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1 	 The Cause of Ecological 
Predicaments and the Rise of 
Ecological Ethics Awareness

The ecological predicaments suffered by 
modern people exhibit an obvious causal 
connection with the historical activities 
of human beings. It is fair to say that the 
deteriorating ecology in modern society is 
closely related to the development mode 
of traditional society and the concept of 
existence. In the traditional concept of 
development, human beings have always 
been at the center of value. Whether 
it is the rational thought that “human 
creates laws for nature” in philosophy or 
the common saying that “everything is 
for human’s use” in life, they all express 
the bias of anthropocentrism in today’s 
context of ecological civilization. Since 
the onset of industrial society, scientific 
and technological rationality has quickly 
risen to be the prevailing trend in social 
development. Nowadays, while we enjoy 
the fruits of the highly-developed material 
civilization, we also bear the heavy burden 
brought about by ecological crises. From 
the perspective of world history, although 
the modernization processes in the East 
and the West have unfolded in different 
time and space, the occurrence of ecological 
crises and the rise of ecological awareness 
are the shared concerns in the process of 
modernization.

The traditional development modes 
and value concepts are unable to adapt to the 
new modes of human production and living 
since the onset of industrial society. This is 
the fundamental cause of ecological issues 
emerging in modern society. The traditional 

development modes and value concepts are 
based on agricultural civilization. During 
the era of agricultural civilization when the 
activities and capabilities of human beings 
were constrained by the forces of nature, and 
the relationship between human beings and 
nature was heavily skewed, the ambition to 
overcome and conquer nature was naturally 
regarded as a positive psychological 
need and a rational culture in traditional 
cultures, as recorded in Lost Book of Zhou: 
Wenzhuan (逸周书·文传), “an army strong 
enough can win over people and people 
powerful enough can conquer nature,” and 
in Xunzi: Discussion of Heaven (荀子·天
论), “controlling destiny and making use 
of it.” To fully grasp the idea that “human 
is bound to conquer nature,” we need to 
delve into specific theoretical backgrounds. 
However, most of these theories share a 
common inclination towards advocating for 
an optimistic, expansive, and mechanical 
mindset of conquest, embodying a robust 
and assertive anthropocentric sentiment 
that places human beings above all else. 
Although the balance is not tilted towards 
human beings at this time, from the 
perspective of contemporary ecological 
ethics, this traditional way of thinking 
prevents human beings from standing on 
the side of ecological justice. Certainly, 
this anthropocentric sentiment is not 
uncommon in Western history. Particularly, 
after the rise and flourishing of natural 
science of “studying the nature of things in 
order to acquire knowledge” in the West, 
it rapidly developed into the dominant 
mode of thinking in Western culture and 
this mode of thinking is essentially a kind 
of materialistic thinking separating the 
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subject from the object and embodying 
binary opposition. With the development of 
science and technology in modern society, 
this thinking has attained an unprecedented 
victory, and “nature existing to serve human 
beings” has been established and conformed 
to as a true proposition in the whole society.

Ecological disasters stemming 
from the traditional development modes 
and value concepts have directly triggered 
people’s awareness of ecological ethics and 
their vision for the practice of ecological 
civilization. In the long history of agricultural 
civilization, people  always worked from 
sunup until sundow, adhering to the natural 
law for thousands of years. However, when 
faced the sudden onslaught of material 
civilization and its impact on ecology, a 
group of pioneers with an awareness of 
ecological ethics began to deeply reflect on 
the modern way of living. In the West, this 
trend of thought quietly appeared as early as 
the 18th century, and figures such as Johann 
Gottlieb Fichte, Novalis, Wilhelm von 
Humboldt, and Alexander von Humboldt, 
known as “the Humboldt brothers,” 
criticized the alienation and confrontation 
between human and nature caused by the 
modern technological rationality from 
different cultural perspectives. Although 
their thinking domains varied, there was 
a striking consensus in their opinions. 
Specifically, they called for a deep 
reflection on modern people’s living ways, 
strongly opposing regarding nature as a 
“natural object” that can be causally and 
mathematically analyzed. They actively 
championed the oneness between human 
and nature, advocating for viewing nature 
as an organism with life attributes. These 

views are completely different from the 
traditional concepts, bringing the issue 
of human and nature into the realm of 
bioethical thinking.

