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            1.  Introduction (not in Chinese text) 
 I am very much out of place, as far as the East is from the West.  Although I have visited 
China a half dozen times, I am too much a Westerner to be competent to give an intelligent 
contribution to Chinese environmental aesthetics.  But I have traveled the globe, been on every 
continent, and I have resided for decades in different parts of the United States.  I have written 
and thought about environmental aesthetics, so perhaps I can ask you some probing questions.  I 
might get you thinking.  Further, listening to some of your answers, I hope to learn as much as I 
challenge you.   I am told that there have been four national conferences (2001. 2003, 2004, 
2007) on ecological aesthetics, and two international ones held in China (2005, 2009). (Wei & 
Wang, 2014, p. 35)   As a “foreigner,” I congratulate you on holding a conference such as this 
one. 
 
 2.  Art and Nature: Chinese Landscape as a Work of Art? 
 In the West we typically think that environmental aesthetics appeals to nature, distinct 
from the built environment.  The Grand Canyon, the Grand Tetons, or Yosemite  have a kind of 
beauty that differs from Phoenix, or  St. Louis or Los Angeles.  We often distinguish between 
environmental appreciation and art appreciation, but perhaps the Chinese landscape is a work of 
art.  Humans and nature operate together in a creative dynamics with the differing elements in 
each supporting and reinforcing each other, resulting in a more beautiful China.  In the 
Confucian worldview, humans have a duty to transform nature enriching its capacities.  So art 
and nature are not two different categories, but a relationship, the humanly rebuilt ongoing 
natural landscape.  Chinese environmental aesthetics is appreciates the beauty of humanized 
nature.  
 One of our recent concerns in the West is that, with the coming of the industrial 
revolution and modern technology, we have entered into a new epoch.  The future is the 
Anthropocene Epoch, human dominated landscapes.  You might reply that China has been in the 
Anthropocene for thousands of years.  Where I live in Colorado, there are still living senior 
citizens who recall that their parents or grandparents were the first Europeans to settle on the 
then-wild landscapes.  China has recorded history for half a dozen millennia or more, and there 
were always people constituting their landscapes.   So landscapes have always been a result of 
people interacting with their surrounding natural systems.   The Chinese have to interpret their 
landscapes as a work of art simultaneously seeing it as natural processes.  Perhaps that lies in our 



 
 

 

future in the West, but in China that is historic and contemporary. 
 
 3.  Urban, Rural, Wild:  Are the Chinese Three Dimensional Persons? 
 Humans need to be what I call three dimensional persons, with experiences that are 
urban, rural, wild.   I may show this as an ellipse with two foci, one nature and one urban, with 
parts of the area of the ellipse primarily natural, parts primarily cultural, yet most of the area a 
hybrid with elements of both the wild and the urban.  Sometimes the metaphor is of widening 
concentric circles, moving from self to human community, village to nation, with nature in the 
outermost circle.  There are some Confucian similarities of widening communities, family, local 
communities, nation, world.   Some studies find that experts West and East do not differ much in 
their landscape preferences (Yu, 1995). 
 Some places on Earth are mostly urban; the inhabitants have little sense of the rural or the 
wild--London or New York.  Others are mostly rural, the inhabitants have little sense of the wild 
or the urban--Kansas or Nebraska.  What one needs to enjoy life is opportunity to experience all 
three: urban, rural, and wild.  I can do that where I live in Colorado.  I live in a city, I can drive 
to Denver, a larger city, and when I do I pass through rural areas.  Or I can take another road and, 
in a couple hours, be in wilderness in Rocky Mountain National Park enjoying the scenery for 
the day.  Even in big city Denver two million people have alpine wilderness on their skyline 
(Mount Evans Wilderness) to the West; on a clear day one can see Pike’s Peak to the south and 
Long’s Peak to the north.   In Denver, the skyscrapers are hardly so commanding as they are in 
New York or Philadelphia.  Step outside, look West and there are those fourteeners on the 
skyline; in that environment the skyscrapers are puny. 
 Now where is China?   This is a large country, and you have all three types of 
environment no doubt.  China has large numbers of its people migrating from rural landscapes to 
its cities.  Is it becoming increasingly difficult for your citizens to reach all three? 
 But, you may protest, if the Chinese have rural nature, do they really need wild nature.  
Although we cannot live there, the nature we encounter in wild nature, is the fundamental ground 
of our existence.  There we can enjoy a sense of wonder over the magnitude and duration of the 
biotic enterprise.   The central "goods" of the biosphere -- forests and sky, sunshine and rain, 
rivers and earth, the everlasting hills, the cycling seasons, fauna and flora, hydrologic cycles, 
photosynthesis, soil fertility, food chains, genetic codes, speciation and reproduction, succession 
and its resetting, life and death and life renewed -- were in place long before humans arrived.  
The dynamics and structures organizing the forest do not come out of the human mind; a wild 
forest is something wholly other than civilization.  It is presence and symbol of the timeless 
natural givens that support everything else.  Such experiences are good for us.   In Colorado I can 
frequently enjoy them.  I might even say that the Chinese need such experiences even more than 
Americans, since that is the kind of experience they are most likely to lack, if they desire to be 
three-dimensional persons.  
 Nature is everywhere, in agriculture, in the cities, so in the West, when we need to be 
more precise, we may speak of “spontaneously wild nature.”  The Taoists used to speak of what 
is “self-so.”  That seems to be a similar word to wild, or at least to what is autonomously natural.  
Sometimes we say that one needs to “go with the flow,” which means to swim with the stream, 
not against it.  Something like that is in the Taoist idea of wu wei – accomplishing what you wish 
by a non-action that fits in with the way things are.   Sometimes we say:  Act naturally!   But 



