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Abstract “Eco-environmental governance” refers to a dynamic process of translating
environmental governance knowledge into practice. Ethical governance of the eco-
environment serves as an important link that facilitates the transition from environmental
governance cognition to concrete implementation. The discussion on the ethical governance
of the environment has been ongoing for a long time. However, reaching a consensus within
the academic community remains challenging, and some scholars still question its rationality.
From the perspective of Marxist environmental governance, “eco-environmental governance”
refers to a governance system composed of the subject, content, and methodology of
environmental governance. Accordingly, the rationality of ethical governance of the eco-
environment should be analyzed based on the three most fundamental elements. Regarding
the environmental governance subject, the dual existence of individual “ethical beings” and
the collective “ethical community” indicates the possibility of the ethical governance subject
in the eco-environment. In terms of the environmental governance object, a dual predicament
of “ethical disorder” in the social sphere and “moral absence” in the natural sphere determines
the inevitability of ethical governance content in the eco-environment. As for environmental
governance means, the “ethical guidance” at the mind level and “ethical regulation” at the
behavioral level prove the necessity of the ethical governance method in the eco-environment.
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A series of remarkable achievements have been made in the eco-environmental governance.
However, the environmental crisis remains a serious issue that threatens human survival and
development. Addressing this issue requires more than simply diagnosing or treating certain
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environmental issues. It necessitates profound theoretical reflection on who should govern
the environment, which environmental issues should be addressed, and how the environment
should be governed. “Eco-environmental governance” represents a comprehensive
governance system consisting of environmental governance knowledge, value, and practice.
“Ethical governance of the environment” is an important component of the value system of
environmental governance as well as an intermediate link that facilitates the transition from
environmental governance cognition to concrete implementation. It underscores that “ethics”
is both a necessary form and an inevitable content of environmental governance.' However,
some scholars still question the ethical governance of the environment to this day. They
doubt whether ethical issues exist in environmental governance, whether ethical governance
is necessary, and how it can be implemented. These debates present substantial challenges
to the rationality of the existence of ethical governance. Marxist environmental governance
is a new Marxist theoretical discipline that needs to be established, which systematically
understands, analyzes, and addresses environmental governance issues, explores, discovers,
and masters environmental governance principles, and develops, formulates, and implements
environmental governance strategies from a Marxist perspective, employing its standpoint,
viewpoint, and methodology.” Based on this new disciplinary perspective, “eco-environmental
governance” shall be related to the three most fundamental elements of environmental
governance: the subject, content, and methodology. Similarly, the rationality of ethical
governance of the eco-environment should be justified through these three most fundamental
aspects: (1) Ethically, the eco-environmental governance subject exists as both individual
“ethical being” and the collective “ethical community,” which justifies the ethical governance
of the environment from the perspective of subject possibility; (2) Eco-environmental
governance is faced with a dual predicament of “ethics disorder” in the social sphere and
“moral absence” in the natural sphere, which makes ethical issues in the environment an
inevitable aspect of the environmental governance object; (3) Eco-environmental governance
needs the dual ethical means of “ethical guidance” at the mind level and “ethical regulation”
at the behavioral level, which makes ethical governance a necessary form of environmental
governance. These three aspects, which are interrelated and integrated with each other, are
expected to clarify the rationality of ethical governance of eco-environment.

' Tian Haiping [MiF- (2017) holds that, “ethical governance” can be semantically divided into two forms: “transcendental
governance” and “empirical governance.” In terms of context, it encompasses “governance with ethics,” “governance in an
ethical manner,” “ethics as governance,” and “governance of ethics.” Among them, the first three belong to transcendental
governance, which is characterized by the ethicization of governance and resort to, rely on, and even equate to ethical
identity (or ethical entity). The fourth falls under empirical governance. It opposes the ethicization of governance and instead
advocates that ethical governance should be interpreted as the governance of ethical issues or difficulties on the basis of
clearly distinguishing the boundary between governance and ethics.

