read classics, such as The
Analects / [imiat], Mencius/ [#:1-], etc. The first section will describe the understanding of the
relationship between nature and humankind in Confucianism. The second section will relate the
specific Confucian attitude toward nature to its discussion on human nature and humanity which is
the most fundamental part of Confucianism. The third section will further discuss how the moral
and political philosophy of Confucianism is essentially non-anthropocentric. The conclusion will
turn to the historical reality of China, both when Confucianism was adopted as the ideological

rhetoric by the state and when, in modern China, Confucianism was abandoned.

1. Conquering nature and the establishment of human society and state

According to Confucianism, civilization started when the sage kings in antiquity succeeded in
utilizing nature through developed technologies and thus ended the primitive living conditions of
humankind. In the chapter Li Yun or The Conveyance of Rites (¥Li#) of Liji or Book of Rites ([%L
itl), there is a passage saying:
Formerly the ancient kings had no houses. In winter they lived in caves which they had
excavated, and in summer in nests which they had framed. They knew not yet the
transforming power of fire, but ate the fruits of plants and trees, and the flesh of birds and
beasts, drinking their blood, and swallowing (also) the hair and feathers. They knew not
yet the use of flax and silk, but clothed themselves with feathers and skins. The later
sages then arose, and men (learned) to take advantage of the benefits of fire. They

molded the metals and fashioned clay, so as to rear towers with structures on them, and
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houses with windows and doors. They toasted, grilled, boiled, and roasted. They
produced must and sauces. They dealt with the flax and silk so as to form linen and silken
fabrics. They were thus able to nourish the living, and to make offerings to the dead; to
serve the spirits of the departed and God. In all these things we follow the example of that
early time. V)

The primitive living conditions in the early days of humankind described in the first part of the
above paragraph may be viewed as a Confucian version of ‘the state of nature’. However, the
difference between this Confucian version and the state of nature described in the writings of
modern political thinkers like Hobbes and Locke lies in that the former emphasizes the primitive
living situation due to the lack of development of technologies while the later focuses primarily on
the absence of political order. Correspondingly, Confucianism regards getting out of the primitive
state through developing various forms of techonology as a precondition to the establishment of a
civilized social life. And Confucianism emphazsizes that it is sage rulers who played a crucial rule
in this process.

Further, in Confucianism, one of the major roles of the state is to deal with and to prevent
natural disasters. According to a Chinese legend, at the beginning of Chinese history, the Great Yu
(KE), one of the several well-known legendary sage kings, Succeeded in flood control and
established the first hereditary dynasty Xia (¥). To some extent, the legitimacy of rulers in the
remote antiquity of China came from their success in dealing with natural disasters, which had
been threatening the people’s life. This legend of the Great Yu was interpreted by Confucianism as
part of Chinese history and in Mexncius, we find a passage discussing the performances of the early
sage rulers.

'In the time of Yao, when the world had not yet been perfectly reduced to order, the vast
waters, flowing out of their channels, made a universal inundation. Vegetation was
luxuriant, and birds and beasts swarmed. The various kinds of grain could not be grown.
The birds and beasts pressed upon men. The paths marked by the feet of beasts and
prints of birds crossed one another throughout the Middle Kingdom. To Yao alone this
caused anxious sorrow. He raised Shun to office, and measures to regulate the disorder
were set forth. Shun committed to Yi the direction of the fire to be employed, and Yi set
fire to, and consumed, the forests and vegetation on the mountains and in the marshes, so
that the birds and beasts fled away to hide themselves. Yu [the Great Yu] separated the
nine streams, cleared the courses of the Ji and Ta, and led them all to the sea. He opened
a vent also for the Ru and Han, and regulated the course of the Huai and Si, so that they
all flowed into the Jiang. When this was done, it became possible for the people of the
Middle Kingdom to cultivate the ground and to obtain sufficient food. During that time,
Yu was eight years away from his home, and though he thrice passed its door, he never
entered... The Minister of Agriculture taught the people to sow and reap, cultivating the
five kinds of grain. When the five kinds of grain were brought to maturity, the people all
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obtained subsistence. 2’

According to this passage the first thing sage kings and ministers did was to deal with the
difficulties that nature imposes on human beings, including natural disasters, in particular floods.
Only after first conquering nature, can human beings then make use of it through cultivation and
other productive activities. Thus, according to Confucianism, nature constitutes on the one hand a
threat to human life and on the other hand resources for human living. To deal with nature in the
way of disaster control and utilizing natural resources with developed technology was regarded as
both an important function of the rulers and a major source of legitimacy of their state rule. To the
opposite, the importance of nature in the establishment and legitimacy of the state is clearly lacking

in modern political thinking.

