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I. Introduction
Within the last decade, Confucianism has re-emerged in China as a moral anchor for the state, providing a legitimating veneer for the spiritless materialism of “socialism with market characteristics.”  Although Confucianism has been applied to many areas of life, in this paper we discuss the relevance of Confucianism to environmentalism only.  A second limitation of the paper is that we do not discuss other systems, such as Daoism, that have a deeper connection to environmentalism, but historically (since the early Han Dynasty) lacked state support.

The paper unfolds in three parts.  First, we treat the framework questions of environmental ethics such as the population of the moral universe, and then present the way western environmental philosophers categorize relationships between humans and the environment.  Second, we focus on selected Confucianists and what they have to say about human relationships to non-human animals, ecosystems, the earth as a system, and the cosmos.  In the third part we ask how relevant Confucianism is to policy-making on environmental issues. 
II.  Framework Questions and Categories

An ethic has various definitions, but in most it expresses a moral predisposition to action or behavior.  The subject of an ethic is a human, considered to be rational and self-interested.  The object of an environmental ethic is an element or elements in the broader environment, for example non-human animals, other living things (e.g., plants), inorganic matter (e.g., soils, water), communities (e.g., ecosystems), the earth, and even the cosmos.
The first framework question is:  Who populates the moral universe?  Are humans alone members of the universe, or do other units have membership or citizen status?  A related question, for those situations in which humans alone are moral citizens, asks whether other units are due moral considerability, meaning that their interests, although lacking intrinsic value, still should be taken into account.

Environmental philosophers in the West often categorize answers to these questions as forming different types of human/environment interactions.  One such scheme is:  anthropocentric, sentientist, and eco-centric.
  In the anthropocentric type, only humans are moral citizens, having intrinsic value (and there may even be questions concerning the human members—their age, race, gender, etc.).  Only humans as Aristotle pointed out in The Politics can reason and communicate in a sophisticated manner.  All other units exist to serve human needs and have only an instrumental function.
Most traditional ethical theories (and religions as well) fall into the anthropocentric camp.  Yet in recent decades, some differentiation has occurred among anthropocentric ethics, so that it can be said an ethic is “strong” or “weak,” with respect to being human-centered.  Weak anthropocentric differs from strong primarily regarding the moral consideration extended to non-human animals or things.  Thus, “being kind to animals” might mean treating them nearly as well as humans, without respecting them as ends in themselves.  Further, weak anthropocentrism acknowledges that human interests extend beyond economic ones, and include the welfare of the environment.

A sentientist perspective includes a much larger number of units.  Jeremy Bentham, the founder of utilitarian ethics, said it did not matter whether a species could reason but whether it could suffer pain or enjoy pleasure.  All such units—including humans and non-human animals (with central nervous systems)—shared citizenship in the moral universe.  There are important differences in sentientism regarding whether humans must treat non-human animals solely as ends and never as means, and thus not kill them for food.  This approaches the weak versus strong distinction in anthropocentrism.  A human might respect a non-human animal, but need to use it for food in order to avoid starvation, very much as humans used non-human animals in spirit-based systems such as Native American or Chinese spirituality.
The final perspective has several names—biocentrism, shallow or deep ecology, or eco-centrism.  It is at the opposite pole from anthropocentrism, and also has the most crowded moral universe.  Biocentrism stresses the equality of all species, and is regarded as extreme because humans are just a part of a vast chain of life and have no special status.  A related perspective, called the “land ethic” by its creator Aldo Leopold, is less extreme.  To Leopold, this concept:

(E)nlarges the boundaries of the community to include soils, waters, plants and animals,

or collectively the land . . . (It) changes the role of Homo sapiens from conqueror of the

land-community to plain member and citizen of it . . . .  A thing is right when it tends to

preserve the integrity, stability, and beauty of the biotic community.  It is wrong when it

tends otherwise.