?1n 2017, the People’s Publishing House released Tang Daixing’s #1824 book Research on National Environmental Governance [
FIEHABINIGE (three volumes in total: Ethics of Climate Irregularities " A#S A4S HE, Pathways to Restoration of Climate
W S AERIAR, and Explorations in Environmental Governance #5536 H124#£2). This series is pioneering in its proposal to
establish the “environmental governance” discipline. This discipline represents not only a new science that systematically
discusses the laws, principles, knowledge, and methods of national environmental governance, but also serves as a
comprehensive humanities and social science that systematically explores the construction of ecological civilization. It
is also the first new science dedicated to systematically studying the modernization of the national governance system
and governance capabilities, highlighting discussions on issues grounded in local contexts and the creation of disciplines
characterized by Chinese perspectives and discourse (see Zeng 2018).
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1 “Rationality of Subject’: Dual Existence of Individual “Ethical Being” and
the Collective “Ethical Community”
The “environmental crisis” is a complex issue resulting from natural, artificial, and social
factors in humans’ quest for survival. Zeng Jianping describes it as a modern disease
confronting today’s society (Zeng 2004, 8). When facing with such a complex “modern
disease,” human beings, as the “advanced species” in the biosphere, are unlikely to simply sit
still and await their fate, let alone hand over their destiny to an indifferent deity or a living
monkey. This is because the immense force that holds humans’ fate is ultimately in their
hands. Moreover, humans are both the ultimate architects of modern environmental disasters
as well as the ones capable of ultimately curing these diseases. Life on the earth has enriched
the planet, but the biological instinct of life determines that all living beings engage in
activities that result in environmental deprivation. However, unlike other beings, humans have
a unique undertaking, namely, rebuilding, restoring, protecting, and governing their living
environment. As Holmes Rolston noted, humans dramatically rebuild their environment, in
contrast to squirrels, which take the environment as they find it (Rolston 2000, 1). According
to him, this is because humans also possess a capacity for understanding, appreciating, and
enjoying nature that far exceeds their biological use of it (Rolston 2000, 2). In the course of
fulfilling this complex and special undertaking, humans encounter various challenges, such as
those related to technology, economy, and system, as well as deep-seated issues such as those
pertinent to ethics, morality, and value. Often, these issues are intertwined, compounding
the difficulties faced. Fortunately, humans have developed a range of countermeasures,
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usually incorporating elements of “technology—physics,” “law-institutions,” “economy—
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compensation,” “ethics—conventions,” and so on. In short, “modernity diseases” stem from
“people in modernity” and are managed by “people in modernity.”

Firstly, based on the analysis of biological individuals, humans are identified as “ethical
existences (beings),” which theoretically justifies the rationality of ethical governance of
the eco-environment from the perspective of subject possibility. In the history of ethics,
there are two different interpretations of “ethical existence (being).” The first is Samuel
von Pufendorf’s theory of human nature segmentation, which posits that the “ethical being”
represents an existential attribute that distinguishes it from other forms of existence. As
Pufendorf (1934) stated, our task is to examine how a certain attribute is conferred upon
things and their natural movement—primarily used to guide acts of will. This attribute
gives rise to norms of human conduct, along with exceptional appropriateness and order
that enhance human life, which we refer to “entiamoralia” (moral entity). It serves as the
basis for judging and regulating human behavior, allowing them to acquire characteristics
distinct from the rudimentary attribute of animals. The second is Soren Aabye Kierkegaard’s
theory of three stages of life, which suggests that life is not based on an established fact of
existence but rather an ongoing movement. “Ethical existence represents the second stage of
life. At this stage, individuals, as ethical beings, are no longer sleepwalkers in the emotional
realm, but rational self-awakening existences. Reason enables individuals to recognize and
commit to universal moral norms and obligations, imparting a certain sense of formality and
consistency to their lives and actions” (Wan 2010, 480). From different perspectives, both of
the interpretations affirm that humans are “ethical beings.” Nowadays, humans, as biological
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individuals, all exist within the space and time of modernity. Thus, they exhibit varying
degrees of modernity. However, this characteristic cannot alter the fact that humans continue
to be “entities of existence.” Neither does it hinder them from being “physical existences” nor
“ethical existences.” It’s just that these kinds of “ethical existences” are marked by modernity
and are equipped with modern survival strategies and defensive capabilities. In brief, “ethical
existence (being)” is an intrinsic attribute of humans, as well as a necessary stage in human
growth. From the very start to the end, biological individuals are “ethical beings.” In other
words, ethics appears to infuse both the human body and soul, penetrating every stage of
human life. Ethics and humans seem to coexist in a deeply intertwined relationship. These
justify the rationality of ethical governance of the eco-environment from the perspective of
subject possibility.

