
Abstract  The politics of eco-civilization 
construction generally involves the 
understanding and interpretation of 
ecological civilization, an emerging public 
policy issue field, from the perspective 
of political science. Therefore, it can be 
considered a subfield in comparative 
politics or issue-based politics. On the other 
hand, it also encompasses implications 
in the realm of political philosophy, 
particularly concerning the relationships 
between man and nature, economy and 
environment, individuals and society, as 
well as domestic and international. The 
politics of eco-civilization construction 
drives vital support both in research 
contents and methods from the established 
field of environmental politics and its 
theoretical achievements. Moreover, it goes 
beyond that foundation by significantly 
expanding and transforming such aspects 
as research domains, academic discourses, 
and subject perspectives. As a result, it can 
perceptibly depict the distinctive qualitative 
characteristics of China’s environmental 
politics in the new era in terms of theory 
and practice. Under the discourse system 
of environmental politics, 
there emerge discussions 
on political theories of eco-
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Marxism or eco-socialism, and the eco-
Marxism social movements and party 
politics. These discussions present varying 
political understandings and public policy 
responses to the same ecological and 
environmental issues. However, from 
the perspective of the politics of eco-
civilization construction, the debate and 
inquiry regarding the socialist qualitative 
characteristics or political philosophy 
become a particularly prominent issue, 
which not only bears relevance to the overall 
landscape but also shapes future directions.
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As the name suggests, “politics of eco-
civilization construction” refers to the 
understanding and interpretation of eco-
civilization construction, an emerging 
public policy issue field, from the perspective 
of political science. It can also be seen as the 
extended application of political science 
theories and approaches in eco-civilization 
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construction, an emerging public policy 
issue field (Huan 2016, 3–5). Furthermore, 
as the theories and approaches of political 
science employed in this particular field 
align more closely with comparative 
politics, a field in political science, the 
politics of eco-civilization construction 
can aptly be categorized as a new subfield 
in comparative politics or issue-based 
politics. As an emerging subfield in its early 
stage of development, the politics of eco-
civilization construction must address three 
fundamental theoretical issues. Firstly, it is 
crucial to establish a scientific definition 
or conceptualization of the research 
subjects of the politics of eco-civilization 
construction. Secondly, the subfield should 
clarify how it inherits from and transcends 
beyond existing environmental politics. 
Lastly, it is important to examine the 
socialist qualitative characteristics of the 
politics of eco-civilization construction. 
Hence, to a large extent, this paper merely 
offers a macro-level interpretation from the 
perspective of political philosophy.

1 	What Is the “Politics of Eco-
Civilization Construction”

In brief, the politics of eco-civilization 
construction represents an academic 
discourse system or a newly developed 
subfield that is elucidated and constructed 
around “eco-civilization construction 
politics.” When it comes to understanding 
the “eco-civilization construction politics” 
(or “eco-civilization and its construction 
politics”) as an independent political 
phenomenon or subject of study, two 

aspects need to be considered. Firstly, it 
should be contextualized within the global 
process of the politicization of ecological 
and environmental issues, as well as 
the expansion of traditional politics to 
encompass ecological concerns. Secondly, it 
is essential to recognize the specific context 
and background of contemporary China in 
which this phenomenon exists.

Regarding the former aspect, the 
degradation or destruction of ecological 
environment quality, as a concomitant 
consequence of modern industrial 
civilization and its ongoing expansion and 
deepening, has been a matter of concern 
since at least the mid-19th century. For 
instance, in 1844, Engels described the 
environmental pollution and living 
conditions endured by workers in early 
industrial cities like London and Manchester 
in The Condition of the Working-Class 
in England. However, it was not until the 
United Nations Conference on the Human 
Environment held in Stockholm in 1972 that 
ecological and environmental issues were 
definitively recognized as global challenges 
or even risks for survival and development. 
Since then, ecological and environmental 
issues and their responses have evolved 
into public administration policy concerns 
in countries across the world, including an 
increasing number of developing nations. 
Both governments, political parties, social 
interest groups, and business enterprises 
at the nation-state level, and UN agencies, 
international organizations, research think 
tanks, and multinational companies at the 
international level have started to make 
their own responses, to varying degrees 
and in various forms. Consequently, the 
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process of greening or ecologicalization was 
initiated. The United Nations Conference 
on Environment and Development, which 
convened in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil in 1992, 
marked another crucial turning point with 
respect to ecological and environmental 
issues. Consequently, the principles and 
strategies of sustainable development 
have emerged as an umbrella-like concept 
offering overarching guides to countries 
worldwide, including a wide range of 
developing nations, in reconstructing their 
policy systems for eco-environmental 
protection and governance. Various forms of 
sustainable development, each with varying 
degrees of greenness, such as ecological 
modernization, green development, green 
economy (or green growth), and social-
ecological transition, have gained increasing 
popularity and become trendy on a global 
scale. This trend became particularly 
pronounced after the occurrence of the 
Global Economic and Financial Crisis in 
2008. From this perspective, contemporary 
China has not fallen behind or distanced 
itself from the global political greening 
process that began in the early 1970s. On 
the contrary, it stands as an important 
witness, participant, and contributor. In 
other words, since then, the Communist 
Party of China (CPC) and the government 
led by the CPC have consistently engaged in 
politically interpreting and addressing eco-
environmental issues both domestically and 
internationally. This statement holds true 
in practice.

