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for reflecting on and contemplating the 
predicaments of human existence. Entering 
the new era, Confucian ecological culture 
has gained more and more attention with 
its contemporary value and practical 
significance in China’s practice of ecological 
civilization construction. In view of this, 
it is necessary to strive for the modern 
transformation of Confucian ecological 
culture with the guidance of Marxism, 
opening up a contemporary perspective 
on Confucian ecological culture, and 
advancing the construction of ecological 
civilization in the new era with heightened 
cultural awareness.

1 	 Core Concepts of Confucian 
Ecological Culture

The relationship between man and nature is 
a fundamental issue in the study of cultural 
philosophy, and has been the focus of 
attention of Chinese thinkers throughout 
history. Under the problem orientation of 
“explore the relationship between heaven 
and man,” Confucianism reflects on 
the way of the individual life’s existence 
through the exploration of the “relationship 
between Heaven and man,” and expresses 
the ecological aspiration of harmony 
between man and nature, which has rich 
connotations of ecological philosophy. 
The holistic cosmology of “harmony 
between humanity and nature and unity 
of all things,” the ethical pursuit of “loving 
all people and things and treating them as 
brothers, sisters, and companions,” and the 
practical guideline of “taking from nature at 
the proper time and to the proper extent” 

are the key embodiment of the ecological 
wisdom of Confucianism, forming the 
core values of Confucian ecological  
culture.

1.1   	 Holistic Cosmology: 
Harmony Between Humanity and 
Heaven and Unity of All Things

“Harmony between humanity and 
Heaven” (tianren heyi 天人合一) is at the 
core of Chinese culture and represents the 
spiritual essence of Confucianism. Based 
on the holistic vision of the whole universe, 
Confucianism holds the ecological view of 
nature as the “unity of all things” (wanwu 
yiti 万物一体), believing that the three 
elements of heaven, earth and man are 
co-existing, interdependent, and have the 
characteristics of oneness, connectedness 
and commonality. The Way of Man 
(rendao 人道) is the continuation of the 
Way of Heaven (tiandao 天道), and the way 
of human life ethics and the order of yin-
yang dynamics are similar and interlinked. 
Only when human beings comprehend the 
way heaven and earth play their roles, do all 
that is supposed to be done by them, and 
cultivate themselves through meditation, 
can they understand and serve heaven, 
extend heaven’s blessing to people, and 
benefit all living beings.

The great transformation and 
dissemination of the universe and nature 
is the ceaseless process of life generation, 
which shows the profound and superior 
natural wisdom. Confucianism connects 
the constant motion of qi 气 (a vital force) 
with the Way of perpetual growth and 
change (shengsheng 生生) in the human 
world and fully recognizes that heaven, 



420Frontiers of Philosophy in China-Selected Publications from Chinese Universities

earth, and nature has the significance of life 
and the value of origin. As recorded in The 
Book of Changes: The Great Treatise II (周
易·系辞下), “The great attribute of heaven 
and earth is the giving and maintaining life” 
(Legge 1963, 381). Xunzi 荀子 also records 
in Xunzi: Discussion of Ritual Propriety  
(荀子·礼论) that “heaven and earth are the 
origin of life.” With the Way of Heaven and 
yin-yang being in motion, all life beings 
share one origin and depend on one another. 
They are one in nature and continuous in 
life. Heaven nurtures all people, and all 
things are born of heaven and earth and 
unified in the merciful Way of Heaven; 
each is in its proper place and gets what 
it wants, with respective special existence 
forms and values. Under the framework 
of “harmony between humanity and 
Heaven,” human beings and nature are not 
isolated, nor self-sufficient; on the contrary, 
heaven, earth, and human beings mutually 
support and nurture one another, which 
constitutes a unity where life beings feature 
co-existence, common prosperity, and 
synergistic evolution. As Dong Zhongshu 
said in Luxuriant Gems of the Spring and 
Autumn: Establishing the Originating 
Spirit (春秋繁露·立元神), “Heaven, Earth 
and humanity are the root of all living 
things. Heaven engenders them; earth 
nourishes them; humankity perfects them …  
The three assist one another just as the 
hands and feet join together to perfect the 
body: It is not possible to dispense with one 
of them.”

The nature of man originates from 
the Way of Heaven and heavenly principles, 
and the origin and essence of the material 
form and spiritual disposition are heaven, 

earth, and nature. Zhu Xi once noted that 
born in between Heaven and Earth, man is 
endowed with the qi of Heaven and Earth, 
thus the human body is the body of Heaven 
and Earth, and his heart is the heart of 
Heaven and Earth (Zhu 2002b, 595–596). It 
can be seen that the Way of Heaven is not 
external to man, but is the transcendent 
basis of life. “Zheng Min” in the Book 
of Poetry: Greater Odes of the Kingdom  
(诗经·大雅·烝民) noted that “Heaven, 
in giving birth to the multitudes of the 
people, to every faculty and relationship 
annexed its law. The people possess this 
normal nature, and they (consequently) 
love its normal virtue” (Legge 1898). 
Man’s wisdom and virtuous nature are 
endowed by nature and are rooted in 
the cosmic essence of heaven, earth, and 
nature. As the son of nature with the heart 
of Heaven and Earth, man is endowed 
with the nature of heavenly destiny, and 
is able to follow the laws of heavenly 
operation, fully develop his virtue of 
“sincerity,” and thus secure a place in 
life. The Book of Rites: Doctrine of Mean  
(礼记·中庸) records that “Sincerity is the 
Way of Heaven. The attainment of sincerity 
is the Way of Humanity” (Legge 1885). 
The “sincerity” is not only the true color of 
the universe, but also the moral character 
of man, as well as the working content and 
way of self-cultivation. Only by learning the 
Way of Heaven, knowing his innate nature 
by fully developing his heart, consciously 
undertaking the mission entrusted to him 
by the universe and nature, and assisting 
heaven and earth in the creation of life, can 
man realize complete virtue, establish the 
pole of man, form a ternion with heaven 
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and earth, and promote the common 
prosperity and harmonious development 
of the three elements as heaven, earth, and  
man.