Secondly, through the lens of social groups, humans exist as part of the “ethical community,”
which also provides a theoretical justification for the rationality of ethical governance of the eco-
environment from the perspective of subject possibility. The concept of “ethical community”
is a compound term derived from the concept of “community.” The concept of “community”
can be traced back to the “food sharing system” in ancient Greece, representing a “group”
in contrast to “individuals.” Members of a polis gather at a communal table to share meals,
fostering a sense of brotherhood among citizens. Wang Zeying (2016) explains the reason
for this practice is that nothing can reinforce this belief more effectively than sharing food
prepared from the same hearth and served at a common table. By analyzing the concepts,
Tonnies points out that “community (Gemeinschaft) ” is a communicative organism different
from “society (Gesellschaft),” especially referring to the communicative organism closely
connected through traditional natural emotions. Although both “community” and “society”
represent common lifestyles of human beings, only “community” embodies a genuine shared
life, while “society” is merely a temporary and superficial form of shared life (Tonnies 1999).
A “community” is a group formed by human beings based on their “natural will (Wesenwille),”
showcasing the true essence of human relations. In contrast, a “society,” in a traditional
sense, is a group mechanically formed based on the “rational will (Kfirwille),” such as power,
systems, and laws, which reflects superficial human relations (Wang 2016). Nowadays, the
influence of “communitarianism” in North America has led to the widespread use of the
concept of “community” across various fields in humanities and social sciences, such as
ethics, political philosophy, and religion. The term “ethical community” has been introduced
as a collective concept that corresponds to the individual “ethical being.” However, the
academic community has yet to establish a general definition for it. Chen Yuehua (2012)
has proposed five characteristics of an “ethical community”: commonality, subjective
identity, internal law, internality, and endogeneity. Wang Haiming (2006) has introduced the
concept of “moral community,” defining it as the sum of all individuals and groups that should
be treated according to moral norms. In short, the term “ethical community” refers to a
group of individuals living under the same moral paradigm. United by common objective
interests and mutual subjective emotional identification, they abide by mutually recognized
ethical rules and moral norms and engage in mutually recognized moral activities and ethical
undertakings, promoting the functioning and development of the “ethical community.” This
justifies the rationality of ethical governance of the eco-environment from the perspective of
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subject possibility as well.

Finally, in what sense do “ethical beings” and the “ethical community” justify the rationality of
ethical governance of the eco-environment from the perspective of subject possibility? In linguistics,
“ethical governance” can be understood in two dimensions: “governance of ethics” and “governance
in an ethical manner.” In the first context, “ethics” is regarded as a “governance object,” referring to
ethical issues that need to be addressed, such as the ethical basis of environmental governance, whether
people have direct moral obligations to nature, and matters involving fairness and justice in the
process of environmental governance, etc. In the second context, “ethics” functions as a “means
and approach,” representing an ethical method that is used to address environmental issues and
corresponds to technology, law, economy, education, etc. Ultimately, in either dimension, ethical
governance must rely on “ethical persons” as entities of existence. Similarly, political issues
must be addressed and administrative measures must be implemented by “political individuals,”
while technological challenges should be tackled and technological means should be executed
by “technologists.” We cannot rely on God or other living beings to solve environmental ethical
issues and execute environmental ethical means. Instead, we can only depend on ourselves—
“environmentally ethical persons.” This is because each of us is more advanced than animals and
plants and can achieve desired results more effectively than God. In addition to the psychological
desire to “conquer nature,” we are also capable of generating sincere emotions to “love nature.”
What is more commendable is that we possess “practical reason” to “curb desire” and “generate
emotions.” This “practical reason” serves as a solid foundation and supreme law for us as “ethical
beings” and part of the “ethical community.” According to Zhao Dunhua (2012), Aristotle states
that all living entities have souls. Humans possess a rational soul, which enables reasoning and
complex thought, in addition to the functions found in plants and animals respectively. This
unique function defines the special existence of humans, indicating that the environment is both
damaged and governed by humans. As the old Chinese saying goes, untying the bell requires the
person who fastened the bell. In summary, we are “ethical beings” living in a specific “ethical
community.” Unlike other beings, we have an “ethical spirit” and firm “ethical beliefs.” We have
the ability to combat the “ethical enemy” using the “ethical weapon.” It is precisely in this sense
that the “governance subject—humans” exist both as individual “ethical being” and part of the
collective “ethical community.” The possibility of “environmentally ethical persons” provides
support as a subject and a possible justification for the rationality of ethical governance of the

eco-environment.