 
 

 

then we often puzzle what to make of that, and whether it is a good idea.  Sometimes yes, 
sometimes no.  Do the Chinese seek to “act naturally.” 
 Different countries will give different weights to the urban, rural, and wild.  Landscapes, 
even the wild ones, can be embedded with cultural meanings, as with wilderness in the American 
mind.  Perhaps you will reply that in China, as we were saying, the focus is on agriculture, on the 
rural in its blending of art and nature.  (Chen, 2015, pp. 141-159, pp. 186-227)   China is 
dominantly a working landscape.  China has a long history of keeping large numbers of people in 
the countryside, encouraging rural technology in agriculture, as with the hydraulic supplies of 
water to rice paddies.   Do the water managers swim upstream, or do they go with the flow?   
Across many centuries, there has been imperial governance that has actively intervened to mange 
landscapes, as with water channels and flood control.   Nature needs to be conquered and 
overcome when it fails to provide for humans.   Is that thinking of nature as “standing reserve” 
(Martin Heidegger). Nature has to be tamed.  
 In Confucian thought humans and nature ought to be in harmony (he).   When humans 
realize this harmony by overcoming disharmony is this is rather like right overcoming wrong in 
Western thought.  Confucian thought does not want sameness but welcomes difference and 
diversity provided that these do not produce disharmony but can be integrated into harmony, as 
in cooking or music.  Such harmony can take differing roles into account.  Farmers have to be 
attuned to passing seasons, to the rhythms of nature, to what we today call ecosystem services. 
 So perhaps you will say that the Chinese must enjoy their landscapes aesthetically, 
significantly seeing it through the eyes of farmers who manage their pastoral and agricultural 
landscapes.  How do you respond aesthetically to rice paddies?   Rice is raised in the United 
States (the U.S. South and Gulf Coast, California).  We do not raise rice in the Rocky Mountain 
West, so is there some distinct beauty you experience in China that we are missing?    We do 
have vast wheat fields and corn fields and can find a beauty in our fruited plains.  One of the 
features, interestingly, that has enriched our aesthetic landscapes is the need for contour plowing 
to avoid erosion.   The flowing curves are human introduced, but they can enhance the natural 
curvature of the gently rolling plains. 
 We also have some very large dams that have transformed our landscapes, but we usually 
think that a large dam with its draw-down reservoir, now seldom filled, is a blight on our 
landscape.   But one can see this from a different perspective and say that if one wishes to respect 
life, then water is a lifeline, and conserving and managing water by building dams for human 
flourishing is as much respecting life as leaving the rivers free-flowing and undammed.  Rural 
scenes exemplify landscape beauty because they show humans working on nature, nature 
arranged so that humans can flourish.  Both China and the United States increasingly have to 
deal with highly industrialized farming, asking what this does to the family farm, possibly losing 
their home,  and to the aesthetics of agricultural landscapes.  Can an agricultural landscape be 
aesthetically pleasing, if the farming practices viewed are not sustainable?   Does China have any 
movement toward organic farming?   Is organic farming more aesthetically pleasing?   
 People need experience of the urban to be fully humans, but the urban that we desire may 
also have elements of the natural.  I am often accused of neglecting urban environmental ethics.  
Can China better incorporate the natural into its cities?  We are regularly told in the United 
States that green design, parks in cities, buildings with large plants growing inside in a foyer, 
trees along the streets, open space, gives city inhabitants more favorable environments for both 