1.2   	 Ethical Pursuit: Loving All 
People and Things and Treating 
Them as Brothers, Sisters, and 
Companions

In the Confucian ethical value system, 
benevolence (ren 仁) is the essential character 
that human beings are human beings, and 
it constitutes the cornerstone of Confucian 
theory of virtuous nature (dexing 德性). 
Benevolence is the core of Confucianism, 
and its essence is the care for life, which 
is actually an ecological philosophy 
(Meng 2007). Confucianism advocates 
the value orientation of “loving all people 
and things and treating them as brothers, 
sisters and companions.” This universal 
cosmic concern extends moral ethics from 
the interpersonal domain to the natural 
domain, thus realizing, on an ethical level, 
the coherence of the Way of Heaven and the 
Way of humanity, and the unity of ecological 
responsibility and ethical principles. This 
is a vivid demonstration of the holistic 
cosmology of “harmony between humanity 
and nature” on the aspects of the theory of 
virtuous nature and the theory of jingjie 境
界 (originally meant border or boundary. 
Later, it was used to translate the idea of a 
mental realm in Buddhist sutras, a state of 
spiritual cultivation achieved after having 
overcome bewilderment in the material 
world), showcasing the extensiveness and 
wholeness of the Confucian benevolence 
sentiments.

According to Confucianism, the 

highest manifestation of “benevolence” 
is being in harmony with the virtue  
(de 德) of life in between heaven and earth. 
Confucianism connects the idea that 
“Heaven and Earth take the production of 
things as their Heart” with “benevolence,” 
and advocates giving ethical care and 
moral concern to all things in between 
Heaven and Earth. Such theory provides 
the fundamental basis and metaphysical 
foundation for human beings to carry out 
their moral responsibilities and duties. 
In the view of Confucianism, that life 
multiplies in an endless succession shows 
the benevolence of Heaven, and the 
creation, transformation, and cultivation 
of all things under Heaven are not only 
the natural process but also the centralized 
manifestation and concrete implementation 
of Heaven’s benevolence and virtue. Cheng 
Hao (a Chinese philosopher and politician) 
noted, “production and reproduction 
is what is called (the process of) change  
(yi 易),” which is the reason why Heaven is the 
Way, and Heaven only takes the Way of life, 
and thus, those who inherit this Way of life 
is doing the good (Cheng and Cheng 1981, 
29). Man adheres to the spiritual wisdom of 
Heaven and Earth, strives to verify the Way 
of Heaven and inherits the Virtue of Heaven 
(tiande 天德); man is born with the love for 
all things and life, and shows the benevolence 
to all things, making them exist in harmony 
and get respective cultivation. Just as Zhu 
Xi said, the Heart of life creation exists in 
between Heaven and Earth, and the Heart 
of loving people and benefiting all things 
exists in between human beings (Zhu 2002a, 
3280). Based on this humanized view of 
the Way of Heaven, Confucianism believes 
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that all things in nature are not just external 
objects, but also valued existence that carry 
moral significance. Man realizes the way of 
the creation, growth, and nourishment in 
nature, follows the principle of hierarchical 
order from being “affectionate to his parents” 
to “lovingly disposed to people generally,” 
and then to being “kind to creatures”; 
man passes on love from oneself to other 
people, to everything in the universe, by 
expanding layer upon layer, from the inside 
to the outside, thus making its “Heart of 
bevevolence” spread to the universe and 
between Heaven and Earth and further 
including all things in nature into the scope 
of the ethical community.

The Neo-Confucian masters 
elevated the significance of “harmony 
between humanity and nature” to the 
pursuit of a mental realm, and this mental 
realm of life integrates human beings into 
Heaven and Earth, emphasizes the oneness 
and sensibility of human beings and all 
things under Heaven, and advocates that 
human should transcend the narrow 
boundaries of ethnicity, view all things 
from the perspective of Heaven and Earth, 
and consciously take on the mission and 
responsibility of nurturing all things. Zhang 
Zai expounds on the profound idea that 
“all people are my brothers and sisters, and 
all things are my companions” (minbao 
wuyu 民胞物与), which is derived from the 
theory of the ontological qi. In his view, 
qi circulates between Heaven and Earth; 
human beings and all things are composed 
of qi and are born of Heaven and Earth. 
Therefore, all people are my brothers and 
sisters, and all things are my companions. 
Wang Yangming, a master of the Neo-

