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Takes a global approach to a 
sustainable, healthy, and equitable 
future for its citizens.

The Ecological 
Civilization: Exploring 
China as a Model

What does the term, “ecological civilization” 
mean?

“Taking a driving seat in international 
cooperation to respond to climate change, 

China has become an important participant, 
contributor, and torchbearer in the global 
endeavor for ecological civilization. Any 
harm we inflict on nature will eventually 

return to haunt us… this is a reality we have 
to face. China must develop a new model of 
modernization with humans developing in 

harmony with nature.”

 – President Xi Jinping, 19th Communist Party 
Congress, 2017.



China & 
Ecological 
Civilization:

Ways to Apply 
These Topics into 
Your Classroom  

*resources provided at 
the end of slide show

● Teaching about river systems, such as ancient river 
valley civilizations  (Yellow & Yangtze River Valley 
Civilizations)

● Teaching about Chinese geography, the Middle 
Kingdom and Mandate of Heaven ideologies (Great 
Wall).

● Teaching about Taoism, its beliefs and practices; 
impacts on China throughout its history and today, 
especially regarding physical health & well-being.

● Teaching about China’s agricultural history, topics 
related to agricultural science; engineering and 
technological innovations and infrastructure that 
supported China’s agricultural growth (Grand Canal).

● 21st century applications of Ecological Civilization:
a. Industrialization, Economic Growth vs. Green 

Modernization
b. Geopolitics & the Nine Dash Line



Highlights of 
China as an 
Ecological 
Civilization

River-valley 
Civilization, 
5000 BCE

Song 
Dynasty, 
900 CE

Zhou 
Dynasty, 
600 BCE

Communist 
Revolution, 
1947

People’s 
Republic of 
China, 
1980s-present 
day

Qin 
Dynasty, 
221 BCE

Han 
Dynasty, 
207 BCE

Yuan 
Dynasty, 
1271 CE

Qing 
Dynasty, 
1644-1911 



The Physical 
Environment’s 
Impact on China’s 
History: Water

Don’t you see the waters of the 
Yellow River come flowing from 

the sky, 
 The torrential stream rushes into 
the sea and never returns. - Li Bai

https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/6db37638b5724257abf12
afd284c9534

https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/6db37638b5724257abf12afd284c9534
https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/6db37638b5724257abf12afd284c9534


Physical Well-Being   
as an aspect of 
Ecological Civilization

Humans follow Earth, 
Earth follows heaven, 

heaven follows Tao, 
and Tao follows (its 

own) nature. – Laozi

Only by observing the laws of nature can 
mankind avoid costly blunders in its 
exploitation.  Any harm we inflict on nature will 
eventually return to haunt us.
 - Xi Jinping



The Physical 
Environment’s Impact 
on China: Land

Great Wall

Questions for students:
1. How did the vast steppe of northern China present both a challenge 

and an opportunity for the emperors of China who sought to keep 
their Mandate of Heaven with their subjects?

2. How did Shi Huangdi and Wu Di compare and contrast in their 
reasons for constructing the Great Wall?

3. How was the concept of ecological civilization both preserved and 
harnessed in this context?



The Physical 
Environment’s Impact 
on China’s History: 
Agriculture & 
Infrastructure

The Book of Song says, “Root  out the weeds.  Where the weeds decay, there the 
grains will grow luxuriantly.” The author of the Book of Rites also remarks, “The 
months of midsummer  are advantageous for weeding. Weeds can fertilize the 
fields and improve the land.” Modern farmers, ignorant of these principles, throw 
the weeds away. They do not know that, if mixed with the soil and buried deep 
under the roots of rice seedlings, the weeds will eventually decay and the soil will 
be enriched; the harvest, as a result, will be abundant and of superior  quality.