 
 

 

their work and their general sense of well-being.  
  Can you find open space, parks, do you have a sense of ground under your feet and sky 
over your head. not just concrete and tall buildings.  Are there trees?  Are there trees and shrubs 
that flower in the spring–like the famous Japanese cherry blossoms that Americans enjoy in 
Washington?   Is there green space, and is it safe?    Communist urban planners have often built 
large open squares, suitable for parades and festivities.  Are these green squares?  When you 
build cities, do the planners ask what in the city will help its inhabitants to behave more 
responsibly toward environmental conservation -- as might for instance a walkway and green 
space along a river that flows through the city. 
 Wuhan is placed at the junction of the Yangtze and Han Rivers.  Wengheng Chen 
admires the way your bridges incorporate this into the architecture and ambience of the city.  
“The bridge is indeed an important element of the landscape in Wuhan. It brings the distinctive 
features of the city into an integral, magnificent, and majestic entity: on one end the Snake Hill 
(Sheshan) and the Yellow Crane Tower of Wuchang; and on the other end the famous Tortoise 
Hill (Guishan) and TV Tower of Hanyang.” (Chen, 2015, p. 242)   Chinese rivers often flood, 
and their floodplains will be unsuitable for buildings.  These should be ideal for keeping the 
Chinese with opportunities to enjoy nature in their cities. 
 Cities and towns can incorporate and accentuate natural features.  In some, owing to their 
location, nature stares you in the face,  such as Salt Lake City, or Seattle, or San Francisco, or 
Edinburgh, Venice, or Cape Town.  But this is not true in Atlanta or St. Louis or London.  Paris 
has a river but otherwise is not a city with prominent natural features.  So Parisians have built 
extensive parks and gardens. In March, our first lady Michele Obama visited Kyoto and was 
charmed by its gardens and temples, the city surrounded by mountains.    Singapore celebrates 
being a “garden city.”  China has a long tradition of gardens, that exemplify human art blended 
with natural form. (Chen, 2015, pp. 109-140)   Should we think of gardens as the major 
expression of environmental aesthetics in China.  Does contemporary China have garden cities?  
(Chen, 2015, pp. 243-258)  
 
 4.  Residence in Place:  Is China Like No Place Else on Earth? 
 Beauty on a landscape gives its inhabitants a sense of belonging, of  my place, of being at 
home.   Yearning for a sense of place is a perennial human longing for a community emplaced 
on landscape.   This has been called “topophilia” (Tuan, 1974).  All peoples need a sense of "my 
country," of their social communities in place on a sustaining landscape they possess in care and 
in love.  The English love their countrysides.   In the States, we sing, with goose pimples, 
America the Beautiful.  Americans love the Shenandoah Valley, the Chesapeake Bay, Cape Cod, 
the Great Lakes, the Ohio rivers, the Sierras, the Adirondacks, the desert Southwest, the Pacific 
Northwest, the Rocky Mountains.  Oklahomans sing: "We know we belong to the land, and the 
land we belong to is grand!" (Richard Rodgers and Oscar Hammerstein, Oklahoma!).  Montana 
takes its name from its mountains, and claims to be “big sky country.”  West Virginia is the 
"mountain mamma."  Wyoming with its dramatic landscapes, open plains and high mountains, 
also its cowboy culture, claims to be “like no place else on Earth.”  The Chinese too have a 
strong sense of being “at home” in nature.  “The sense of home represents thus the highest level 
of identification with the environment.”  (Chen, 2015, p. 75, pp. 61-108)   Is China also like no 
place else on Earth?  