Regarding the latter aspect, eco-
civilization construction politics in a 
strict sense is determined by the political 
judgment of the CPC and the government 

led by the CPC that China’s socialist 
modernization construction is entering a 
new era and the corresponding ecological 
environment governance concepts and 
strategies adopted for national governance 
or the broad ecological environmental 
protection and governance policies. To put 
it differently, it is an organic component and 
contemporary version of the continuous 
efforts made by successive generations of 
Chinese Communists since the founding 
of the People’s Republic of China, 
aimed at enhancing and improving the 
institutional and mechanistic framework 
for eco-environmental protection and 
governance under the backdrop of socialist 
modernization. Therefore, it represents 
not only a perseverance progression but 
also significant innovations designed to 
address the issues and challenges of the 
times. Regarding this characteristic of 
the times, General Secretary Xi Jinping 
precisely summarized it as the “three-
period overlapping” during his speech at the 
National Conference on Eco-environmental 
Protection on May 18, 2018. He stated, “Our 
efforts to build an ecological civilization are 
now in a crucial phase in which we must 
carry forward despite heavy strain and 
immense pressure, a decisive stage in which 
we will supply more high-quality ecological 
goods to meet the growing demands of the 
people for a pristine environment, and also 
a period of opportunity in which we have 
the conditions and abilities necessary to 
resolve prominent environmental issues” 
(Xi 2019). In other words, the mission 
of eco-civilization construction politics 
in the new era is to provide a political 
interpretation and response to the objective 
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reality of eco-environmental protection and 
governance within the discourse and policy 
framework of eco-civilization construction. 
The objective reality includes the grim 
situation of eco-environmental protection 
and governance, the ever-growing public 
aspirations for enhanced ecological 
environment quality and superior ecological 
products, and the availability of conditions 
and capabilities to tackle significant eco-
environmental issues resulting from socio-
economic development since China’s 
reform and opening up.

In a precise sense, there exists a 
hierarchical distinction in the linguistic 
composition between “eco-civilization 
construction” and “eco-civilization.” 
The former should be more accurately 
understood as a subordinate aspect or a 
practical dimension of the latter. Within the 
specific background and context of China, 
the umbrella-like concept surrounding 
“eco-civilization construction” aligns more 
closely with a policy discourse system, while 
the umbrella-like concept surrounding 
“eco-civilization” aligns more closely 
with an academic discourse system (Lu 
and Wang 2022, 228). Therefore, when 
engaging in discussions at the level of 
public policies and their comparisons, “eco-
civilization construction” serves as a more 
suitable overarching concept. However, 
when discussing matters at a philosophical, 
ethical, or political theory level, “eco-
civilization” is clearly a more appropriate 
overarching concept. Nevertheless, it is 
critical to avoid being too absolute. 
This paper primarily focuses on the 
former concept while also taking 
into consideration the latter.1

Therefore, the study of eco-
civilization construction politics, or 
known as the politics of eco-civilization 
construction, primarily revolves around the 
specific processes or stages of public policies 
related to eco-civilization construction 
within the overall political framework of 
the country. These processes or stages 
include issue identification, policy decision-
making, implementation, evaluation and 
improvement. For instance, the objective 
and performance evaluation policy of 
eco-civilization construction primarily 
focuses on assessing the implementation 
and effectiveness of strategies and policies 
related to eco-civilization construction 
by the CPC committees, governments, 
competent departments and their leading 
officials at all levels. Based on these 
evaluations, organizations may adjust 
personnel allocations or apply material 
rewards and punishments.

However, it is important to recognize 
that the notable distinction between the 
politics of eco-civilization construction 
and the typical study of environmental 
public policy (administration) is that 
the former carries a clear significance 
in political philosophy. This distinction 
primarily arises from the fact that while 
both of them fall under the realm of public 
administration policies, and at first glance, 
they approach or respond to some forms 
of ecological and environmental issues 
and their complexities, but they exhibit 
significant differences in their perspectives 

	 1 In another article, I put forth the idea of considering “ecological 
civilization and its construction” as a higher-level concept, which 
encompasses the meanings of both (see Huan 2018c).
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of observation and policy response 
approaches. In brief, environmental public 
policy primarily focuses on the immediate 
or short-term application of economic 
and technological advancements, as well 
as administrative regulatory measures, in 
environmental governance. On the other 
hand, eco-civilization construction politics 
place a stronger emphasis on providing 
comprehensive, holistic, and long-term 
solutions to ecological and environmental 
issues, aligning with the concept of the “Five 
Sphere Integrated Plan” (the Five-Sphere 
Integrated Plan is to promote coordinated 
economic, political, cultural, social, and 
ecological advancement). Specifically, the 
politics of eco-civilization construction 
strives to elucidate the political philosophy 
implications or considerations at least at 
the following four levels within the scope 
of public policy: man and nature, economy 
and environment, individuals and society, 
and domestic and international.

From a political philosophy 
perspective, the relationship between man 
and nature presents concurrently as the 
relationship between the natural ecological 
cycles and the exchange of material, energy 
and information, as well as the social and 
historical relationship that occurs within the 
context of continuous change. Furthermore, 
these two levels are mutually dependent, 
and influence each other. In other words, 
the relationship between man and nature in 
the real world, in which we exist, is indeed 
a form of “societal nature relations” (Brand 
and Wissen 2019, 25–27). Specifically, 
the relationship between man and nature 
encompasses the perceptual, cognitive, and 
practical interactions between different 

types or scales of human collectives (such 
as individuals, communities, and societies) 
and nature. Meanwhile, it also includes the 
economic, technological, social, political, 
and cultural relationships based on specific 
natural and ecological geographical 
locations, and the existing social and 
historical conditions. Without a doubt, 
scientific understanding and value-based 
ethical respect for the natural ecosystem and 
its components are crucial prerequisites for 
the development and continuity of modern 
society and civilization. Contemporary 
ecological science research has provided a 
clear understanding that the fundamental 
and determinative role of the ecological 
environment is ever-present or even 
insurmountable, regardless of whether 
we consider it from the perspectives of 
individuals, communities, or civilized 
societies. The statement that “A civilization 
may thrive if its natural surroundings thrive, 
and will suffer if its natural surroundings 
suffer” succinctly captures a scientific 
generalization of this ecological materialism 
rule and historical fact (Party Literature 
Research Center 2017, 6). It is also beyond 
doubt that the ecological restructuring of 
the entire society, with social relations at 
its core, forms a more fundamental aspect 
for the sustainable development and 
continued survival of contemporary society 
or civilization. It is entirely reasonable 
to claim that without the ecological 
reconstruction of contemporary society, 
harmonious coexistence between man and 
nature would not be possible. Thus, in the 
process of eco-civilization construction, the 
primary domain for upholding or achieving 
the harmonious coexistence between man 
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and nature lies in the adjustment and 
coordination of interpersonal relationship.