[Translated by Clara Yu]

http://projects.mcah.columbia.edu/nanxuntu/html/scroll_q6.html


Ecological 
Civilization: Forging 
21st c. Domestic and 
International Policy

Building an ecological civilization is vital to sustain the 
Chinese nation's development. We must...implement our 
fundamental national policy of conserving resources and 
protecting the environment, and cherish the environment as 
we cherish our own lives. We will adopt a holistic approach to 
conserving our mountains, rivers, forests, farmlands, lakes, 
and grasslands, implement the strictest possible systems for 
environmental protection, and develop eco-friendly growth 
models and ways of life.  

-Xi Jinping, 19th CPC National Congress address, 2017



"Swimming" by Mao Zedong

"I have just drunk the waters of Changsha

And come to eat the fish of Wuchang.

Now I am swimming across the great Yangtze,

Looking afar to the open sky of Chu.

Let the wind blow and waves beat,

Better far than idly strolling in a courtyard.

Today I am at ease.

Great plans are afoot:

A bridge will fly to span the north and south,

Turning a deep chasm into a thoroughfare;

Walls of stone will stand upstream to the west

To hold back Wushan's clouds and rain

Till a smooth lake rises in the narrow gorges.

The mountain goddess if she is still there

Will marvel at a world so changed."

The Ecological 
Civilization: Forging 
21st c.Domestic and 
International Policies

The government began tearing down old towns in 2002, and most residents were given 
housing compensation, which they could use to purchase apartments in the new cities.  But 
an estimated hundred thousand rural villagers were relocated to other parts of China.  
Generally, they were moved in blocs; sometimes an entire hamlet was loaded onto a boat 
and sent downstream to another province, where the government provided small land 
allowances. 

- Peter Hessler, Strange Stones: Dispatches from East and West



Ecological 
Civilization: 
Forging 21st 
c. Domestic 
and 
International 
Policy

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=luTPMHC7zHY


Educator 
Resources

http://afe.easia.columbia.edu/

https://allthatsinteresting.com/yangtze-river-pollution

https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/6db37638b5724257abf12afd284c9534

https://www.ibiblio.org/chinesehistory/contents/07spe/specrep01.html

https://www.nytimes.com/2013/06/16/world/asia/chinas-great-uprooting-moving-250-m
illion-into-cities.html

https://www.un.org/sites/un2.un.org/files/wmr_2020.pdf

http://projects.mcah.columbia.edu/nanxuntu/html/scroll_q6.html

https://ensia.com/voices/ecological-civilization/

https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/chinas-environmental-crisis

https://www.vox.com/videos/2017/2/17/14642818/china-south-china-sea-us-islands

http://afe.easia.columbia.edu/
https://allthatsinteresting.com/yangtze-river-pollution
https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/6db37638b5724257abf12afd284c9534
https://www.ibiblio.org/chinesehistory/contents/07spe/specrep01.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2013/06/16/world/asia/chinas-great-uprooting-moving-250-million-into-cities.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2013/06/16/world/asia/chinas-great-uprooting-moving-250-million-into-cities.html
https://www.un.org/sites/un2.un.org/files/wmr_2020.pdf
http://projects.mcah.columbia.edu/nanxuntu/html/scroll_q6.html
https://ensia.com/voices/ecological-civilization/
https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/chinas-environmental-crisis
https://www.vox.com/videos/2017/2/17/14642818/china-south-china-sea-us-islands


Questions?

Contact info: 

Cathy Fratto

Engagement Coordinator

Asian Studies Center

caf166@pitt.edu

https://www.ucis.pitt.edu/asc/home

mailto:caf166@pitt.edu
https://www.ucis.pitt.edu/asc/home


Break-out 
Room 
Assignments

● Having listened to this morning’s presentations, has your 
understanding of China as a model for ecological civilization 
deepened or changed? Why or why not and how?

● What role do you think China will play in the 21st century’s 
goals toward an ecological civilization?

● Which of the topics from today’s presentations do you think 
would resonate most with your students?

● Choose one of the eras and/or topics discussed in the 
presentation.  Discuss how you might incorporate, modify, 
and/or build on it for your classroom instruction.