 
 

 

 Ought not what we do in management of such places also be sensitive to values that are 
already "in place" before we humans arrive to dwell there?   Part of the needed ethic does 
demand a constructed sense of place; but a person also needs an embodied sense of situated 
residence on a landscape.  We in the West often hear the call: Save nature!   But perhaps in 
China you are not so much saving nature as asking how to inhabit a domesticated landscape 
keeping people in harmony with their landscapes (tianren heyi, nature-sky-heaven/), to use a 
familiar Confucian ideal. (Chen, 2015, pp. 24-25, Yao, 2014)  Confucius said: ““The wise find 
pleasure in water, the virtuous find pleasure in hills.” (Confucius, 1971, VI, XXI, p. 192)  
Perhaps you have ways of integrating your building activities with the natural using feng shui 
(wind-water), or blending yin and yang, to use familiar Taoist ideals.   That will help 
accomplish what Wengheng Chen hopes for: “Engineering projects should thus and above all 
consider and harmonize with the landscapes.” (Chen, 2015, p. 268) 
 You do insist, at least in your ideals, on having nature in your landscapes, but at the same 
time you seem to favor “humanized nature.”  “Humanized nature, which shapes the environment 
and its aesthetic outlook is therefore a distinctive characteristic of civilization. Moreover, all 
aspects of the natural world are now directly or indirectly related to human being. Earth has been 
‘humanized’ and thus turned into an object of human being. ...  Environmental beauty itself is 
therefore very much depending on human activities.” (Chen, 2015, p. 67). 
 In the West, we keep asking:  Are humans a part of or apart from nature?  It seems that 
the Chinese do not know how to ask that question.  Tu Weiming says 
 

The Chinese ... subscribe to the continuity of being as self-evidently true. ...   As a result, 
the aesthetic delight that one experiences is no longer the private sensation of the 
individual but the “harmonious blending of inner feelings and outer scenes.” ... We do not 
detach ourselves from nature and study it in a disinterested manner.  What we do is to 
suspend not only our sensory perception but also our conceptual apparatus so that we can 
embody nature in our sensitivity and allow nature to embrace us in its affinity. (Tu, 1998, 
p. 106, p.  118)  

 
If so, then perhaps you have some cultural resources in your worldviews, which we Westerners 
do not have.   Humans are a part of nature and not apart from nature; humans and nature are not 
two different ontological realms. 
 China has a long memory.  When the Chinese recalled ancient historical periods,  there 
were always people.   Classical China did not recall a time when people were not prominent on 
the landscape.  Humans are participatory on the Chinese landscape, perhaps also in Africa, and in 
Europe, where humans have long dwelled.   This sense of humans united with their landscapes 
can be more difficult for us in America, particularly in the American West where I reside.   
Perhaps if I lived on an old Kentucky plantation, a sense of my belonging where father and 
grandfather had lived would enrich my aesthetic experience. 
 The Confucian worldview is sometimes said to be “anthropocosmic” in which humans 
are an integral part of the chain of being, encompassing Heaven, Earth, and myriad things, with 
minds that can embody the cosmos in its consciousness and conscience (Tu, 2010).   Humans can 
realize in their experience the vital force, ch’i, that composes the ongoing universe. 
 But it is a little hard for us in the West to get the feel of “anthropocosmic.”  Yes, nature is 



 
 

 

