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Abstract  Opposed to a commonly held interpretation that Confucian discourse 
regarding tianren heyi (天人合一) is simply a human-centred philosophical fusion 
of humanity and nature, this article argues that the Confucian discourse is in fact 
composed of two contradictory orientations, one ren-centred (roughly equivalent 
to “anthropocentric”) and the other tian-centred (“nature-centric” in a specific 
sense), which generally correspond to the two major camps of environmental 
philosophy in the West in the twentieth century. It will be further argued that the 
two orientations of the Confucian view have different yet related functions with 
regard to environmental protection and conservation: the tian-centred 
understanding establishes a metaphysical and religious framework for Confucian 
eco-ethical norms, in which ecological prohibitions and policies are built into the 
political and religious infrastructure, while the ren-centred orientation adds 
practical values and meanings to the ontological care of the human relation to the 
environment. In modern times, the two orientations of Confucian eco-ethics are 
under further development, moving away from being dualistic philosophies and 
converging on the eco-ethical way of life. Contemporary Confucians are 
investigating how the two traditional “orientations” can be unified as one holistic 
perspective which could provide theoretical and practical guidance for our 
understanding of the human position in the universe, the harmony between 
humans and nature, and the value of environmental protection and conservation. 
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How can we apply traditional Confucian values to the creative reconstruction of 
the relationship between human beings and nature in a rapidly globalised world? 
Many people have pointed to the Confucian aspiration for tianren heyi (天人合
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一), or the harmonious unity between nature and humanity, as a significant 
contribution to modern environmental philosophy. In the assessment of the 
ecological implications of this aspiration as presented in various forms of 
Confucian teaching1, this article will argue that, unlike the commonly upheld 
interpretation that the Confucian discourse is simply a fusion of humanity and 
nature, tianren heyi is not only an ontological ideal that all Confucian followers 
strive for, but is also the roadmap indicating how harmony between humans and 
nature can be practically approached and reasonably realised. Analysing this 
roadmap, we will find that tianren heyi is in fact composed of two seemingly 
contradictory orientations, one ren 人 -centred (roughly equivalent to 
“anthropocentric”) and the other tian 天-centred (similar to “nature-centric” or 
“eco-centric” in a specific sense). These two orientations broadly correspond to 
the two major camps of environmental philosophy in the twentieth century 
(namely, anthropocentrism and eco-centrism).  

We will argue that these two orientations have different yet related functions 
for Confucian environmental ethics: the tian-centred vision establishes a 
metaphysical and religious foundation for Confucian moral norms in dealing 
with Nature or the natural environment, wherein ecological prohibitions and 
environmental policies are built into the political and religious structure, while 
the ren-centred orientation provides Confucians with a practical value and 
meaning for protecting the environment. Using typical Chinese terminology we 
can say that the former is the substance (ti 体), while the latter is the application 
(yong 用). Unlike some contemporary philosophers in the West and in China who 
emphasize the separation of humans and nature, however, we will argue that 
traditional Confucian thinkers did not end their consideration of the 
human-nature relationship dualistically; rather, they searched for a way that these 
two orientations could be unified into one holistic perspective providing 
theoretical and practical guidelines for a comprehensive understanding of the 
human position in the heavily moralised universe. It is in this comprehensive 
understanding that we have found the value of traditional Confucian discourse 
for environmental ethics in our rapidly globalised world. 