Unlike deep ecology, which prohibits inter-species killing, the land ethic does not prohibit such use in a condition of need, so long as there is no waste.
III.  Human-Environment Relationships in Confucianism

Confucianism is both a philosophical system and a social ethic.  It envisions humans at the center of a universal system of values, and it most prizes relationships humans have with other humans and institutions created by them.  Yet Confucianism is an exceptionally rich philosophical system, and has regularly been reinterpreted to meet changing exigencies of the times.  Thus, although the Confucian ethic appears to be solidly anthropocentric, it also can accommodate higher-order animals and ecosystems, as seen in the examples below.  We discuss Confucian comments on humans and nature, following each of the Western analytical types discussed above.
Anthropocentrism.  The first chapter of the Great Learning expresses better than any other segment of the Confucian canon the nature of humanism as a well-constructed and integrated pattern of self-cultivation directly connected to family life and the state system:
The ancients who wished to illuminate their “illuminating virtue” to all under Heaven

first governed their states.  Wishing to govern their states, they first regulated their
families.  Wishing to regulate their families, they first cultivated their personal lives.  
Wishing to cultivate their personal lives, they first rectified their hearts and minds.

Wishing to rectify their hearts and minds, they first authenticated their intentions.

Wishing to authenticate their intentions, they first refined their knowledge.  The refine-
ment of knowledge lay in the study of things.  For only when things are studied is 

knowledge refined; only when knowledge is refined are intentions authentic; only when

intentions are authentic are hearts and minds rectified; only when hearts and minds are

rectified are personal lives cultivated; only when personal lives are cultivated are families

regulated; only when families are regulated are states governed; only when states are

governed is there peace under Heaven
.  Therefore, from the Son of Heaven to the 

common people, all, without exception, must take self-cultivation as the root.

The mention of “Heaven” may seem to imply a religious and other-worldly connotation to this statement of the Confucian ethic.  However, it is manifest that the emphasis is on primary relationships among people and specification of cardinal virtues such as knowledge, sincerity, harmony, and rectification of behavior to significant roles.  A passage in the Analects further elucidates the importance of virtues existing only in humans:
Tzu Chang (a young disciple of the master) asked Confucius about humanity.  Confucius said:  “To be able to practice five virtues everywhere in the world constitutes humanity.”  Tzu Chang begged to know what these were.  Confucius said:  “Courtesy,   magnanimity, good faith, diligence, and kindness.  He who is courteous is not humiliated, he who is magnanimous wins the multitude, he who is of good faith is trusted by the people, he who is diligent attains his objective, and he who is kind can get service from the people.
 


The great disciple of Confucius, Mencius, placed non-human animals and the environment in the context of providing for the economic development of the state and the livelihood of the population:


As for the multitude, if they have no certain means of livelihood, they surely cannot


maintain a steadfast heart. Without a steadfast heart, they are likely to abandon


themselves to any and all manner of depravity. . . . Let the five mu of land surrounding


the farmer’s cottage be planted with mulberry trees, and persons over fifty may all be


clothed in silk.  Let poultry, dogs, and swine be kept and bred in season, and those 


over seventy may all be provided with meat.  Let the cultivation of the hundred-mu


farm not be interfered with, and a family of eight mouths need not go hungry. . . .


When the aged wear silk and eat meat and the common people are free from hunger


and cold, never has the lord of such a people failed to become king.


It is because of references such as these that the Confucian canon is regarded as human-centered, treating other animals and inorganic matter as available for human use and not of intrinsic value.  Yet, as we shall see below, the canon is rich and complex and permits other interpretations of human-environmental relationships.


References to Animal Welfare.  A number of contributors to the canon discuss human relationships with animals, beginning with the master himself.  Two passages from the Analects reveal attitudes toward non-human species:


“The Master used a fishing line but not a cable (attached to a net); he used a corded


arrow but not to shoot at roosting birds.”
 



“The stables caught fire.  The Master, on returning from court, asked:  ‘Was anyone


hurt?’  He did not ask about the horses
.”
The first statement implies that people should not take unfair advantage of other creatures, yet can use them for sustenance.  It is consistent with the western proscription of cruelty to animals.  The second statement implies a clear ordering of the animal kingdom, with humans at the top of the hierarchy.  Both fit within the anthropocentric world view.


The philosopher Mencius makes similar comments about human relationships to non-human animals and the living environment:

If 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.  When the people have more grain,


more fish and turtles than they can eat, and more timber than they can use, then in


the support of their parents when alive and in the mourning of them when dead, they


will be able to have no regrets over anything left undone, whether in the support of


their parents when alive or in the mourning of them when dead is the first step along


the Kingly way.
 