The relationship between economic 
development and environmental protection 
in the most general sense has actually been 
intertwined with the whole process of human 
society or civilization. On the one hand, their 
mutual relationship is not contradictory in 
essence because every society or civilization 
desires to achieve outcomes that are 
mutually beneficial in these two aspects. 
The abundance of material wealth and 
the necessary conditions to sustain it are 
fundamental embodiment of progress in 
human society and civilization. Meanwhile, 
the pursuit of pristine and beautiful urban 
and rural natural environments is also an 
indispensable goal. On the other hand, it 
is important to recognize that all forms of 
social civilization so far—hunter-gatherer, 
nomadic, agricultural, and industrial 
civilizations—have had destructive impacts 
on the surrounding natural environment. 
Examples include the detrimental effects of 
animal husbandry practices after settlement, 
large-scale agricultural plowing, and 
industrial production concentrated in cities. 
However, it is only in the context of modern 
civilized society that the relationship 
between economic development and eco-
environmental protection has become an 
overt and direct conflicting relationship. 
This is not only due to the significant 
economic and technological capabilities 
accumulated by human society on the 
basis of industrialized mass production 
and urbanized living, which can change the 
natural ecological environment on a global 
scale, but also due to the capitalist social 
relations that have emerged and developed 

alongside the adaptation to industrialized 
mass production and urbanized living. 
Generally speaking, the theory of deep green 
ecology or ecocentrism primarily critiques 
the non-ecological features of the former, 
the theory of  eco-Marxism or eco-socialism 
focuses on reviewing the anti-ecological 
essence of the latter, while the theory of eco-
capitalism (or green capitalism) emphasizes 
the positive features of both, recognizing 
their capacities for preserving and restoring 
the ecological environment (Huan et al. 
2019, 1–17). However, reality has shown 
that there exists a highly interdependent 
and mutually supportive relationship 
between these two aspects. Their collective 
impact on the ecological environment is 
undeniably destructive. Any endeavors 
aimed at substantially decoupling these 
interconnections inevitably imply the 
fundamental transformation of the two 
aspects. Hence, in the process of eco-
civilization construction, whether it is 
emphasizing the environmental protection 
effect of the ecologization of the modern 
economy and the development of a green 
economy or highlighting the push effect 
of economic transformation required by 
the objectives of ecological environmental 
protection, both aspects should not 
be detached from “society” and its 
transformations as a medium.

Regarding the relationship between 
individuals and society, liberal politics 
highlights more the fundamental position 
of individual rights and interests as well 
as their protection. It does not recognize 
the obligation or responsibility that 
has no acknowledgment and assurance 
of reciprocal rights. Socialist theory 
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emphasizes more on the significance of 
social clusters, including families, schools, 
communities, social groups, administrative 
regions, ethnic groups, countries, and more. 
It argues that without the institutional 
conditions and their continuous 
improvement, it would be difficult to realize 
the protection of individual rights and 
interests. This does not imply that liberal 
politics does not demand any obligations 
and responsibilities from individuals, or 
that socialist politics does not acknowledge, 
respect, and protect the legitimate rights 
and interests of individuals. However, it is 
noteworthy that natural ecology issues do 
indeed reshape our current understanding 
of the relationship between individuals 
and society to a significant extent. On 
the one hand, individual ecological and 
environmental rights and interests as well 
as democratic political rights significantly 
broaden our horizon of understanding 
individual rights and obligations, and 
raise greater requirements for national 
legal protections and social construction 
within the new contextual framework. 
On the other hand, many existing 
boundaries between individuals and society 
have become completely dissolved or 
gradually blurred. For instance, the daily 
consumption of individuals or families 
in contemporary society is acquiring an 
increasingly pronounced social and political 
significance. Matters that were once 
considered individual freedoms of decision 
or choice now find themselves governed by 
certain socially determined factors. Society, 
whereas, holds more extensive and greater 
power or authorization to make decisions 
on imposing constraints on individual 

freedoms in life, in a democratic or 
authoritative manner. Hence, in the process 
of eco-civilization construction, focusing 
solely on individual ethical consciousness 
and responsibility, or unilaterally expanding 
society’s decision-making authority, can  
potentially bring about unexpected 
consequences.

Domestic and international relations 
are another increasingly significant dimension 
due to ecological and environmental issues.  
In traditional international political theory, 
nation-states have always been considered 
the undeniable primary actors. Even 
theoretical schools that acknowledge and 
support international cooperation do not 
fundamentally dispute this notion. This 
implies that the acknowledgment of anarchy 
at the international or supranational level is 
a fundamental assumption of international 
political theory. The diplomatic interactions  
and both institutionalized and (non-)
institutionalized cooperation among 
governments worldwide (solely) serve the 
purpose of safeguarding and expanding 
the established interests of nation-states. 
It is pertinent to say that the emergence of 
ecological and environmental issues has 
had a profound impact on the framework 
of international political theory and its 
fundamental assumptions. The most 
significant impact lies in the supranational 
nature of the threats posed by global 
ecological and environmental challenges 
or crises such as climate change, and the 
necessity for global cooperation when 
addressing these issues, which is most 
vividly expressed by the slogan “We Have 
only One Earth” and the concept of “a 
human community with a shared future.” 
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In other words, the common ecological 
and environmental challenges and their 
responses should serve as “the primary 
driving force” for the establishment of 
an institutional framework that fosters 
a consciousness of working together as 
responsible partners among the inhabitants 
of our planet. Moreover, global eco-
civilization construction should be embraced 
as the green political and policy choice for 
all nations across the world. However, when 
considering the reality from the early 1990s 
to the present, it remains challenging to 
effectively eliminate some rigid boundaries 
between the domestic and international 
dimensions. The main obstacle does not lie 
in the cognitive comprehension of shared 
objectives and requirements, but in the 
unbridgeable disagreements regarding 
the tangible efforts that each stakeholder 
should undertake. Thus, in the process of 
eco-civilization construction, a significant 
area that demands substantial progress is 
the gradual dismantling of the rigid barriers 
between the domestic and international 
dimensions. Specifically, it is essential to 
incorporate the international dimension 
into domestic considerations, thus enabling 
a genuine implementation of the principle 
of “think (act) globally, act (think) locally.”