1  Modern Environmental Philosophy 

To investigate the value of traditional Confucian ethical views for today’s 

                                                               
1 This eco-perspective is not only embodied in the Confucian classics such as the Book of 
Changes and the Book of Rites, but also expanded in the teachings of early Confucian masters, 
Confucius (Kongzi, 551–479 BCE), Mengzi (385?–312? BCE) and Xunzi (310?–219? BCE), 
as well as in later Confucian interpretations by such thinkers as Zhang Zai (1020–77) and 
Wang Yangming (1472–1529). 
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environmental protection, we must first place them in the context of 
contemporary debates over ecological issues. Modern environmental philosophy 
is an amalgamation of various philosophical, ethical and religious claims and 
arguments essentially concerning the relationship between humans and their 
eco-environment. In general, two fundamental discourses sustain debates and 
discussions concerning environmental protection in the second half of the 20th 
century and onwards—one anthropocentric and the other ecocentric. The former 
represents the mainstream of traditional as well as modern philosophy in the 
West, claiming that all environmental problems can be fully understood and be 
possibly solved only in the light of humanity’s own interests and for human own 
benefits, while the latter, represented by such theories as earth ethics and animal 
rights, protests against the anthropocentric paradigm, insisting that the 
eco-system has intrinsic rights and value, and therefore commands moral 
respect.2 This understanding prompts some philosophers and social activists to 
place the blame for most profound environmental problems squarely on the 
anthropocentrism that sees and values everything from the human point of view. 
They argue that guided by anthropocentric philosophy we humans are justified to 
look after our own interests in any circumstance, frequently at the expense of 
natural environment, and are willing to care the environment only if this care 
profits ourselves. From this criticism, an eco-philosophy called “deep ecology” 
has developed which attempts to remove human beings from the centre of 
the moral or religious universe.3  Deep ecology proposes that all natural 
configurations of the environment and all kinds of ecosystems have an intrinsic 
value independent of human existence and employment. The moral respect that 
“deep ecology” and other forms of new eco-ethical theories have required for 
Nature and the natural environment becomes central to extensive debates over 
the human-nature relationship and over environmental protection.  
  Diametrically opposing each other, two kinds of environmental philosophy 
which have developed from these debates, anthropocentrism and ecocentrism, 
are nonetheless in a constant interaction. They have been the driving force behind 
enhancing environmental awareness and instituting eco-friendly policies in 
western countries. However, at the same time we must also see that the artificial 
opposition between anthropocentrism and eco-centrism is a typical refection of 

                                                               
2 For example, Rolston, III (1986). 
3 For deep theology, see Naess (1989), and Devall (1985). Christians also bring forth their 
own versions of “religious deep ecology.” For example, Pope John Paul wrote, “…the 
heavenly patron of those who promote ecology.” He offers Christians an example of genuine 
and deep respect for the integrity of creation. He invited all of creation—animals, plants, 
natural forces, even Brother Sun and Sister Moon—to give honour and praise to the lord 
(“Peace with God One Creator, Peace with all of Creation,” in Theology in Green Issue 3, July 
1992, pp. 26–27). 
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dualistic thinking which has been dominating the western discourses in the forms 
of subject vs. object, mind vs. body and God vs. humans. There are alternatives to 
this entrenched dualism that may shed light on our rethinking of the 
human-nature relationship, and Confucianism is one of them. In order to 
construct a new environmental philosophy we must modify excessively 
anthropocentric understandings or extremely eco-centric claims, and delve into 
the interrelatedness and interdependence of humanity and nature. 

2  Two Orientations of Tianren Heyi 

Is there anything that can be called “eco-ethics” or environmental philosophy in 
traditional Confucian thought? Can we say that “tianren heyi” is the right 
solution for contemporary environmental problems? Some scholars have pointed 
out that as a traditional school focusing human-to-human relations, Confucianism 
did not directly address the human-nature relationship and their metaphysical 
views must not be simplistically applied to solve contemporary environmental 
problems.4 Nonetheless, although Confucianism does not offer a systematic 
doctrine, it is also argued that many ideas and arguments in Confucian discourses 
can be meaningfully reconstructed as an environmental perspective that sees the 
human-nature relationship as dynamic, interrelated, and interdependent.5 For 
example, Confucian masters deliberated on the anthropo-cosmic interrelationship 
in which, despite being part of the whole, humans were given prime 
responsibilities to look after natural environment. The shapers of Confucian 
traditions such as Mengzi and Zhang Zai (1020–77) have established or further 
developed a holistic doctrine about the organic universe that is empowered by the 
material and/or spiritual force (qi 气). Underlying these ideas and arguments is a 
perspective that humans and their natural circumstances (referred to here by the 
Chinese word “tian”, which for convenience but not necessarily accurately we 
translate as “Heaven”6) must be harmonized rather than be allowed to oppose 
each other. This is what is known as tianren heyi, the harmony or unity of 
humanity and Heaven.  