2 “Rationality of Object”: A Dual Predicament of “Ethical Disorder” in the
Social Sphere and “Moral Absence” in the Natural Sphere
To a certain extent, the “ethical beings” and the “ethical community” support the rationality
of ethical governance of the eco-environment from the perspective of subject possibility.
However, in terms of the rationality of existence, it is essential to further explore the
inevitability of ethical governance of the eco-environment at the content level. This involves
examining whether ethical issues constitute the object of eco-environmental governance and
identifying which ethical issues need to be addressed. Before starting the exploration, we first
need to figure out what the environmental issues are. In a broad sense, environmental issues
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can be divided into two categories: primary eco-environmental issues, which are caused by
natural forces, and secondary eco-environmental issues, which result from human production
and social activities (Zhao 2007). In a narrow sense, primary eco-environmental issues belong
to natural disasters, such as volcanoes, earthquakes, tsunamis, typhoons, and avalanches.
Environmental issues, in particular, refer to secondary eco-environmental issues. These
include resource and energy consumption, environmental pollution, and ecological imbalances
resulting from industrial and agricultural production and consumption, eco-environmental
issues stemming from population growth, urban construction, traffic congestion, and other
activities, and secondary destruction from natural disasters caused by human factors.
Although modern science indicates that some natural disasters are not completely unrelated
to human activities, the environmental issues discussed here pertain solely to those related to
human practices. As Nobuko Iijima (1999) stated, the change or deterioration of the natural,
physical, and chemical environments due to human actions—"belonging to, for, or caused
by human beings”—has led to various adverse effects on human society. These are known
as environmental issues. In short, eco-environmental issues are fundamentally characterized
by their “harmfulness” and “artificiality.” These issues are the environmental consequences
of anomalies in the “behavior-function” of human activities. They reflect situations where
human actions exert a detrimental force on the environment, disrupting its inherent self-
consistency. They represent a “negative state,” where human power significantly surpasses
the environment’s innate ability to self-regulate (Zeng 2004, 5).

So, what is the object of eco-environmental governance? From the perspective of external
manifestations, eco-environmental governance mainly involves resolving and compensating
for the “evil consequences to environment” resulting from unreasonable human behaviors
in the process of human practice or modifying human behaviors to prevent the expansion
of “evil consequences to environment.” Environmental issues are closely associated with
human behaviors and their outcomes. These issues manifest as damage to ecological
structures, failures in self-organizing functions, and dismemberment of life systems caused
by irrational human activities, ultimately threatening the survival and development of human
beings. From the perspective of internal root causes, the most fundamental aspect of eco-
environmental governance is managing the “evil desires for environment” that drive irrational
behaviors. The proliferation of human inner desires acts as the internal driving force for
“evil consequences to environment.” More importantly, “external behavior” is the outward
manifestation of the “internal mind,” and “behavior orientation” is influenced by “inner
orientation.” Daisaku Ikeda (1997) marked that once people lose the natural rhythm of their
inner world, life energy will undergo unsettling fluctuations, transforming into a force that
is destructive, aggressive, dominant, and driven by desire and impulse ... The desertification
of the earth is deeply connected to the “spiritual desertification” of human life. The egoism
that arises from the “spiritual desertification” of individuals, whose “internal environment” is
polluted, leads to the domination, despoilment, and destruction of the external environment,
which includes culture, social environment, and natural environment. Therefore, it is clear
that “eco-environmental governance” should address not only the unreasonable behaviors of
human beings and the resulting consequences but also their “illegitimate intentions.” In other
words, we need to focus on both the external manifestations and the internal root causes of
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environmental issues. “Moral absence” in the natural sphere and “ethical disorder” in the
social sphere are exactly the deepest root causes of these “evil consequences to environment”
and “evil desires for environment.” It is precisely in this context that eco-environmental
governance is confronted with a dual predicament between “ethical disorder” in the social
sphere and “moral absence” in the natural sphere, highlighting the need to address ethical
issues as an inevitable object of environmental governance.

