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On “Ecological Confucianism”
and Its Theoretical and
Practical Significance’
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Abstract Since Confucian philosophy is
essentially an ecological philosophy, the
concept of “ecological Confucianism” can
indeed be established. Confucianism divides
nature into four types of objects, namely,
animals, plants, land, and mountains and
rivers, and presents ecological understanding
and treatment measures for these elements
across the three dimensions of religion,
morality, and politics and law. Ecological
Confucianism features a category system
composed of concepts such as i<, (a vital force),
tong i (communication), he I (harmony),
sheng & (life), shi i (time), dao & (Way) and
ren {—. (benevolence). It also encompasses an
ecological view composed of ecological ontology,
ecological theory of kung fu, and ecological
theory of visionary world. Furthermore, it
carries a history of development with intrinsic
logical connections. Confucian philosophy
advocates for spiritual harmony, interpersonal
harmony, social harmony, and international
harmony, which are all based on the
harmony between humanity and nature.
Ecological Confucianism can not only facilitate
the understanding of Confucian philosophy
and even Chinese philosophy, but also
contribute to advancing the breakthroughs
of philosophy itself. It prompts us to
reconsider the concepts of “subject”
and “object,” and rebuild the theory
of subject-object relationship, thus
leading to the second enlightenment

within the realm of world philosophy.

Keywords ecological Confucianism, Confucian
ecological philosophy, subject-object
relationship, second enlightenment

In current academic circles both in and
outside of China, there is a diverse array
of academic efforts to study and develop
Confucianism, and there are varied
directions such as “life Confucianism,”
“institutional Confucianism,” “mind-nature
Confucianism,” “religious Confucianism”
and “political Confucianism.” However,
the concept of “ecological Confucianism”
has not been put forth yet. This paper
introduces this concept, providing an
introduction to the current research
dynamics of Confucianism and an outlook
on its future development direction.

1 “Ecological Confucianism”: A
New Dimension in the Studies
on Confucian Philosophy

The ecological approach presents a new
direction or field of Confucian studies,
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originating around the 1980s (Tu
Weiming believes that it began in 1976).
Esteemed Chinese-American scholars like
Chung-ying Cheng and Tu Weiming, and
scholars including John Berthrong, Mary
Tucker and Roger T. Ames from Harvard
University, Yale University, Boston
University and University of Hawaii,
pioneered this field. Chung-ying Cheng’s
“On the Environmental Ethics of the Tao
and the Ch’i,” Tu Weiming’s “Beyond
the Enlightenment Mentality” and “The
Continuity of Being,” etc., can be regarded
as classic articles in this field. Chung-ying
Cheng proposes that Confucianism
embodies inclusive humanism. According
to him, in the minds of sages, Heaven,
Earth, and human form a trinity in the
ontological cosmic view of the Way (dao i#)
and the tai chi (taiji Xfi), and man is seen
as a consummator of nature rather than a
conqueror and as a participant rather than a
plunderer (Cheng 1986, 351). Tu Weiming
advocates “going beyond the Enlightenment
mentality,” replacing the principle of self-
interest with a new Golden Rule: “Do not
do unto others what you would not want
others to do unto you,” and developing
“the Confucian triad of Heaven, Earth,
and human” into “more comprehensive
environmental ethics” (Tu 1998, 3). With
regard to the Chinese philosophical views
of nature, Tu Weiming puts forward the
illuminating idea of “continuity of being,”
pointing out that in Chinese philosophy, gi
embodies the unity of matter and thought
and it constitutes an “ontological vision of
the continuity of being” (Tu 1998,
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contribute to ecological philosophy. In
1989, Roger T. Ames and J. Baird Callicott of
the University of Hawaii compiled the book
Nature in Asian Traditions of Thought. In
1998, Harvard University Press published
three collections of essays, Confucianism
and Ecology, Daoism and Ecology, and
Buddhism and Ecology, which collectively
embarked on an extensive exploration of
Chinese ecological philosophy.

The emergence of domestic research
on Confucian ecological philosophy is the
result of a combination of foreign influence
and the logical evolution of its own social
development and academic research.
The key words used in the research have
undergone a transition from “environmental
ethics” to “ecological philosophy,” and
from “sustainable development” to the
construction of “ecological civilization.”

