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A LEGACY OF EXPLOITATION

The environmental challenges China faces today result not from
decades but from centuries of abuse of the country’s natural re-

sources. Nation building, war, and economic development have all
exerted unrelenting pressure on land, water, and forest resources
over the country’s history. As early as the seventh century, China’s
population also began to take a toll on the environment. Through
the centuries, in turn, exploitation of the environment contributed
to the cycles of war, famine, and natural disasters that plagued
China and hastened the disintegration of one dynasty after the next.

Underpinning China’s current environmental challenge, more-
over, is a deeply rooted cultural tradition that accords little value to
some of the core elements of effective environmental governance:
independent scientific inquiry, a transparent political system, and
accountable leadership. As historians of science in China have de-
scribed, Chinese culture, rooted in Confucianism and later rein-
forced by Marxism-Leninism, hampered the development of modern
scientific rationalism.1 Chinese scholars’ concern with preserving
doctrinal orthodoxy also constrained their ability to question freely.
The harsh punishments meted out to those who challenged the pre-
vailing dogma also severely inhibited “personal responsibility, ini-
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Chapter 228

tiative, and risk-taking.”2 Furthermore, the imagery and doctrine of
Confucianism have prompted exploitation rather than conservation
of nature’s resources.

Of course, China is not alone in its wanton environmental prac-
tices and the devastation they have wrought. As Derek Wall notes in
his history of environmentalism,

Numerous ancient societies have collapsed because of environ-
mental degradation. The builders of Avebury and Stonehenge seem
likely to have caused massive deforestation, leading to soil erosion,
climatic change and probable famine. The Mayan pyramid builders
may have caused their own demise in a similar fashion. Over-zeal-
ous irrigation schemes that drew salt into the soil hastened the
collapse of Sumerian society and possibly that of the Indus valley.3

A century ago, the United States was grappling with many of the
same problems that currently confront China: rapid deforestation in
the midwestern states, water scarcity in the west, soil erosion and
dust storms in the nation’s heartland, and loss of fish and wildlife.4

These challenges sparked a number of grand-scale public and private
initiatives to conserve the land, water, and forest resources, as well
as the biodiversity, of the country.5

But what sets China today apart from the United States of a cen-
tury ago, and from other countries currently at the same level of
economic development, is the scale of the environmental degrada-
tion it confronts and the magnitude of the social, political, and eco-
nomic challenges this degradation has engendered. No other coun-
try confronts the gargantuan task of meeting the needs of almost a
quarter of the world’s population on a land mass roughly the size of
that of the United States.

The Environmental Tradition

The search through history for a cultural tradition of environmen-
talism in China yields a rich trove of artistic and literary references
to the importance and beauty of nature. Chinese painting and po-
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A Legacy of Exploitation 29

etry are replete with images depicting man’s reverence for the natu-
ral environment. In Chinese painting, for example, respect for na-
ture is reflected in the “smallness” of man relative to that of moun-
tains, rivers, and trees.6 Artists refrained from positioning people at
the center of their paintings in order to counter the notion of man at
the center of the universe.7 Throughout history, wilderness symbol-
ized sanctuary and refuge from the political strife of the times.8

Mountains were especially symbolic in the major philosophies and
religions of China as places where one could restore one’s energy as
well as one’s understanding of the “good and the true.”9 Even build-
ings were sited to ensure harmony “with the local currents of the
cosmic breath.”10 The great Chinese philosopher Confucius, for ex-
ample, observed, “The wise find joy in water; the benevolent find joy
in mountains.”11 This evidence of a deep appreciation for nature in
ancient Chinese art and literature has prompted some environmen-
tal historians to suggest that China’s environmental tradition was
dominated by a respect for nature.12

Indeed, as early as the Western Zhou dynasty (1115–1079 b.c.e.),13

the official elite demonstrated an appreciation for the need to pro-
tect China’s environment. According to “Rite of Zhou: Regional Of-
ficer,” local governors were responsible for protecting rivers, moun-
tains, forests, birds, and other animals.14 Several centuries later,
Guan Zhong, the prime minister of the Qi State (?–645 b.c.e.) in the
Spring and Autumn period of the Eastern Zhou dynasty, espoused
values and practices that respected the relationship between hu-
mans, development, and environment. He advised the people to uti-
lize the forest and the fisheries, but only to a “reasonable extent.”15

He also cautioned people “not to raise too many cattle on the grass-
land, lest it fail to recover from over exploitation; and not to plant
crops too close together, otherwise the fertility of the soil would be
insufficient.”16

In contrast, Chinese folktales more often portrayed nature as a
force to be overcome and utilized for human purposes. In one myth,
for example, the great archer Hou Yi encounters ten suns burning so
brightly that they threaten life on earth. He bravely shoots down all
but one of the suns, thereby preserving earth and earning the elixir
of life from the Queen Mother of the West.17 Another story recalls
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Chapter 230

the triumph of the Great Emperor Yu, who, seven thousand years
ago, held back the floods of the Yellow River by dredging the water-
ways. His success gave rise to the belief that if people adjust their ac-
tions to circumstances, they can conquer nature’s scourges, just as
“Dayu [the Great Emperor Yu] regulating rivers”18 did.

China’s environmental tradition was also influenced heavily by
the leading schools of early Chinese thought: Confucianism, Tao-
ism, and Legalism. Buddhism, while not Chinese in origin, was also
influential. Each school embraced earlier notions of man’s relation-
ship to nature as expressed in art, literature, and practice, and each
brought to these ideals and practice its own perspective. In turn,
these philosophies influenced Chinese authorities, elite and popular
attitudes, and the overall ordering of Chinese society in ways both
distinctive and important for the natural environment. Yet, as Chi-
nese historian Charles Hucker notes, while these schools of thought
had “different points of view and emphases . . . , they were not mu-
tually exclusive. Confucianism focuses on man in his social and po-
litical relationships, Taoism on man’s status in the larger cosmic
sphere, and Legalism on state administration.”19

The Philosophical Underpinnings

To a significant extent, each of the major Chinese approaches to
organizing social relations within the broader cosmos was rooted in
earlier practices of the Western Zhou dynasty, which established
principles regarding the human relationship to the cosmos that the
great philosophers and statesmen of later dynasties would build on
and modify. The Zhou believed that the cosmos was ruled by an all-
powerful heaven (tian), which in turn entrusted one man, the King
of Zhou or the son of heaven (tian zi), with responsibility for man-
aging “all under Heaven.” The Chinese world was to be united
under this ruler, whose mandate was to govern with the counsel of
wise advisers and bring peace and order to his domain.20

During the Spring and Autumn period of the Eastern Zhou
(722–481 b.c.e.), the emperor was expected to respect the environ-
ment: “People who are of ruling quality but are not able to respect-
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A Legacy of Exploitation 31

fully preserve the forests, rivers, and marshes are not appropriate to
become rulers.” And “In spring, if the government does not prohibit
(cutting) then hundreds will not grow. In summer if the government
does not prohibit (cutting) then the crops will not succeed.”21