The first ethical issue of eco-environmental governance is “ethical disorder” in the social
sphere. As we all know, the human mind manifests itself in concrete behaviors within social
and natural spheres. The former is used to describe the relationship between people and
society (people), while the latter is used to record the relationship between people and nature.
They are the two most fundamental relationships for human survival and development.
“Ethical order” reflects an ethical relationship between people and the corresponding ethical
rules. It generally manifests as ethical cultural systems with public characteristics, such as
social public ethical norms in a certain form, daily life standards, social customs and habits,
and the civic virtues of social members or national citizens (Wu & Wan 1999). These rules
permeate other non-ethical social relations, taking on the responsibility of value critique
and providing a foundation for value rationality. They represent a relatively invisible and
stable inner spiritual order (Gao 2003). This kind of spiritual order plays a significant role
in guiding society development towards “sound” or “good” while maintaining its orderly
and healthy operation. Once the social spiritual ethical order is chaotic, all material non-
ethical orders certainly will inevitably fall into disarray. This is evident in the production and
consumption orders in the economic field, which serve as the material basis for maintaining
the development and operation of the whole society. They are two major social links directly
related to the natural environment. The former manifests as “acquiring from nature,” while
the latter reflects as “releasing to nature.” If either of them becomes chaotic and loses the
normative guidance of ethical value, it will lead to environmental issues to varying degrees.
For example, when the production sector that “acquires from nature” loses ethical constraints
and becomes driven by capital and interests, it will advance aggressively toward exploiting
nature. The history of the capitalist industry provides the best evidence of this. For another
example, in the consumption sector that “releases to nature,” the absence of ethical constraints
gives rise to excessive, luxury, conspicuous, and hedonic consumption. The upsurge of
modern consumerism is a realistic example. Hence, “ethical disorder” in the social sphere is
one of the moral roots that cause modern environmental crises and should thus be deemed as
an object of environmental governance.

Another ethical issue of eco-environmental governance is “moral absence” in the natural
sphere. The moral relationship between humans and natural beings, or the question of
whether humans have a direct moral obligation to nature, is the focus of controversy
between two schools of thought in modern Western environmental ethics. Proponents of
“anthropocentrism,” such as Bryan Norton and William Murdy, hold that humans only have
a direct moral obligation to themselves and their descendants, while their obligation to other
beings is indirect. Conversely, supporters of “nature-centrism” argue that natural beings
should receive moral care. For instance, the “animal welfare theory,” with representatives
including Peter Singer and Tom Regan, maintains that animals possess inherent “sensibility”
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similar to that of humans, and given this, the scope of moral obligation should extend to all
animals with “sensibility.” “Biocentrism,” represented by Albert Schweitzer and Paul Taylor,
asserts that both “sensitive” animals and “insensitive” plants should be given moral care
based on their “life purposes.” “Ecocentrism,” championed by Aldo Leopold, Arne Nass,
and Holmes Rolston III, broadens the scope of moral rights to encompass all in nature from
the ecosystem perspective. This view holds that inanimate substances, such as mountains and
rivers, which exist outside the community of life, should also receive due moral care. The
article does not extensively comment on this endless internal debate. However, in this intense
debate, several points of consensus have emerged, such as “the essence of the environmental
crisis is a crisis of culture and values,” “humans are the only moral agents on the earth,”
and “humankind is an integral part of nature.” More importantly, this debate has brought to
light the fact of “moral absence” in the natural sphere. It is precisely because this moral fact
is overlooked that some people lack the moral rationality and emotions needed to treat and
care for natural beings as they do for other people. Consequently, they display an anti-ethical
inclination to “wreak havoc on nature” in their thoughts and engage in behavior of “immorally
exploiting nature,” ranging from the plundering of resources like forests, grasslands, minerals,
and oceans, and the indiscriminately discharging of pollutants such as waste gas, wastewater,
and waste residue to the hunting and killing of numerous wildlife species such as pangolins,
elephants, and rhinoceroses. All these are enough to demonstrate that “moral absence” in
the natural sphere is also a moral root cause of modern environmental crises, and should,
therefore, be considered as another object of environmental governance.