In 1993, Ji Xianlin’s article “Only
‘Harmony Between Human and Nature’
Can Save the Human” (“RA&—"JifiE
PRBZ), published in the first issue of
the journal Oriental (#%:77), sparked a
concentrated scholarly discourse on the
relationship between Heaven and humanity.
Since then, Tang Yijie, Zhang Shiying, Yu
Mouchang, Mou Zhongjian, Meng Peiyuan,
He Chengxuan, Chen Lai, Li Cunshan,
Chai Wenhua, Hu Weixi, Chen Guoqian,
and myself have all contributed essays
elucidating the meaning of the integration
of Heaven and humanity and its relationship
with ecological thought. Zhang Yunfei’s
The Oneness of Heavens and Humans:
Confucianism and Ecological Environment

107).! M ary Tucker elaborates on ! Itis 1nappr0pr{‘ate fqr some schplal’r’s in Chlnc?se Ma{nland to ;efer to
) . the concept of “continuity of being” without indicating the originator
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(RANG—: ## 54838 was published
(Zhang 1995). According to Li Cunshan,
the word “oneness” in the oneness of
Heaven and humanity can be divided into
two categories: One entails the mutual
contact and conformity of the subject and
the object, while the other encompasses the
object’s presence within the subject or arising
from the subject’s activity (Li 1998). After
assimilating Feng Youlan’s philosophical
thoughts, Chen Guogqian introduced the
concept of “environmental realm,” asserting
that environmental philosophy presents a
metaphysical reflection on the interaction
between humanity and the environment
and that environmental philosophy serves
to elevate humanity’s environmental and
spiritual realm, shifting their environmental
consciousness from the separation of
humanity and the environment to the
integration between them (Chen 1994).
Zhang Shiying conducted an in-depth
comparison between Chinese and Western
philosophical thoughts on the subject-
object relationship, concluding that both
thoughts feature the oneness of Heaven and
humanity and the dichotomy of subject and
object (Zhang 1991).

Meng Peiyuan is a prominent
figure in the systematic study of Confucian
ecological philosophy in China. He not
only authored a series of articles, but
also published books like Humans and
Nature: Ecological Perspectives in Chinese
Philosophy (N5 BR—hEEAESW).
In these works, he delved deeply into key
Confucian ecological philosophical issues
such as the concept of “life” (sheng *), the
purposefulness of nature, and the difference
and universality of benevolence. He stated
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that the natural world, as a living whole,
surely has an intrinsic purpose (Meng
2004, 7). The purpose of nature lies in the
perpetual growth and change (shengsheng
A7) and its continuous journey towards
perfection and advancement.  This
characteristic can be aptly referred to as
goodness, which signifies the purpose.
Within this framework, humanity serves
as the “realization principle” for nature’s
purpose. He especially emphasized that
the Confucian concept of “ordaining
conscience for Heaven and Earth” (wei
tiandi li xin JRHN7L) differs from Kant’s
“man creating laws for nature.” Instead, it
involves taking care of nature, affirming
the fact that nature is everlasting in life and
upholding nature’s everlasting life as a core
value. In this conscious and active manner,
it helps realize nature’s everlasting purpose.
Therefore, Confucianism centers on the
subject of virtuous nature (dexing f&ik).

2 “Ecological Confucianism”:
A New Advancement in the
Understanding of Confucian
Philosophy

For nearly two decades, I have been
dedicated to the study of Confucian
ecological philosophy, and have successively
published books such as River’s Cultural Life
(MR fe ) (Qiao 2007), Bounties to
Vegetation and Soil: A Confucian Ecological
Culture (PR AR EAR - —ARHRAEZTL
f£) (Qiao 2011), and A General Theory of
Confucian Ecological Thought (fEx4&R
AiEie) (Qiao 2013). Currently, I have led
a team to complete the manuscript for A
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History of Confucian Ecological Philosophy
(fEZAEAL¥W), and we are now engaged
in the research on the Project “A History
of Chinese Ecological Philosophy” (=
A Ad), which is the Major Program
of the National Social Science Foundation
of China. In my view, delving into the
ecological dimension of Confucianism
can greatly deepen and broaden our
understanding of Confucian philosophy
and Chinese culture and philosophy.
Exploring Confucian philosophy in
the ecological dimension raises questions
about methodological validity. Given
that Confucian philosophy emerged
from the agricultural age, how can it
possess the ecological consciousness that
emerged only in the industrial age? Does
Confucianism  encompass ecological
philosophy? Neglecting these questions
would undermine the establishment of the
concept of Confucian ecological philosophy,
rendering this research a mere fabrication.
In my view, the presence of the idea
of ecology in ancient China, an agricultural
society, is attributed to the differing
attitudes towards nature in agriculture
and industry. Agriculture necessitates
reverence and care for the land to yield
harvests. Respectful treatment of the land
is crucial for a bountiful harvest; the desire
for good yields reinforces the need for land
stewardship. Activities such as watering,
fertilizing, and weeding exemplify this
land-friendly approach. On the contrary,
industry requires a harsher approach to
nature to achieve favorable outcomes.
Mining and smelting entail digging
deep, breaking up and burning, all
of which involve a fundamental