Another Confucian scholar, Professor Guo Yi, interprets Mencius as suggesting that humans and non-human animals are separated by minor differences, and that humans can understand animals.  He too interprets the foregoing passage from Mencius as a warning to avoid overharvesting species of animals or trees, because to do so endangers human survival.  Guo sees similar observations in the works of Zhuxi neo-Confucianism, where one can attribute some virtues to animals, of a limited nature.

Other Confucian scholars take a view of non-human animals that could be considered “weak” anthropocentrism.  Donald Blakeley focuses on the ethical significance of animals in the canon, focusing on The Analects, Mencius and several neo-Confucian works.  In his view, the ethical strictures toward becoming humane involve not only respecting other humans as ends but also involve respecting living beings in the natural world and specifically non-human animals.


Similarly, Jiang Xinyan suggests that Mencius, by promoting compassionate views toward non-human animals, was less anthropocentric than is commonly thought.  Jiang notes that although Mencius was not a vegetarian, he admitted to the possibility of having loving relationships with animals (pets).  In the context of such a relationship, one’s treatment of non-human animals might be benevolent.


Finally, Rodney Taylor takes a strong position on the necessity for maintaining harmonious relationships with the natural world, with a focus on non-human animals.  His interpretation is strongly influenced by The Analects, Mencius, and Xunzi as well as by neo-Confucian metaphysical models.

References to Eco-Systems and Holistic Integration.  It is perhaps in the area of human-nature (conceived broadly) interrelationships that Confucianism makes the most profound contributions to the environmental discourse.  The pivotal concept is Tianrenheyi, which roughly can be translated as the unity of heaven and humanity or integrity of the universe and humanity considered as a whole.  A number of contributors to the Confucian canon emphasize this unity and harmony.
Two excerpts from Chongyung (Doctrine of the Mean) are among the earliest references to Tianrenheyi in the Confucian canon:
Only those who are the most sincere can fully realize their own nature.  If they can 

fully realize their own nature, they can fully realize human nature.  If they can fully

realize human nature, they can fully realize the nature of things.  If they can fully

realize the nature of things, they can take part in the transforming and nourishing

process of Heaven and earth.  If they can take part in the transforming and nourishing

process of Heaven and earth, they can form a trinity of Heaven and earth.
 

The second excerpt emphasizes in greater detail the linkage humans have with their environment:


The heaven now before us is only this bright, shining mass; but when viewed in its


unlimited extent, the sun, moon, stars, and constellations are suspended in it and all

things are covered by it.  The earth before us is but a handful of soil; but in its breadth


and depth, it sustains mountains like Hua and Yueh without feeling their weight, contains


the rivers and seas without letting them leak away, and sustains all things.  The mountain


before us is only a fistful of straw; but in all the vastness of its size, grass and trees grow


upon it, birds and beasts dwell on it, and stores of precious things are discovered in it.


The water before us is but a spoonful of liquid, but in all its unfathomable depth, the


monsters, dragons, fishes, and turtles are produced in it, and wealth becomes abundant


because of it.

Self-realization is essential to a full understanding of one’s relationship to both earth and Heaven, a thought emphasized by Mencius:


When a man has given full realization to his heart, he will understand his own nature.


A man who knows his own nature will know Heaven.  By retaining his heart and


nurturing his nature he is serving Heaven.  Whether he is going to die young or to live


to a ripe old age makes no difference to his steadfastness of purpose.  It is through


awaiting whatever is to befall him with a perfected character that he stands firm on his


proper destiny.

Self-knowledge in this excerpt involves the cultivation of an harmonious relationship with nature; definitely it is in opposition to the concept of “conquering nature” and to the imposition of human will on heaven.

Xun Zi presents the interrelationship in an hierarchical order when he groups all substances into four categories:  1) Water and minerals have qi (energy) but no life; 2) Plants also have qi and life as well, but they lack zhi (awareness); 3) Non-human animals have energy, life and awareness, but they lack morals; and 4) Humans have energy, life, awareness and morals—indicating their superiority.  Yet humans are part of the life of the universe.