2 	 The Inheritance and 
Transcendence of the 
Politics of Eco-Civilization 
Construction to 
Environmental Politics

An important dimension in understanding 
the basis for the establishment of the politics 

of eco-civilization construction and its 
disciplinary implications is to ascertain its 
similarities and differences with the field 
of environmental politics. Overall, there 
are numerous similarities between them, 
but there are also notable differences. The 
discipline development and theoretical 
achievements of environmental politics 
have provided important foundations and 
references for the politics of eco-civilization 
construction regarding research content 
and methods. In turn, the politics of eco-
civilization construction has achieved 
significant expansion and transformation 
in terms of research domain, academic 
discourse and subject perspective, thus 
making it possible to reflect the qualitative 
characteristics of the theory more vividly , 
and practice of environmental politics in 
the new era of China.

In summary, the establishment of 
environmental politics as an academic field 
within the humanities and social sciences 
can be attributed to the emergence of 
environmental social criticism and ethical 
trends of ecological philosophy in developed 
industrialized countries in Europe and 
America since the early 1960s, and the 
subsequent rise of environmental social 
protest movements. These factors have not 
only led to the public exposure of large-scale 
environmental pollution incidents that 
had previously occurred multiple times, 
but also successfully “defined” ecological 
and environmental problems as social and 
political issues within capitalist nations 
or societies. In other words, they have 
achieved the “politicization of these issues.” 
In the early 1970s, as environmental politics 
underwent a notable institutionalization 
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trend, shifting from street protests to 
political party campaigns and evolving 
from domestic political competition to 
international cooperation, environmental 
politics emerged as a nascent subfield within 
the broader domain of political science. 
Unlike environmental politics as a social 
and political phenomenon, “environmental 
politics” focuses on providing theoretical 
interpretations of issue identification, 
political actors, government decision-
making, and policy implementation in 
environmental political practices. It is not 
difficult to understand that the formation 
and development of environmentally-
related parties, their entry into parliament, 
and their acquisition of governing power 
have been the focal points of environmental 
politics from the outset (Huan 2000, 31–
116).

During the past half-century, 
environmental politics has expanded its 
scope significantly. It previously focused on 
limited issues like prevention and control of 
industrial (urban) pollution, environmental 
movements and party politics, government 
policies related to the environment, and 
international cooperation on environmental 
issues. Today, it encompasses nearly all 
dimensions of population, resources, 
and eco-environmental issues in modern 
economic and social development. 
Moreover, the attention has shifted from 
previous industrial pollution disposal, 
green movements and political party 
mobilization, government policies and 
their implementation by competent 
departments to such areas as individual 
living consumption, resource recycling 
and the development of new energy 

technologies, comprehensive sustainable 
development practices, and global 
response and cooperation on climate 
change. Correspondingly, the study of 
environmental politics has shifted its initial 
focus on the identification of mainstream 
channel issues, the roles played by 
traditional political actors, the formulation 
and implementation of government legal 
policies, and environmental politics in 
European and American nations to the 
technical prevention of pollution at its 
source, collaborative governance involving 
multiple sectors at the regional level, the 
comprehensive application of economic 
policy tools, and the exploration and 
promotion of ecological insight within 
developing countries and indigenous 
communities (Dang and Kees 2016, 
133–141; Zheng 2018, 91–102). Overall, 
the horizon and disciplinary methods of 
environ-political study are broader and 
more diverse (Huan 2007a, 2–3; Huan 
2007b, 1–3). This development can be 
attributed, in part, to the significant 
contributions of environmental natural 
science and environmental engineering 
technology. 

In China, environmental politics has 
developed in parallel with other disciplines 
in environmental sciences, humanities, 
and social sciences. This progress began 
in the late 1970s and early 1980s, aligning 
with China’s implementation of the basic 
state policy of reform and opening up. 
Additionally, it has served as a catalyst in 
catalyzing responses to social practice needs 
and fostering academic research (Huan 
2018a, 23–38; Huan 2010, 45–56). On the 
one hand, the translation and review of 
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works from representative academic schools 
or scholars in European and American 
countries have been the first approach 
adopted for conducting academic research 
and shaping disciplinary frameworks. 
Consequently, wide ranges of colorful green 
political views and influential figures have 
emerged, captivating people’s attention like 
successive waves. Significant contributions 
in this respect include the “Green Classics 
Literary” series published by Jilin People’s 
Publishing House between 1997 and 2000, 
as well as the “Environ-Politics” translation 
series published by Shandong University 
Press from 2005 to 2012. These two series 
encompass numerous renowned and classic 
works in ecological philosophy ethics and 
environmental politics that are familiar to 
people today.

On the other hand, evidently influenced 
by the domestic academic environment and 
context, the research and discussion on eco-
Marxism or ecological socialism, as well as 
environmental public administration, have 
become two prominent topics or “focuses” 
in the study of environmental politics 
in China. The eco-Marxism ideological 
characteristics of the former have made 
the study of environmental politics theory 
in China relatively immune to the strong 
dominance and potential influence of 
eco-centric philosophical ethics. Eco-
anarchism or ecological autonomy has 
not received significant attention from 
Chinese scholars, nor has it had a notable 
impact on the orientation, formulation 
and implementation of environmental 
policies of the CPC and the government. 
The appropriate policies by the CPC and 
the government under its leadership, 

rather the autonomous and conscious 
ecological ideas and practices of local or 
small-scale communities, have always been 
deemed as the central core of practical 
environmental politics. To a significant 
extent, this is influenced by the practical 
requirements of addressing ecological 
and environmental issues arising from the 
rapid advancement of economic and social 
modernization. As a result, in a broad sense, 
environmental management has evolved 
within two disciplinary backgrounds or 
discourse systems of government (public) 
administration or public policy and 
environmental engineering technology, 
giving rise to the development of 
“environmental public administration 
(policy)” that falls under politics (especially 
public administration) and “environmental 
planning and policy” within the discipline 
of environmental engineering technology 
(alongside environmental natural science 
and environmental engineering technology), 
notwithstanding the difficulty to separate 
these two fields in practical academic 
research and communication.