Confucianism

Confucius’ vision of social organization emphasized the impor-
tance of morality, propriety, and social harmony.22 Confucius im-
puted morality not only to people but also to the cosmos. He made
the linkage thus: The universe and mankind are governed by an im-
personal but willful heaven (tian); heaven wills that men be happy
and orderly in accord with the cosmic harmony (Tao);23 and an “eth-
ical and virtuous life is the appropriate human contribution to the
cosmic harmony.”24 The cornerstone of his philosophy was the
“five fundamental relationships”: parent to child, husband to wife,
elder sibling to junior sibling, elder friend to junior friend, and ruler
to subject. As long as the first subject in each pair provided the
proper example for the second, harmony and freedom from conflict
were assured.25 A leader thus established order by being a moral ex-
emplar, and government as a whole operated by example rather than
by law.26

Nature occupied its own space in this filial ordering. The Confu-
cian scholars Mencius and Zi Si (Tzu-Ssu), while developing the idea
that humankind and nature were inseparable (tian ren he yi), also
suggested that tian, encompassing the sky, God, and nature, was su-
perior to humans, and that only raising the level of human morality
could enable us to understand the objective laws of nature.27 Xunzi
(Hsün-tzu), the Chinese philosopher of the Warring States period
(403–221 b.c.e.), however, conceived of humans and nature as occu-
pying two different worlds, and he argued that nature would not
change its objective laws because of human will: “Tian would not
stop the coming of winter because of my hatred to coldness. Di [the
earth] would not stop being broad because of my hatred to broad-
ness.”28 At the same time, he articulated a belief in the human abil-
ity to meet nature’s challenges and control it for human needs.29 He
developed the notions of “Zhi tianming er yungzhi” (master nature
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Chapter 232

for use) and “Ying shi er shi zhi” (follow the law of the seasons in
agriculture).30 He believed that by appreciating nature’s laws, man
could overcome nature’s superiority and use it for his benefit.31

During the Qin (221–207 b.c.e.) and Han (202 b.c.e.–220 c.e.) dy-
nasties, philosophers continued to refine their understanding of the
interaction among the divine, natural, and human worlds.32 Qin
scholars and philosophers, under the tutelage of Lu Buwei (Lü Pu-
wei), prime minister of the First Emperor of the Qin, produced the
comprehensive work The Spring and Autumn of Mr. Lü (Lü-shih
ch’un-ch’iu),33 which established the emperor (tianzi)34 as the inter-
mediary among the three worlds.

Nature possessed a godlike ability to wreak havoc or bring bounty
as punishment or reward for humans’ behavior. As the spiritual and
temporal leader of all mankind, the emperor was responsible for en-
suring that every phase of human activity proceeded properly and
remained in harmony with the workings of the other two orders.35

Emperors took this responsibility seriously. According to one tale,
during the Shang dynasty (1766?–1122? b.c.e.), for example, “Em-
peror Shangtang decided to sacrifice himself after his country had
suffered drought for seven years. At the moment he lit the firewood
to burn himself, tian was moved and rained to put out the fire. The
drought was then relieved.”36

Scholars did not merely content themselves with abstract philo-
sophical ideals, however. Mencius, for example, counseled King Hui
of Liang: “Plant your crops according to the changes of season, you
will have more food than you want; limit the size of the holes in
your net, you will have more fish than you want; bide your time to
fell the trees, you will have more fuelwood than you want.”37

Thus, in the Confucian conception, the world was governed by a
triad of heaven, which was the “creative force with an effective
will”; earth which was to “bring forth what Heaven generated, and
to support and nourish,” and mankind in the middle.38 Earth had
the critical role of providing for man’s benefit. In practical terms,
“it was up to man to invest toil and ingenuity in realizing Earth’s
potential, thereby bringing forth the means of mankind’s suste-
nance, and creating an admirable material civilization fit to awe
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A Legacy of Exploitation 33

barbarians. The state justified its existence by leading society in
this endeavor.”39

Historian Rhoads Murphey elaborates:

In this classic agrarian society, the Chinese saw the land and the
agricultural system which made it yield as the summum bonum,
both materially and symbolically, the source of all value and of all
virtue. The bulk of imperial administration was devoted to its care,
directly or indirectly, and agriculture was the support of state and
society probably to a greater degree than in any other civilized tra-
dition since ancient Egypt. The emperor’s most important ceremo-
nial function was the yearly rites at the Temple of Heaven in the
capital, where he ploughed a ritual furrow and interceded with
heaven for good harvests . . . most of the gentry-literati . . . sup-
ported a deep respect, even a reverence, for a natural order con-
ceived as grander than man and more to be admired. Admittedly
this frequently had didactic overtones: a man should respect and
admire nature as he must respect and admire his human superiors,
specifically his parents and the official hierarchy which was sym-
bolically viewed in surrogate parental terms. The proper attitude
in both cases was filial. To question or attack nature was to contra-
dict a broader natural order, sometimes labelled “heaven” (t’ien),
and hence was potentially disturbing to the profoundly hierarchi-
cal social order of traditional China.40

Taoism

In contrast to the highly structured, morality-based system of
Confucius and his disciples, the Taoist credo was “Let Nature take
its course! Be yourself! Relax and enjoy life!”41 As Hucker com-
ments,

Taoism is a lyrical, mystical, but by no means irrational advocacy
of individualism, quietism, and spontaneity in union with Nature
(tao). . . . Nature is conceived as all-encompassing, as an imper-
sonal, purposeless cosmos in which everything has its natural

5 I I Q 5 DR = C 3 :C 9DP 9 2 E . C PD I C B I 3CD A  3I DP D Q 7  
7 I8 5=IIE 3  C . =IIE I I D= I D BC ? D DI 0?I 64/' ' -

3 ? A I I D BC I , . .

3
I

Q
DB

C
3

I
DP

DQ
7

1
DB

C
P

?



Chapter 234

place and function; it is what it is for no reason other than that it is
what it is, and can only be distorted and misunderstood when it is
defined, labeled, or evaluated by standards such as good and bad
that do not exist in nature.42

Taoism embraced a life of simplicity; man should live as close
to nature as possible and do nothing with regard to organizing or
managing affairs of state.43 As Laozi (Lao-tzu) argued in Dao De
Jing (Tao-te Ching): If it was a man’s “lot” in the “natural scheme
of things” to be a ruler, then he should keep the people “rustic
and simple”—“fill their bellies and empty their minds, strengthen
their muscles and weaken their wills.”44 As Ray Huang points
out, the taoists’ “acceptance of cosmic unity and readiness to re-
turn to primitive simplicity were reinforced by their resistance to
the curtailment of freedom, either through enticement or through
cohesion [sic]. Taoism, therefore, gave comfort to pantheism, ro-
manticism, and not the least anarchism. Those sentiments, how-
ever, provided no immediate cure for the current political turmoil
except to turn wise men into recluses.”45 Such a philosophy
might protect the environment, but it would also delay economic
development.46