Writing in Tianlun, Xun Zi further indicates that nature has its own rhythm, uninfluenced by the human regime.  However, nature responds to the kind of attention it receives from humans.  If humans treat nature well, nature responds in kind; if, alternatively, humans abuse nature, environmental calamities may be the result.


Centuries later, the neo-Confucian Zhang Zai’s “Western Inscription” re-emphasizes the unity of heaven, earth, and humanity:


Heaven is my father and Earth is my mother, and even such a small creature as I


finds an intimate place in their midst.  Therefore that which fills the universe I regard


as my body and that which directs the universe I consider as my nature.  All people are


my brothers and sisters, and all things are my companions.


Perhaps the most evocative examples of the integration of humanity and nature are found  in neo-Confucian Wang Yangming’s “Inquiry on the Great Learning”:


When we see a child about to fall into the well, we cannot help a feeling of alarm and


commiseration.  This shows that our humanity forms one body with the child.  It may be


objected that the child belongs to the same species.  Again, when we observe the pitiful


cries and frightened appearances of birds and animals about to be slaughtered, we 


cannot help feeling an “inability to bear” their suffering.  This shows that our humanity

forms one body with birds and animals.  It may be objected that birds and animals are


sentient beings as we are.  But when we see plants broken and destroyed, we cannot


help a feeling of pity.  This shows that our humanity forms one body with plants.  It may


be said that plants are living things as we are.  Yet even when we see tiles and stones


shattered and crushed, we cannot help a feeling of regret.  This shows that our humanity


forms one body with tiles and stones.


 Chinese and western Confucian scholars agree that Confucianism is definitely not a “strong” anthropocentric ethic.  As noted above with respect to non-human animals, and more broadly concerning environmentalism, some scholars believe the ethic is a form of “weak” anthropocentrism.  For example, Fan Ruiping argues that the ethic places intrinsic value mainly in humans, notwithstanding its orientation toward some cosmic principles.
  Julia Tao believes that the emphasis of the Confucian ethic on interdependence between humans and nature will be useful in cultivating balanced and harmonious relationships.
  Jiang Meige, like many other Confucian scholars, emphasizes the compatibility of Confucianism with modern notions of sustainability.  In her work, she refers to both Confucius and Mencius as architects of the vision that humans should recognize and respect nature against an endless exhaustion of natural resources:  Humans must not harvest nature’s bounty before the correct time.
 

Other Confucian scholars make robust arguments for the application of Tianrenheyi to general environmental theory.  For example, Ralph Weber broadly considers the implications of the unity of humanity and heaven for morality and spirituality.
  Mary Tucker urges consideration of Tianrenheyi in a global ethic that will counteract the ecological crisis.  She is influenced by neo-Confucian views of the cosmos as an integrated and organic whole, with dynamic properties.
  And Zhu Hsiming, Qiu Tiehua and Yuan Yuan argue that the nature of life observed through the Confucian lens is regeneration.  Humans should pursue a love of live and promote nature’s sustainability.


Finally, the preeminent Confucian scholar Tu Wei-ming invents and defends a new label for the Confucian environmental ethic:  “anthropocosmic.”  By this he means that the relationship of heaven, earth and humans is dynamic and mutually re-inforcing.
  Tu explains the concept in these terms:

The idea of the unity of Heaven and humanity implies four inseparable dimensions of


the human condition:  self, community, nature, and Heaven.  The full distinctiveness of


each enhances, rather than impedes, a thorough integration of the others.  Self as a center


of relationships establishes its identity by interacting with community variously under-


stood, from the family to the global village and beyond.  A sustainable harmonious


relationship between the human species and nature is not merely an abstract ideal, but


a concrete guide for practical living.  Mutual responsiveness between the human heart-


and-mind and the Way of Heaven is the ultimate path for human flourishing.

Tu then lists  the four features constituting what he calls the “New Confucian ecological vision”:  1) Fruitful interaction between self and community; 2) A sustainable harmonious relationship between the human species and nature; 3) Mutual responsiveness between the human heart-and-mind and the Way of Heaven; and 4) Self knowledge and cultivation to complete the triad.
  This treatment nests the Confucian environmental ethic in the broad realm of eco-centrism, but takes a far less adversarial approach than that of the deep ecologists.
IV.  Relevance to Policy-Making on Environmental Issues

An ethic is an inner voice guiding the agent’s action, and as such one might expect the Confucian ethic to be relevant to policy-making on environmental issues in China today.  However, several factors limit the impact of a Confucian environmental ethic.  First, Confucianism was a discredited philosophical system throughout most of the twentieth century in China, and its revival has been recent.
  It has not made much of an impression on the members of the central committee of the Chinese Communist Party or business le4aders, and is largely a preoccupation of intellectuals.