In this regard, there are significant 
similarities or connections between the 
politics of eco-civilization construction and 
environmental politics. First and foremost, 
the political understanding and response 
to various ecological and environmental 
issues are crucial aspects that the politics of 
eco-civilization construction, as a research 
field or discipline focusing on public 
policy issues, must face. That is to say, all 
theoretical achievements derived from 
the perspective of environmental politics 
can constitute the vital foundation or 
component of the political research of eco-
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civilization construction. Fundamentally, 
this is determined by the similarities 
between “environmental politics” and 
“eco-civilization construction politics” 
as their research objects, signifying both 
subfields are committed to exploring 
suitable political approaches to achieve the 
goals of eco-environmental protection and 
governance, although the goals, tasks, and 
corresponding policy tools of the latter are 
more comprehensive. That is, at least in 
terms of the direct goals and tasks in its initial 
stage, eco-civilization construction politics 
requires substantial efforts to address and 
resolve the consequences or risks arising 
from ecological environment destruction 
that accumulates during the process of 
economic and social modernization, and it is  
evident that various forms of environmental 
political knowledge and means are more 
effective for this purpose.

Secondly, the comparative political 
research methods employed within the 
field of environmental politics serve as 
valuable references for the politics of eco-
civilization construction. The methodology 
that integrates theory and practice, and 
the comprehensive application of case 
analysis and comparative analysis methods, 
are of particular importance (Ran 2014, 
48–53). The former emphasizes the 
necessity of defining and analyzing the 
issues in environmental politics or eco-
civilization construction politics from a 
methodological perspective that integrates 
theory and practice. It is essential to 
avoid vague conceptual and theoretical 
deduction discussions or rely solely on 
descriptive reports deriving from empirical 
observations. The latter emphasizes that 

dynamic analysis of individual cases and 
comparative analysis of multiple cases 
based on objective, comprehensive, and 
continuous investigation and research, serve 
as fundamental methods in scientifically 
studying an issue in environmental politics 
or eco-civilization construction politics. 
Any limitations resulting from one-sided, 
partial or temporary examinations, as well 
as bigoted biases in positions, attitudes, and 
methods, can easily lead to preconceived 
notions or generalizations based on 
insufficient evidence.

Indeed, in comparison with 
environmental politics, the politics of eco-
civilization construction does have its 
characteristics and disciplinary features 
specific to the current era (Huan 2021, 11–
15). We can understand this through the 
following three points.

First, there is a difference in 
the research domain. On the one hand, 
environmental politics has a relatively strict 
definition of “eco-environmental issues,” 
including air pollution, water pollution, 
soil pollution, noise pollution, and the 
civic awareness of human individuals and 
their different types of combinations, and 
ocean pollution, soil erosion and land 
desertification, and global warming. Unlike 
this strict definition, the identification 
of eco-environmental issues in the 
context of eco-civilization construction 
politics is much broader, which not only 
covers more traditional issues related 
to ecological space or ecological nature, 
such as ecological security, biodiversity 
reduction, and protection of forests, 
grasslands, and wetlands, but also includes 
a wide range of concerns that are partly 
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connected to or have some impact on the 
natural environment quality, such as the 
consumption of wild flora and fauna and 
associated products, car preferences in 
urban transportation systems, and the 
power and heating systems that excessively 
rely on fuel energy. On the other hand, eco-
civilization construction politics evidently 
encompasses a broader field beyond the 
scope of ecological and environmental 
issues. The most compelling argument in 
this regard is the definitive statement in 
the report to the 18th National Congress 
of the CPC regarding the “Five Sphere 
Integrated Plan,” which states that eco-
civilization construction must be integrated 
into all aspects and the entire process of 
the other “four major constructions,” 
namely economic, political, social, and 
cultural construction. In other words, eco-
civilization construction encompasses the 
economic, political, social, and cultural 
dimensions or levels in its path, mechanism, 
objectives, and tasks. Hence, it is natural 
for eco-civilization construction to become 
the discourse domain of focus and research 
within the politics of eco-civilization 
construction, rather than being limited to 
the protection and governance of the eco-
environment itself. While it is important to 
avoid excessive generalization that may lead 
to fuzziness or uncertainty in the research 
domain, the outstanding feature of the 
politics of eco-civilization construction is 
the extensive and interconnected nature of 
its research and discussion domain, at least 
compared to environmental politics.

Second, there is a difference in 
academic discourse. While environmental 
politics focuses on the immediate and 

direct solutions to specific ecological and 
environmental issues, which can be seen 
as the identification and response logic to 
an eco-capitalism problem, the politics of 
eco-civilization construction places more 
emphasis on the complexity of ecological 
and environmental issues themselves, 
their causes and consequences, as well as 
the corresponding comprehensive and 
holistic solutions, which can be viewed as 
a systematic problem identification and 
response logic with more eco-Maxism 
characteristics. According to this, the 
politics of eco-civilization construction itself 
embodies a relatively radical theoretical 
trait. This radical trait arises not only from 
a thorough critique of the overall structure 
of contemporary society, particularly 
its economic and social structures, but 
also from the reshaping of man-nature 
and society-nature relationships in 
philosophical and ethical senses that this 
profound change requires or leads to. 
This relationship reshaping implicates an 
ecological revolution of civic awareness 
and moral and cultural qualities of human 
individuals as the subjects of society and 
their different types of combinations (Foster 
2015, 90). That is to say, eco-civilization 
construction politics and its discourse 
system not only differ from public policy 
politics that primarily focuses on legal 
policies and their implementation, but 
also not a mere new democratic discourse 
system and its politics, or new moral, ethical 
consciousness and its practices. Instead, it 
represents a transformative discourse of 
civilizations and its politics that combine 
analytical and normative aspects (Huan 
2018b, 4–5). Besides, it is a revolutionary 
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discourse and its politics that address 
the questions of how modern industrial 
civilization can achieve ecological reform 
and innovation or even self-denial. While 
it is crucial to avoid excessive exaggeration 
or one-sided interpretations, it cannot be 
denied that the politics of eco-civilization 
construction holds a compelling future 
orientation or utopian implication.