2
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struggle against nature. Such characteristics
are absent in agricultural activities.
Ecological  philosophy  studies  the
relationship between humanity and
nature, and ecology, as a value normative
term, conveys the meaning of harmony
between humanity and nature. This kind
of thought is widespread in Confucianism.
Confucian philosophy divides nature into
four types of objects, namely, animals,
plants, land, and mountains and rivers,’
and advocates for ecological treatment for
these elements across the three dimensions
of religion, morality, and politics and law.
Therefore, the research path of ecological
philosophy aligns well with Confucianism.
As to the current study on ecological
Confucianism, the following conclusions
can be drawn: First, the concept of
“ecological Confucianism” is well-founded.
Second, Confucian philosophy is essentially
ecological philosophy. Third, ecological
Confucianism features a category system
composed of concepts such as gi A (a vital
force), tong i@ (communication), he #l
(harmony), sheng 4 (life), shi B (time),
dao & (Way) and ren {= (benevolence).
Fourth, ecological Confucianism is
underpinned by a basic framework or
“a view of ecological philosophy,” with
key components including ecological
ontology, ecological theory of kung fu,
and ecological theory of visionary world
(see Qiao 2018; Qiao and Cao 2016). Fifth,
Confucian ecological philosophy allows for
the construction of a logically connected
history of Confucian ecological philosophy,

Mountains and rivers are often regarded as one type of object in
Confucian works.
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validating the concept of the “history of
Confucian ecological philosophy.” Sixth,
the ideas of individual’s spiritual harmony,
interpersonal harmony, social harmony,
and international harmony advocated by
Confucian philosophy are all based on
harmony between humanity and nature.
The absence of the latter negates the former.
Of course, Confucian philosophy deals with
awide range of issues, and the goal it pursues
is the spiritual realm of becoming sages and
men of virtue. Ecology, though significant,
is not its primary focus. When we assert
that Confucian philosophy is essentially
ecological, we imply that it conforms to
the principles of contemporary ecological
philosophy, not that it possesses only the
nature of ecological philosophy or resolves
solely around ecological contemplation, nor
it just encompasses ecological philosophy
as one aspect. This discourse also touches
on the meta-philosophical issue of the
relationship between the nature of things
and their properties, which is not to be
delved into here.

2.1 | The Religious Dimension of
Confucian Ecological Thought

Confucian philosophy has never dispelled
the mysticism of nature, and it affirms
nature’s divinity, divine will or what we
call “charm” (mei fk). This philosophy
maintains a religious reverence for nature
and involves offering sacrifices to it. This
attitude bears resemblance to deism or
pantheism, and its principle is to repay
and sacrifice to nature, thereby expressing
“the highest sentiments of benevolence and
righteousness,” and “their gratitude to the
source (of their prosperity) and going back
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in their thoughts to the beginning (of all
being).” According to The Book of Rites:
Jiao Te Sheng ($Lid - ZF%¢#E), “All things
originate from Heaven; man originates
from his (great) ancestor. This is the reason
why Ji was associated with God (at this
sacrifice). In the sacrifices at the border
there was an expression of gratitude to the
source (of their prosperity and a going back
in their thoughts to the beginning of (all
being)” (Legge 1885).

With regard to animals, Confucianism
believes that certain animals such as
turtle, dragon, qilin, and phoenix possess
divine and supernatural qualities, and
thus they are collectively referred to as the
“four divinities,” representing the “sage”
among animals. The emergency of these
supernatural animals symbolizes social and
political harmony, virtuous citizenry, and
beautiful environment. A harmonious social
environment encompasses a benevolent
attitude towards animals.