                                                               
4 For example, Peng Yongjie argues that the Confucian tianren heyi must not be directly used 
as an eco-ethical tool to solve the problems of human-nature opposition (Peng 2000). 
5 Scholars highlight different aspects of the Confucian discourse. For example, Grim and 
Tucker deliberate on its religious dimension and propose that Confucian discourses have 
manifested “a religious ecology in its cosmological orientation” (Grim 2014, 113).  
6 “Tian” in a Chinese context refers to many different things, three of which are more 
prominent in Confucian texts. First, it refers to the Spiritual Power or Beijing (主宰之天); 
second, it refers to Nature or Natural Power or Natural Law (自然之天); third, it refers to the 
Moral Power or Moral Law (义理之天). In this article we use “Heaven” or “heaven” as a 
convenient translation. 
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  Is this fundamental Confucian commitment anthropocentric or eco-centric? 
Contemporary scholars have given two kinds of answer to this question. One of 
them indicates that the Confucian unity of Heaven and humans is essentially 
human-centred, because Confucians place the greatest emphasis on human 
matters and human responsibility, and the Confucian ideal is to establish the 
great unity world (datong shijie 大同世界). Therefore the relationship between 
nature and humans is articulated as a human to human relation.7 There is no 
doubt that Confucian masters give primary considerations to human interests in 
their views on metaphysical and cosmological issues, but at the same time as we 
will argue below, they also attribute human success to the following of cosmic 
norms, which in one sense can be said nature-centric.  
  The second view of modern scholars with regard to tianren heyi is that this 
discourse is neither anthropocentric nor nature-centric, but is an anthropo-natural 
unity. It seems that scholars in this position have grasped the essence of 
Confucian doctrines, and have rightly pointed out that Confucians seek meaning 
and value in the unity and harmony of humans and nature, rather than in their 
dichotomy or separation. Interpreted as such the Confucian understanding of the 
anthropocosmic relationship stimulates modern environmental activists and 
thinkers to believe or imagine that Confucian tianren heyi outlines a new 
philosophy and lays down a new action-guideline for dealing with environmental 
problems.  
  Unfortunately, most scholars who provide the second answer have not paid 
sufficient attention to the complicated nature of the Confucian eco-perspective. 
At the surface it seems that tianren heyi does not make any claim on either of the 
two sides, humanity or nature. However, looking at various expressions of 
tian-human relations, we can see clearly that this discourse is not unitary; it 
contains both anthropocentric and eco-centric orientations, two seemingly 
contradictory forces driving people in two directions. But are these two elements 
really contradictory? If they are, can they nonetheless be put into one discourse 
that forms the core of Confucian metaphysical, epistemological and ethical 
doctrines?  
  To answer these questions we must come to understand that these two 
orientations are in fact intended at different levels: one at the metaphysical or 
ontological level and the other at practical and ethical level. Different as they are, 
both are utilised to explain why tian is the ontological home for humans, and can 
therefore be integrated into one perspective through flexible interpretations of 
tian.  
                                                               
7 For example, Yang Guorong argues that “all eco-problems are fundamentally the problems 
of humans” (Yang 2013, 152). 
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  There are metaphysical, religious and natural dimensions of the Chinese word 
tian in the context of Confucian discourses, and the multidimensional meaning of 
this word is often represented in English by such words as the “universe,” 
“Heaven,” “Nature” or “natural law.” As “Heaven,” tian is meant to be the 
Ultimate Being, Power or Force that is the spiritual and metaphysical source, as 
well as the sanction, of the human and the natural world. Therefore the unity of 
humanity and Heaven in this sense asserts a religious and metaphysical ideal 
through which humans follow the mandate of heaven (tian ming 天命) in order to 
achieve their own destiny. As “Nature,” on the other hand, tian (frequently 
together with di 地, the earth) exists opposite to the human world but forms 
necessary circumstances and material conditions for human living and acting. In 
this sense the unity between humans and nature provides an ecological and 
ethical norm by which human activities are guided.  

3  The Tian-Centric Orientation 

Different interpretations of tian lead to different understandings of the tian-ren 
relationship, which in turn results in the different positions humans are allowed 
in this relationship. In the metaphysical and religious realms, tian or Heaven or 
Nature is always seen as operating at the centre. Either as the supreme agent or 
being who generates (sheng 生) human beings as well as the ten thousand things, 
or as the ultimate power that guarantees the universe runs its course, tian, 
spiritual Heaven, or the natural entity, dominates both the natural and the human 
world, and human beings must follow its discipline or regulation. The value and 
meaning humans may gain from their relationship with tian depends upon their 
“obedience” to the heavenly law or mandate. In this “uneven” relationship a 
“tian-centrism” is firmly established which has a significant implication for 
Confucian understanding of eco-ethical issues, and accounts for the spiritual 
meaning of Confucian eco-norms and environmental regulations. Only by 
placing the Confucian eco-perspective on its metaphysical and/or spiritual 
ground can we understand how an eco-centric orientation can be derived from a 
fundamentally religious and ontological commitment, and why Confucian 
eco-norms must not be seen simply as convenient prohibitions and temporary 
measures.   
  First, tian is believed to be the cause of the world and human beings. Various 
sources of Confucian teaching assert that tian produces or generates all the 
people and establishes laws or regulations for them,8 and that it initiates and 
                                                               