From the new perspective of 
ecological ethics, all things in nature 
are unique, but they all hold equal value 
ecologically, and every individual is an 
indispensable part of the ecological nature 
as a whole. It is indiscriminate acceptance 
and inclusion of every individual that 
imbues the whole with vibrant vitality. 
Therefore, nature is not at all an object to be 
conquered as a so-called “subject,” on the 
contrary, nature is an object to be venerated 
in the ethical sense. During this period, the 
poet Friedrich Hölderlin felt compelled to 
declare to the world that whoever oppresses 
nature was devoid of hope (Hölderlin 1999, 
354). In this regard, Hölderlin put forward 
the theory of “higher enlightenment.” 
This theory of ecological ethics compels 
individuals to reconsider their perspectives 
on nature, casting aside the views that nature 
is simply a passive object to be utilized and 
deprived of by technology. Human beings, 
existing in nature, should learn to heed 
nature’s voice.

It should be admitted that the 
thoughts in Western ecological ethics 
provide profound critiques of the essence 
of the industrial society’s development, 
which holds historical significance for 
awakening the contemporary concepts of 
ecological ethics. This marks a monumental 
shift in human’s way of thinking and a 
major progress in the stage of civilization 
development. This ecological consciousness 
initially targeted the modern civilization 
patterns and the science and technology it 
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relied on. Under the guidance of this trend 
of thought, the view that “nature knows 
best” (Commoner 1971, 20) becomes an 
essential aspect that contemporary human 
beings must reflect upon concerning 
their existence and development. With 
the gradual awakening of ecological 
consciousness, contemporary theories of 
ecological ethics begin to draw resources 
from traditional thoughts and expand their 
scope globally. For example, Bill Devall 
and George Sessions regarded Chinese 
Taoist thought and Indian Chinese Taoist 
thought as a kind of Eastern wisdom in 
the practice of ecological civilization. 
Australian scholars like Richard Sylvan 
and David Bennett, who are well-known 
for their research on “deep ecology,” drew 
direct connections between “deep ecology” 
with Chinese Taoist thought. They pointed 
out that traditional Chinese Taoist thought 
embodied an ecological orientation, and 
that the “Way” (dao 道) in Taoism was 
not only the way of life, but also the way 
of ecology, which encompassed deep 
ecological consciousness and provides a 
perfect practical foundation for the way 
of life of “conforming to nature.” To this 
end, they proposed constructing a deep 
green ethic based on Taoist thought and 
interpreted the “Way” in Taoist philosophy 
as “an undifferentiated and simple 
oneness or a unity of diversity, despite 
people distinguishing it by giving various, 
perhaps wrong, names to it” (Hay 2002, 
96). Similarly, Baird Callicott, a renowned 
American researcher of ecological ethics 
and former president of the International 
Society for Environmental Ethics, also 
saw Chinese Taoist thought as “traditional 

East Asian deep ecology” (Callicott 1994, 
67–86). Moreover, Roger S. Gottlieb of the 
Worcester Polytechnic Institute contrasted 
Chinese Taoist thought with traditional 
Western culture. He firmly believes that, 
regarding ecological issues, Chinese Taoist 
thought is a special way of thinking that 
deserves to be studied by Westerners, 
for it can provide a new perspective for 
rectifying the biases in traditional Western 
concepts.

The absorption and application of 
traditional Chinese culture in contemporary 
ecological ethics is not out of expediency. 
In the context of building an ecological 
civilization, a distinctly modern theme, 
we bring up again Laozi’s thought. This 
is not to position Laozi as a spokesperson 
for modern ecological civilization, nor is 
it to elevate his philosophy above Western 
ecological philosophy and make it take 
precedence over the ideas of modern 
people. Such an approach is not only is 
an improper way to understand Laozi’s 
thought, but it also invites a clearly 
anachronistic logic. In today’s ecological 
civilization exploration and ecological 
practice, Laozi’s philosophy, which is 
imbued with both a profound spirit of 
critique and a simple existential ethos, can 
participate in the construction of ecological 
ethics culture as a representation of the 
historical and cultural traditions, so as to 
act as a medium of thought that connects 
the past and the present, and merges both 
Chinese and Western cultures. Through 
this means, Chinese and Western cultures 
are able to seek a common platform for 
discourse and dialogue in the discussion of 
issues about ecological ethics.
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2 	 The Correlation Between 
Laozi’s Concept of Philosophy 
and Contemporary 
Perspectives of Ecological 
Ethics

The construction of ecological ethics is the 
theoretical foundation for the practice of 
ecological civilization, and the ecological 
disasters in the modern world are, to a 
certain extent, the result of the lack of 
ecological ethical concepts and the chaos of 
the order in ecological ethics. The practice of 
ecological civilization in the new era should 
focus on awakening people’s ecological 
conscience and ecological moral self-
awareness through the construction and 
promotion of ecological ethics and morality, 
in order to enhance people’s ecological 
justice and ecological ethical responsibility. 
On this premise, the ecological harmony 
between human and nature can be basically 
guaranteed.