Confucian school of mind in the Ming 
dynasty, further explains the statement that 
“benevolent people see all things under 
Heaven and themselves as one” on the basis 
of theories of the predecessors, emphasizing 
that the oneness of benevolence is the nature 
Heaven has conferred; he believes that 
each human has compassionate and caring 
feelings for birds and beasts, grass and trees, 
and tiles and stones, and only by letting go 
the distinction between oneself and others, 
and between things and human beings, can 
human be united within Heaven, Earth, and 
nature, and thus attain the highest mental 
realm of the oneness of benevolence. For 
Confucianism, man, as master of all things, 
should uphold the spirit of the selfless 
“greater self,” take the initiative to establish 
an ecological connection with nature, and 
know that man is a member of the vast 
Heaven and Earth. Then, man should 
coordinate the yin and yang of the universe, 
praise the transformation and cultivation of 
the Heaven and Earth, realize the oneness 
of benevolence in which all living beings are 
closely related, and recognize the Heaven 
and Earth’s beauty of “hawks flying and 
fishes leaping” (a Chinese idiom that means 
all nature’s things have their proper places 
to fill and are happy where they are), so as to 
complete its life of the Way of Heaven, and 
achieve the unity of the Way of the universe 
and human morals.

1.3   	 Practical Guideline: Taking 
from Nature at the Proper Time 
and to the Proper Extent

As recorded in The Book of Documents: 
Counsels of the Great Yu (尚书·大禹谟), 
“there are the rectification of (the people’s) 



December 2023  Volume 18  Number 4 423

virtue, (the tools and other things) that 
supply the conveniences of life, and the 
securing abundant means of sustentation” 
(Legge 1879), and these are the essential 
qualities of Confucian culture. Perpetual 
growth and change is the highest natural 
and ethical law in heaven and earth. 
Following this law, Confucianism advocates 
“great virtue accommodating all things” 
to guide its practice, calls for caring for all 
things in the universe with generosity and 
benevolence, realizes the moral pursuit of 
“treating all people as brothers and sisters 
and all things as companions” by upholding 
the practical guideline of “taking from 
nature at the proper time and to the proper 
extent,” and cultivates a frugal and self-
disciplined outlook on life. Confucianism 
advocates that, in the mundane life and 
production practices, man should adhere 
to the attitude of “acting what is right 
and in the exact time,” go along with the 
times and act accordingly, pay attention to 
accumulation and use resources sparingly, 
and encourage frugality and forbid 
extravagance, thus fulfilling the best use of 
talents and things and reaching the realm of 
“harmony between humanity and nature.”

To prohibit or allow the use of 
resources according to time is the inner 
requirement for learning and proving the 
Way of Heaven and nurturing all things. 
The so-called “time” refers to the alternation 
of the four seasons and the cycle of the 
life of all things. Time changes and the 
universe follows its own laws of operation, 
promoting the growth and decline of all 
life beings. To assist the circulation of the 
virtue of perpetual growth and change, 
man must respect the heavenly time, follow 

the natural rhythms, and arrange the 
practice of production and life with care. As 
recorded in The I Ching, Appendix IV (易
传·乾·文言), “The great man is he who is 
in harmony, in his attributes, with heaven 
and earth; in his brightness, with the sun 
and moon; in his orderly procedure, with 
the four sea-sons; and in his relation to 
what is fortunate and what is calamitous, in 
harmony with the spirit-like operations (of 
Providence). He may precede Heaven, and 
Heaven will not act in opposition to him; 
he may follow Heaven, but will act only as 
Heaven at the time would do” (Legge 1963, 
417). In The Analects: Xue Er (论语·学而), 
Confucius believes that to govern a country, 
“there must be reverent attention to business, 
and sincerity; economy in expenditure, 
and love for men; and the employment of 
the people at the proper seasons” (Legge 
1861), and advocates moving along the 
times and caring for the people in order to 
enrich people’s livelihoods and to promote 
prosperity and eliminate evils. Mencius 
emphasizes sensing and caring for Heaven, 
Earth, and nature with a benevolent heart, 
and advocates the provision of suitable 
conditions for the growth and development 
of all things so that they can complete their 
life cycle and realize their own nature. As 
recorded in The Works of Mencius, “If the 
seasons of husbandry be not interfered 
with, the grain will be more than can be 
eaten. If close nets are not allowed to enter 
the pools and ponds, the fishes and turtles 
will be more than can be consumed. If the 
axes and bills enter the hills and forests only 
at the proper time, the wood will be more 
than can be used” (Legge 1985). Man needs 
to take into consideration the past, present, 
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and future and use resources in accordance 
with the laws of the growth of all things, 
so as to ensure the prosperity of future 
generations.