2. The respect and protection of nature

Confucianism emphasizes that human society should respect the order of nature and protect nature
while making a living from natural resources. We can find this attitude of respecting and protecting
nature in both the discussions of individual cultivation and those concerning state policies and
regulations. In the Analects ([Fing]), it is reported that ‘The master [that is, Confucius] angled,
but did not use a net, he shot, but not at birds perching.” *’ For Confucius, not to fish with a net and
not to shot at birds perching, which avoids killing a large number of fish and birds is a human way
of dealing with animals, and thus a gentleman (#7T")’s a proper way of behaving. This is in
accordance with the Confucian virtues of individuals, those of humanity/ 1~ and propriety/ L .
Mencius for his part argued that the state should have a policy to protect nature.
‘If the seasons of husbandry be not interfered with, the grain will be more than can be
eaten. If close nets are not allowed to enter the pools and ponds, the fishes and turtles will
be more than can be consumed. If the axes and bills enter the hills and forests only at the
proper time, the wood will be more than can be used. When the grain and fish and turtles
are more than can be eaten, and there is more wood than can be used, this enables the
people to nourish their living and mourn for their dead, without any feeling against any.
This condition in which the people nourish their living and bury their dead without any
feeling against any, is the first step of royal government.” %’
In this passage Mencius gave a rational explanation of why the state should have a policy
respecting natural order and preserving natural resources. Only by doing so, he argues, can people
have enough harvest to live a decent life. Mencius regards this policy as the first step towards a
royal government.
Furthermore, in Confucianism, this attitude toward nature should been incorporated into the
ritual traditions of society. In the chapter of ‘Royal regulations’ (F:#ll) of the Book of Rites ([%Li2)),
there is a more detailed discussions as for how to utilize natural resources,

‘When the otter sacrificed its fish, the foresters entered the meres and dams. When the
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wolf sacrificed its prey, the hunting commenced. When the dove changed into a hawk,
they set their nets, large and small. When the plants and trees began to drop their leaves,
they entered the hills and forests (with the axe). Until the insects had all withdrawn into
their burrows, they did not fire the fields. They did not take fawns nor eggs. They did not
kill pregnant animals, nor those which had not attained to their full growth. They did not
throw down nests.” >’
Confucius in the quoted passage writes mainly in relation to the cultivation of individuals, while
Mencius’ arguments constitute a kind of a rationalization of state regulations; hence his discussion
rather belongs to the category of social rites. Activities such as fishing, hunting, foresting, firing the
field, etc., were in principle entrusted to the care of specific government officials, and would be
performed at determined times according to the change of seasons and done following certain
ritual like regulations.

Thus, unlike what is the case in mainstream modern Western political thinking which regards
human society as a rational construction completely separate from and even opposite to nature,
nature constitutes a major concern in Confucianism. According to Confucianism, civilization started
with success in fighting against natural disasters and in developing technology to utilize natural
resources, a development in which the sage rulers played an important role. And the need to
respect natural order and to preserve natural resources has always been a major concern in
Confucianism. In the following two sections we will discuss how this distinctive Confucian attitude

toward nature is related to its interpretation of human nature and its state theory.