Regarding plants, Confucianism
suggests that nothing expresses more
benevolence than wood (Liu 1974,
1226). It maintains a sense of mystery
surrounding certain plants, requiring to
offer sacrifices to them. This mystical
recognition encompasses three dimensions.
The first aspect is empathy, which draws
an analogy between human virtues and
plant characteristics. For example, in The
Analects (i£i8), Confucius said, “When the
year becomes cold, then we know how the
pine and the cypress are the last to lose their
leaves” (Legge 1861), likening the enduring
vitality of pine and cypress, even in the
coldest winter, to the unyielding virtues of
human beings. Furthermore, Confucianism
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believes that certain plants possess divine
qualities, such as glossy ganoderma (lingzhi
RZ) and grass of good omen (ruicao %
%), which emerge only when the society
is well-regulated. Finally, Confucianism
believes that there are divine trees, such as
those in the Gods of the Earth and the Five
Grains (sheji 1#2), and they must be offered
sacrifices. Mountains and forests are also
objects of worship in Confucian culture.

In Confucian thought, land,
mountains, and rivers are not merely
physical entities, but locations where
divine intent is manifested. Confucianism
expresses reverence for these natural
phenomena through sacrifices, which are
activities  facilitating ~ communications
among deities (shen #ff), land, mountains,
rivers, and human beings (rulers). For
example, “earth” (tu 1:) is one of the five
elements (wuxing #Hf7). In The Book of
Rites: Yue Ling (fLid + H%), the attending
spirit of earth is Hou-tu and the divine
ruler of earth is Huang Di (also the Yellow
Emperor), the humanistic ancestor of the
Chinese nation; its pitch-tube is the tube
Huang Zhong, its number is five, and
its color is yellow. All these underscore
the importance of earth. Confucianism
attributes the flow-steering properties of
mountains and rivers that produce clouds
and rain as “deity,” and it requires that
sacrifices be made to express reverence
for the mountains and rivers. The Book of
Documents: Canon of Shun (45 - Fzit)
puts forward that “sacrificed with reverent
purity to the Six Honoured Ones; offered
their appropriate sacrifices to the hills and
rivers; and extended his worship to the host
of spirits” (Legge 1879). Regarding the Six
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Honoured Ones (liuzong 735%), The Book
of Documents interprets that they consist of
three Heavenly ancestors (tianzong R%)—
sun, moon, and stars, and three Earthly
ancestors (dizong Hi5z¥)—Mount Dai
(another name for Mount Tai), rivers, and
seas. The sun and the moon are respectively
the ancestors of yang and yin, the north
star is the ancestor of stars, Mount Tai is
the ancestor of mountains, the river is the
ancestor of water, and the sea is the ancestor
of vast marshes. There are records in The
Book of Rites about the sacrifices offered to
mountains and rivers by the Son of Heaven
(emperor).

2.2 | The Moral Dimension of
Confucian Ecological Thought

The moral community encompasses
the objects that human beings should
treat ethically. Confucian philosophy is
characterized by holism, and its moral
community encompasses the entire natural
world. From a human perspective, it
advocates being benevolent, loving man
and then spreading love to all creatures
(The Rites of Zhou: Offices of Earth, J&
L - HbErElfE, annotated by Zheng Xuan),
which requires treating the natural world
with benevolence and compassion. From
a natural perspective, it recognizes the
unique intrinsic characteristics of nature,
respecting its value, protecting its rights,
and allowing it to “fulfill its nature.”

In the realm of animals,
Confucianism puts forward that kindness
extends even to birds and beasts (Shiji:
Annals of Yin, $id + A4, and requires
a moral attitude towards animals, respect
for their lives, and compassion and
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concealment of dead animals. The moral
attitude of Confucianism towards plants
is expressed in the phrase of bestowing
favors to plants and threes (The Book of
Han: Yan Zhu Zhuan, A5 - mBif%).
Confucianism perceives land, mountains
and rivers as an organically interconnected
whole. The land is formed by gi, which serves
as a medium to relate to other environmental
components. Beyond vitality, the land
has its own nature. The nature of land, in
brief, is to give birth to all things on earth
and to “produce things in a manner that is
unfathomable.” Man should treat the land
morally, bestow favors to the land (Su 2002,
375), fulfill the nature of the land, and allow
it to fully play its role of producing and
nourishing all living things. Confucianism
requires similar ethical attitudes towards
rivers. The Confucian thought defines the
river as the guide of gi (Xu 2002, 92-93),
emphasizes the smooth flow of gi between
mountains and rivers, and discourages
the blocking of water for the flow of gi
will also be stopped. Confucianism deems
mountains as reservoirs of gi, and believes
that over-exploitation of mountains and
deforestation will lead to the destruction of
vegetation and mountains, resulting in the
leakage of gi and ecological disasters.