8 “天生烝民，有物有则。”《诗经·大雅·荡之什·蒸民》For an English translation of this sentence, 
please see Chan (1963, 54). “Heaven produces the teeming multitude. As there are things there 
are their specific principles.”  
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sustains the generation and regeneration of the universe. Because of being 
originated in tian, all existences and beings have a sacred nature, and nobody has 
right to abuse them. Therefore, Confucian prohibitions with regard to the 
environment are not simply political policies for human benefit. Rather they arise 
from the fundamental belief in the creative power of tian and its spiritual values.  
  Second, it is believed that tian produces or generates the ten thousand things 
by its own laws and endows changes with a rhythm. These laws are manifested in 
the succession of four seasons and in the process of cosmic evolution, which 
Confucius once described as: “…the four seasons going round” and “the hundred 
things coming into being.”9 Therefore, humans must adjust their behaviour 
according to the same regularity. As far as the environment is concerned, “in 
conformation with seasons”10 is a fundamental religious and moral norm against 
which an action is judged. This norm is articulated throughout all Confucian 
classics and consummates particularly in the Yueling 月令 section of the Book of 
Rites. These regulations should be seen as a response to the supreme authority of 
tian, and as part of the mysterious interaction between spiritual Heaven and 
humans (tianren ganying 天人感应). 

Third, tian is taken as the source of moral power or virtue (de 德), which 
humans must extend to other people as well as to natural beings and things. 
Confucius claimed that tian had begot “virtue” in him.11 The core of moral 
power or virtue is ren 仁 or benevolence. We humans should treat other people in 
“benevolence.” By the same token, we should also treat animals and plants with 
care and love. As Mengzi wrote, we must “be benevolent towards the people” 
and “feel love for all things.”12 Taking care of all things is an eco-norm, but this 
norm is not merely an economic measure. It is a logical extension of being 
humane to the people. If “being humane to the people” is what tian has bestowed 
to everyone and is in all humans’ innate nature, then “feeling love for all 
creatures and things” is also what tian has imparted to us and is in our innate 
nature. In this sense we can say that all Confucian eco-norms are extended from 
the centre where tian occupies the commanding position. 
  Fourth, as the supreme authority tian commands “respect” both in religious 
and in ethical terms. Confucians in fact take respect of the law or the mandate of 
Heaven as one of the criteria by which junzi 君子 or the person of virtue is 

                                                               
9 “四时行焉，百物生焉。”《论语·阳货》“There are the four seasons going round and there are 
the hundred things coming into being” (Lau 1979, 146). 
10 “以其时。”《礼记·祭义》“at the proper seasons,” in Legge (1985, Part IV, 227). 
11 “天生德于予。”《论语·述而》. Fits English translation, see Lau (1979, 89). 
12 “仁民爱物。”《孟子·尽心上》“He [junzi, the person of virtue] is humane to the people and 
feels love for all creatures” (Chan 1963, 81). 
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differentiated from xiaoren 小人 or the morally underdeveloped person.13 Here 
“standing in awe” of the Mandate of Heaven (wei tian ming 畏天命) is both 
religious and eco-ethical. The people who stand in awe of the heavenly mandate 
would conscientiously respect natural laws and would be in harmony with all 
creatures and things, while those who do not do so would most likely behave 
against natural laws and therefore cause damage to the environment.  
  Fifth, tian not only is the source of human nature but is also the ultimate end 
of human cultivation and effort. Zhongyong 中庸 (The Doctrine of the Mean) 
starts with such a sentence as that “What is imparted to us from Heaven is called 
human nature,”14 and clearly locates the source of human nature in the heavenly 
mandate or law. Due to the unity of human nature and tian, it is natural for the 
Book of Mengzi to assert that only after humans have understood their own 
nature thoroughly can they understand and serve tian (Lau 1970, 7A:1). Aiming 
to be part of tian, humans are required to cultivate their own nature, which 
underlies all the motives of Confucian action, either educational or political. 
Humans are required to expand their own nature, by which they can extend the 
nature of other beings and things, This in turn enables them to participate in the 
great transformation and generation of Heaven and Earth, and therefore to be 
able to stand with Heaven and Earth as a trinity.15 