Neo-Confucianism

The writings of later neo-Confucian scholars such as Zhang Zai
(Chang Tsai; 1020–1077 c.e.) and Wang Fuzhi (Wang Fu-chih) com-
bined the sense of order and morality prescribed by Confucian
thinkers with a strongly Taoist “oneness” with nature: “Heaven is
my father and Earth is my mother, and even such a small creature as
I find 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.”47 For the neo-Confucians, human
beings were “organically connected with rocks, trees, and animals
and formed one body with the universe.”48 As Robert Weller and
Peter Bol articulate,
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A Legacy of Exploitation 35

Neo-Confucianism continued to base ideas of personal and politi-
cal morality on an understanding of “Heaven-and-Earth” as an in-
tegrated, coherent organism, largely consistent with the lines ini-
tially established by cosmic resonance theory. At the same
time . . . the natural world [was] treated in practice as a metaphor
for the integration and coherence that humans should try to estab-
lish in social life; it generally did not lead scholars to the investiga-
tion of the coherence of the natural order or to a biocentric view of
the world.49

Although modern neo-Confucians have tried to demonstrate an
environmentalist spirit in their intellectual heritage, their predeces-
sors were not environmentalists as we understand the term today
(i.e., people committed to protecting the environment from pollu-
tion or degradation).50 Rather, they were interested in exploring the
place of human beings within the natural world and in establishing
that people, as the “most advanced creatures,” were “biologically
endowed with principles for structuring perception, thought, and ac-
tion that would, if realized, result in an integrated social world.”51

Legalism

Legalism introduced yet a third, distinctive approach to governing
human relations, one that developed over time, beginning as early as
the seventh century b.c.e. The “final legalist synthesis” was
achieved in practice by Li Su (d. 208 b.c.e.), chief counselor under
the First Emperor of the Qin.52

Legalist thought was in some ways centrally rooted in the state of
China’s natural environment at the time. The Legalists argued that
as China’s population grew larger and food and other goods became
scarce, strict controls and rules were needed. They believed that
only the law could ensure that both the ruler and the ruled would do
what was in the interest of the state as a whole. Laws were to be
promulgated clearly and in great detail, with a system of rewards
and punishments to encourage appropriate behavior.53 Influenced by
the Legalists, the Qin dynasty instituted a system of merit-based ap-
pointments for government service.
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Chapter 236

When the Qin collapsed, however, the Legalists fell into disfavor,
and their system of governance was adapted to reincorporate many
Confucian ideals. For example, once-absolute laws became far more
relativistic and conditional. The magistrate was expected to con-
sider every aspect of a case, including the circumstances, motiva-
tions, and consequences of the crime; “Quibbles about the letter of
the law were not important.”54 Thus, the punishment for a local
dyeing factory for polluting the water of nearby peasants might take
into account how many people the dyeing plant employed and the
impact of a severe fine on their livelihood.

Buddhism

Buddhism entered China via India by the second century c.e. and
informed the Chinese approach to nature in a very different way. It
encouraged reverence of nature by introducing the notion of equity
between humans and other creatures.55 In reincarnation, humans
could return to the earth as an animal or insect; Buddhists, therefore,
did not kill animals, and Buddhist monks were vegetarians. Buddhist
monks also protected the environment in the mountains in which
they typically lived. According to one Chinese scholar, the fact that
“one-third of the most beautiful and famous scenic areas in China
[today] are Buddhist temples surrounded by ancient trees” reflects
the harmony between man and nature espoused by Buddhism.56

A Ravaged Land

Confucianism, Taoism, Legalism, and Buddhism share a healthy
respect for the importance and power of nature to shape man’s con-
ditions and prospects for a fruitful and prosperous life. Yet it is the
Confucian belief in man’s ability to shape nature to fulfill his needs
that is most evident throughout Chinese history. The efforts of early
environmental thinkers and officials were overwhelmed by the im-
peratives of war, economic development, and population growth.
Thus, the continual cycles of social transformations, including war,
population growth, economic development, and eco-environmental
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A Legacy of Exploitation 37

change57 resulted in astonishing levels of deforestation, desertifica-
tion, soil erosion, and flooding.

Indeed, environmental historian Mark Elvin questions whether
China ever achieved a balance between humans and the environ-
ment: “The restraint preached by the environmental archaic wis-
dom found in certain Chinese classical texts is both familiar and in
all likelihood commonly misunderstood: it was probably not a
symptom of any ancient harmony but, rather, of a rational reaction
to an incipient but already visible ecological crisis.”58 As early as
the Xia,59 Shang (1766?–1122? b.c.e), and Zhou dynasties, overex-
ploitation of the land was evident: “As people completely relied on
the natural productivity of the land, farmland was intensively culti-
vated to obtain maximum production.”60 The problem of “migra-
tory farming” was especially severe as early Chinese peoples contin-
uously relocated to find better land.61

Elvin describes a China in which the quest for power by both the
state and the individual transformed the natural environment for
the purpose of warfare. This transformation involved, for example,
rampant deforestation for fuel for burning coal and intensive ex-
ploitation of the mountains and grasslands for ores to produce
spears, cannons, and armor.62 As he pointedly states,

The Chinese search for power—both by the state and individual—
was based, until very recent times, primarily upon an almost un-
ending transformation of the lowland landscape to adapt it to an
intensive agriculture, making use of hydraulic technology in the
form of flood control, drainage, irrigation and seawalls to stabilize
production in the face of irregularities in the weather, both sea-
sonal and between years. . . . It has been the pay-off in power accru-
ing to the “exploitation” of the environment at a rate overstressing
its natural resilience and exceeding its capacity for self-renewal
within a humanly relevant time-frame that has . . . made the
process hard to restrain by conscious action, even when there has
been a fairly widespread appreciation of its damaging effects.63

This was particularly evident during the 248 years of the Warring
States period in which there were 590 recorded wars.64 And, the
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Chapter 238

Spring and Autumn Annals offer numerous references to war result-
ing from opposing armies raiding each other’s crops and cutting off
food supplies in time of famine.65 The Annals also reveal that Qi
State prime minister Guan Zhong convinced the leaders of other
principalities never to “execute water works detrimental to the in-
terests of the other states and never to impose a grain embargo in
time of famine.” But while Mencius, some 350 years later, cited the
resulting Guiqiu Convention as a model for rulers of his time, he
noted that such wise counsel was typically ignored.66

The ever-expanding search for fertile land also drew states into in-
creasing competition and conflict. As Huang recounts, “On one oc-
casion, perhaps in 320 b.c.e., the king of Wei, whose territory em-
braced both banks of the Yellow River, told the Second Sage
[Mencius] that in times of serious crop failure he had to relocate the
populace across the river in large numbers. By this time, the state of
Lu had expanded its territory from its original authorization by five
times, and neighboring Qi, by ten times.”67

Even the consolidation of power after war often proved devastating
to the environment. The first emperor of the Qin united six states
and formed the first centralized state in Chinese history, an accom-
plishment that historians of China laud to this day. The emperor
and his officials also constructed major irrigation works and canals
to promote economic development and assist in the centralization
of the state.68 Yet the reality of state building placed an enormous
burden on both the natural environment and the peoples of the
time. Geping Qu and Jinchang Li detail:

Unification by military force killed more than a million people and
lay waste to 13 cities. Deaths related to hunger and displacement
outnumbered those related to battle. After unification, large-scale
construction detracted from other productive activities, leaving
people with little respite. About 400,000 people helped build the
Great Wall. Another 500,000 guarded mountains and suppressed
riots. And 700,000 built the E’Fang Palace and Qin Shihuang’s
tomb at Lishan Mountain (site of the Terracotta Warriors). Diggers
became sacrificial objects themselves. As a result, there were an
insufficient number of men for farming and women for weaving.
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A Legacy of Exploitation 39

Although unification of the Qin was a great contribution to his-
tory, its rulers extorted taxes and forced military service on the
people. The population of the Qin fell to below 20 million. Con-
struction efforts during this period caused large-scale environmen-
tal degradation to forests and other natural resources. The poet Du
Mu of the Tang dynasty approved of unification and the glory of 
E’fang, but lamented deforestation: “Six states conquered, the
world was united . . . with Shushan Mountain bare, E’fang Palace
rose to glory.”69

Thus, if war was one source of environmental degradation, the af-
termath of war and the process of economic development was an-
other.

The Han dynasty (202 b.c.e.–220 c.e.) illustrates how prosperity 
in China contributed to environmental degradation.70 Population
growth increased the demand for food. As arable land became insuf-
ficient, officials pushed the populace further afield to cultivate
wasteland; more than 20 million acres of land was reclaimed for
farming.71 Local gazetteers during this time recorded the gradual de-
terioration and exploitation of the environment in individual re-
gions. During the Han, for example, the people of Jiaxing, in the
lower Chang (Yangtze River) delta, progressed from a situation of
environmental affluence, where “food, including fruits and shell-
fish, was so abundant that the poor are said to have lived from day to
day without keeping reserves” to a point in later imperial times,
where “economic, environmental and social stress is evident every-
where.”72

As China’s economy flourished during the Tang (618–906 c.e.),
Song (960–1279 c.e.), and Yuan (1276–1367 c.e.) dynasties, settlers
pushed southward, causing deforestation and soil erosion.73 Still the
needs of the people failed to be met. Qu and Li detail the unrelenting
pressures of war followed by rapid development during these periods:

Civilization was subsequently wrecked by natural and anthro-
pogenic calamities, frequent wars, and general turmoil. The pros-
perous Yellow River Valley became desolate; water-saving facilities
and farmland lay to waste; masses emigrated south or starved. . . . 74
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Chapter 240

[Even] in the heyday of the Tang dynasty, food production fell short
of the needs of 53 million people. To meet the shortfall, 6.2 million
ha [15.3 million acres] of land were reclaimed for agriculture, se-
verely damaging many fragile ecosystems. . . . Soil erosion, river ex-
pansion, and flooding were other unintended costs. The Yellow
River overflowed its banks more than 50 times in 100 years of Song
dynasty rule.75

During the Ming and Qing dynasties, deforestation, flooding, soil
erosion, and desertification all increased as the economy continued
to develop:

New approaches to agricultural production wreaked havoc on the
environment; . . . entire forests were harvested for cultivation;
reclamation additionally occurred on the frontier, prairies, moun-
tains, and islands—all unique areas that buffered densely popu-
lated regions. . . . Employing various harvesting methods, the peas-
ant farmers would leave nutrient-rich soils infertile after several
years and deforest new areas. Centuries old forests north of the
Qingling Mountains were left treeless. . . . An additional sign of
environmental degradation includes unprecedented soil erosion.
Sand content in the sedimentary layers of the Yellow River reflects
soil erosion and frequent overflows. During the Ming dynasty, the
river overflowed 127 times, approximately once every 2 years.
Later, during the Qing dynasty, the river continued to flow over its
banks, flooding more than 180 times in a 200 year period. . . . Cul-
tivated areas and cities of the Han and Tang dynasties in the North
and Northwest were literally submerged by sands during the Ming
and Qing reigns. . . . The Badan Jilin, the Ulanbuhe, and the
Maowusu deserts continuously expanded and destroyed vegeta-
tion. Desertified areas of Kergin in Northeast China were more or
less created by land reclamation during the Qing.76

Beginning in the mid-seventeenth century at the onset of the Qing
dynasty, grounds and parks were set aside for sightseeing and recre-
ation, a practice that helped to protect animal and plant species that
otherwise would have been endangered.77 Yet the net effect of eco-
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A Legacy of Exploitation 41

nomic development during the Qing was an environmental disaster.
There was a dramatic population increase, excessive cultivation of
land, overherding, overfishing, and overcutting, all of which caused
serious damage to forestry, agriculture, and fishery resources.

By the late 1800s, as Elvin details, China was a country wracked
by “the exhaustion of resources, especially wood and mineral ores,
shortages of water, erosion and lands ruined by salinization result-
ing from inappropriate development.”78 There was a “desperate anx-
iety about the supply of wood, and its quantity and quality . . . [as]
the rate of depletion, driven by perceived economic need, exceeded
the rate at which stocks renew[ed] themselves either solely natu-
rally or with the help of an affordable silviculture.”79

Natural disasters compounded these challenges. In 1876, thirteen
million people died after a three-year drought. Ten years later, two
million more people died when the Yellow River overflowed its
banks.80

The Burgeoning Populace

The desire of successive emperors to increase the size of the pop-
ulation was a third contributing factor to the pressures exerted by
man on the natural environment. Nearly all Chinese leaders re-
garded a large population as a necessity for a strong state, contribut-
ing both to greater tax revenues and a larger army. Shang Yang, the
statesman that guided the development of the Qin state, argued that
a large population and a strong army were the greatest assets of a
ruler. Liu Yan of the Tang dynasty argued that if there were more
people, there would be more tax payments. Similarly, Ye Shi of the
Southern Song dynasty opined that “the most essential thing for a
state is to have more people, because more people would till more
land and pay more taxes and the army would have more recruits.”
And Qiu Jun of the Ming dynasty stated that “a peaceful life meant
proliferation of people and if the population increased, the funda-
mental power of the state would be consolidated and the national
strength would grow, thus bringing about great order and safety and
stability to the throne.”81
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Chapter 242

Not surprisingly, China has repeatedly confronted population is-
sues. Elvin dates the problem to the Tang (618–906 c.e.) and Song
(960–1279 c.e.) dynasties,82 and Helen Dunstan as far back as at
least the Sui dynasty (589–618 c.e.).83 As Dunstan notes, “Confu-
cian humanism was all in favor of the flourishing and propagation of
the human species. For a region to be ‘prosperous and teeming’ was
a positive phenomenon.”84 Mencius, for example, believed that
“having no children” was one of the “three most impious acts.”85