2.3 | The Political and Legal
Dimensions of Confucian
Ecological Thought

The political dimension of Confucian
ecological philosophy is manifested in
the government’s establishment of nature
management departments and official
positions, as well as the promulgation of
decrees and laws to protect plants and
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animals. There have been many studies on
this topic in academic circles, so I will not
delve into further details here.

2.4 | The Category System of
Confucian Ecological Thought

Confucian ecological philosophy encompasses
a category system composed of concepts
such as qi, tong, he, shengsheng, shi, dao,
ren, perception (gan J&) and reaction
(ying Ri). Qi constitutes the dynamic
and continuous fundamental material
of all natural entities. Tong refers to the
energy exchange between different natural
entities and between humanity and nature
with gi as the medium. He pertains to
the natural state in which the operation
of gi can give rise to all things on earth.
Shengsheng encompasses the intentionality
of the universe’s evolution including
death, and holds ontological significance.
Shi represents specific qualitative time
nodes, the rhythm, tempo, and order of the
operation of the Way of Heaven (tiandao
Xi#). Dao encapsulates the overall process
and supreme law of natural operation.
The concepts of gi, tong, he, shengsheng,
shi, and dao, in Confucian philosophy,
represent both natural philosophical
categories and behavioral norms. Nature
imposes limitations and constraints on
human behaviors, which is where its
ecological significance lies. These categories
reflect humanity’s comprehension of these
constraints. Benevolence fundamentally
means love. Mencius extended it to
encompass love for things. Dong Zhongshu
suggested spreading love to birds, beasts,
and insects (Su 2002, 251), and Zheng
Xuan proposed that benevolence signified
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love for people and all things. In the Song
and Ming dynasties, ren was objectively
defined as the will of life, and the heart of
life creation. Cheng Hao articulated that
the life creation of all things is the most
spectacular; this is where the original
goodness grows, and it is what people refer
to as the alleged ren (Cheng 1981, 120). In
the realm of subjectivity, ren is elevated to
the supreme concept that yi % (encompasses
righteousness), li fL (propriety), zhi %}
(wisdom), and xin f5 (sincerity) (Cheng
1981, 14-16); ren encompasses the four
virtues (Cheng 1981, 697), making it “the
name of complete virtue.” Ren embodies
the virtue of perpetual growth and change
and the intentionality of the universe.
Additionally, Neo-Confucianists assert
that humans take the heart of life creation
of heaven and earth as their own, and
thus, the virtue of perpetual growth and
change, benevolence, and the human heart
are united, and benevolence acquires an
ontological significance that connects
human beings with all things in Heaven
and Earth. Moreover, ren is also a moral
emotion that connects and perceives things.
Cheng Hao, Wang Yangming, and other
thinkers advocate that through empathy
and compassion, one can achieve oneness
with all things in Heaven and Earth in a
more active way, constituting a component
of Confucian ecological theory of visionary
world.

2.5 | “Ecological Confucianism”:
A New Understanding of
Confucian Philosophy

Previous studies of Chinese philosophy
primarily focused on the relationship
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between /i B (universal laws) and qi and
between mind and its nature, neglecting
the relationship between humanity and
nature. Ecological Confucianism has
opened up a new realm in the study of
Chinese philosophy, bringing about a fresh
breakthrough in the understanding of
Confucian philosophy, and also broadening
the foundations for the understanding
of Chinese philosophy. One of the most
important issues in Chinese philosophy
is to explore the relationship between
heaven and humanity. How can heaven and
humanity be unified? From the perspective
of ecological philosophy, Confucianism has
concretized Heaven and Earth into natural
phenomena such as animals, plants, land,
mountains and rivers, thus concretizing
and broadening the connotations of heaven.
The oneness of heaven and humanity is
the organic whole of humanity and the
earth, mountains, rivers, animals, plants,
etc., which are linked by the operation of
qi; additionally, it is a unity with ren as the
ontological key. The ecological perspective
deepens our understanding of ren to an
ontological level that connects heaven and
humanity.