4  The Anthropocentric Orientation 

Tian-centrism has laid the ontological foundation for the Confucian 
eco-perspective, enabling Confucians to think of the human-nature relationship 
in metaphysical and religious terms. Fundamentally ethical by nature, however, 
Confucian philosophy speculates on the concrete matters that arise from human 
interaction with all kinds of natural phenomena. This brings us to the practical 
level upon which the Confucian eco-perspective is constructed.  
  As opposed to its Greek counterpart (for example, Aristotelian philosophy), 
Confucian philosophy does not focus on cosmic essence and law. Confucian 
metaphysical considerations are, at most, speculative by nature and instructive in 
function. Hermeneutical considerations and analytical terminology, if any, are 

                                                               
13  “君子有三畏：畏天命，畏大人，畏圣人之言。小人不知天命而不畏也，狎大人，侮圣人之言。” 
《论语·季氏》“The gentleman stands in awe of three things. He is in awe of the Decree of 
Heaven. He is in awe of great men. He is in awe of the words of the sages. The small man, 
being ignorant of the Decree of Heaven, does not stand in awe of it. He treats great men with 
insolence and the words of the sages with derision” (Lau 1979, 140). 
14 “天命之为性”。《中庸》章一。“What Heaven has endowed is called the nature. Following the 
nature is called the Way. Cultivating the Way is called instruction” (de Bary and Bloom 1999,  
334). 
15 The Doctrine of the Mean, Chapter 22. See Chan (1963, 108). 
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primarily meant to provide a precondition or general guide for various ethical 
and political schemes, rather than to function as “meta-ethics” themselves. 
Therefore, in pinpointing the metaphysically tian-centric basis of Confucian 
teachings we have only reached a partial understanding of tianren heyi. If we 
intend to draw a holistic picture of the Confucian perspective we must also 
examine the practical arena wherein humans act and the eco-system is subjected 
to human needs.  

Many scholars have noted that Confucianism is essentially a humanistic tradition 
because it is concerned primarily with the solution of human problems and 
searches for the ideal way of life. But it has not been clearly explained how tianren 
heyi—being a tian-based cosmological principle—has become essentially 
anthropocentric. Tu Wei-ming has offered an explanation by drawing a Confucian 
diagram wherein the self is at the centre but as the self shares the nature of the 
family, community, society, state and the universe, it is able to be extended to the 
latter (Tu 1995, 212–23). Thus to be part of Heaven we must first fully develop the 
human nature within, and to care about natural things we must first care about 
human affairs. This way Confucius completed the turning of centering on 
non-human existence or spiritual power to focusing on human well-being and the 
intrinsic value within each human being.16 When hearing that a stable had burnt 
down, Confucius was concerned first about the people who worked at the stable, 
rather than about the horses.17 This humanistic philosophy is apparent in all the 
Confucian classics, and demonstrates the conviction that humans are the spirit of 
the ten thousand things.18 In later texts, humanity is even said to be the summit of 
the virtues of Heaven and earth, the combination of yin and yang, and the most 
pure force of the Five Elements or Agents (wuxing 五行).19 
  Since humans are on the top of the ladder of creatures, they are endowed with 
the ability to manage or influence the process of social as well as natural 
evolution. At this point it is apparent that Confucians do not differ greatly from 
anthropocentric philosophers in the West. There is a positive side of human 
control and interference in the natural world. Human control and interference, 
however, are primarily for the benefit of humans, and are therefore “utilitarian” 

                                                               
16 This turning started with the Duke of Zhou who changed the shamanistic focus on spirits 
and nature in the Shang Dynasty to the humanistic concern about human virtue and good 
governance in the early Zhou Dynasty.   
17 “厩焚。子退朝，曰: ‘伤人乎？’ 不问马。”《论语·乡党》“The stable caught fire. The Master, on 
returning from court, asked, ‘Was anyone hurt?’ He did not ask about the horses” (Lau 1979, 104). 
18 “惟人万物之灵。”《尚书·周书·泰誓上》“… man among all creatures is the most intelligent” 
(Luo 1997, 381). 
19 “故人者其天地之德，阴阳之交，五行之秀气也。”《礼记·礼运》“Man is (the product of) the 
attributes of Heaven and Earth, (by) the interaction of the dual forces of nature, the union of 
the animal and intelligent (soul), and the finest subtle matter of the five elements” (Legge 1885, 
Part III, 380–81). 
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in function. Mengzi makes it plain that all measures for protecting environment, 
such as doing things according to the right seasons and prohibiting 
over-lumbering or over-fishing, are in the interest of human society, and that 
ecological concerns are in essence only concerns for human benefits:  
 