3. Nature and human nature

In both ancient and modern times, many arguments concerning human evil tend to interpret evil as
natural, as coming from nature. In contrast, Confucianism holds a positive view of human nature
and urges individuals to cultivate humanity or to perfect human nature. According to Confucianism,
on the one hand, human beings should cultivate humanity which will differentiate them from the
beasts, on the other hand, human society is still part, though a very special part, of nature. Thus
Mencius while discussing of human nature, gives the example of the Niu Mountain (4*111).
The trees of Niu mountain were once beautiful. Being situated, however, in the borders of
a large State, they were hewn down with axes and bills - and could they retain their
beauty? Still through the activity of the vegetative life day and night, and the nourishing
influence of the rain and dew, they were not without buds and sprouts springing forth, but
then came the cattle and goats that browsed upon them. To these things is owed the bare
and stripped appearance of the mountain, and when people now see it, they think that it
was never finely wooded. But is this the nature of the mountain? And so is it also of what
properly belongs to man; shall it be said that the mind of any man was without

benevolence and righteousness? The way in which a man loses his proper goodness of
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mind is like the way in which the mountain is denuded of trees by axes and bills. ¢’

Mencius' argument is that the Niu Mountain was originally beautiful; it was human action,
deforestation and overgrazing, which destroyed the ecological environment of the mountain and
made it look ugly. Similarly, human nature is originally good, but if people do not make effort to
maintain and cultivate it, they will lose its goodness. Mencius tries to justify his argument
concerning the goodness of human nature with the analogy between human nature and the natural
beauty of Niu Mountain. Actually, references to the goodness of human nature or the natural
beauty of Niu Mountain are essentially normative. Mencius provides a rational justification for
these arguments by relating the opposite appearance, that is, the ugliness of the mountain and the
evil of human nature in reality, to destructive human actions. Thus, we might explore something
more than a pure analogy in this discussion. For Mencius, it seems that, the nature of human
beings is not to be separated from nature or more precisely from ‘the nature of nature.” The two
also have one fundamental aspect in common in that human actions can have similar effects on
both. That human beings can understand this relationship between actions and nature is the
fundamental reason why they should have normative beliefs concerning human nature and the
natural world generally.

Furthermore, what is involved in the relation between nature and human nature is more than
only reason. Confucianism argues that human virtue or humanity has its origin in the natural
feeling of sympathy among human beings/ #lf2:2-Cs . Only by consciously developing this natural
feeling can a person cultivate his human virtues, the most important of which is humanity/ 1= , and
become a gentleman. Confucianism argues that human beings have a natural feeling of love toward
their parents or children, but they also have a natural feeling of sympathy toward other people.
There is a famous paragraph in Mencius concerning a stranger’s natural sympathy toward a baby
about to fall into a well.

When I say that all men have a mind which cannot bear to see the sufferings of others, my
meaning may be illustrated thus: even now-a-days, if men suddenly see a child about to fall
into a well, they will without exception experience a feeling of alarm and distress. They
will feel so, not as a ground on which they may gain the favour of the child's parents, nor
as a ground on which they may seek the praise of their neighbours and friends, nor from a
dislike to the reputation of having been unmoved by such a thing. From this case we may
perceive that the feeling of commiseration is essential to man... 7’
For Confucianism, this natural feeling of sympathy is not exclusively confined to human kind. It can
also be expanded toward animals. When Mencius tried to persuade the King of Liang to pursue the
benevolent politics, he tells the following story.
'T heard the following incident from Hu He: "The king," said he, "was sitting aloft in the
hall, when a man appeared, leading an ox past the lower part of it. The king saw him, and
asked, “Where is the ox going?” The man replied, “We are going to consecrate a bell with

its blood.” The king said, Let it go. I cannot bear its frightened appearance, as if it were an

- 204 —



Nature and Justice in Early Confucianism (Nv)

innocent person going to the place of death... 8’
Mencius interprets this behavior as a manifestation of the king’s benevolent heart. He says, ‘So is
the superior man affected towards animals, that, having seen them alive, he cannot bear to see
them die; having heard their dying cries, he cannot bear to eat their flesh... ®’ He then urges that
king to expand his kindness toward animals to all the people of his kingdom.'?