Ecological Confucianism also expands
the scope of historical materials compared
to prior research. Existing research on
Confucian philosophy tends to focus
heavily on the Four Books system in terms
of the use of historical materials, resulting
in a narrow scope that fails to reflect the
whole picture of Confucian philosophy.
Throughout my research, I found that the
historical materials of Confucian ecological
philosophy are more abundant in the Five
Classics, the historical texts from various
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dynasties, and even in the literary materials.
The ecological understanding and views
of Confucianism on natural phenomena
such as animals, plants, land, mountains
and rivers, expressed through kindness
extending even to birds and breasts,
bestowing favors to plants and threes, being
benevolent, loving man and then spreading
love to all creatures, rivers being the guide of
qi, mountains and rivers being connected to
the fate of a country, etc., are all the materials
that have not been used in previous studies
of Confucian philosophy. The exploration
of these materials has greatly expanded our
understanding of Confucian philosophy.
Ecological Confucianism has also
brought about a breakthrough in the
methodology of Confucian philosophy
and even the study of Chinese philosophy.
In Zhu Xi’s (Zhu Xi, a Neo-Confucianist
in the Southern Song Dynasty of China)
philosophy, there are categories of “the
reason why” and “as it should be.” The
former is usually understood as the laws of
nature, while the latter pertains to the laws of
human relations. As a matter of fact, Zhu Xi
once stated that the laws of things are the laws
of the Heavenly Way and there are no two
distinct laws at the beginning of the world
(Li 1994, 294). In his view, “the reason why”
and “as it should be” refer simultaneously to
human relations and nature. The difference
lies in that “the reason why” represents the
invisible laws of necessity behind things,
and “as it should be” is manifested and
characterized by an inherent tendency.
The above misunderstanding stems from
the Cartesian frame of thought rooted
in the Chinese philosophical discipline,
characterized by the opposition between
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humanity and nature, and between subject
and object. In the process of studying
Confucian ecological philosophy, I have
liberated myself from the constraints of
this framework and adopted the methods
like “contextual reduction from the root,”
to attain a new understanding. Contextual
reduction endeavors to minimize the
pre-determining influence of various
methodological frameworks on the object
of study and to reveal the essence of the
object. For example, in Zhu Xi’s ecological
philosophy, the steps of reduction are as
follows: from philosophy to rationalistic
Confucian philosophical school (in the
narrow sense), from rationalistic Confucian
philosophical school to Taoism, from
Taoism to the study of Confucian classics,
and from the study of Confucian classics to
Confucianism. Through this process, Zhu
Xi’s philosophy is contextualized to unveil
its genuine significance. The ecological
theory of visionary world is a conclusion
of studying Zhu Xi’s ecological philosophy
using this approach, encompassing several
elements such as the circulation of the
heavenly principles and benevolence, with
the aesthetic unity of subject and object at
its core.

According to hermeneutics,
“understanding” equates to “conversation”
and the “fusion of horizons” between the
understanding one and the understood
one, with truth emerging from this
fusion. The methodological significance
of hermeneutics for the study of
Chinese ecological philosophy lies in the
“transposition and fusion of horizons.” For
example, Mencius uses the analogy of “the
trees of the Niu Mountain” to illustrate the
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difficulty of cultivating the goodness of the
human heart, and his “horizon” was the
theory of the original goodness of human
nature. However, the example chosen by
him conveys his ecological understanding
of the trees of the Niu Mountain. When we
study the ecological philosophy of Mencius,
we can shift the “horizon” from the theory
of the original goodness of human nature
to the theory of ecology, to discover the
ecological thought of Mencius. This method
of transposition and fusion of horizons
can help uncover the hidden ecological
significance of historical materials.

3 “Ecological Confucianism”:
A New Development of
Confucian Philosophy and
Human Philosophy

From a hermeneutic perspective,
understanding involves both construction
and development. The above new
understanding of Confucian philosophy not
only reshapes the landscape of Confucian
philosophy, but also foreshadows the
development of Confucian philosophy
in the ecological dimension. Since the
ecological crisis is a global issue and
ecological philosophy is still in its nascent
stages worldwide, ecological Confucianism
naturally aligns with the global philosophical
trend, thus unleashing infinite possibilities
for philosophical dialogue between China
and other countries. As a matter of fact,
due to Confucian philosophy’s lack of the
dispelling of the mysticism of nature, it
retains its reverence for nature. Without
experiencing the separation of humanity and
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nature based on the Industrial Revolution,
Confucian philosophy preserves the natural
unity and homogeneity between humanity
and nature. As such, it can provide novel
inspiration and convincing acceptability
for the construction of contemporary
ecological philosophy.