As you do not interfere with the busy seasons in the fields, then there will be 
more grain than the people can eat; if you do not allow nets with too fine a 
mesh to be used in large ponds, then there will be more fish and turtles than 
they can eat; if hatchets and axes are permitted in the forests on the hills only 
in the proper seasons, then there will be more timber than they can use.20 

 
  In the minds of Confucians, it is highly recommended to protect rather than 
disrupt the growth of natural things: not to end the lives of plants prematurely (bu 
yao qi sheng 不夭其生) and not to interrupt the maturation of aquatic animals (bu 
jue qi zhang 不绝其长 ) (Knoblock 1999, 241). As ethical norms, these 
commandments seem to imply that Confucians recognise that the eco-system has 
intrinsic value. However, this is an over-interpretation. Unlike Buddhism, which 
applies universal compassion to all living things because of the equality of beings 
and because of continual reincarnation of all lives, Confucianism does not state 
specifically that benevolence or humaneness (ren 仁) should be extended to 
non-human beings for their own sake. Natural beings and eco-matters are of 
value only in their usefulness for humans, and in their being conducive to human 
goodness. Just as we see in the case of Xunzi, a number of seemingly 
eco-protective measures are taken, in the end, only to provide more food and 
materials for the people:  
 

By plowing in spring, weeding in summer, harvesting in autumn and storing 
up in winter, the four activities are not out of the proper seasons; thus the 
production of the five grains is not interrupted, and the people have more than 
enough to eat. The ponds, lakes, pools, streams, and marshes being strictly 
closed during the proper season is the reason that fish and turtles are in 
plentiful abundance and the people have surplus for other uses. The cutting 
and pruning, the growing and planting, not being out of their proper seasons is 
the reason the mountain forests are not denuded and the people have more than 
enough timber.21 

                                                               
20 “不违农时，谷不可胜食也；数罟不入洿池，鱼鳖不可胜食也；斧斤以时入山林，材木不可胜用

也；谷与鱼鳖不可胜食，材木不可胜用，是使民养生丧死无憾也；养生丧死无憾，王道之始也。” 
《孟子·梁惠王上》(Legge 1966, 438). 
21 “春耕、夏耘、秋收、冬藏，四者不失时，故五谷不绝，而百姓有余食也。污池渊沼川泽，谨其
时禁，故鱼鳖优多，而百姓有余用也。斩伐养长不失其时，故山林不童，而百姓有余材也。”《荀

子·王制》(Knoblock 1999, 241). 
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The anthropocentric orientation of Confucian eco-protective measures 
suggests that Confucians would support environmental protection if it is useful 
and good for the people, but they could, potentially, also support the abuse or 
over exploitation of natural resources if this was required to feed the people and 
to provide them with sufficient, for example, firewood and timber. This might be 
one of the reasons why in Chinese history there were no consistent policies with 
regard to environmental protection, and natural resources were subject to 
overexploitation, although Confucian officials were fully aware of the necessity 
of protecting them. 

Despite these potential risks in their anthropocentric tendency, Confucians 
never developed a complete anthropocentric doctrine, as far as Confucian views 
on the human-nature relationship are concerned, thanks to the fact that the 
extremes of anthropocentrism are always moderated by their fundamentally 
moralised view of the world. In contrast to Western anthropocentric philosophy 
where human are seen as superior because of reason (early Greek philosophy), 
soul (Christian philosophy) or knowledge (modern empiricist philosophy), 
Confucians believe that humans are superior to other natural beings only because 
of their fully developed virtuous quality or moral senses. Mengzi specifically 
points out that there is little that differentiates humans from beasts, and that this 
“little” difference is only active in persons of virtue but is absent in morally 
underdeveloped persons.22 How can then each of us preserve this distinguishing 
feature of human beings? This question leads the Confucians to place a great 
emphasis on self-cultivation, and to call for people in superior positions to 
cultivate themselves before requiring others to follow.  