“Zhong” 中 (moderate in one’s 
words and deeds) is a state of impartiality, 
no excesses, and no shortcomings, and it is 
the concentrated expression of Confucian 
moral and ethical wisdom. Confucianism 
regards zhongyong 中庸 (golden mean) as the 
highest form of virtue cultivation, requiring 
people to hold the principle of moderation 
in dealing with nature, to abstain from 
extravagance and keep things simple, to 
love things and use them sparingly, and 
to maintain a balance between material 
possessions and desires. In The Analects: 
Shu Er (论语·述而), Confucius taught his 
disciples that “the Master angled, but did 
not use a net. He shot, but not at birds 
perching” (Legge 1861). Scholars used the 
story of the Ox Mountain (niushan 牛山, a 
mountain in today’s Shandong Province, 
once suffered from excessive logging) 
as a warning to people to restrain their 
never-ending desires and to develop and 
utilize gifts of nature in a proper manner. 
The Book of Rites records the institutional 
decrees, prohibiting indiscriminate hunting 
and killing carried out by the emperor 
and the dukes or princes, and the book 
is permeated by the practical principle 
of not exhausting what is taken and not 
exhausting what is used. Xunzi: Discussion 
of Ritual Propriety also records that desire 
must not be impoverished by things, and 
things must not yield to desire. Desire and 
resources should be in a virtuous circle, 
which is the origin of rites. In Xunzi’s view, 
insatiable greed, unscrupulous behaviors, 

and indulgence in human desires will only 
lead to waste and destruction, making the 
people homeless and society in turmoil. 
Only by going along the times, using 
sparingly, taking only a moderate amount 
of resources, and placing everything in its 
proper place, can the people live in peace 
and work with contentment and the society 
develop with a long-lasting stability.

“Harmony” (he 和) constitutes the 
spiritual trait and value pursuit of Confucian 
ecological culture. By expounding and 
proving the relationship between Heaven 
and man, and the relationship between 
self and things, Confucianism outlines an 
ideal picture of heaven, earth, and man 
collaboratively helping one another and co-
existing in harmony. This ecological culture 
takes its root in agricultural civilization, with 
“harmony between humanity and nature” as 
its theoretical cornerstone and “benevolence 
for life” as its value orientation. It follows 
the practical principle of “using resources at 
the proper time and to the proper extent”, 
which expresses the fundamental Confucian 
view of the relationship between man and 
nature, and reflects a profound concern for 
life and a generous humanistic sentiment. 
These are valuable cultural treasure left to 
the contemporary human world.

2 	 Contemporary Value of 
Confucian Ecological Culture

Ideology serves as the guide for action. 
The ecological culture that exists in the 
form of ideology and concepts further 
manifests itself through people’s pursuit 
of values, state of mind, and moral 
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standards. It guides and regulates people’s 
production and life practices, and plays an 
important role in reaching the consensus 
on environmental protection, promoting 
environmental protection campaigns, and 
regulating practices in real life, thus further 
providing a powerful ideological guarantee 
and value support for the construction of 
ecological civilization. In the context of 
the global spread of ecological crises and 
the construction of ecological civilization 
in the new era, it is important to explore 
the ecological theoretical resources in 
Confucian culture and grasp its spiritual 
purpose and practical character. This will 
not only help promote the self-renewal and 
development of Confucian culture, but also 
provide ideological resources for reflecting 
on anthropocentric values, inspiration 
and reference for overcoming the current 
dilemma in environmental ethics, and 
cultural support for the construction of 
ecological civilization in the new era. 
Thus, the Confucian ecological culture 
has important practical significance and 
contemporary value.

2.1   	  Providing Ideological 
Resources for Reflecting on 
Anthropocentric Values

Based on the idea of “harmony between 
humanity and nature,” Confucianism 
upholds the values of reverence for nature 
and benevolence for life, and holds a 
holistic cosmic view and an awareness of 
life equality. Confucianism believes that 
man and nature mutually nurture each 
other and have an intrinsic connection 
and dependence. It advocates treating 
the life of all things in the universe as the 

object of care, and achieving the sympathy, 
intercommunication, coexistence and 
common prosperity between human beings 
and all things. The Confucian interfused 
concept of ecological holism holds that all 
things in the world are in a “community 
of subjects,” fundamentally different from 
the modern thinking paradigm of subject-
object binary opposition. In this regard, 
it can provide useful ideas and references 
for reflecting on and scrutinizing the 
shortcomings of industrial civilization 
and transcending the cultural values of 
anthropocentrism.

As the core value concept of 
industrial civilization, anthropocentrism 
objectively drives human’s arrogant attitude 
towards nature, and the conquest of nature 
has become the best way for human beings 
to embrace modern civilization. Since 
the Renaissance, deity forces have been 
replaced by rationalism, nature is no longer 
mysterious, and scientific rationality has 
become an absolute and omnipotent force 
in transforming and conquering nature. 
In the relationship between man and 
nature, people overturned the traditional 
theories of vitalism and animism, adopted 
a stance of “Prometheanism,” and upheld 
a mechanistic view of nature that contains 
subject-object dichotomy and heaven-man 
opposition. Under this concept, nature is 
no longer an organic whole that features 
spirituality and the hierarchy of values, but 
an instrumental collection that follows the 
mechanical law of cause and effect and can 
be calculated and measured. Rationality’s 
human-centric property and exclusiveness 
further stipulate man’s superiority in the 
value theory, and natural beings have only 
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instrumental value to serve man and do not 
constitute the object of man’s moral care. 
Modern anthropocentrism takes the needs, 
purposes and interests of individuals as the 
highest criteria and evaluation standards, 
deconstructs the objectivity of natural 
values with the supremacy of human values, 
and forms the logic of human chauvinism 
that loots and manipulates nature, thus 
bearing an inescapable responsibility for 
ecological disasters.