Third, there is a difference in 
subjective perspectives. Compared with 
the study of environmental politics, 
equal importance should be placed on 
the “three key transitions” in observation 
and cognitive perspectives of subjects 
in the political study of eco-civilization 
construction. One transition is researchers’ 
shifting their focus on learning and drawing 
upon practical experience, theoretical 
knowledge, and discipline construction 
of developed industrialized countries 
in Europe and America to emphasize 
independent comprehension and 
addressing of the extensive ecological and 
environmental issues encountered during 
economic and social modernization. To 
put it simply, researchers increasingly rely 
on their own knowledge and experience 
to independently identify and solve issues 
that are considered pertinent to their 
own circumstances. Another transition is 
researchers’ shifting their relatively negative 
and passive response position towards most 
ecological and environmental issues during 
the initial phases of economic and social 
modernization to a more proactive and 
initiative-driven approach to addressing 
the causes, prevention, or source disposal of 
these issues, indicating that researchers are 
increasingly inclined to adopt a proactive 

mindset and strategy. The third transition 
is researchers’ shifting from practices 
that frequently cite Western perspectives 
and actions to a landscape that exhibits 
growing self-confidence in Eastern insights, 
which have gained prominence globally. 
It is believed that in the vast majority 
of ecological and environmental issues, 
contemporary China has already been a 
part of both the causes of the problems 
and their solutions. Furthermore, eco-
civilization construction embodies the 
green theoretical thinking, innovative 
practices, and global contributions of China 
as a major developing country (Wang 2020, 
15–26).

3 	 The Socialist Qualitative 
Characteristics of the 
Politics of Eco-Civilization 
Construction

Another significant issue concerning the 
understanding and construction of the 
politics of eco-civilization construction is 
the elucidation and manifestation of the 
socialist qualitative characteristics of eco-
civilization construction politics. Indeed, 
even within the political discourse system of 
multiple dimensions, such as environmental 
development, the interplay between 
economic rationality, social rationality, and 
ecological rationality, and the man-nature 
or society-nature relationship, there exist 
discussions on political theories of eco-
Marxism or eco-socialism, and the relevant 
social movements and party politics, 
presenting varying political understandings 
and public policy responses to the same 
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ecological and environmental issues. 
However, from the perspective of the 
politics of eco-civilization construction, the 
debate and inquiry regarding its socialist 
qualitative characteristics or political 
choice become a particularly prominent 
issue, which not only bears relevance to 
the overall landscape but also shapes future 
directions.

At least in the background and 
context of present-day China, the first 
“political” question that the politics of eco-
civilization construction need to answer is 
the socialist qualitative characteristics of 
eco-civilization construction and its political 
policy implications, that is, to clarify why 
China’s eco-civilization construction, or 
any genuine implementation of that, must 
align with socialism instead of capitalism 
(Huan et al. 2014, 79–105). Concerning this, 
we can approach the topic from two aspects. 
First, why is it imperative for China’s 
eco-civilization construction to uphold a 
socialist political orientation and pursue 
socialist goals? Second, what distinguishes 
China’s eco-civilization construction from 
the environmental politics, public policies, 
and discourse systems of leading capitalist 
countries worldwide?

Concerning the first aspect, 
according to the Marxist Historical 
Materialism, eco-civilization in a socialist 
society is closely intertwined with the 
characteristics of socialist progress in the 
economic, political, social and cultural 
fields of the whole society. The progress 
is primarily achieved through the historic 
replacement of the previously dominant 
capitalist system (Zhang 2014, 511–519, 
545–554). In other words, the so-called 

eco-civilization merely represents an 
integral aspect or reflection of the socialist 
transformation of the entire society, 
particularly manifesting as the historical 
progress in the configuration of man-
nature and society-nature relationships. 
Hence, to a large extent, eco-civilization in 
a socialist society does not solely depend 
on utilizing magical new technologies, 
knowledge and methods to effortlessly 
eliminate or prevent the various ecological 
and environmental issues that previously 
plagued society while satisfying its people’s 
unlimited (ever-increasing) material and 
cultural needs. Instead, it is primarily the 
outcome of the socialist system and its 
continuous refinement, enabling a dynamic 
balance and benign interaction between 
social production, life, ecology, population, 
resources, environment, economy and 
society. In other words, the vision of eco-
civilization, where harmony between 
man and nature is achieved, is not a result 
of human society exerting economic or 
technological dominance over the natural 
ecosystem and its constituent elements, 
thus enabling unrestricted exploitation 
and control. Instead, it arises from a deep 
understanding, appreciation, and respect 
for the ecological laws governing nature, 
particularly, the social consensus fostered 
by multi-level democratic processes, as 
opposed to being driven by the arbitrary 
decisions of exceptional or authoritative 
individuals or communities. Thus, eco-
civilization can be seen as a kind of domain 
progress within (or under) the larger 
framework of social civilization. While 
the mere improvement of components 
and measurement indicators related to the 
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ecological environment can represent eco-
civilization progress, it does not encompass 
the entirety of eco-civilization itself.

Indeed, it is crucial to emphasize 
that China’s current socialist society is not 
yet a fully mature and advanced form of 
socialist society, at least not representing 
the lower phase or form of communist 
society as envisioned by Marx and Engels. 
On the one hand, socialism with Chinese 
characteristics embodies the integration 
of the basic theories of Marxism with 
China’s practices in socialist revolution and 
construction in theory, path, system, and 
culture. The political judgment made at the 
13th CPC National Congress in 1987, which 
stated that China was still in the “primary 
stage of socialism” and would remain so 
for a long time, was not solely based on 
the relatively lower level of productive 
forces. On the other hand, on a global 
scale, China will have to face the challenge 
of engaging in long-term competition 
with the dominant capitalist system, the 
international orders shaped by capitalism, 
and the cultural values that support 
capitalism, implying that the external 
international environment for China’s 
socialist construction is far from smooth 
sailing. It should be acknowledged that the 
domestic and international environments 
exert a mutually inhibitory effect on China’s 
eco-civilization construction. China’s 
relatively weaker comprehensive strength 
and international status often lead us to 
adopt an inclusive approach in domestic 
politics that downplays ideological 
differences and adopts a low-profile strategy 
in international competition. As a result, 
we try to weaken or even avoid emphasizing 

the socialist nature of our national system 
and the entire society. However, one of the 
inevitable consequences of this approach is 
that it hampers the optimal utilization of 
the characteristics and advantages of the 
socialist system, as well as its potential for 
social and political mobilization. Therefore, 
the author has repeatedly emphasized the 
importance of consciously upholding and 
elucidating the socialist quality of China’s 
eco-civilization construction, also known as 
the political-philosophical foundation and 
future vision of “socialist eco-civilization.” 
The core reason behind this assertion 
lies in the “transformative discourse” 
 (political)  feature of socialist eco-civilization 
as a term and a theory (Huan 2019, 
21–29).