While the Confucian anthropocentric orientation could lead to selfishness in 
dealing with the environment, it also has the potential to become 
anthropo-ecological co-existence and co-flourishing.  Starting with human 
beings at the centre, Confucians from there extend their moral care to natural 
beings and phenomena, wherein they have successfully constructed an interactive 
human-nature relationship. Expanding on anthropo-ecological co-existence and 
co-flourishing, Confucians make use of empathy to assert the interrelatedness 
and interdependence of humans and nature. In the folk religions of China, trees 
and plants deserve respect because they are believed to have a spirit or soul. 
Mountains and rivers are believed to feel pain or happiness, which is why they 
must be protected. Different from these anthropomorphizing rationales 
Confucians apply the idea of moral duty and virtue to how humans should treat 
natural beings and things. Mengzi explored the internal aspect of Confucian 

                                                               
22 “人之异于禽兽者几希。小人去之，君子存之。”《孟子·离娄下》 “That whereby man differs 
from the lower animals is but small. The mass of people cast it away, while superior men 
preserve it” (Legge 1966, 744). 
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benevolence and extended the internal moral sense to non-human beings, arguing 
that once having seen animals alive, a Confucian gentleman could not bear to see 
them die, and once having heard their cry, he could not bear to eat their flesh.23 
Wang Yangming (1472–1529) further developed this into a Confucian 
perspective on the unity of human beings and all things in the universe, taking 
the benevolent heart as the starting point and finally reaching the concept of one 
body of humanity and the world. When one sees a child about to fall into a well, 
Wang Yangming argues, one cannot help but feel alarm and compassion, a fact 
which shows that in this compassion, one has formed one body with the child. 
Further, when one observes the pitiful cries and frightened appearance of birds and 
animals about to be slaughtered, one cannot help feeling an “inability to bear” their 
suffering. This fact, he again argues, demonstrates that one’s benevolence can lead 
him/her to the unity with the birds and animals. Even when one sees plants broken 
and destroyed, one cannot help but feeling pity, a fact which shows that his/her 
benevolence has led to a unity with the plants. Even when one sees tiles and stones 
shattered and crushed, one cannot help but feeling regret, a fact showing that one’s 
benevolence causes him to form one body with tiles and stones (Wang 1992, 968; 
Chan 1963, 695–60). 

In this kind of reasoning, the human-nature relationship is essentially animated 
and moralised. The bad behaviour that has caused damage to the environment is 
described as “not benevolent” (bu ren 不仁); the action that has led to the 
overexploitation of natural resources not according to their seasons is called “bu 
yi” 不义 (not righteous, or immoral), while the random killing of animals and 
cutting of trees is condemned as “bu xiao 不孝” (not filially pious).24 From this 
moralised consciousness Confucians eventually developed a holistic vision of the 
world, in which all people are taken as one’s brothers and sisters, and all things 
are seen as one’s companions.25 These moral terms produce a powerful effect on 
human awareness of the interrelation between humans and natural beings. They 
forbid the abuse of the eco-system and positively encourage environmental 
protection. They also add extra weight to human responsibility towards the 
natural environment. This again shows that anthropocentric concerns do not 
necessarily lead to the opposition between humans and nature. Rather, in an 

                                                               
23 “君子之於禽兽也，见其生，不忍见其死；闻其声，不忍食其肉。” 《孟子·梁惠王上》 (Legge 
1966, 453). 
24 “曾子曰：‘树木以时伐焉，禽兽以時时杀焉。’ 夫子曰：‘断一树，杀一兽，不以其时，非孝也。”’ 
《礼记·祭义》“Zengzi said, ‘Trees are felled and animals killed, (only) at the proper seasons.’ 
The Master said, ‘To fell a single tree, or kill a single animal, not at the proper season, is 
contrary to filial piety”’ (Legge 1885, 227–78). 
25 “民胞物与。”《张载·西铭》“Therefore that which fills the universe I regard as my body and 
that which directs the universe I consider my nature. All people are my brothers and sisters, 
and all things are my companions” (Chan 1963, 497). 
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ethical framework, it can produce an eco-awareness and moral conscience 
wherein eco-centrism and anthropocentrism can be balanced and combined.  