A few statesmen and scholars challenged the conventional wis-
dom concerning the value of a large population. Guan Zhong, for ex-
ample, argued that population increases had to be regulated by two
key ratios: land and the composition of the population. In the first
instance, too many or too few people per unit of land would cause
inefficiencies and potentially food shortages. “A good ruler,” he ar-
gued, “knows well how many people he reigns over; only sufficient
arable land will make his people content.”86 In addition, balance be-
tween urban and rural populations and military and civilian popula-
tions was crucial. If there were too large an urban population, “there
would not be enough farmland to support the population.” Simi-
larly, if there were too large a military, it would “leave base land un-
cultivated and also bring the nation to the brink of poverty.”87

The Ming dynasty epitomized the impact of rapid population
growth on the environment. During this period, the population ex-
panded from an estimated 66 million in 1403 to approximately 100
million by the final years of the Ming in the mid-1600s. There were
reports of widespread deforestation, massive land reclamation proj-
ects, soil erosion, and flooding as peasants left “nutrient-rich soils
infertile” and moved to deforest other areas.88 As a result, “floating”
manual laborers and entrepreneurs migrated to the urban coastal
areas in search of work.89

By the mid-1700s, Chinese officials formally acknowledged the
difficulties of adequately providing for a large population by explic-
itly recognizing the link, for example, between the growing popula-
tion and the increasing price of grain.90 Yet it was not until a cen-
tury later that Qing scholar Wang Shiduo proposed a set of measures
to reverse the population trend. He advanced such draconian meas-
ures as the death penalty for men who married under the age of
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A Legacy of Exploitation 43

twenty-five and women who married under the age of twenty, a tax
incentive for the infanticide of second daughters, and compulsory
abortion.91

The Search for a Response

Throughout these centuries, China’s system of governance was
clearly inadequate to the demands of environmental protection.
Most responsibility for the environment lay with the provincial ad-
ministrators, who made it an exceedingly low priority. For a Qing
administrator, for instance, the two most important roles were the
administration of justice and collection of taxes. He was also re-
sponsible for overseeing population registration, security, postal sta-
tions, public works (such as reservoirs and dams for local farm irri-
gation and roads), granaries, famine relief, poorhouses, and
ceremonial observances, including sacrifices to the gods of earth and
grain, wind, clouds, thunder, rain, mountains, streams, and agricul-
ture. Finally, local magistrates were also charged with encouraging
the people to farm and cultivate mulberry trees, dredge rivers, and
build dams.92 Yet few officials took the latter set of responsibilities
seriously. One imperial edict complained that “it was difficult to
find officials who would concern themselves with such things as
farming and irrigation, which in ancient times had been encouraged
by good officials.”93 As Dunstan comments, “Discussions of how to
collect the land tax both successfully and with maximum sensitiv-
ity to peasant interests can be detailed, logical, perceptive and ex-
haustive. Environmental thinking was commonly attenuated by
contrast.”94

Nonetheless, some provincial officials took a serious interest in
environmental protection. In Henan province during the late 1600s,
for example, Yu Sen, the province’s assistant surveillance commis-
sioner with special responsibility for watercourses proposed a mas-
sive reforestation program to address some of the devastation
wreaked by the late Ming rebellions. While some aspects of the plan
were not necessarily practical, his writings demonstrated a clear un-
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derstanding of how willow trees could contribute to control soil ero-
sion: “The soil of He’nan is not firm . . . and river banks are liable to
become eroded. If one plants rows of willow trees, the roots will in-
tertwine [so that] the protective dike is solid. At what point will it
be possible for [it] to be washed away?”95

Yu also evidenced a broader philosophical approach to man’s rela-
tionship to nature:

The functioning of the five phases [wood, fire, soil, metal, and
water] is such that failure to conquer means failure to generate. If
now trees are scarce, wood will not conquer soil, and the nature of
soil will be light and easily blown away, while the human character
will become crude and fierce. If trees are plentiful, the soil will not
fly up, and men will revert to refinement and good order.96

Some officials also comprehended the correlation between devel-
opment and environmental degradation and even developed overall
plans for managing the ecosystem of a region. Chen Hongmu, Yun-
nan provincial administration commissioner in 1737, concerned
himself with the full range of issues: reforestation, crop diversifica-
tion, land ownership, and how to “brew” animal manure for fertil-
izer.97 Chen’s reports on reforestation indicate his clear understand-
ing of how man had changed the landscape:

In mountainous Yunnan there were (originally) endless bamboo
forests covering the serried hills, while trees and grasses grew luxu-
riantly and ample firewood was there for the taking. However be-
cause the salt-works require wood, and mines and mints require
charcoal, there has been daily cutting, resulting in denuded hills al-
most as far as the eye can see. Firewood and charcoal have gradually
become dear and hard to come by; even the roots of grass and bark
of trees are almost rarities. . . . Yunnan, being mountainous in all
directions, has land on which grain crops cannot be grown, but it
has absolutely no place in which trees cannot be planted. Besides,
(since the province) was originally wooded with tall forests and
dense bamboo thickets which have only now been felled almost to
the last tree, reforestation should indeed be altogether feasible.98
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A Legacy of Exploitation 45

At the same time, Shaanxi provincial governor Bi Yuan set forth
measures to balance the burgeoning population with the increas-
ingly scarce natural resources. He laid out a master plan for “man-
aged settlement,” which included resettling people, expanding irri-
gation works, and organizing a stock-rearing industry throughout
the province, including camels, horses, oxen, and sheep.99 During
1778–1779, he resettled over a hundred thousand people in the
southern highlands.

The local people too, were not oblivious to the harmful effects of
poorly planned economic development on their livelihood and well-
being. The damage to crops from local industry was a common con-
cern during the Qing, and there are accounts of rural residents ac-
tively protesting environmental pollution. Dunstan recounts one
case in 1737, in which 108 local residents submitted a petition to
the local officials protesting that the dyeing workshops in the Huqiu
hill district near Suzhou were polluting the local water supply,
harming crops, spoiling drinking water, and damaging the scenic, re-
ligious spot. The authorities responded by prohibiting dyeing in the
area.100 In Yunnan, one citizen wrote a letter detailing the ways in
which mining was harming the local crops by polluting the water
and air and denuding the hills.101

Despite these scattered efforts, by the second half of the nine-
teenth century, the Chinese political system confronted a series of
very serious challenges linked to the management of natural re-
sources:

Systems of water transport and control began to break down, partly
through neglect but also ironically through over-expansion. Exces-
sive dike building in central Hunan during the eighteenth century
to create more farmland for the growing population restricted wa-
terways and blocked drainage channels, leading to a protracted
flooding in this rich agricultural area. Along the Yangtze, conflict-
ing interests of officials and local elites inhibited dike repair. Water
control elsewhere suffered from similar conflicts of interest and
decay of old facilities. [Despite success in the earlier Qing period in
raising] agricultural productivity [by introducing] improved seed
strains and better farming methods, [during the later Qing and
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early republican period], agricultural production per unit of land
began to stagnate and fall behind population growth.102

These problems were compounded by the large population in
some regions, a failure to invest in public works projects, corrup-
tion, riots, protests against taxes, rebellions by minority people on
the borders, and pressure from the West.103

The 1911 Revolution, which overthrew the Qing dynasty and the
Confucian-based order, did little to relieve the deteriorating social,
economic, and environmental circumstances of most Chinese. Ap-
proximately 80 percent were employed in agriculture, and most
lived in terrible poverty. There were famines, mass migrations be-
tween provinces, widespread rural unemployment and poverty, and
forced sale of land. Farmers fled the countryside to beg on city
streets, and parents were forced to sell their children.104 Customs 
officials of the time provided some insight into the rapid disin-
tegration of the state, noting “the breakdown of law and order, the
disruption of transportation and marketing, and widespread, uncon-
trolled flooding and drought throughout the country.”105

The Nationalists did not entirely neglect the traditional imperial
duty of economic development, and many urban centers realized
economic growth rates of 7 percent to 8 percent under their leader-
ship. The Nationalist leaders undertook flood control and irrigation
projects as well as agricultural research to alleviate some of the en-
vironmental and agricultural problems faced by the peasants. Yet
most failed to prosper thanks to “bureaucratic boondoggling” that
resulted in “little positive achievement.”106 The peasants were fur-
ther overwhelmed by demands from the tax collectors and other
government officials for labor, supplies, and land.