Confucianism believes that all 
things come from the same origin and are 
endowed with the benevolence of Heaven 
and Earth. It also believes that man and 
nature constitute a unity of life and a moral 
community that is compatible with each 
other, and the two are by no means in a 
subject-object relationship. There is no 
distinct barrier between them, and they 
should never stand in contrast with each 
other. Confucianism affirms the value of 
existence and meaning of life of all natural 
objects, opposes judging the value of nature 
only from the perspective of the interests 
and utility of human beings, and advocates 
expanding the ethical boundary to the 
entire natural world, making everything 
in the universe an object of ethical care, 
and highlighting a profound sentiment of 
life and an inclusive ethical consciousness. 
This benevolence for all things emphasizes 
that man and nature are in an equal 
relationship of mutual treatment, mutual 
support, and mutual development. Man 
is not the conqueror, and nature should 
not be conquered, let alone enslaved. It 
affirms not only the subjectivity of man, 
but also the value of life in nature; nature is 
regarded as the source of life and value, and 

human beings are regarded as the realizers 
and executors of the creation of life in 
nature (Meng 2007). Based on this, people 
should regard nature as their habitat, and 
all things as part of their own body, and 
take a benevolent mindset to feel through 
the whole world, to take care of nature, and 
to care for all things. The methodology and 
values of Confucian holism break through 
the thinking pattern of subject-object 
dichotomy, help to rectify the shortcomings 
brought about by anthropocentrism since 
modern times, cultivate the cultural concept 
of reverence and respect for nature, and 
trigger people’s deep-seated awareness of 
ecological values.

2.2   	 Providing Inspiration 
and Reference for Overcoming 
the Current Dilemma in 
Environmental Ethics

Confucianism affirms man’s position 
and role in heaven and earth, regards 
man as the center of the world of values, 
expounds on the universality and difference 
of “benevolence” through the recursive 
principles of characters having differences 
and love having hierarchical order, and 
gives people higher moral responsibilities 
and ethical obligations. This philosophy 
can rectify the deviation in nature-centrism 
and provide important inspiration and 
reference for today’s people to overcome 
of the dilemma of Western environmental 
ethics.

In the current green theory initiative, 
Western trends such as post-modernism and 
nature-centrism still occupy the position 
of “discourse hegemony.” Arne Naess 
proposed a “deep ecology,” Aldo Leopold 



December 2023  Volume 18  Number 4 427

advocated a “land ethic,” and Holmes 
Rolston advocated a “back-to-nature” view 
of the wilderness. These environmental 
ethicists insist on a nature-centered 
approach, advocating the elimination of 
human superiority and a re-examination 
of the relationship between human and 
ecosystem. Nature-centric theorists relegate 
man to the status of an ordinary species in 
the natural world, and emphasize human’s 
biological and static nature, as well as the 
objective in-itself and absolute pre-existing 
nature in comparison with human. What 
they see in human is biologically a mere 
subject to the laws of nature, and they grasp 
the self-unification relationship of negative 
adaptation between species only in the sense 
of genetics. As a result, they end up going to 
the other extreme of unilaterally dissolving 
human subjectivity and canceling human’s 
initiative. This biological reductionist 
stance leads to the negligence of the subject 
of ecological behaviors and fails to provide 
effective value arguments and ethical 
support for environmental protection 
actions.

Confucianism incorporates all 
natural things into the scope of ethical care, 
which is internally consistent with modern 
environmental ethics, and at the same time, 
follows the hierarchical-order principle 
of “benevolence having the sequence,” 
which shows the theoretical advantage and 
practical character compared with Western 
environmental theories, and provides a way 
out of the theoretical dilemma of nature-
centrism. Confucianism extends its ethical 
vision to the ecosystem that includes all 
species, categorizes this benevolence into 
kinship by blood, the benevolence of human, 

and the cherishing of things, and holds that 
benevolence should be extended to all things 
in nature according to different degrees 
of closeness. This concentric-circle moral 
ladder theory is both rational and feasible, 
and it establishes ethical principles and 
value standards for ecological conservation 
behaviors.

In the view of Confucianism, man 
upholds the spiritual wisdom of nature and 
is a primate of all things, and human innate 
moral nature and wisdom are endowed 
by the mother body of the universe and 
nature. The most valuable thing about man 
is that they can learn the everlasting Way of 
Heaven, own a heart of benevolence, respect 
nature and protect others, care for all life 
beings, and ordain conscience for the whole 
world. It can be seen that Confucianism 
values include but are not limited to man, 
and although man is at the core of the whole 
value system, it does not mean that human 
beings can do whatever they want to do, 
overriding all things, and conquering and 
dominating nature. Instead, it believes that 
man has to take up a greater responsibility 
and mission to reasonably adjust the 
relationship with nature and give ethical 
regulation to the behaviors that transform 
nature, which is fundamentally different 
from the theory that regards man’s interests 
as the sole center.

2.3   	 Providing Cultural Support 
for the Construction of Ecological 
Civilization in the New Era

The value concepts and codes of conduct 
such as “harmony between humanity and 
nature,” “love for all people and things,” and 
“well-measured use of natural resources” are 
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the crystallization of Confucian wisdom on 
the relationship between man and nature. 
They establish the cultural premise for the 
conscious transformation of ecological 
civilization, provide ideological resources 
for the construction of ecological culture in 
the new era, and have positive theoretical 
guiding significance and practice-oriented 
value.