Seeking an ecological ethical theory 
that is feasible in reality is an urgent task in 
the practice of ecological civilization today, 
and absorbing traditional cultural resources 
is a necessary way to accomplish this task. In 
the treasury of ancient Chinese philosophies 
with a long history behind it, there are a 
great many theoretical resources that are 
varied in form and numerous in quantity, 
and they remain influential in the modern 
world even after being deposited and refined 
over time. Among those resources, Taoist 
thought is the one that can align with the 
contemporary theories of ecological ethics, 
and Laozi 老子 (a Chinese classic text and 
foundational work of Taoism, also known 
as “Tao Te Ching” and “Dao De Jing”) is 

the typical text that expresses this thought. 
Laozi has a profound influence on the 
inheritance of traditional Chinese culture, 
but in the global context of a shift towards 
ecological civilization, the interpretation of 
the Laozi text is no longer confined to the 
perspectives of traditional Chinese culture. 
As early as the beginning of the 20th century, 
Laozi’s thought has been introduced to the 
world through an ecological lens.

In the field of philosophical 
research, Laozi is a philosophical text full 
of metaphyciss (Xuanxue 玄学, sometimes 
called Neo-Taoism), seemingly unrelated to 
today’s ecological issues. However, entering 
the interior of the philosophical text, it 
can be found that many philosophical 
propositions are specially related to issues 
in reality. In the context of ecological 
ethics, the transition from “The law of the 
Dao is its being what it is” (Dao fa ziran
道法自然) in philosophy to the ecological 
nature in reality is an important example 
of philosophy shedding light on reality. 
The term “ziran”自然 is a core category in  
Laozi’s philosophical system, and Laozi’s 
thought is deeply intertwined with the 
concept of ziran and the connotation of 
ziran is profoundly rich in Laozi’s thought 
system, marking it as one of the most 
vibrant aspects of Laozi’s thought. However, 
the “nature” discussed in contemporary 
ecological civilization is clearly very different 
from the ziran referred to by Laozi. For 
contemporary individuals, when it comes 
to “nature,” they will directly associate it 
with material objects like mountains, rivers, 
flowers, and plants. Therefore, there is a 
question worth analyzing. Since Laozi’s 
ziran exists as a metaphysical category 
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within philosophical discourse, how can 
we reconcile this abstract concept with the 
tangible, concrete world around us?

Through interpreting the text of 
Laozi, we will find that although “ziran” is 
a metaphysical category within the text, it 
does not mean that Laozi’s philosophical 
concept of “ziran” is entirely detached 
from the natural world that ignores physics. 
On the contrary, the object that Laozi’s 
metaphysics concerns with is the natural 
world where we reside. Thus, in the text of 
Laozi, Laozi uses some other concepts to 
convey what we refer to today as the natural 
world, such as the frequently mentioned 
terms like “all under heaven” (tianxia 天
下), “heaven and earth” (tiandi 天地), and 
“all things on earth” (wanwu 万物). These 
concepts are basically consistent with what 
modern people refer to as the natural world 
today. A deeper interpretation reveals that 
the metaphysical “Dao fa ziran” points to 
the physical “all under heaven,” “heaven and 
earth,” and “all things on earth.” Therefore, 
the concept of ziran in Laozi’s philosophy 
is not a material category similar to “all 
under heaven,” “heaven and earth,” and 
“all things on earth,” but a prescriptiveness 
of “all under heaven,” “heaven and earth,” 
and “all things on earth.” As recorded in 
Chapter 17 of Laozi, “How irresolute did 
those (earliest rulers) appear, showing (by 
their reticence) the importance which they 
set upon their words! Their work was done 
and their undertakings were successful, 
while the people all said, ‘We are as we 
are, of ourselves!’” (Legge 1891). As for the 
connotations of the alleged “Dao fa ziran,” 
in brief, the fundamental disposition of 
the “Way” that runs through “heaven and 