in our face, yes we think of it as our country, our homeland, but we also confront eons of non-
human nature.  I enjoy the Grand Canyon. I have run the Colorado River through the canyon, but 
deep in the canyon, one does not feel so much a part of nature as apart from it.   The nature in 
our face is often long pre-human nature.  For most of the Canyon’s existence, and yet still in its 
ongoing existence, humans are no part of it.  If I go to Yellowstone National Park in Wyoming, 
as I often do, and, if I am lucky, see wolves killing an elk, I rejoice in ongoing natural predation, 
but I do not want to participate in the kill, either as predator of prey. 
 The Chinese, like the Europeans, arrive in the United States to see what they may call the 
“New World,” thinking of themselves as being from the Old World.  We in the Rocky Mountains 
may reply by flipping over this claim and celebrating how we, living in recently settled parts, 
still have with us the original “old world.” The pre-cultural archaic and ever-elemental world 
foundations are much in evidence on our landscapes.  Yes, China is Old World.  But if you want 
to see the really old world, come to the United States and let me take you to the inner gorge of 
the Grand Canyon. 
 When we try to teach our school children about the evolution of life on Earth, we use the 
figure of a 24-hour clock, and tell them that humans have only been on Earth the last few 
seconds of the twenty-four hours.  Life has flourished on Earth for 3.5 billion years, and humans 
have been on Earth maybe 200,000 years.   We have to experience a nature ongoing almost 
forever, in which humans had and may still have no part.   Seen this way, based on our sciences, 
we do not feel so “anthropocosmic.”  Most of cosmic nature is devoid of humans. 
 At the same time, we do have what we call an “anthropic principle.” In the last half 
century scientists have found dramatic interrelationships between astronomical and atomic scales 
that connect to make the universe "user-friendly" and “fine-tuned.”  Astrophysical phenomena 
such as the formation of galaxies, stars, and planets depend critically on the microphysical 
phenomena.  In turn, those midrange scales where the known complexity mostly lies, depend on 
the interacting microscopic and astronomical ranges.  So in a certain sense humans, once lost out 
there in the stars, are now back at the center.   With their astonishing minds, humans are the most 
complex being known in the universe.  They are the only species that can know the history of life 
on Earth.  Maybe that is what it means to feel the vital force, ch’i.  Maybe here East can learn 
from West and West from East.  
 
 5.  Ugly?  What on Chinese Landscapes is Ugly? 
 What on Chinese landscapes do you judge negatively?  This question takes two forms.   
What is ugly in spontaneous nature?  What is ugly on your landscape as a work of art?   The 
Confucian ideal is harmony.  On Chinese landscapes, what is in disharmony? 
 (1)  Naturally ugly. 
 China has been blessed with great rivers, such as the Yangze and the Yellow River 
(Huang He), sources of water and fertile soil, but these rivers have often also been difficult to 
live with.  They have  transformed thousands of times into raging torrents that destroyed 
hundreds of villages and killed millions of people, some of the worst disasters in recorded 
history.  The Yellow River has killed more people than any other river on Earth. There have been 
efforts to manage these rivers over millennia.   How do these great rivers figure into the aesthetic 
beauty of Chinese landscapes?   By some accounts, the Chinese rural people dislike landscapes 
with rivers that seem harsh, misty, with foreboding weather.  By contrast better educated Chinese 



 
 

 

find that this increases their aesthetic experience because it increases the sense of mystery on the 
landscape (Yu, 1995).  
 Americans often designate what they call "wild and scenic rivers."  Is the Chinese 
landscape more aesthetically scenic when these rivers are less wild, transformed by the dams for 
flood control, for instance?   You will have to decide whether the Three Gorges Dam is an 
aesthetic blight, or whether it opens up alternative aesthetic perceptions,  impounded waters,  
more the beauty of a lake than that of a river.  The lakes on the American plains are all artificial 
reservoirs, in contrast to the mountain lakes, mostly glacial and natural.  But the big reservoirs do 
bring the waterfowl: ducks, mergansers, grebes in diversity, geese by the millions, bald eagles by 
the hundreds.   You have lost your gorges, upstream of the dam.  Have you gained any beauty in 
replacement? 
 Consider what Mencius thought: 
 

In the time of Yao, the waters over-flowed their courses, inundating the central states.  
Serpents occupied the land, and the people were unsettled.  In low-lying regions, they 
made nests in trees.  On the high ground, they lived in caves.  The History says, “The 
deluge warned us.”  “The deluge” refers to the flooding water.  Yu was directed to 
regulate the waters.  Yu dredged out the earth and guided the water into the sea, chasing 
the reptiles into the marshes.  The waters flowed out through the channels, and these 
became the Jiang, Huai, He, and Han rivers.  The dangers to people having been 
eliminated, birds and beasts harmful to humans were destroyed, and only then were 
humans able to live on the plains.   