Second, the Confucian tradition is more useful to regimes in domestic policy sectors such as maintenance of civil order and poverty alleviation, which are of a higher priority to national leaders, than environmental problems.  Third, Confucianism competes with more popular environmental ethics (for leaders and the public) such as the robust anthropocentrism embodies in the state’s economic development strategy.  Notwithstanding the great cost to the environment of China’s rapid economic growth, at least 250 million people (the World Bank in 2009 estimated more than 500 million) have been lifted out of poverty—the largest number in world history.

Fourth, the revival of Confucianism in China has not emphasized that type most likely to lead to environmental sustainability.  Gilbert Rozman discusses five types of Confucianism:  imperial, reform, elite, merchant-house, and mass.
  Both imperial and elite Confucianism support the survival of the party and state.  Mass Confucianism bolsters the regime’s interest in having an orderly population.  Even merchant-house Confucianism has advantages for improved labor relations and business stability.  There are few champions for reform Confucianism, but it alone promises to seriously address the structural causes of environmental degradation in China.
The Confucian environmental ethic has not informed actions of policy-makers.  The discourse surrounding mega-projects such as the Three Gorges dam, the South-North Water Diversion Project, and the Go West Campaign were criticized by outside observers, but were not subjected to critical analysis from an indigenous thought system.  China’s current political culture does not encourage dissent from leadership initiatives.
China’s environmental crises are not being solved effectively.  Degradation of land, water and air continues in most parts of the country; it influences public health, the productivity of the land, and it accelerates climate change.  Daily, species disappear and the value of ecological services is declining.  Natural resources such as fish are being exhausted.

Leaders have used Confucianism in at least two ways to address environmental problems.  After nearly three decades of growth created transportation bottlenecks and overheating stimulated inflation, Premier Wen Jiabao called for “balanced growth” and greater attention to environmental concerns.  But this was mostly lip service as noted in China’s $586 billion economic stimulus package of 2008-09, which increased appropriation of agricultural land for industrial development.  Second, at the 17th CCP Congress in 2007, both President Hu Jintao and Premier Wen asked members to assist in creating an harmonious society, a plea which may have fallen upon deaf ears.
China has adopted environmental improvement programs such as Agenda 21 and the sustainability concept.  Confucianism with its weak anthropocentric bias should be a font of legitimacy regarding environmental sustainability, but it has not yet become so.  The concept was introduced into China by international government organizations and NGOs.  To the present, then, the Confucian environmental ethic has lacked influence.  This is problematic because our survey indicates that several parts of this rich and complex tradition would be of great value in guiding behavior toward a sustainable future.

V.  Conclusion

In this paper, we have used western models to analyze China’s major philosophical tradition, primarily because in affluent western nations, there is a high degree of awareness of environmental problems and established research into the ideological and philosophical roots of environmental degradation.  We conducted a brief and very preliminary analysis of the Confucian canon, attempting to identify elements which were anthropocentric, sentientist, and eco-centric in orientation.  Our preliminary finding is that overall, and unlike many of the dominant historical environmental paradigms in the West, Confucianism is at least a “weak” anthropocentric environmental ethic.  More recent additions to the canon and particularly many authors in the neo-Confucian tradition have cosmic dimensions, and the tianrenheyi concept of Confucianism may contribute to an emerging global environmental ethic emphasizing sustainability.

We also pointed out the practical limitations on the use of Confucianism as an environmental ethic, and this accounts for the question mark in the title of our paper.  Nevertheless, Confucianism is a theoretically rich and complex philosophical and ethical system, and over the centuries it has been very adaptable to social, economic and political changes. China may become more pluralistic in the future, and that would open up avenues for Confucian influences.  In our view, the reform version has great promise in stimulating the transformative nature of Confucianism to address, on an individual and social level, the large environmental problems that China confronts.
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