earth” and “all things on earth” is ziran. 
Ziran here is not a simple word, but a 
compound word, which can be more easily 
explained in the Chinese context. Zi 自 
refers to the “self” of “all under heaven” and 
“all things on earth,” and ran 然 refers to 
the affirmation of their actions and states of 
theirs being what they are. From this point 
of view, the concept ziran proposed by 
Laozi conveys the meaning of being itself, 
acting spontaneously, and its being what it 
is. However, the translation of Laozi’s ziran 
in the ontological meaning as “Nature” or 
“Natureness” in English might fall short of 
capturing its essence or even misrepresent 
it. Therefore, in the annotations of Laozi, 
Wang Bi interprets the one who takes its 
law from ziran as the one who would draw 
a square if ziran is a square, a circle if ziran 
is a circle, that is, the one who never go 
against ziran and as to ziran, there is no 
proper words to describe it because it resides 
beyond the whole words (Lou 1980, 65). 
However, others hold a different opinion 
on this. Because Wang Bi’s interpretation 
of ziran here is highly suspected of being 
biased towards the substance and conveys 
the overtone that ziran is much more a 
noun. For this reason, in recent academic 
research, some scholars have tried to borrow 
Hegel’s style and translate the word into 
Reflexion-in-Sich, which, if translated back 
in Chinese, it would mean “being as it is” 
(rushi 如是) and “being the true self” (benru 
本如), and in such way, the concept of ziran 
will not be limited to the connotation of a 
noun.

Although we can employ Hegelian 
terms like Reflexion-in-Sich to interpret 
Laozi’s ziran in an ontological sense, if 
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we totally appropriate the ontological 
thinking of Western philosophy to think 
about Laozi’s ziran, it will evoke questions 
akin to those raised by Western substance 
ontology, namely, how Reflexion-in-Sich 
like in “being as it is” and what is Reflexion-
in-Sich in “being the true self”? This will 
easily lead us back to a kind of substance 
ontology thinking. Today, of course, it 
is understood that Western substance 
ontology is a metaphysical presumption. 
Therefore, it is meaningless to interpret 
ziran through the interpreting method 
of substantive ontology, for in dialectical 
thinking, the “being” is always the “being” 
of history and there is absolutely no such 
thing as a “natural” state devoid of historical 
connection and generation. Just as the 
Western substance ontology was eventually 
dissolved by the “historical ontology,” 
Laozi’s ziran must be comprehended within 
a historical context. Ziran, as a “self-being,” 
is a metaphysical concept that corresponds 
to the physical world, embodying the 
uniqueness and irreplaceability of “all under 
heaven” and “all things on earth.” All things 
on earth, in their vast diversity and myriad 
forms, inherently evolve and exist in the 
most fitting and rational manner. Laozi’s 
saying, “When things (in the vegetable 
world) have displayed their luxuriant 
growth, we see each of them return to its 
root. This returning to their root is what we 
call the state of stillness; and that stillness 
may be called a reporting that they have 
fulfilled their appointed end” (Legge 1891), 
speaks to the affirmation and adherence to 
the original nature.

Certainly, this natural uniqueness 
in all things does not inherently exist in a 

transcendental world or submit to some 
kind of mysterious teleology. Laozi’s ziran 
is a kind of “self-being” in the context of 
historical development, belonging to a 
dynamic and open-ended historical state 
with a particular historical trajectory and 
development progress where individuals 
continuously become and affirm themselves. 
Here, the “self-generation” of all things 
on earth not only recognizes distinctions 
between “the self” and “the other,” but 
also resists from “the other’s” interference, 
compelling, and robbing to “the self.”