Ecological and environmental 
problems are to a large extent the cultural 
and spiritual crises of mankind, and the evil 
consequences of the imbalance of cultural 
mentality and the distortion of values 
in the process of modernization. In the 
industrial era dominated by capitalism, the 
modernization process with instrumental 
rationality as its value core simply equates 
growth with development, and it only 
focuses on the quantity and speed of growth 
while ignoring the purpose and quality 
of development. It then evaluates the 
development level of society according to 
the accumulation and increase of material 
wealth. Guided by materialistic values, 
people’s spiritual state and personality 
pattern suffer great imbalance, the whole 
meaning of life is submerged in the extreme 
pursuit of material interests, and the 
relationship between man and nature is 
extremely utilitarian and commodified.

Confucian culture emphasizes 
man’s spiritual cultivation and humanistic 
care. This moral-life philosophy gives man 
the ultimate care and anchors the spiritual 
coordinates of human existence and 
development in the normative dimension. 
The doctrine of “completing himself 
and other men and things” advocated by 
Confucianism links man’s regulation of all 

things with the enrichment of man’s mental 
world, and combines the realization of 
goodness with the cultivation of ecological 
personality; it holds that man, as a moral 
subject, should transcend the “small self” 
to integrate into the “greater self,” and 
see the universe as part of their own self, 
which will not only complete all things and 
manifest man’s beauty and goodness, but 
also signify the plentifulness of the subject’s 
world and the human spirits. In the view of 
Confucianism, the meaning of life lies in the 
implementation of the everlasting Way of 
Heaven into the moral character of human 
beings, and man should realize the Way of 
Heaven, yearn for the generation of nature, 
and give moral concern to all things in 
heaven and earth, and in this process, man 
should continuously open up the world 
of deeper meaning and complete his own 
benevolence.

The solution to ecological problems 
inherently requires the transformation of 
cultural concepts and the reconstruction 
of mental values. In the contemporary era, 
under the double crises of environmental 
degradation and spiritual imbalance, we 
should actively cultivate the ecological 
culture of the new era, carry forward 
the Confucian tradition of ecological 
humanism, practice the practical spirit of 
“great virtue accommodating all things,” 
and seek the cultural realm of “harmony 
between humanity and nature,” thus 
providing spiritual impetus for overcoming 
the ecological crisis, and value orientation 
and practical guidance for the ecological 
transformation of society.

The construction of ecological 
culture is fundamentally embodied in 
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the reshaping of values and the cohesion 
of consensus in society, and can provide 
cultural guarantee and value support for 
the construction of socialist ecological 
civilization. Confucian culture has long 
occupied a dominant position in China’s 
cultural field, with a broad audience base 
and profound historical accumulation. In 
the context of the new era, there is an urgent 
need to realize the modern transformation 
of traditional Confucian culture, promote 
the formation of an ecological consensus 
that protects the environment and respects 
nature in the whole society, and then regulate 
and guide the production and life practices 
of the whole society more effectively, 
realizing the benign interaction between 
man and nature and their coordinated 
development.

3 	 Promoting the Contemporary 
Transformation of Confucian 
Ecological Culture

Today, Confucianism’s life realm of 
“harmony between humanity and nature,” 
the ecological pursuit of “benevolence for 
life,” and the practical guideline of “using 
resources at the proper time and to the proper 
extent” still possess an enduring charm 
that transcends space, time, and geography, 
shining with the light of  wisdom. During the 
period of the “14th Five-Year Plan,” China 
has started a new journey of ecological 
civilization construction. In this context, 
we should accurately grasp the relationship 
between nationality and contemporariness, 
absorb and learn from the world’s excellent 
ecological cultural resources with an open 

and inclusive mindset, integrate the basic 
tenets of Marxism with China’s specific 
realities and fine traditional culture, actively 
promote the modernization of Confucian 
ecological culture, and push forward the 
comprehensive innovation of Confucian 
culture based on the integration of different 
perspectives, so as to inspire new vitality 
out of Confucian culture in responding 
to the problems of the times and to bring 
into play Confucian culture’s due values 
in the practice of ecological civilization 
construction in the new era.

3.1   	 Establishing the Concept 
of Ecological Civilization that 
Respects Nature and Cultivating 
the Ecological Sentiment of 
Loving All Things

Confucianism’s ecological thoughts of 
“loving all things” and “treating all people 
as brothers and sisters and all things as 
companions” inspires us to eliminate the 
barrier between things and selves, embrace 
all things with a broader mindset, and treat 
the great transformation and dissemination 
of the universe and nature with reverence. 
In the grand mental realm of the “greater 
self,” nature is no longer an abstract, cold, 
external object, no longer dominated and 
enslaved as a tool for profit, but becomes an 
equal being that stands on the same level as 
man. People can sense the beauty of life in 
the equal interaction with all things, savor 
the meaning of life, and truly grasp “the 
human essence of nature or the natural 
essence of man” (Marx and Engels 2009, 
193).