In Confucianism this natural feeling of love and sympathy can also be extended toward the
whole natural world. There is a famous paragraph in The Analects: “The Master standing by a river,
said, "It passes on just like this, not ceasing day or night!" 'V It has generally been interpreted as
indicating that Confucius was moved by the beauty, strength, or even the ‘virtue’ of the natural
world. This sentence is well known and deeply loved by those educated in Confucian cultures, and
typically reflects the Confucian sentiment or aesthetics toward nature. For Confucianism, Human
beings do not only have a natural feeling of sympathy toward each other, which is the foundation of
humanity, but also have a natural feeling of sympathy and love toward nature. In consequence to
behave in a friendly and human manner towards nature is an essential part of (the virtue of)
humanity. Thus, the pursuit of humanity, which might be interpreted as to love other beings, and to
love nature, is not a belief which comes only from reason, but an attitude that is based both on
reason and on a natural sentiment or feeling of human beings.”? In Confucianism, to respect and
love nature is not only rational behavior done for utilitarian considerations, but more essentially it is
an action in accordance with the pursuit of humanity, a virtue that is based on the natural sympathy
and feeling of love toward others beings and the natural world.

Correspondingly, in Confucianism, nature is not only the natural world as it is understood in
our modern era. That is, an object to be conquered and utilized, and for that very purpose
preserved and understood with natural sciences. In Confucianism, nature is also an object to be
felt, sympathized, respected and loved. In their relationship with nature and with each other,
human beings realize their humanity. At a different level of philosophical thinking, nature was
regarded as a metaphysical object, described mainly in reference to the concept Heaven/ X . It is
from this metaphysical Heaven, that human beings gain their nature, and that the state obtains its

legitimacy.

4. The Mandate of the Heaven

According to Confucianism, humanity, and the human virtues, have to be cultivated in social
relationships and should be exemplified by the proper behavior ( %L ) of individuals. For
Confucianism, on the one hand, the individual person should consciously cultivate his or her
virtues and behave properly; on the other hand, the state should promote the welfare of the people,
which constitutes a precondition for the cultivation of virtue. The state should also promote the
cultivation of humanity through, among other things, teaching the people to conform to a moralized

social order. Following the discussion on the rulers’ function to deal with nature and agricultural
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production, quoted earlier, Mencius continues,
‘But men possess a moral nature; and if they are well fed, warmly clad, and comfortably
lodged, without being taught at the same time, they become almost like the beasts. This
was a subject of anxious solicitude to the sage Shun, and he appointed Xie to be the
Minister of Instruction, to teach the relations of humanity: how, between father and son,
there should be affection; between sovereign and minister, righteousness; between
husband and wife, attention to their separate functions; between old and young, a proper
order; and between friends, fidelity." '®
Thus, in Confucianism, besides or beyond the relationship between nature and human society,
rulers have to further maintain a good social order through teaching and promoting moralized
social relationships among people. However the separation between nature and human society is by
no means definitive. On the one hand, managing the relationship with nature constitutes not only
the precondition of a well-ordered society, but also part of humanity and of the corresponding
social norms, as we argued earlier; on the other hand, a well-ordered society contributes to the
order of the cosmic whole. According to Confucianism, the ruler of the state gains his legitimacy
from the Heaven (tian/ X , the literal meaning of which is the sky), this is known as the Mandate
of the Heaven (XK#y). In pre-Qin Confucianism, this concept of Heaven was already different from
that of the physical sky, but at the same time it was also different from the theistic understanding of
the concept. The concept of the Mandate of the Heaven is essentially metaphysical and represents
something like the ethical sovereign of the whole natural and human world."”
Concerning the natural world, Confucius once commented in the following way on how the
Heaven works:
The Master said, "I would prefer not speaking." Zi Gong said, "If you, Master, do not
speak, what shall we, your disciples, have to record?" The Master said, "Does Heaven
speak? The four seasons pursue their courses, and all things are continually being
produced, but does Heaven say anything?" '»
Thus, in Confucianism, nature is not simply an objective entity as understood in mainstream
modern political thinking, but a living existence with an ontological Heaven as its sovereign. The
same applies to human world. According to Confucianism, the ruler gains his legitimacy from the
Mandate of the Heaven (K#y). Confucianism argues that the ruler must try to establish order in
human society and to promote the welfare of the people. Since ‘Heaven sees according as my
people see; Heaven hears according as my people hear’,'® if the ruler cannot gain the heart of the
people, he will lose the Mandate of the Heaven. It seems at first sight that this line of argument is
not in opposition to a certain understanding of democracy in modern political thinking. However,
the Mandate of the Heaven is essentially different from the general will of the people, and the
sovereignty of the ruler should not be understood as the sovereignty of the people as usually
claimed in modern states. The essential difference is that in Confucianism, the legitimacy of the

ruler, or more generally, the principle of human society, is not a problem exclusively related to
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humankind, but a problem that relates to both the human world and the whole cosmic world, the
former constituting a part of the latter.