3 “Rationality of Means”: The Dual Governance of “Ethical Guidance” at the
Mind Level and “Ethical Regulation” at the Behavioral Level
In terms of governance contents, both “ethical disorder” and “moral absence” justify
the inevitability of ethical governance of the eco-environment. However, in terms of the
rationality of existence, it is still essential to further explore the necessity of environmental
ethical governance from the standpoint of governance form, specifically, addressing whether
ethical governance is necessary, or how governance should be carried out through ethical
means. Similarly, before beginning the exploration, we need to know the existing eco-
environmental governance means. As previously mentioned, eco-environmental issues cannot
be simply attributed to “natural disasters” arising from the imbalance within nature. Instead,
they reflect “man-made disasters” resulting from the fractured relationship between humans
and nature. Humans began to search for effective solutions to environmental diseases after
they realized the fact that the environmental crisis poses a serious threat to the survival and
development of humans. From the perspective of the governance process, eco-environmental
governance can be divided into three stages: prevention, treatment, and maintenance;
through the lens of the governance mechanism, each of the three stages corresponds to three
governance levels: “primary governance” of real-world environmental issues, “secondary
governance” of behaviors that lead to environmental issues, and “tertiary governance” of
unreasonable intentions; from the governance system’s point of view, eco-environmental

governance includes three levels: the material level, institutional level, and ideological level.
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For example, ecological technological governance falls under the material level, ecological
legal governance pertains to the institutional level, and ecological ethical governance belongs
to the ideological level. However, it is important to clarify that the detailed categorization
is mainly intended for research purposes. In reality, various environmental governance
approaches should be integrated.

First, the inadequacy of comprehensive technological governance indicates the necessity of
ethical governance of the eco-environment. “Technological governance” refers to a form of
governance directly targeting pollutants. For example, if water is polluted, the emphasis is on
directly treating the pollutant. This approach involves addressing real-world environmental
issues using physical, chemical, and biological methods to repair the dismembered nature
and restore the previous vibrant natural habitats. In addition, “technological governance”
can be understood as the “secondary governance” of environmental issues. This is because
technological governance can improve human actions or upgrade and transform human
behaviors and activities through specific technologies, thus preventing further dismemberment
and destruction of the natural environment and preserving natural habitats to a certain
extent. It is undeniable that technological governance is recognized as the most direct and
effective approach to environmental issues at present. According to Chen Minhao (1995),
technology has now become an integral of the world, deeply intervening and permeating all
human activities, and influencing people’s concepts, consciousnesses, behaviors, attitudes,
and lifestyles. The survival of modern human beings is inextricably linked to certain
technological means and conditions. Moreover, a new round of technological revolution
is sweeping across the globe. For example, innovative technologies such as big data and
artificial intelligence have enabled effective interconnection among all walks of life and all
links within specific industries. These new technological means and solutions are gradually
being applied to environmental governance, realizing all-around fundamental changes in
environmental governance means—from front-end supervision to middle-end production
and finally to end-of-pipe governance. This transformation equips us with the environmental
governance capability to adapt to the future (Xi & Zhang 2018). It should also be noted that
the myth of all-powerful technology is not without its imperfections. For instance, while
big data can provide monitoring data on the natural environment, it cannot listen to human
inner voices. Artificial intelligence may mimic human intelligence, but it cannot replicate our
minds. Technology can construct a beautiful home with blue sky, green land, and clean water
in a specific time and space, but it will never be able to create the people who safeguard the
beautiful home.