From the perspective of ecological 
ethics, Laozi’s ziran can be understood 
in the sense of becoming as rushi and 
benshi. Such rushi and benshi are no longer 
vacuous “natural” concepts, but should be 
understood in the context of “humanized 
nature.” Since the birth of human beings, 
the natural world has become interrelated 
to mankind, and there is no longer a 
domain that is not “disturbed” by human 
cognition and practice. Therefore, ziran, 
interpreted as rushi and benshi, expresses 
the unique prescriptiveness of “all under 
heaven” and “all things on earth” in its 
ontological connotations and underpins 
the rationality of their existence. For the 
physical phenomenal world, ziran signifies 
the rational form of “all under heaven” 
and “all things on earth.” On one hand, 
it implies the natural progression of “all 
under heaven” and “all things on earth.” On 
the other hand, it means that even under 
the influence of human beings’ practical 
activities, “all under heaven” and “all things 
on earth” can still maintain their balanced 
situation, or in other words, human 
beings’ practical activities should be merely 
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regarded as a component in the balance 
without disrupting this balance, and they 
are restricted to a balanced situation without 
hitting the bottom line of ecological ethics. 
As a metaphysical category, ziran can 
connect to the real world, and complement 
the basic concept of “doing nothing and so 
there is nothing which it does not do” in 
Laozi’s thought system.

3 	 The Integration of Laozi’s 
Concept of Practice and 
Contemporary Concepts of 
Ecological Ethics 

Based on the textual analysis of Laozi, it is 
evident that Laozi’s thoughts and attitudes 
towards “all under heaven” and “all things 
on earth” share the same problem domain 
and focus with the ecological ethical 
issues discussed by contemporary people. 
Specifically, Laozi’s practical principles of 
ecological ethics, including “nonaction,” 
“being content” (zhizu 知足), and “putting 
away extravagance” (qushe 去奢), remain 
insightful and relevant for the construction 
of ecological civilization today. China 
has accumulated a wealth of theoretical 
wisdom and practical achievements in 
its exploration of ecological civilization. 
Nevertheless, it still faces many problems 
at the theoretical and practical levels. The 
evolving circumstances and new issues 
in the new era require a breakthrough in 
ecological ethics as we continue to promote 
ecological civilization. As to the significance 
of drawing wisdom from the past to inform 
the present, the contemporary practice of 
ecological ethics finds many parallels and 

commonalities with Laozi’s concept of 
practice.

First of all, Laozi’s practical principle 
of “managing affairs without doing anything” 
can be taken as the primary principle for 
contemporary ecological ethical practice. 
In Laozi’s thought system, wuwei 无为 is 
firstly an important metaphysical principle. 
As a metaphysical principle, wuwei does 
not mean the negativity and emptiness in 
a popular context, such as “doing nothing” 
or “accomplishing nothing.” Contrary to 
the negative concept of avoiding the world, 
the keynote of Laozi’s thought is about 
positively entering society, marked both 
by sharp critiques and genuine concerns 
for the state and its people. In other words, 
Laozi’s wuwei is a kind of “doing things 
skillfully” (shanwei 善为), knowing what 
can be done and what cannot be done. 
Therefore, wuwei encompasses both “not 
doing things” (buwei 不为) and “doing 
things” (youwei 有为), “having no trouble” 
(wushi 无事) and “having troubles” (youshi 
有事), as well as “having no desire” (wuyu 无
欲) and “having desires” (youyu 有欲), which 
align with Laozi’s dialectical logic in the  
form.

In relation to the theme of ecological 
ethics, Laozi’s concept of wuwei manifests 
itself on many levels. The most evident 
meaning of wuwei is the refusal of reckless 
actions, and not arbitrarily treating “all 
under heaven” and “all things on earth” 
from an anthropocentric perspective. In 
Rao Shangkuan’s interpretation of Laozi’s 
thought, wuwei is interpreted as not doing 
things recklessly and conforming to the 
natural trends (Rao 2006). In fact, “not 
doing things recklessly” (buwangwei 不妄
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为) and “conforming to the natural trends” 
(shunqi-ziran 顺其自然) are still abstract 
concepts, which need to be objectified in 
the real world to concretely embody the 
connotations of this thought so as to be 
better understood and accepted. From the 
perspective of ecological ethics, the current 
ecological deterioration stems from the 
inability to uphold the baseline of wuwei. 
Not only does this apply to the society at 
large, but every individual within the society 
is constantly striving to “do things” all the 
time. In that case, it becomes inevitable 
that the human hearts are filled with 
“non-competition” (buzheng 不争), “non-
stealing” (budao 不盗) and “non-chaos” 
(buluan 不乱), and the way of treating “all 
under heaven” and “all things on earth” 
will definitely be forcefully plundering. As 
stated in Chapter 3 of Laozi, “Not to value 
and employ men of superior ability is the 
way to keep the people from rivalry among 
themselves; not to prize articles which are 
difficult to procure is the way to keep them 
from becoming thieves; not to show them 
what is likely to excite their desires is the way 
to keep their minds from disorder. Therefore 
the sage, in the exercise of his government, 
empties their minds, fills their bellies, 
weakens their wills, and strengthens their 
bones. He constantly (tries to) keep them 
without knowledge and without desire, and 
where there are those who have knowledge, 
to keep them from presuming to act (on it). 
When there is this abstinence from action, 
good order is universal” (Legge 1891). 
Competition, stealing, and chaos initially 
were only struggles and competitions 
between individuals and different social 
classes, but when extended to the current 