Moreover, throughout the republican period (1911–1949 c.e.),
the demands of continuous warfare either for the consolidation of
power domestically or against an external foe, Japan, further con-
tributed to the sustained agricultural crisis, environmental degra-
dation, and social dislocation. By 1930, China’s death rate was the
highest in the world.107
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A Legacy of Exploitation 47

Devastation under Mao

In 1949, the ascension to power of the rural-based Chinese Com-
munist Party appeared to bring some initial relief to the economy
and the environment. During the first five to seven years of Com-
munist rule, the Chinese leadership repeated the practices of impe-
rial leaders and began rebuilding the economy after a devastating
war. Both agriculture and industry developed rapidly and, at the
same time, some water and soil conservation guidelines were imple-
mented. The Communists also launched major public works proj-
ects in water conservancy, afforestation, combating natural disas-
ters, and other fields. Not all of these programs were effective. Liang
Xi, the first minister of forestry, for example, stated in 1956, “As
everyone knows, our afforestation statistics are not really based on
actual measurements, but are fixed on the basis of mere eyeballing
or guesswork. Consequently, there are mistakes, overestimates, and
even totally unfounded reports.”108 Factories, especially power
plants, were often built along rivers and without treatment facilities
for waste water, waste gas, and industrial residue. Instead, the facto-
ries merely used the rivers for drainage.

Mao’s vision for China as a great power109 soon brought about a re-
newed cycle of population growth, accelerated indiscriminate mobi-
lization of resources in preparation for war, and grand schemes for
economic development, which, in turn, contributed to severe envi-
ronmental degradation and social turmoil. Moreover, while Mao
praised the Legalist tradition of the Qin, articulating a strong belief
in the importance of laws and regulations as “instruments for
procuring happiness,”110 his early writings suggested that people
might often need to be “persuaded” of the utility of such laws. In
his earliest recorded essay, “Essay on How Shang Yang Established
Confidence by the Moving of the Pole,” written when he was nine-
teen, Mao noted that the popular resistance to the brutal enforce-
ment of Shang Yang’s laws could be explained by “the stupidity of
the people of our country,” and their reluctance to undertake any-
thing new: “at the beginning of anything out of the ordinary, the
mass of the people always dislike it.”111 Rather than translating into
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an enduring legal system, Mao’s understanding of Shang Yang’s ex-
perience set the stage for a continuous cycle of campaigns and mass
mobilization efforts, several of which had devastating consequences
for the environment. Ultimately, few strides were made in advanc-
ing environmental protection regulations during the decades of
Mao’s rule.

Mao soon forswore even the pretense of respect for nature and for
man’s position in the cosmic hierarchy that had at least in theory
guided the rulers who preceded him. His views suggested an exag-
geration of Xunzi’s approach; namely, that by understanding the
laws of nature man could overcome nature. As historian Judith
Shapiro notes,

The Mao-era effort to conquer nature can thus be understood as an
extreme form of a philosophical and behavioral tendency that has its
roots in traditional Confucian culture. . . . State sponsored resettle-
ments and waterworks projects, extensive and excessive construc-
tion of dikes for land reclamation, political campaigns to change agri-
cultural practices, and environmentally destructive land conversions
in response to population shifts can be found in imperial times.112

As early as 1940, at a speech at the inaugural meeting of the Nat-
ural Science Research Society of the Border Region, Mao stated,
“For the purpose of attaining freedom in the world of nature, man
must use natural science to understand, conquer and change nature
and thus attain freedom from nature.”113 Mao’s later writings and
speeches focused overwhelmingly on the need to conquer or harness
nature for man’s needs. As Murphey has described Mao’s conception
of nature, “Nature is explicitly seen as an enemy, against which
man must fight an unending war, with more conviction and fervour
and with a brighter vision of the ultimate results than even the Dar-
winian-Spencerian West held.”114

Headlines in newspapers and magazines of the period offered
evocative imagery in support of Mao’s approach; for example, “The
Desert Surrenders” and “Chairman Mao’s Thoughts Are Our Guide
to Scoring Victories in the Struggle Against Nature.”115 Mao himself
penned an article in 1945 entitled, “How the Foolish Old Man Re-
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A Legacy of Exploitation 49

moved the Mountains,” which retold the story of the legendary Yu
Gong, who, in the face of scorn and mockery by his neighbors, was
able to level two big mountains using only axes and the help of his
two sons. In the retelling, however, Mao eliminated the conclusion,
which acknowledged Yu Gong’s supernatural aid from heaven, in
order to avoid a contradiction with his message concerning the
“boundless power of the people liberated and mobilized” to be able
to move mountains.116

Mao’s approach to the natural environment emphasized liberat-
ing and mobilizing the people to confront imminent threats from
both environmental and human sources. He called on the people
to prepare against war and natural disasters,117 by digging tunnels
deep, storing grain everywhere, and not attempting to dominate
other nations.118 Murphey bluntly states that this “assault on na-
ture” was “a convenient rallying cry for an economically and
technically underdeveloped society striking out, sometimes . . .
blindly . . . ; the war against nature can be dramatized much more
readily than the more prosaic processes of saving, accumulation,
and investment.”119

Mao’s vision for China’s future greatness had as its centerpiece a
large population. In an August 5, 1949, white paper The Relations of
the United States and China prepared for U.S. president Harry Tru-
man, Dean Acheson argued, “The population of China during the
18th and 19th centuries doubled, thereby creating an unbearable
pressure upon the land. The first problem which every Chinese gov-
ernment has had to face is of feeding this population. So far none
has succeeded.”120 Mao’s response to Acheson in his article “The
Bankruptcy of the Idealist Concept of History” was to reiterate the
utility of China’s large population:

It is a very good thing that China has a big population. Even if
China’s population multiplies many times, she is fully capable of
finding a solution; the solution is production. The absurd argu-
ment of Western bourgeois economists like [Thomas] Malthus that
increases in food cannot keep pace with increases in population
was not only thoroughly refuted in theory by Marxists long ago,
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but has also been completely exploded by the realities in the Soviet
Union and the Liberated Areas of China after their revolutions.121