Though in Confucianism, only the sovereign ruler gains the Mandate of the Heaven to rule the
state, individual beings also have, but in a different way, their own mandates (#¥), which are also
from the Heaven. The mandate of a sage, for example Confucius or Mencius, could be something
close or related to the Mandate of the Heaven of the ruler, such as exemplified by the following
passage of The Analects,

The Master was put in fear in Kuang. He said, "After the death of King Wen, was not the
cause of truth lodged here in me? If Heaven had wished to let this cause of truth perish,
then I, a future mortal, should not have got such a relation to that cause. While Heaven
does not let the cause of truth perish, what can the people of Kuang do to me?" 17
Here, Confucius believes that he has himself received the mandate from the Heaven to transmit the
civilization as the King Wen did, though in his life time, he clearly had no chance to become a ruler,
and furthermore few rulers really liked to listen to his teaching. Actually, throughout Chinese
history, as Theodore de Bary points out, most Confucian scholars believed that, though only the
ruler of the state had the sovereign power which comes from the Mandate of the Heaven, it is the
Confucian scholars who inherit civilization and understand what the government should do with
the Mandate of the Heaven.'® In this sense, Confucianism argues that a Confucian gentleman
should either pursue state officialdom to help the ruler realize the Mandate of the Heaven, or as a
scholar advise or criticize the ruler so as to persuade him to follow the right way of governance.

Likewise Mencius, when arguing for the goodness of human nature, directly relates human
nature with the Heaven, and accordingly a person’s cultivation of human virtues with the
establishment of one’s Heaven-ordained being.

'He who has exhausted all his mental constitution knows his nature. Knowing his nature,
he knows Heaven. To preserve one's mental constitution, and nourish one's nature, is the
way to serve Heaven. When neither a premature death nor long life causes a man any
double-mindedness, but he waits in the cultivation of his personal character for whatever
issue; this is the way in which he establishes his Heaven-ordained being.' '
Though in Confucianism, individuals’ self-cultivation of human virtues is essentially in accordance
with their pursuit of government officialdom or scholarship, Mencius emphasizes that consciously
concentrating on one’s cultivation of virtues is the way to establish or realize one’s mandate from
the Heaven. Even if a person does not have the chance to become an official or to advice the ruler,
and no matter whether he lives a long or a short life, he still can establish his own Heaven-ordained
being with his belief and through greact effort on self-cultivation.

Thus, for Confucianism, both the cultivation of human virtues at the level of the individual and
the pursuit of benevolent government at the level of the state are not regarded as actions that are
only related to human society, as is the case in modern Western political thinking. Both the

legitimacy of the sovereign power of the state and the justification of the cultivation of individual
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virtues are regarded as ultimately originating from the Heaven, the ethic sovereign of the whole
natural and human world. In other words, in Confucianism, the state theory that the sovereignty of
the ruler comes from the Mandate of the Heaven should be interpreted in a normative way, that is,
the ruler should follow or represent the Mandate of the Heaven in pursuing benevolent governance
(A=) and establishing the system of rites (*L#l). This role of the state is not in contrast to, but
rather in accordance with individual beings’ efforts to realized their own Heavenly-ordained being
through cultivating humanity and behaving humanly at the local level, in family, in community, etc.
Confucianism argues that by cultivating humanity and by establishing a well-ordered society,
human beings contribute to the well-being of the whole cosmic world. Xunzi (%jF) in his writing
developed the concept of triad () between the Heaven, the Earth, and human being. The
Chinese character can/ % also means to participate, to assist, to facilitate, etc. In the chapter ‘Man's
Nature Is Evil,” Xunzi argues that:
If the man in the street applies himself to training and study, concentrates his mind and
will, and considers and examines things carefully, continuing his efforts over a long
period of time and accumulating good acts without stop, then he can achieve a godlike
understanding and form a triad with Heaven and earth. The sage is a man who has arrived
where he has through the accumulation of good acts.” 2”