Today, we call for conformity to 
natural laws and reverence for life, not 
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out of confusion and fear. Our intention 
is not to wipe out what we have achieved 
and return to the primitive state where 
there is no distinction between man and 
nature. Instead, we should actively build a 
new type of partnership between man and 
nature with mutual development, mutual 
support, and mutual completion, so that 
man can complete the change from the 
predator and conqueror to the guardian 
and participant, and ecological protection 
can be ascended to man’s rationality and 
self-consciousness. General Secretary Xi 
Jinping (2019) emphasized, “We must 
protect this planet like our own eyes, and 
cherish nature the way we cherish life. We 
must preserve what gives our planet life and 
embrace green development.” On the one 
hand, we should establish the concept of 
ecological civilization that respects nature, 
change the mechanical and metaphysical 
understanding of nature, regard nature 
as the habitat of man and the “inorganic 
body” of man, follow the internal scale of 
the ecosystem and the laws of beauty to 
transform the object world, and consciously 
cultivate the emotional cognition and 
cultural concepts of loving and protecting 
nature. On the other hand, we should 
transform the values of materialism and 
hedonism, uphold the practical principle of 
“well-measured use of natural resources,” 
and strive for a simple, frugal, green, and 
low-carbon lifestyle. In this regard, we 
need to change the production mode of 
massive inputs plus massive consumption 
plus massive emissions, adhere to the 
value orientation of moderate production 
and green consumption, and moderately 
demand and reasonably utilize natural 

resources.
Man and nature have a mutually 

complementary, flesh-and-blood relationship. 
They are an integral whole, and nature 
is the mother of life, whose condition 
concerns the destiny of all people. The 
uncontrolled development and utilization 
of resources beyond the limits of the 
Earth’s capacity is bound to leave serious 
consequences. As Engels said, “Let us not 
flatter ourselves overmuch on account 
of our human victories over nature. For 
each such victory nature takes its revenge 
on us” (Marx and Engels 2009, 559–560). 
Only by abandoning utilitarian attitudes, 
returning to nature, revering life, and 
promoting the construction of a new type 
of ecological and ethical relationship, can 
we establish a comprehensive and rich 
perceptual connection with nature and 
form a community of destiny and value, 
thus realizing the ecological survival of 
human beings.

3.2   	 Carrying Forward the 
Tradition of Confucian 
Humanism and Adhering to the 
People-Oriented Values that 
Ecologically Benefit the People

Confucian culture contains a profound 
spirit of humanistic care, reflecting the 
ultimate care for people and the importance 
attached to livelihood issues. In the process 
of building a socialist ecological civilization, 
we should promote the integration of 
the Confucian humanist tradition with 
the Marxist humanistic ideology. Based 
on respecting the laws of ecological 
development, we should establish the value 
orientation that is people-oriented and 



December 2023  Volume 18  Number 4 431

ecologically benefit the people, and make 
the cultivation of ecological personalities 
and the satisfaction of the ecological needs 
of the people as an important development 
goal.

Confucianism actively defends the 
dignity and value of human beings and 
emphasizes the mission and responsibility 
of human beings as “the heart of Heaven 
and Earth.” However, this recognition 
of human subjectivity does not go to 
the extreme of egocentrism, but rather, 
it implies the erection of moral self-
consciousness and the expansion of the 
subject’s world, thus manifesting the value 
orientation of ecological humanism. Tu 
Weiming and Chen Jing once noted in 
their article that Confucian humanism 
is presented as a cosmic humanism that 
neutralizes benevolence and sympathetic 
empathy (Tu and Chen 2002). Caring 
for and appreciating nature is the proper 
connotation of the topic for man to break 
through the narrow vision of the “small self,” 
to be elevated from the animal state, and 
to leap into the realm of freedom. Man not 
only has the potential to develop and utilize 
nature as the subject, but also has the ability 
to self-control these abilities and to self-
examine the positive and negative effects 
of their behaviors. Therefore, man should 
give full play to their own initiative role in 
environmental protection and ecological 
governance, consciously overcome the 
blindness, short-sightedness and egoism 
in practical activities, and thus make the 
natural environment evolve in a direction 
conducive to sustainable development.

Confucianism advocates that 
government officials should organize the 

people to produce according to the laws 
of nature for them to survive and thrive. 
This way of governing is strongly people-
oriented. Entering the new era, people have 
higher expectations and pursuits. They 
want a beautiful environment and high-
quality life, which means that we should 
provide richer and better-quality ecological 
products and create a safer, healthier, and 
cleaner ecological environment, so as to 
safeguard the people’s rights to subsistence, 
development, and enjoyment, and to 
enhance the people’s sense of ecological 
acquirement, happiness and security. 
Standing at a new historical point and 
ready to take on a new journey, we should 
improve the ecological environment for 
the people’s interests, strive to safeguard 
the environmental rights and interests 
of the masses, and continue to promote 
ecological poverty alleviation and green 
poverty reduction, so as to enable the whole 
society to share the well-being of ecological 
civilization construction, and to realize 
the just distribution and sustainable use of 
natural resources.

People are both developers and 
enjoyers of the holistic value of nature, 
as well as the builders and beneficiaries 
of ecological civilization. In the 
contemporary practice of building an 
ecological civilization, only by promoting 
a new humanistic spirit with ecological 
dimension (Zeng 2005), by handling 
the relationship between scientific spirit 
and humanistic concern, and between 
instrumental rationality and value 
rationality, and by promoting all the people 
to share the ecological responsibilities 
and ecological welfare, can we prevent 



432Frontiers of Philosophy in China-Selected Publications from Chinese Universities

economic development from going against 
the well-being of human beings, which will 
lead to a one-way civilization and barren 
nature, and can we realize the harmonious 
coexistence of man and nature and the 
synergistic development of man and society 
on the basis of combining rationality and 
value and unifying individuals and groups.