At times Mao seemed to vacillate on whether there could be diffi-
culty in meeting the needs of too large a population. At a 1958 meet-
ing in Chengdu, for example, Mao said, “It would not do to have too
large a population and to have too [little] land.”122 One of the hall-
marks of Mao’s rule, however, was the dramatic increase in popula-
tion from 540 million in 1950 to 930 million in 1976, an increase for
which China is still paying the price, having now attained a popula-
tion of 1.295 billion.123

Mao also mirrored his Qing predecessors in failing to heed the
wise counsel of an adviser on limiting the size of the population, in
this case Ma Yinchu, a distinguished economist and former presi-
dent of Beijing University. In contrast to Mao’s contention that
“with many people, strength is great,”124 Ma believed that if China’s
population continued to increase unchecked, it would become a
major obstacle to the development of productivity. With population
control, however, he argued “it would be not very difficult to make
the lofty aspirations of building socialism a reality.”125 Ma proposed
several measures, including family planning in the country’s eco-
nomic plans, late marriage, contraception, and a regular population
census.126

Despite initial support from others within the scholarly commu-
nity and the Chinese leadership, Ma, like thousands of other intel-
lectuals, fell victim to the anti-rightist campaign during the late
1950s, losing his position and his livelihood. It wasn’t until 1979, at
age ninety-eight, that Ma was eventually rehabilitated by Deng
Xiaoping: He was made an honorary president of Beijing University,
and all charges against him were dropped—an acknowledgment of
the wrongs perpetrated against him during Mao’s tenure.127 Such re-
demption, however, came twenty years too late to prevent the years
of devastating consequences of Mao’s population policy.

While Mao was to reverse himself many times on the issue of
whether too large a population was problematic for China, it was
not until 1974—when he perceived a reduction in the external
threat to China from the United States and Japan and felt increasing

5 I I Q 5 DR = C 3 :C 9DP 9 2 E . C PD I C B I 3CD A  3I DP D Q 7  
7 I8 5=IIE 3  C . =IIE I I D= I D BC ? D DI 0?I 64/' ' -

3 ? A I I D BC I , . .

3
I

Q
DB

C
3

I
DP

DQ
7

1
DB

C
P

?



A Legacy of Exploitation 51

pressure to feed and employ his people—that Mao called publicly for
family planning population control.128

Campaigns of Destruction

Great Leap Forward, 1958–61

In 1958, Mao’s belief in the ability of man to conquer nature and
his desire to achieve great power status for China came together in
the launching of the Great Leap Forward, a mass-mobilization cam-
paign designed to catapult China into Communism and surpass the
industrial achievements of Great Britain and the United States. The
modest efforts at environmental protection of the early Communist
years were quickly undermined as the country engaged in huge land
reclamation projects for the purpose of planting grain, thereby lay-
ing waste to forests, wetlands, lakes, and rivers.

Qu Geping, who became the first director of China’s National En-
vironmental Protection Agency some two decades later, describes
this period as one in which

conceit began to emerge in guiding principles, and human will and
capacity were exaggerated. . . . A ‘leftist’ tendency characterized by
unrealistic targets, arbitrary guidance, exaggeration, and egalitari-
anism was rampant throughout the country causing great losses to
the national economy and people’s livelihood, as well as problems
and damages to the environment and ecosystem. . . . During the
Great Leap Forward, factories were built haphazardly without any
consideration for environmental protection. . . . Biological re-
sources, forests in particular, were seriously damaged, causing sev-
eral losses to the ecosystem. . . . There was extensive destruction
of the natural environment of our country.129

In hopes of raising grain yields to previously unattained heights, a
wide range of misguided directives were issued. The Chinese people
were exhorted to eliminate the four pests (rats, sparrows, flies, and
mosquitoes); to afforest everywhere—“around every house and
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every village, by roadsides and watersides as well as on waste land
and barren hills”;130 and to introduce new methods of raising grain
yields, including close planting of seeds, deep plowing, extensive
use of inappropriate fertilizers, tractors, and farm implements, and
planting less (but producing more). As chronicler of the period Jasper
Becker describes, many of the agricultural innovations were based
on the specious science of the Soviet expert Trofim Lysenko. Some
of the mistakes were mind-boggling. In Qinghai, for example, prison
inmates tried to make iron-hard soil suitable for planting by “dig-
ging little holes and filling them with straw and grass which were
set on fire.” In Guizhou, peasants dug trenches for sowing seeds so
deep (up to thirteen feet) that they had to tie ropes around their
waists to prevent themselves from drowning. Finally, local leaders
produced their own Potemkin villages to demonstrate success
where there was none. Newspapers published pictures of children
able to sit on wheat because it was so dense. Investigations later de-
termined that the pictures were faked by putting a bench beneath
the children.131

Mao also dramatically increased the pace and scope of infrastruc-
ture development for agriculture, including a massive effort to build
reservoirs, dams, and irrigation projects: “Every county in China
was ordered to construct a water reservoir by building a dam and
water channels. . . . Most of the county dams had collapsed within
two or three years and the dam on the Yellow River [Sanmenxia]
quickly filled up with silt, rendering it next to useless.”132 Such wa-
terworks projects necessitated huge forced relocations. In Zhejiang
Province, 300,000 people were relocated from one county alone to
make room for the Xinanjiang reservoir.133

Yet another environmentally devastating innovation of the Great
Leap Forward was the campaign to produce iron and steel in back-
yard steel furnaces in an effort to surpass the industrial achieve-
ments of the West. Mao threw down the gauntlet: “In another two
years, by 1962, it is possible [for us to produce] eighty to a hundred
million tons [of steel], approaching the level of the United
States. . . . [At the end of] the second-five year plan, we will ap-
proach or even surpass America.”134 As Becker notes, “The entire
country, from peasants in remote villages on the Tibetan plateau to
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top Party officials in Zhongnanhai in Beijing, set up smelters in
1958 and 1959 to create ‘steel’ in backyard furnaces. Everyone had
to meet a quota by handing over their metal possessions . . . bicy-
cles, railings, iron bedsteads, doorknobs, their pots and pans and
cooling grates. And to fire the furnaces, huge numbers of trees were
cut down.”135

The result was a massive amount of useless metal and skyrocket-
ing pollution levels. Beijing was transformed from a city that “did
not produce even pencils” to one that boasted “700 factories and
2000 blast furnaces belching soot in the air.”136 All told, the Great
Leap Forward yielded “600,000 shabby iron and steel making fur-
naces, 59,000 coal mines, 4000 power stations, 9000 cement facto-
ries and 80,000 farm repair shops. The number of factories increased
from 170,000 in 1957 to 310,000 in 1959.”137

Statistics bear out this period’s devastating impact on the envi-
ronment. One estimate held that to implement Mao’s policy of
backyard steel furnaces, for example, as much as 10 percent of
China’s forests were cut down.138 Qu notes,

The environmental situation quickly deteriorated. A lot of places
were polluted by either smog, sewage waters or rubbish. Under a
zealous drive, mineral resources were also exploited, resulting in
startling losses and destruction to both topography and landscape.
Biological resources, forests in particular, were seriously damaged,
causing several losses to the ecosystem. There was extensive de-
struction of the natural environment of our country.139

Perhaps nothing could exceed the horror, however, of the massive
famine wrought by the excesses of the Great Leap Forward. The death
toll reached an estimated 35–50 million people during 1959–61;140

within one year alone (1959–60), China’s population shrank by 10
million.141 In 1960, infant mortality reached 330 per 1,000.142

Cultural Revolution (1966–76) and Its Aftermath

In the wake of the devastation wrought by the Great Leap For-
ward, Chinese leaders again began the slow process of rebuilding the
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social and economic infrastructure of the country. In 1966, only five
years after the policies of the Great Leap Forward had been modified
or repudiated, Mao initiated a second “revolution,” with equally
devastating consequences for the country and the environment.