3.1 | Reconstructing the Concept
of “Subjectivity”

Some Western ecological philosophers
like Rolston often confine themselves
to the thinking of Western-centrism,
believing that the ecological crisis stems
from Western industrialization, and
solutions must hence be rooted in Western
culture. However, in reality, many of
the concepts proposed by Rolston have
long been articulated and substantiated
within  Confucian  philosophy. For
example, he once proposed that man is
the consciousness of the earth based on
natural science, saying that “So, every
environment I survey has joined to forge my
person. In ontology too, as the individual
awakens to his own being—not less than
in phylogeny, as the evolutionary process
reaches the human—nature evokes mind.
To her teasing, her relentless stimulus, we
respond in a “standing out,” an existence,
where the I is differentiated from the
not-I. The environment moves; we are
moved ... Ecological prodding brings forth
the ego. The landscape thinks itself in
me, and I am its consciousness” (Rolston
1986, 224-225). This statement, in fact,
is what The Book of Rites: Li Yun fLid *

fLiZ says, “Man is the heart and mind of
Heaven and Earth.” Zhang Zai explicitly
stated that Heaven has no heart, and the
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heart resides in human beings (Zhang 1978,
256). Zhu Xi carried on what Cheng Hao
said, proposing that man is not the only
spiritual life in between heaven and earth,
and the hearts of birds, beasts, grass, and
trees contain their own consciousness (Li
1994, 59). Wang Yangming asserted that
the conscience of man is the conscience of
grass, wood, tile, and stone (Wang 1992,
107). Man is the consciousness of the Earth
and the heart of Heaven and Earth, which
prompts us to reconstruct the concept of
“subjectivity.” Given the severity of the
global ecological crisis, the pure “cogito”
subjectivity, established by modern
Western philosophy, of conquering and
controlling nature and possessing material
wealth is nolonger suitable. However, pure
non-anthropocentrism, which eliminates
subjectivity, is also impossible. From the
perspective of Confucian philosophy, the
new form of subjectivity should revolve
around the subjects of the virtuous
nature and benevolence that contain
ecological connotations. Man is different
from things yet not hostile to things;
man starts from virtuous nature and is
good at both making use of things and
maintaining things, forming oneness with
all things in between Heaven and Earth,
and coexisting with them in a harmonious
development.

3.2 | Reconstructing the View of
Nature

The purpose of reconstructing the view
of nature is mainly to get rid of the pure
materialistic accumulation view of nature
that has been established since modern
times, and to establish an organic view
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of nature based on the circulation of gi
and the unity of all things with perpetual
growth and change as the intentionality.
Complexity, the latest theory of ecological
science, holds that “We must conceive of
ecosystems then, not as permanent entities
engraved on the face of the earth but as
shifting patterns in the endless flux, always
new, always different” (Worster 1994, 412).
This means that ecology is constantly in a
state of change. This dynamic process of
change is intertwined with balance and
imbalance and will finally return to balance.
Complexity shares a likeness with the Yi-
ology’s view of nature, where the world
is an evolutionary process formed in the
dynamic cycle of imbalance and balance
between the contradictory forces of yin and
yang. This process culminates in balance,
guided by the purpose of perpetual growth
and change.

3.3 | Reconstructing the
Relationship Between Humanity
and Nature

The core of reconstructing the relationship
between humanity and nature from an
ecological Confucian perspective lies in
the unity of humanity and nature. We can
refer to humanity and nature together as
Nature I, representing the whole ecosystem,
and regard the separate nature as Nature
IT and the separate humanity as Nature
III; pull the taiji yin-yang diagram into an
ellipse, and put Nature III and Nature II as
the two focal points of Nature I (see Figure
1). According to the principle that “the
alternation of yin and yang constitutes the
Way,” both humanity and nature constitute
focal points, neither of which is the center
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of the whole nature, and they are inter-
penetrating and constitute a unified whole.
This encapsulates the structure of humanity
coexisting within nature in the ultimate
sense.