3.3   	 Pursuing the Ideal State of 
“Harmony Between Humanity 
and Nature” and Realizing the 
Modernization of Harmony 
Between Humanity and Nature

The Confucian cultural concept of “harmony 
between humanity and nature” inspires 
us that man and nature mutually nurture, 
coexist and prosper, which makes them a 
unity of life. Because once the ecosystem 
collapses, human beings will also be doomed, 
killing their own future and putting an end 
to their development. Entering the new era 
of ecological civilization, we should learn 
from the wisdom of Confucian ecological 
harmony, adhere to the Marxist ecological 
concept of the dialectical unity of man and 
nature, firmly establish the consciousness of 
the community of life, abide by the practical 
principles of “righteousness, utilization, 
and generosity” to take a new path of 
the modernization of harmony between 
humanity and nature, and promote the 
coordinated and sustainable development 
of the economy, society and the ecological 
environment, thus truly realizing “the 
complete unity of man with nature” (Marx 
and Engels 2009, 187).

As the world’s largest developing 
country, China is in a critical period of 
industrialization and faces the double 

pressure of economic development 
and environmental protection. A good 
ecological environment is a prerequisite 
and guarantee for the smooth progress of 
socialist modernization, and the excessive 
and unwise exploitation of nature will 
definitely cause the detriment of the 
ecosystem’s self-repairing ability, exacerbate 
the contradictions and conflicts between 
human beings and nature, and impede the 
sustainable development of the economy 
and society. Xi Jinping (2022) emphasized 
“eco-environmental protection and 
economic development are mutually 
reinforcing. Building an eco-civilization 
and promoting green, low-carbon and 
circular development will satisfy people’s 
growing desire for a pleasant environment, 
and support fairer and safer development 
that is of higher quality, more efficient, and 
more sustainable, and features increased 
production, higher living standards and 
healthy ecosystems.”  In the process of socialist 
modernization, we should neither blindly 
envy and cherish the past, totally reject 
industrial civilization, and go back to the 
primitive state of harmony between man 
and nature in agrarian society, nor should 
we hold high the instrumental rationality, 
rudely override nature, and uncontrollably 
destroy and intervene in nature. We should, 
based on the limited natural resources and 
environmental capacity, actively regulate 
the scales of economic development 
and ecological protection, transform the 
extensive economic growth model, take 
the green development path of low input, 
low consumption, and low pollution, and 
realize the sustainable development that is 
economical, efficient, clean, and safe.
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The ecological environment is an 
important yardstick for measuring the 
degree of human civilization development. 
The arrival of the era of ecological civilization 
is inevitably a long historical process of 
gradual optimization of the relationship 
between man and nature and continuous 
improvement of social relations, and it is also 
a complex social movement of all-around 
changes in systems, technology, culture, 
and other aspects. Only by adhering to the 
stance, views and methods of Marxism, 
fully absorbing the harmonious wisdom of 
traditional Confucianism, and by taking the 
Chinese modernization path that stresses 
the synergistic development between man 
and nature, can we, on the basis of taking 
into account the comprehensive benefits of 
the economy, society and ecology, promote 
a balanced and stable natural ecology, a 
harmonious and orderly social ecology, and 
a healthy and fulfilling humanistic ecology, 
and by doing these, we can step into a 
new stage of civilization and a new era of 
ecological civilization.

Culture is a river flowing from 
the past to the future. In the process of 
protection and inheritance, the cultural 
lineage can be continued, and the essence of 
culture can be passed on. This enables the 
future generations to learn from the practice 
of their predecessors, draw inspiration and 
develop new ideas for cultural development 
and start a new journey of cultural creation. 
The construction of ecological culture in 
the new era needs to be rooted in the deep 
fertile soil of traditional Confucian culture, 
and to realize this, we should actively 
expand the ecological interpretation space 
of Confucian culture, deeply excavate and 

refine the ideological concepts and spiritual 
character of Confucian culture, combine 
those with Marxist ecological thought, and 
endow Confucian ecological culture with 
new connotations of the times to adapt to 
the needs of socialist modernization. We 
should cultivate the ecological cultural 
self-consciousness of the new era, and, in 
a concerted effort to promoting ecological 
protection and economic development, 
construct a green homeland, build a 
beautiful China, create a clean world, 
and realize the harmonious coexistence 
and sustainable development of man and 
nature.

Confucian ecological culture 
represents an ideal regulation that is 
practical and generative. It is the product 
of the intertwining unity of realistic 
concerns, ultimate care, practical spirit, and 
humanistic values.  Only by not forgetting 
origins is it possible to open up the future, 
and only by being good at inheriting is 
it possible to innovate better (Xi 2014). 
Only by absorbing practical wisdom from 
the long history and culture, reviving the 
vitality factors in the traditional Confucian 
culture, and creatively transforming them 
in combination with modern civilization, 
inheriting and promoting Confucian 
ecological culture and humanistic spirit, 
and then encouraging the general public to 
take the initiative to perceive and practice 
them, can we infuse the construction of 
ecological civilization in the new era with 
cultural self-confidence and determination, 
and provide Chinese solutions and 
contribute Chinese wisdom to the overall 
progress and comprehensive upgrading of 
social civilization.
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