situation, with global integration and the 
free circulation of capital in the world, the 
phenomenon of competition, stealing and 
chaos is intensified and becomes a global 
affliction. Developing countries have 
become the targets of competition and 
stealing by developed countries because, 
in order to develop and survive, they have 
to sacrifice their own ecological resources 
and become the original equipment 
manufacturers of developed countries. 
Notably, some countries with significant 
ecological issues, are all victims of this 
competition and stealing of global capital. 
According to Laozi’s opinion, if we want 
to avoid competition, stealing, and chaos, 
we must make the most of the situation 
to regulate the rules governing capital 
activities, which offers profound insights 
for addressing global ecological issues.

In today’s society, ecological 
protection is a global affair, transcending the 
boundaries of individual nations or regions. 
It often happens that while one country can 
legislate for ecological protection using its 
national power, once beyond its national 
scope, “competition,” “stealing” and 
“chaos” are often unavoidable. For example, 
ecological protection documents like the 
Paris Agreement only bind all parties on 
a contractual or moral level but lack legal 
force. As such, under the lure of capital, 
such agreements are difficult to maintain 
the integrity. However, the actual situation 
also determines that it is not feasible to 
take high-handed measures to promote 
ecological civilization, and that we can only 
make the most of the situation and rely on 
the self-examination and consciousness 
of the whole society to promote the global 
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awareness of ecological ethics.
Second, Laozi advocates not 

making unfounded value judgments. 
Such judgments are the root causes of the 
expansion and predatory nature of human 
activities, leading to ecological disasters. In 
Laozi’s dialectical thinking, all things on 
earth complement each other, and are one 
without the differentiation of superiority 
and inferiority. However, human value 
judgments tend to be biased, and once 
unfounded value judgments are made 
without regard to the content of the whole 
and its historical process, it will inevitably 
create a man-made dilemma between “all 
under heaven” and “all things on earth.” 
These value judgments are often imposed by 
human beings and recklessly judged by the 
rule of the alleged “usefulness of the object  
to the subject.” This kind of unfounded 
value judgment carries a significant 
responsibility for ecological deterioration. 
For a long time, traditional education 
perpetuated the thought of fixed value 
judgments. The description of the cow 
as an “artiodactyla” animal in traditional 
textbooks, for instance, is laden with 
pronounced value judgments and 
anthropocentrism. There are many other 
concepts that conflict with the concepts of 
ecological ethics. Without these unfounded 
value judgments, harm would diminish and 
“all under heaven” and “all things on earth” 
can be preserved in their natural state.

Therefore, Laozi advocates that 
“the sage manages affairs without doing 
anything,” and in such a way can “all things 
spring up, and there is not one which 
declines to show itself” (Legge 1891). The 
“sage” mentioned here refers to a person 

who can understand the value of existence 
and the meaning of life without making 
unfounded value judgments, epitomizing 
the philosophy of “wuwei.” Laozi advocates 
for an impartial love for all things, affirming 
the diversity of “all under heaven” and the 
rights of all living beings. For ecological 
ethics, this involves the issue of justice in  
how human beings manage ecological 
relations. “Justice” is originally an 
important category of interpersonal ethics, 
and it is a concept extended from the need 
to safeguard the most fundamental right 
of human beings to survive. The pursuit of 
“justice” is the moral basis for the rationality 
and legitimacy of the modern social system. 
The concept of “justice” proposed by human 
beings for the ecological realm emerges 
from contemporary society’s predatory 
exploitation and destructive utilization of 
ecological resources. Once biodiversity 
faces threats and ecological resources are 
depleted, the health and existential “justice” 
of future generations of human beings are 
at risk as well. Therefore, expanding the 
scope of “justice” to ecological ethics will 
make it easier for people to understand the 
importance of the consequences of their 
own actions for the ecosystem. Based on 
that, human beings have the obligation to 
refrain from harming “all under heaven” 
and “all things on earth,” which should be 
viewed as possessing equal rights to life. 
This reverence for life resonates strongly 
with contemporary concepts of ecological 
ethics.