In the chapter of Zhong Yong, or The Doctrine of the Mean, of Liji, there is a paragraph saying

something similar to what Xunzi says in the above paragraph:
When we have intelligence resulting from sincerity, this condition is to be ascribed to
nature; when we have sincerity resulting from intelligence, this condition is to be ascribed
to instruction. But given the sincerity, and there shall be the intelligence; given the
intelligence, and there shall be the sincerity. It is only he who is possessed of the most
complete sincerity that can exist under heaven, who can give its full development to his
nature. Able to give its full development to his own nature, he can do the same to the
nature of other men. Able to give its full development to the nature of other men, he can
give their full development to the natures of animals and things. Able to give their full
development to the natures of creatures and things, he can assist the transforming and
nourishing powers of Heaven and Earth. Able to assist the transforming and nourishing
powers of Heaven and Earth, he may with Heaven and Earth form a ternion.?

The fundamental idea of Confucianism is that human nature is essentially in accordance with
the metaphysical and ontological existence of the Heaven, and that to develop one’s human nature
and to cultivate humanity with great sincerity is the way to participate the creative process of the
whole world, both natural and human.

In short, in the political philosophy of Confucianism, on the one hand, individuals are urged to
differentiate themselves from beasts through cultivating humanity, and rulers are urged to conquer
nature and to promote a moralized social order. On the other hand, to feel, respect, or even to love

the natural world is regarded as an essential part of one’s humanity, in consequence to protect
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nature and to respect natural order constitute one major concern of the government and an
important part of social rituals. This relationship with nature is acutally the manifestation of a
specific metaphysical interpretation of the cosmic whole. The normative arguments on human
nature and human society, both the cultivation of humanity on the part of the individual and the
pursuit of benevolent governance on the part of the state, are regarded as originating from the
mandate of the Heaven, author of the truth and order of the whole world. Thus, the idea of respect
for and protection of natural world is essentially in accordance with the underlying philosophical

belief of Confucianism.

Conclusion: Confucianism and the ecological problem in modern China

Even though Confucianism was regarded as the dominating ideology in ancient China throughout
two thousand years of its history, to a large extent it only served as ideological rhetoric to justify
the status quo, and it was by no means the only form of political thinking which had an influence
over ancient China. To mention but one example: Legalism (3:5). The First Emperor of Qin (%
IH ) interpreted the Mandate of the Heaven as justification of his absolute power, in a more
Legalist way. Other emperors essentially followed his example, though they turned to
Confucianism as a rhetoric. ‘Confucianism on the outside and Legalism on the inside’ (£ H)
is a well-known saying which describes the complicated situation of ancient China.

Not withstanding the ideologically dominant role of Confucianism, and notwithstanding that
the government officials were mostly recruited from Confucian scholars, the Confucian ideal never
became true in ancient China. To a large extent because of the absoluteness of state power and the
fact that bureaucrats became the ruling class, ancient China never solved the problem of
corruption. One important characteristic of the political structure of ancient China is the dynastic
cycle. When a dynasty was first established, it could largely guarantee the order of society and
provide basic social welfare to the people. But during its period of decadence, the bureaucratic
system generally became corrupted and the government could no longer function well.

A similar process took place as far as the human-nature relationship was concerned. At the
beginning of a dynasty, the state usually made efforts on flood control and other ways of dealing
with natural disasters and could provide reliefs when disasters struck. However, towards the end of
a dynaty’s reign the state often lost its ability to manage the natural environment and the budget
necessary in order to provide relief. Natural disasters happened and famines broke out more often
during those periods. Then, when social order could no longer be generally guaranteed and a large
portion of the population lived in dire conditions, the state would lose its legitimacy and rebellion,
with the aim of overturning the old dynasty, broke out and gained legitimacy. In many cases, the
refugees displaced by the famine would join the rebellious army in the time of political turmoil 22

An example of this is provided by the last dynasty Qing (i&). The Manchu Qing had actually

established the most complicated system of famine relief in ancient China. A large storage of grain
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was maintained to stabilize the prices of the grains in normal years and to provide famine relief
when natural disasters happened.? However, the same thing happened to the Qing dynasty as to
other dynasties during its declining period. A large famine broke up during the fourth and fifth
years of Guangxu reign (the so called T /X% 5t in 1878 and 1879). At that period, the last dynasty
was in its ending period. The state had largely lost the revenue necessary to rescue the victims; the
large storage of grains had almost disappeared by then; and corruption which prevailed throughout
the whole bureaucratic system further prevented efficient disaster relief. As a result, about one
tenth of the population died of the famine.?”