The Cultural Revolution wrought even greater devastation on the
economy and the social fabric of the country than the Great Leap
Forward, with long-term negative implications for the environment.
Qu comments, “The few environmental regulations in industry,
agriculture and urban constructions were repudiated and negated as
bourgeois and revisionist restrictions. Cases of environmental and
ecological damages rapidly increased to a terrifying degree.”143

Several policies associated with the Cultural Revolution con-
tributed to the rapid destruction of the natural environment. Indus-
trial production stressed quantity and high output with little con-
cern for using appropriate technologies. Thus there was significant
waste in raw materials and energy. Labor and environmental regula-
tions were discarded, contributing to substantial increases in air and
water pollution along with significant loss of biodiversity.144

The Cultural Revolution brought a renewed emphasis on grain
production to the exclusion of forestry, animal husbandry, and fish-
eries. Forests and pastures were destroyed, lakes were filled, and
man-made plains were cultivated to grow grains. One such cam-
paign to expand the amount of cultivated land in northern
Manchuria and Xinjiang, was bound to fail since little could be done
to “lengthen the north Manchurian growing season or ameliorate its
soils, except at prohibitive cost.”145

Vaclav Smil details the degradation that occurred to the land dur-
ing the Cultural Revolution:

Illegal felling of forest trees, always a problem in wood-short
China, became truly rampant, and the worsening rural energy sup-
ply intensified the damage. . . . In most places the inevitable vi-
cious circle set in soon after slopes were deforested to make way
for grainfields: after a few years, as the accumulated organic matter
was sharply reduced and the thin soil rapidly eroded, yields on the
newly reclaimed land plummeted and more land was deforested
just to maintain the harvests. The abandoned, barren land then
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succumbed to erosion, often with the irreparable result of all soil
being removed to the bedrock.146

Mao’s “third front” policy, which called for moving production
away from the coastal regions to protect against an attack from a for-
eign power, led to the siting of factories “near the mountains, scat-
tered and into the caves.” As a result, officials constructed factories
spewing toxic discharge in the mountains, polluting the atmosphere
and water.147

Yet, as with the Great Leap Forward, the most destructive conse-
quences of the Cultural Revolution were exerted on the whole of
Chinese society. China’s educated elite—and by extension the coun-
try’s research and intellectual advancement in all fields, including
environmental protection—were devastated. Tens of thousands of
intellectual leaders and their families were sent to labor in the fields
or factories. Others were imprisoned or killed. In the fifteen or so
years spanning both the Great Leap Forward and the Cultural Revo-
lution, Mao had easily equaled the worst excesses of Imperial
China, tearing apart the social fabric of the country, devastating the
economy, and ravaging the environment.

The Legacy

China’s history suggests a long, deeply entrenched tradition of ex-
ploiting the environment for man’s needs, with relatively little
sense of the limits of nature’s or man’s capacity to replenish the
earth’s resources. Attitudes, institutions, and policies were rooted in
and supported by traditional concepts and philosophies such as
Confucianism that promoted man’s need to overcome nature in
order to utilize it for his own benefit, while the relatively eco-
friendly philosophies of Taoism and Buddhism made limited inroads
in the consciousness of the Chinese people and leaders.

In practice, the relentless drive to amass power, develop the econ-
omy, and meet the basic needs of a burgeoning population led to the
plundering of forests and mineral resources, poorly conceived river
diversion and water management projects, and intensive farming
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that degraded the land. The continual cycles of social transforma-
tions (including war, population growth, and economic develop-
ment) and eco-environmental change resulted in large-scale defor-
estation, desertification, soil erosion, and flooding that only
increased in scope and scale over time.

China’s institutional capacity to protect the environment was
strictly personal, with responsibility for maintaining harmony be-
tween man and nature resting primarily in the hands of the emperor
or leader of the country and secondarily in the offices of regional ad-
ministrators. Simply put, the emperor’s “mandate from heaven”
coupled with a Confucian-supported reliance on officials to behave
morally and responsibly in executing their duties served as the
mainstay of environmental protection for much of China’s history.
Thus, how effectively land and water resources were protected and
conserved depended overwhelmingly on the proclivities of individ-
ual officials. While some enlightened statesmen and provincial offi-
cials, such as Guan Zhong and Yu Sen, advanced environmentally
sound policies, most sought to develop the economy or military as
rapidly as possible, giving little thought to the limits of the environ-
ment’s resources.

At the same time, the general populace played virtually no role as
advocate for environmental protection. Exceptions occurred in in-
stances where their immediate environment and resources were
threatened. Polluted water or damaged crops, for example, might in-
cite serious local conflict. But for the average person in China, envi-
ronmental protection was the purview of central and regional offi-
cials; only when immediate interests were threatened did a citizen
take action.

The weakness of this personalistic system of environmental pro-
tection was compounded by a poor tradition of codification and en-
forcement of environmental laws. The blend of Confucian values
and Legalist ideals reinforced the power of the local magistrate in
determining on a case-by-case basis how best to balance competing
interests rather than relying primarily on a set of codified laws. This
greatly enhanced the ability of the emperor or local officials to act in
an arbitrary manner with overwhelmingly negative ramifications
for the environment. By extension, institutions devoted to the en-
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forcement of codified law also were weak or nonexistent. Finally,
the lack of a strong legal infrastructure enabled corruption to flour-
ish within Chinese society, further confounding environmental pro-
tection efforts and contributing to social dislocation and turmoil.

Moreover, China’s history suggests a remarkable consistency in
the methods that the country’s leaders adopted to manage their nat-
ural resources. From emperors to Mao, China’s leaders favored cam-
paign-style mass mobilizations for resolving environmental prob-
lems such as flood control or deforestation. But these campaigns
often failed. In emphasizing the pace and scope of the effort, little
consideration was given to the actual environmental and scientific
factors necessary to achieve success, and without the freedom to
question scientific beliefs and practices and to propose alternatives,
the Chinese expert community was stifled in its ability to provide
informed and useful analysis to the political elites.

The legacy of China’s traditional environmental attitudes, insti-
tutions, and policy approaches therefore provided little foundation
for building a sound environmental protection apparatus. The first
decades of China’s post-Mao leadership created new and frightening
threats to the natural environment.
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