 
The Duke of Zhou assisted King Wu  ... drove tigers, leopards, rhinoceroses and 
elephants to the distant wilds, and the Empire rejoiced. (Mencius 3B9, trans. Van Norden, 
2005, pp. 134-135)  
 

 Well, yes, it is difficult to live with such animals on the landscape; we Americans have 
mountain lions, bears, and wolves that we once drove off the landscapes, but are now trying to 
recover.    Africa is have a struggle living with its elephants and rhinos.  India is challenged to 
live with its tigers.  China loves its residential landscapes.  Are the big floods and the big 
predators ugly? 
 We treasure our charismatic megafauna.  A six-point elk bull is impressive indeed; and 
during rut in Rocky Mountain Park, there will be hundreds of persons listening for the bulls to 
bugle, hoping to see a fight. With luck, one will also sight bighorn sheep up on the rocks, and 
with more luck a full-curl ram. In Yellowstone, we put the wolves back, glad of the successful 
restoration and ashamed of ourselves for exterminating them a century ago. Once, the hoped-for 
Yellowstone experience was seeing a grizzly; to that has now been added (and experienced by 
tens of thousands of visitors) a glimpse of that ultimate symbol of the wild: the wolf.  Perhaps 
what is not there – the missing charismatic megafauna – is what is ugly. 
 
 (2) What is ugly in your built environments? 
 The building of cities brings prosperity, with adverse side effects.  China’s domestic air 
quality is severely and persistently degraded, especially in densely urbanized parts of the country 



 
 

 

(Nielsen and Ho, 2013; Chai Jing, 2015)   In Under the Dome, a video about the environment in 
China, Chai Jing reports that Chinese skies are so hazy from pollution that she found children 
who did hardly knew that the sky is blue and had never seen white clouds..  Nor had they seen a 
star (Chai 2015).  The film maker had the backing of the environmental ministry but after two 
days of letting it be seen in China, it was taken off the internet in China. 
 The cities you are building may be gloriously commercial, but how often are these cities 
aesthetically pleasing.    Wangheng Chen worries that “In cities, it is quite common to find 
attractive buildings that nonetheless spoil the beauty of their environment because of 
disharmony.” (Chen, 2015, p. 62). 
 How trashy are your cities and landscapes?   Unfortunately, my experience from previous 
trips here is that they often are trashy.   In West Virginia, the “mountain momma,” they have a 
saying: “A man picks himself up when he picks up his trash.”   Do good Confucians, good 
Communists, good Chinese pick up their trash?    Are your roadsides landscaped, or trashy?  
How much of your landscape is made ugly by weedy invasive species?   
 China is much deforested.    The Chinese landscape is about 14% forested, but only 2% 
of China’s native forests remain intact.   Many forests are threatened with felling to make way 
for eucalyptus plantations.  China is the world’s second largest consumer of wood products, 
which drives both domestic deforestation and import of timber felled elsewhere, destroying 
forests in other nations.   China has had massive reforestation projects, but deforested landscapes 
are often bare, even when replanted.  The deforested landscapes increase runoff and erosion, and 
may affect those downstream adversely, especially if loess soil is involved.  Does this leave ugly 
landscapes, spoiled by the demands for timber?  Deserts are being created faster in China than in 
any nation in the world, largely through overgrazing. 
 China’s vast and diverse landscape is home to over 7,500 species of wildlife.  China is 
the most biodiverse country outside of the tropics.  But this wildlife is under pressure from your 
large population.  At least 840 animal species are threatened, vulnerable or threatened with local 
extinction, due mainly to habitat destruction, pollution, and poaching for food, fur, and 
ingredients for traditional medicine.  Endangered wildlife is protected by law, and you have 
several thousand nature reserves, but how effective are these?  Many of your larger predators are 
rare.  Maybe getting rid of those dangerous animals, which Mencius commended, has made the 
Chinese landscape more ugly, not more beautiful.  The Rocky Mountains in which I live would 
be less beautiful if there were no bears, mountain lions, or wolves, even though people find it 
challenging to live with them on their landscapes. 
 Cranes are an important motif in Chinese culture, often symbolically connected with the 
idea of immortality.  Cranes are big, high, flying and airy   The Red-crowned Crane was once 
selected by your National Forestry Bureau as a candidate for the title of national animal of 
China. In China, this flagship species is comparable to our American blad eagle.  This crane was 
represented on civil officials’ robes, it was used to depict rank throughout the different dynasties.  
People admired the crane for untiring strength in flights and made amulets of the wings of the 
crane as protection against exhaustion.   We have two species of cranes on the American 
landscape.   One of the great scenes in the Western United States is thousands of sandhill cranes 
in migrating flight.  The whooping crane is on our endangered species list.  How has the Three 
Gorges Dam affected the population of cranes?  China has nine species of cranes, more than half 
of the species in the world.  Do these cranes flourish in your harmony of nature and culture? 