Thus, though Confucianism was adopted by most dynasties as state ideology, its core
principles had never really been applied in real politics throughout two thousand years of Chinese
history. It seems clear that in ancient China, where victims of natural disasters were supposed to be
relieved by the government, famine happened due more to the dysfunction of the state than to
natural disaster itself. When China entered its modern period, Confucianism was criticized as
backward political thinking and essentially abandoned. Western thinking such as Marxism and
liberalism was adopted as the political ideology on the part of the state and by individuals as well.
Unlike what is the case in Confucianism, one fundamental idea of modern political thinking is the
blatant split between the human world and the nature world. Both individual cultivation and the
pursuit of justice at the state level are regarded as something relative to subjective will of human
beings only and essentially having nothing to do with the natural world. The traditional idea of the
Mandate of the Heaven is criticized as a superstitious idea. And nature is simply regarded as an
object to be conquered and utilized. Many people brainwashed by the ideology of materialism have
almost lost the sense of natural beauty and the feeling of sympathy toward the natural world.
Against this background, deforestation and other forms of destruction of the natural environment
as a result of industrialization were viewed as justified to a large extent.

Further, one effect of all kinds of mass movements is that many people have lost confidence in
the goodness of human nature. Especially in the post-Mao reform period when the government
relaxed its strict ideological control to further its modernization process, people began competing
and pursued their self-interest, even at the cost of social justice and natural environment. During
that period, a continuing high rate of GDP growth appeared together with rampancy of corruption
among officials as well as in society as a whole and with great destruction of natural environment.

While enjoying the benefit from high economic growth, in Communist China people have also
suffered from all sorts of catastrophes, ultimately related to this materialist ideology, as well as to
moral collapse both of the state officials and individuals.

In the great famine that took place during the Great Leap Forward from 1958 to 1960, around
30 to 40 million people died. Droughts, floods, and other natural disasters certainly contributed to
the famine, which was referred to by the state and the people as ‘the three years of natural
disasters’. But it is apparent that the main cause of the famine was not natural disasters but rather

the failures of the policies in the Great Leap Forward movement.?
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A recent catastrophic event was the 2008 Sichuan Earthquake. One politically sensitive topic
concerning this catastrophe was the school casualties. Thousands of students died due to the poor
quality of schoolroom construction. Angry parents who lost their single child asked the
government to investigate local officials and construction firms involved in building the collapsed
schools; and some political activists such as Ai Weiwei voluntarily investigated the details of school
casualty. Yet, unlike the quick response to rescue the victims of the earthquake, the government in
this case was reluctant to make a deep inquiry into the school construction scandal; related reports
were censored and some activists were even silenced or imprisoned.?? The inferior quality of
school buildings revealed the extent of corruption of local officials and the general problem of the
construction industry. These various incidents all indicate some deep-seated problems with the
present regime, which is why the government lacked confidence in dealing with the school
construction scandal.

Finally, the ‘chronic’ industrial, social, political and ecological catastrophes Chinese people are
suffering in their everyday life such as severe air pollution, food safety problem, social turmoil, etc.
are all related to the collapse of social morality and justice, and to the pursuit of selfish benefit on
the part of individual actors, both officials and non-officials, ready to sacrifice all rules and laws.
What is clear is that these catastrophes are both human and natural. In China, both human beings
and nature are suffering from the problematic modern political developments. However, this
problem of corruption is by no means a new one; something similar to the old dynastic cycle has
reappeared. This is a problem which can no longer be solved in the ‘old way’, that is, by the change
of dynasty through revolution or rebellion. China is no longer an ancient agricultural society, but a
modern society. A fundamental change in the political thinking and the political structure is needed
in China. Given its important role in Chinese history, and given the possibility for new
interpretation of its political philosophy, Confucianism might provide a new perspective to look at

the problems modern China is facing.
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