5  Confucian Eco-Ethics for the Globalized World  

Facing environmental problems, philosophers and social activists come to 
investigate the deep causes of and reasons for these problems, through which 
they identify that these problems are caused by the conflict and opposition 
between anthropocentrism and eco-centrism. In search of the means to solve 
these problems, environmental activists move from practical considerations to 
metaphysical understandings, and some of them make a strong argument that in 
order to avoid environmental disasters we must first rid ourselves of the 
anthropocentric thinking that has characterized philosophy since the beginning of 
the modern era. While acknowledging that it is useful to examine environmental 
problems in terms of the opposition between anthropocentrism and eco-centrism, 
we have argued that humans and nature are locked in an inseparable relationship 
with each other, and that we cannot totally isolate one from the other. No 
anthropocentric philosophy could make sense without acknowledging the 
connection between humans and nature, and it is also true that no eco-centric 
theory would have practical meaning if the eco-system were placed outside of 
human interests. Because of this, the Confucian combination of the two 
orientations provides an alternative, since it seeks meaning and value in the 
harmony between tian (Heaven or nature) and humans, rather than in their 
opposition.  

It is not a Confucian view that tian and ren are totally equal, and that the 
relation between humans and their environment is therefore an absolute unity. 
The Confucian way of harmonising the tian-centric and the ren-centirc 
orientations into one system demonstrates that like all other kinds of human 
relations, the right order between humans and nature must be harmonious but not 
identical (Yao 2013, 252–68). Although Confucians did not in the past 
deliberately construct what we would regard as a proper environmental 
philosophy, traditional Confucian thinking does provide an eco-perspective 
which is meaningful to the modern world. Contemporary Confucian scholars 
have seen this and rightly argued that “Confucian philosophy is in essence 
eco-ethical, as it never separates humans from nature” (Qiao 2013, 7). 

A new eco-ethical interpretation of tianren heyi is needed to correct the 
artificial contradiction and inconsistency between these two orientations, and to 
highlight the oneness of its metaphysical view and practical considerations. 
According to this metaphysical understanding, all beings and things in Nature 
have an intrinsic position irrespective of their value to human beings. In this 
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sense “respect for the environment” is part of general respect for “being” itself, 
and the protection of the eco-system is embedded in the organic process of 
generation and regeneration (shengsheng 生生), to which not only human beings 
but also natural beings/things must confirm. Practically, however, humans are 
regarded as the highest representation of the cosmic power, with a corresponding 
responsibility for the world. Focusing on the positive side of this practical 
standpoint, the doctrine of honouring humanity requires human beings to be 
responsible not only for themselves but also for the environment in which they 
live and act. If taken alone, however, honouring humanity has the potential to go 
extreme, causing intensive environmental problems. Therefore, to make the 
Confucian perspective on the human-nature relationship relevant to the modern 
world we must reduce its negative potential, while maximizing its positive 
values.  

Despite the apparent contradiction between the two orientations, there is a 
fundamental consistency between them within Confucianism in its doctrine of 
self-cultivation and human responsibility. Heaven (nature) and humans are never 
separable in Confucian discourses; Heaven is the source, while humans are a 
manifestation of, and play a crucial role in, the “Way.” While the heavenly Way 
determines the scope and possibility of human success, it is humans that can 
make the Way great, not the Way that can make humans great.26 In making the 
Way great, Confucians encourage human commitment to it and assert human 
responsibility for it, a condition wherein “human orientation” and “nature 
orientation” are combined and harmonised.  

Interpreted as one eco-ethical principle with two orientations, the Confucian 
eco-ethics of tianren heyi combines humans and the environment into one 
human-cosmic system. As Grim and Tucker rightly point out, “For Confucians, 
humans are anthropocosmic beings in relationships, not anthropocentric 
individuals in isolation” (Grim 2014, 121). This understanding clearly defines 
humans and nature in their interrelationship and interdependence rather than in 
their opposition, and furthers our rethinking of appropriate solutions to 
environmental problems in the rapidly gloablized world. First, Confucian 
eco-ethics rejects either extreme anthropocentrism or extreme eco-centrism as an 
independent perspective for the solution of environmental problems; instead it 
subjects both to a higher principle wherein human society and the eco-system 
have each their own values and positions. Second, Confucian eco-ethics refuses 
to accept purely abstract views concerning the unity between humans and nature, 
and confirms that human-cosmic harmony must come from the interaction and 
interdependence of humans and their environment. Third, Confucian eco-ethics 
rejects the static views concerning humanity and nature in which humans and the 
                                                               
26 “人能弘道，非道弘人。” (《论语·卫灵公》, See Lau 1979, 15:29). 
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natural environment exist and operate in parallel and without mutual interference. 
Rather, it is concerned with the prospect of human development in which a 
dynamic harmony between human action and ecological adjustment is actively 
pursued. It is these three perspectives derived from the Confucian tianren heyi 
that we must take into account in our reconstruction of a proper relationship 
between the human realm and the environmental world. 
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