Third, Laozi’s existence concept of 
“knowing to stop and being content” (zhizhi 
zhizu 知止知足) serves as a warning to 
consumerism in modern society. In Laozi, 
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the concepts of “knowing to stop” (zhizhi 
知止) and “being content” (zhizu 知足) are 
complementary and interchangeable, and 
can be collectively referred to as “knowing 
to stop and being content.” Such concept 
holds multiple connotations, which can 
be interpreted as Laozi’s rules for life, his 
requirements for political qualities, and 
also an attitude towards ecological ethics. 
Therefore, it forms the foundational 
methodology in the concepts of ecological 
ethics for addressing the relationship 
between human and nature, and between 
human and “all under heaven” and “all 
things on earth.” It offers insights and 
lessons that the practice of contemporary 
civilization must embrace. The ecological 
concept of “knowing to stop and being 
content” is a practical strategy for solving 
ecological ethical issues from the perspective 
of the subject dimension. It aligns seamlessly 
with the ecological strategy of sustainable 
development advocated by contemporary 
society.

Laozi reiterates the ecological 
concept of “knowing to stop and being 
content” in several chapters. As stated in 
Chapter 44, “Or fame or life, which do you 
hold more dear? Or life or wealth, to which 
would you adhere? Keep life and lose those 
other things; keep them and lose your life: 
which brings sorrow and pain more near? 
Thus we may see, who cleaves to fame 
rejects what is more great; who loves large 
stores gives up the richer state. Who is 
content needs fear no shame. Who knows 
to stop incurs no blame. From danger free 
long live shall he” (Legge 1891). In Laozi’s 
worldview, those who are content are not 
enslaved by material things, nor are they 

shamed by external circumstances. They 
possess enough wisdom to decide where 
to go, what to do, and when to stop at the 
right moment. The essence of “knowing 
to stop and being content” is to deal with 
the relationship between the capacity of 
the natural world and the scope of human 
activities. Human beings should know the 
limits of their own behaviors. They should 
know that their activities are not unlimited 
and where to stop. Since “all under heaven” 
and “all things on earth” operate by their 
own scales, human beings should not 
solely pursue their own desires without 
considering these scales. The harmonious 
development of “all under heaven” and 
“all things on earth” rests on the premise 
of “knowing to stop” and “being content.” 
Internally, “being content” requires human 
beings to know how to overcome their 
own desires, and externally, “knowing to 
stop” requires human beings to realize 
that “all under heaven” and “all things on 
earth” have their own limits. Consequently, 
humanity’s own actions should not expand 
boundlessly and they must be confined 
within their limits.

In conclusion, the construction 
of contemporary ecological civilization 
is thoroughly related to the concepts of 
ecological ethics. The merit of ecological 
ethics is the yardstick for the caliber 
of ecological civilization, and only the 
development mode in harmony with 
ecological ethics represents a truly worthy 
way of life. Although the original form of 
Laozi’s thought is rather metaphysical, 
Laozi’s wisdom can be fully actualized in 
contemporary practices of ecological ethics 
and integrated into specific ecological 
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systems. At present, one of the tasks of the 
new era is to start from the construction 
of relevant institutional improvement 
and institutional innovation, to build an 
institutional system that is compatible with 
the process of ecological environmental 
protection, and to promote the coordinated 
progress of ecological environmental 
protection and economic and social 
development (Tang 2020). Although 
today’s ecological issues are still serious, 
the study of ecological ethical theories 
remains a fundamental undertaking in 
the construction of ecological civilization. 
In navigating the theories of ecological 
ethics, we must confront present realities 
and envision the future, while anchoring 

ourselves in the profound depths of 
traditional wisdom. Although Laozi’s 
ecological ethical concepts of “ziran” and 
“wuwei” sometimes seem powerless and 
futile amid the clamor of worldly desires 
and the congestion of materialism, we 
often see sad and dismal scenes where 
hope and resilience instantly transform 
sighs and lamentations. Yet, deep within 
Laozi’s thought lies a profound strength 
that inspires the belief that the gentle force 
of wuwei and ziran should, in the end, win 
over the strong force. It may seem as fragile 
as silk, but it is enduring and tenacious.
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