Concerning the second aspect, we 
also need to clarify two specific points. The 
first is the eco-environmental challenges 
confronted by major capitalist countries 
in Europe and America, along with the 
staged and partial improvements witnessed 
in these areas, just as the formation, 
exacerbation, and expansion of these 
challenges, have undergone a historical 
process. The formation of a worldwide 
economic, political, social, and cultural 
“opportunity structure” in the mid-to-late 
1970s has played a vital role in addressing 
these issues. A major manifestation is the 
relocation of environmentally polluting 
industries from developed nations to so-
called emerging economies in the Asia-
Pacific region. By adopting this pollution 
source transfer strategy, developed nations 
have not only achieved a significant 
reduction in the total emissions of 
traditional environmental pollutants 
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within their own borders, but also further 
stimulated the growth and development of 
their domestic tertiary or service sectors. 
However, when considering the high levels 
of consumption and quality of life in these  
countries within a global context, it becomes 
evident that the improvement of ecological 
environment within these nations is often 
achieved at the expense of the deteriorating 
ecological environment in other countries 
and regions, as well as the overall global 
ecosystem. In this regard, even if the “green 
stories” within these countries are authentic, 
they cannot be universally effective or 
replicated. In contrast, eco-civilization 
construction in contemporary China, in 
terms of both practical feasibility and the 
nature of developing socialist countries, 
can no longer be realized simply by 
transferring low-end industries or pollution 
sources.

The second point is that the public 
policies on ecological and environmental 
issues in major capitalist countries in 
Europe and America are not value-
neutral or ideology-neutral economic, 
technological, or public administration 
policies. In brief, the environmental public 
policies in capitalist countries can only be 
capitalist in nature. This assertion does not 
suggest that countries and societies with 
the capitalist system will turn a blind eye to 
eco-environmental issues, allowing them to 
proliferate and worsen without any concern. 
Rather, it suggests that the comprehension, 
definition, and response to these issues will 
inevitably be guided by the economic and 
social laws of capitalism, thereby giving rise 
to “green capitalism” or “eco-capitalism” 
(Huan 2015, 2–10). The core idea is that 

within a capitalist society, no public policy 
should question or challenge the market 
economy system built on the private 
ownership of the means of production. 
They seek to achieve a concurrent and 
mutually advantageous outcome between 
eco-environmental improvement and 
capital accumulation. However, this 
balance can only be accomplished through 
a rational and innovative combination 
of property rights, capital, products, and 
markets, with capital accumulation always 
decisive. It thus can also be understood that 
the concept and principle of “sustainable 
development” that emerged in the mid-
1980s were swiftly interpreted in European 
and American countries as “ecological 
modernization,” “green growth,” “green 
investment,” or “green economy.” In the 
international climate change negotiations 
that commenced in the early 1990s, these 
countries have placed significant emphasis 
on rules concerning the global “carbon 
trading market” and the “transfer of low-
carbon technology.”

By contrast, eco-civilization construction 
in contemporary China represents a 
public policy that aligns with and serves 
the overarching goal of modernization 
development of socialism with Chinese 
characteristics. The essence of this goal lies 
in the “people-centered” philosophy and the 
pursuit of building “a human community 
with a shared future” (Party Literature 
Research Center of the CPC Central 
Committee  2017, 83–84, 140–142). To put it 
briefly, at the domestic level, the evaluation 
of any policies and measures implemented 
by the CPC and the government to enhance 
eco-environmental quality and their results 
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must be based on the fundamental premise 
of meeting the people’s ever-increasing 
needs for high-quality ecological products 
and a beautiful ecological environment. 
Therefore, the development and application 
of various forms of capital, market, and 
technological means only hold virtual or 
symbolic significance, and should never 
be regarded as hegemonic economic 
principles or logic. At the international 
level, embracing the idea of sharing the 
same outlook and destiny with the world, 
China strives to promote green and 
sustainable development to become a new 
type of international relations structure and 
order that fosters social inclusiveness for all 
countries worldwide.

Another “political” question 
closely intertwined with the elucidation 
of the socialist qualitative characteristics 
of eco-civilization construction and its 
political policy implications pertains to the 
practice of socialist democracy within the 
framework of ecological democracy and 
its rich and vast potential. It can be argued 
that the discourse system of environmental 
politics is primarily built within the 
theoretical framework of liberal democracy, 
revolving around the umbrella-like concept 
of “environmental democracy” (Cai 2005, 
12–17, 39). The core idea of environmental 
democracy entails that individual citizens 
possess environmental rights recognized 
and protected by national laws, similar 
to other fundamental human rights and 
political, economic, social, and cultural 
rights, particularly the right to be free from 
the risks associated with eco-environmental 
damage and the right to enjoy a healthy and 
habitable natural environment. However, 

while enjoying these rights, individuals 
are also obligated not to impede the 
environmental rights and other rights of 
fellow citizens or public collectives. In 
brief, “environmental democracy” can be 
perceived as a “green contract” between 
modern democratic nations, society, and 
individuals. This concept recognizes the 
extended legitimate rights of individual 
citizens regarding the environment, while 
also granting the state and its government 
constitutional authority in the realm of 
extended eco-environmental protection 
and governance. It is important to note 
that directness and reciprocity are two 
fundamental features of this contractual 
relationship. As for the former, it is 
manifested in the direct and unequivocal 
relationship between individual citizens, 
the state, and its government in the form 
of legal provisions. As for the latter, it is 
reflected in the symmetrical relationship in 
the scope and extent of rights enjoyment and 
obligations and responsibilities assumption 
among individual citizens. Indeed, the real 
configuration between the provisions of 
civil rights and the constitutional authority 
of the country is not static but rather an 
ongoing and evolving democratic political 
process. In this process, the environmental, 
social and political movements and green 
parties play a crucial role as media and 
driving elements.