In this structure, humanity and
“nature” are, on the one hand, opposed
to each other, for humanity must work
and transform nature in order to survive.
Throughout this process, human beings
establish their own subjectivity and
develop their human nature and spiritual
richness. On the other hand, humanity’s
transformation ~ of  nature  should
ultimately be subordinate to nature and
consistent with the great truth (da dao
Kif), contributing to the nurturing of
Heaven and Earth rather than exploiting
and causing harm. From this point of
view, human beings become sympathetic
and proactive friends and partners of
nature. They abide by the great truth, an
everlasting “great virtue of Heaven and
Earth,” representing the intentionality
of the universe. As Rolston puts it, “No
one urges that we follow physicochemical
nature—dead nature. What is invariably
meant features that vital evolutionary or
ecological movement we often capitalize
as Nature and sometimes personify as
Mother Nature” (Rolston 1986, 31). Having
assimilated the ideas of The Doctrine of
the Mean (i), the contemporary deep

Nature: Nature II | —>

Nature I

Figure 1 Relationship Between Humanity and Nature
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ecology puts forward the theory of SELF-
realization, which holds that the human
self is not an isolated, desire-driven self,
but a SELF characterized by an inherent
“organic wholeness” and fusion with the
natural world. Since the self encompasses
other men and all things in heaven
and earth, and the nature of the self is
determined by its relationship with other
men and with other beings in the natural
world, the realization of the self involves
enabling other beings to realize their own
nature. “We must see beyond our narrow
contemporary cultural assumptions and
values, and the conventional wisdom of our
time and place,” and the self-realization
and “this process of the full unfolding of
the self can also be summarized by the
sentence—No one is saved until we are all
saved—where the phrase ‘one’ includes not
only me, an individual human, but also all
humans, whales, grizzly bears, whole rain
forest ecosystems, mountains and rivers,
the tiniest microbes in the soil, and more”
(Devall and Sessions 1985, 66). The “SELF”
theory in deep ecology is quite similar to
Wang Yangming’s “big man” who forms
oneness with all things in between Heaven
and Earth, both portraying the structure
of man residing in nature. In this context,
the oneness of heaven and humanity
holds both diachronic and synchronic
connotations. In terms of synchronicity,

47

Humanity: Nature 111




December 2023 Volume 18 Number 4

the oneness of heaven and humanity
represents the unity of fact and value,
substance (benti Af#) and effort (gongfu
T.%), knowledge and the spiritual realm.
From a diachronic perspective, based on
human practice, the oneness of heaven
and humanity has rich connotations such
as the natural unity of primitive ignorance,
and the separation and oneness based on
agricultural practice, industrial society,
and ecological civilization. The separation
and oneness is not only a constantly
practical process, but also a rich unfolding
process of human subjectivity and the
human spiritual world.

3.4 | Theoretical and Practical
Significance of Ecological
Confucianism

Ecological Confucianism is just the
beginning of Confucianism’s renewed
journey, based on which Confucianism
should be further extended to the re-
examination of the basic philosophical
concepts such as life, rights, value,
civilization and practice, thus initiating a
second enlightenment in world philosophy.
For example, value can be divided into
labor-added value, the value based on
ontology or the theory on Way of Heaven,
and the value that guides morality. In
Confucian philosophy, there is an inherent
unity of fact and value and a harmonious
alignment between the Way of Heaven
and the Way of Man; and nature bears
a moral guiding significance for human
behaviors. Similarly, from the Confucian
perspective, the essence of “civilization”
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lies in harmonious coexistence. Based on
the ecological argument, the universality of
love’s hierarchical order and the rationality
of the golden mean would receive fresh
supplementation and validation. To
sum up, ecological Confucianism should
embark from reality and engage in an
ongoing fusion of horizons with world
philosophy, to expand the existing
philosophical understanding and deepen
the understanding of Confucian philosophy,
so as to restore its vitality as a growing
tradition and establish a  Chinese
philosophical  discourse with  global
significance. Based on Feng Youlan’s
concept, ecological Confucianism is firstly
“following what has been said” and then
“going on to say.” It begins with the principle
of benevolence, and takes benevolence as
the invisible laws and harmony as the basic
orientation. Their essence and functions are
unified and indistinguishable. An ecological
Confucianism like this will be both of
Confucianism and of the world, and both of
the present and of the future.
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