Second, the lack of comprehensive legal governance implies the necessity of ethical
governance of the eco-environment. In addition to the direct technological means, human
beings also resort to legal means targeting polluters. Environmental legislation is carried
out revolving around environmental issues. In the past, it was typically the parties who
were suffering or had suffered from environmental pollution that sought legal assistance
and carried the burden of proof. They hoped to safeguard their rights and interests through
legal means. At that time, the law emphasized environmental legal sanctions. Nowadays,
environmental legislation primarily targets potential polluters, who are now responsible
for bearing the burden of proof. The government has established minimum standards for
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environmental protection that apply to all private actions, business activities, and natural
development of the country. In this context, the law focuses on environmental prevention and
treatment. China’s environmental legal governance system has become increasingly complete,
and its environmental legal governance capacity has been gradually improved. China has enacted
a wide range of environmental laws, including basic environmental protection laws, such as the
Constitution %&£ and the Environmental Protection Law 135 {4 471, dedicated pollution
prevention laws, such as the Air Pollution Prevention and Control Law K75 4% iR 7% and
the Water Pollution Prevention and Control Law 7K 75 4% [Jjif12%, resource protection laws, such
as the Forest Law Zp#k#: and the Law on the Protection of Wild Animals $74: sh¥{#312%,
and other dedicated laws, such as the Law on the Promotion of Clean Production ¥ i 4= y=
and the Circular Economy Promotion Law {2 574iE ik 5. Particularly, since the 18th CPC
National Congress, the CPC Central Committee has proposed specific requirements across
various areas, setting a clear direction for environmental governance at the legal system
level. These include innovating systems and mechanisms, clarifying responsibilities and
rights, delineating ecological redlines, upholding the bottom line for ecological conservation,
improving laws and regulations, strengthening legal sanctions, utilizing fiscal and taxation
leverage, increasing economic constraints, incorporating green development into political
performance assessments, and implementing lifelong accountability (Pan & Huang, 2015).
General Secretary Xi Jinping notes that only by implementing the strictest systems and
the most rigorous rule of law can we provide a reliable guarantee for the building of eco-
civilization (Zhou 2013). However, we have to admit that the tailored legal system can
sometimes struggle to address certain issues and deliver desired outcomes. For example,
criminal cases of environmental pollution generally face three challenges: difficulty in
obtaining evidence, difficulty in identification, and difficulty in determination (Yang 2018).
For another example, eco-environmental supervision is hampered by fragmented issues, such
as challenges in coordinating various subjects, difficulties in systematizing various systems,
and a lack of information and data sharing (Fang & Li 2018). Furthermore, no matter how
well-established a law is, it can regulate illegal environmental damage behaviors but not
non-illegal environmental damage behaviors; it can control illegal actions by individuals or
enterprises, but cannot govern illegal intentions or plans.

Finally, what does the ethical governance of the eco-environment mean? Environmental
ethical governance cannot treat environmental pollutants as directly as technological means,
nor can it directly impose sanctions on individuals as directly as legal means. Instead,
it is a soft constraint, and more specifically, a profound, enduring, and comprehensive
ideological constraint. Once this ethical effect takes hold, it will lead to a significant change
in thought. There are generally two different viewpoints on this soft constraint of ethical
thought. Rationalists believe that ethical constraints arise from the moral gene in human
nature, originating from the awakening of humanity’s innate goodness; empiricists contend
that ethical constraints pertain to people’s inclination to seek pleasure and avoid pain.
Individuals accept ethical constraints because they allow them to receive an equivalent
amount of happiness as a reward. It can be seen that the former emphasizes internal moral
constraints, reflecting self-discipline, while the latter stresses external moral constraints,
indicative of heteronomy. However, merely relying on the two constraints is insufficient.
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“Ethical governance” should encompass both “cthical guidance” at the mind level and “ethical
regulation” at the behavioral level, namely, guiding individuals in terms of “what kind of
person one should be” and “what kinds of behaviors one should adopt.” “Ethical guidance”
at the human mind level focuses on modifying people’s inner character. The foundational
approach to controlling and guiding a person’s internal character is education, as its very
meaning is modification of native human nature in formation of those new ways of thinking,
feeling, desiring, which are foreign to raw human nature (Dewey 2006, 155). Environmental
ethical governance entails all-around education on people’s environmental knowledge,
emotions, will, and behavior to inspire their “ecological conscience” of revering, respecting,
and protecting nature. “Ethical regulation” at the behavioral level focuses on the external
control of behavior. Behavior is influenced by both the internal mind as well as the external
environment. Therefore, besides formulating environmental ethics rules, attention should
also be paid to social and cultural environmental design. The reason is that the decisive
significance and unique mode of action of environmental stimuli and reinforcement on
human behavior have provided a means to scientifically and rigorously describe and regulate
human behavior (Wan 2010, 852). Human beings can shape their behaviors and activities
by designing the external cultural environment. This enables the coordination of behavioral
control and environmental control, thus helping to prevent “non-ecological behavior,” such
as misusing, conquering, and destroying nature. All in all, eco-environmental governance
requires a dual approach: “ethical guidance” on the mind and “ethical regulation” of
behavior. This underscores the importance of ethical governance as an essential component of
environmental governance.
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