In contrast, the politics of eco-
civilization construction is explicitly based 
on the following “two democratic pillars”: 
“ecological deliberative democracy” 
and “socialist people’s democracy.” The 
former can be roughly understood as the 
aggregation and integration of the concepts 
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and principles of “ecological democracy” 
and “deliberative democracy.” “Ecological 
democracy” puts more emphasis on the 
substantive transformation in democratic 
theory implications and political stance 
that occurs when ecological principles are 
incorporated into democratic political 
theory, while “deliberative democracy” 
underscores the important role of deliberative 
procedure in enriching and enhancing 
substantive democratic politics, in contrast 
to competitive procedure. By combining 
the two, the “ecological deliberative 
democracy” can make progressively stricter 
political and legal decisions about eco-
environmental protection and governance 
through procedural debate based on 
“evidence,” rather than merely through 
voting-style resolutions. Notably, within 
the framework of continuous procedural 
debates, viewpoints and positions initially 
held by political minorities, yet aligned with 
natural ecological laws and their objective 
demands, can potentially secure a political 
mainstream or majority status through 
rational persuasion rather than coercive 
or manipulative tactics. It is evident that 
environmental public policies built upon 
this deliberative consensus possess a 
higher degree of democratic legitimacy and 
practical feasibility than those approved 
solely through majority voting.

The compatibility between eco-
civilization construction in contemporary 
China and “ecological deliberative 
democracy” lies in the respective 
construction and historical integration of 
the “ecological implications” embedded in 
public policies related to eco-environmental 
protection and governance in a broad 

sense, and the consultative characteristics 
that are integral to the socialist democracy 
with Chinese characteristics. On the one 
hand, the discourse and policy system 
surrounding eco-environment protection 
and governance since the founding of the 
People’s Republic of China, especially 
since China’s reform and opening up, has 
exhibited a considerable gap between the 
discourse theory and the effect of policy 
implementation, indicating a huge potential 
for the enhancement of the ecological 
implications of these policies. As a result, it 
becomes easier for the CPC, the government, 
and all walks of life to adopt a reflective 
perspective when considering mainstream 
policies on eco-environmental protection 
and governance, or initiatives for eco-
civilization construction. On the other hand, 
within the context of socialist democracy 
with Chinese characteristics, there is a 
lesser emphasis on the institutionalized 
embedding of the voting process, while 
the utilization of consultative democracy 
is more extensive, not only mitigating 
the vicious competition caused by overly 
focusing on voting and its results, but also 
making it possible for various stakeholders 
to engage in more comprehensive 
discussions and considerations regarding 
the “political justifications” behind different 
policy proposals. During the process of eco-
civilization construction, we have witnessed 
numerous substantive and in-depth 
debates concerning the core concepts and 
major policies associated with this issue. 
While these debates may impose certain 
constraints in the short term, they prove 
to be highly necessary and beneficial in the 
medium and long term.
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The latter (i.e. socialist people’s 
democracy) can be roughly understood as a 
global republican democracy transcending 
ecological deliberative democracy and 
a new form of people’s democracy that 
transcends capitalist democracy. It can 
be argued that the concept of “ecological 
deliberative democracy” advocated by 
scholars such as Robyn Eckersley and 
John Dryzek largely falls within the realm 
of “post-liberal democracy,” at least not 
“anti-liberal democracy” (Dryzek 2012, 
233–238; Eckersley 2012, 93–100). In 
other words, their standpoint remains 
focused on the ongoing greening or 
improvement of democratic political 
systems within contemporary capitalist 
countries. However, it may be challenging 
to achieve from a strict or pure ecological 
perspective. For example, Andrew Dobson 
(Dobson 2007, 3–21) believes that the new 
type of “ecological democracy” should 
be founded on an undifferentiated global 
vision, which surpasses the narrowness of 
nation-states and localities, and the one-
dimensional sense of civic responsibility 
emphasized by classical republicanism. In 
other words, genuine ecological democracy 
embodies a form of political democracy 
or democratic politics that fosters equal 
participation (or consideration) of global 
citizens and embraces a holistic perception 
and treatment of the Earth as a unified 
entity or a nurturing force for humanity. 
It is essential to recognize that “a human 
community with a shared future,” a core idea 
and vision within China’s eco-civilization 
construction, should not be directly equated 
with “ecological democracy.” However, 
there are certain similarities or connections 

in terms of their underlying principles.
Undoubtedly, socialist people’s 

democracy and its new characteristics 
deserve further discussion and elucidation. 
Its institutional essence that transcends 
capitalist democracy, and socialist economic 
and political systems and the socio-cultural 
foundation that underpin this essence, 
are obvious and beyond doubt. In other 
words, it would be futile or self-deceptive to 
explore the consolidation and enhancement 
of socialist democracy in isolation from 
the socialist economic and political 
systems and the underlying socio-cultural 
foundation. Within the context of China’s 
eco-civilization construction, the adherence 
to, enhancement and innovation of the 
principle and system of people’s democracy 
are crucial for guiding the socialist goal and 
orientation of eco-civilization construction 
and achieving the self-transformation from 
the primary stage to the intermediate and 
advanced stages of socialism with Chinese 
characteristics (Zhang 2020, 68–75). After 
all, the construction of socialist eco-
civilization is primarily motivated by the 
interests, developmental requirements, 
and aspirations of the people. Thus, a 
fundamental question throughout the 
whole process is how to gradually create an 
institutional system for economic, political, 
social, cultural, and ecological governance 
that aligns with the concepts and principles 
of socialist eco-civilization by continuously 
encouraging and facilitating the active 
participation of the overwhelming 
majority of the people in formulating and 
implementing national strategies and public 
policies for eco-civilization construction, 
and how to cultivate a new generation of 
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citizens with a strong sense of ecological 
political awareness and possess the requisite 
knowledge and capabilities to oversee this 
institutional system. It must be clarified 
that whether eco-civilization construction 
is socialist in nature or whether socialist 
eco-civilization can become a tangible 
reality in the future will ultimately depend 
on the authentic sense of fulfillment, 
happiness, and engagement of the general 
populace, and on their political willingness 
and capacities to embrace, recognize, and 

safeguard the socialist direction.
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