 
 

 

 
 6.   Environmental Aesthetics and Ecological Aesthetics: 
                                                             Beautiful China, Ecosystemic China?  
 Many of the viewers in our American National Parks are visiting the park for the scenery, 
and have little awareness of, or interest in, the ecosystems they are beholding.  The Chinese 
experience on landscapes may be one of scenic beauty, the picturesque, but do these Chinese 
who enjoy their landscapes know anything about the ecological integrity of these landscapes?  
They enjoy walking by the river, but do they know whether the water has fish in it, whether it is 
safe to swim in it, wash clothes in it, to drink it?  Do your developers and planners ever ask what 
are the ecologically sensitive areas when they plan – a river or stream, a marsh, a tract of natural 
forest remaining, a mountain within the city?  Do planners ask what processes of nature they are 
undoing when they are doing their urban development? 
 Fortunately, the answer can sometimes be yes.  Xiangchan Cheng claims there are “four 
keystones to ecological aesthetic appreciation.”  These are the centrality of scientific knowledge, 
an engagement with the natural world that rejects the dualism of humans and nature, affirming  
the over-arching value of ecosystem biodiversity and health, and continuing guidance by 
environmental ethics (Cheng, 2013).   But Cheng has read widely in western environmental 
ethics and aesthetics.   He accepts the idea that an environmental aesthetics must be ecologically 
informed.  When one looks at a landscape, one has to see past the scenic and see what is not 
evidently visible, whether there is ecosystem integrity, ecosystem health. 
 China still has more people than any nation on Earth, though India may soon surpass 
China.  Of your 1.3 billion persons, would you suppose that as many as one in ten have an 
ecologically conscious sense of beauty?  In the United States we might not have any higher 
percentage, though if you asked only those who vote or those who finish a higher education, the 
percentage would be much higher (Kempton, Boster, and Hartley, 1996).  Maybe the question to 
ask is whether you in China include environmental education in your general and higher 
education?   We have been pushing hard to do that in the United States (Kellert, 2005). 
 China has in recent years gained the doubtful distinction of putting more carbon dioxide 
into the global atmosphere than any other nation, and those emissions are predicted to increase 
(Nielsen and Ho, 2013).  Perhaps the better question is about per capita emissions, and there the 
United States greatly exceeds China.  Americans have, for instance, a Clean Air Act, with which 
developers must comply.   Do you plan for clear skies over China? The Three Gorges dam has 
had a massive impact on the ecology of the region.   Did the planners consider that impact.  A 
recent study finds that China’s coastal economy, growing rapidly, has increasingly degraded the 
coastal ecosystems (He et al., 2014)   Perhaps we should ask the question this way:  When the 
Chinese consider their surrounding landscapes, do they ever think of “ecosystem services”?   
Wengheng Chen argues that “environmental aesthetics must be ‘eco-cultural’.” (Chen, 2015, p.  
13) 
 
 7.   Environmental Aesthetics and Environmental Policy: 
                                                                       Beautiful China, Saving China?  
 Is your environmental aesthetics expected to drive an environmental policy?  In the 
United States, a major force for conservation is powerful and memorable experience of natural 
beauty.  Ask people why save the Grand Canyon or the Grand Tetons, and the ready answer will 



 
 

 

be, “Because they are beautiful; they are ‘grand.’”  There is an easy move from is to ought.  One 
hardly needs commandments, certainly not laid onto otherwise unwilling agents.  We may take a 
drive in the country.   Enjoy the view, look at the fields en route--the waving wheat, and think 
how air soil, water are basic human needs.   When we sing: “America the Beautiful,” we sing of 
“mountain majesties above the fruited plain,” a hymn written on the summit of one of Colorado’s 
highest mountains.   One ought to celebrate--and conserve--beauty on landscapes.   Life would 
be impoverished with reduced experience of natural beauty, rural and wild. 
 Such beauty is often thought to be high level but low priority: jobs first, scenery second.  
So any aesthetic ethic will need to be coupled with more persuasive power lest it be overridden 
when amenities are traded against basic needs.   So hopefully one can also switch to resource and 
life support arguments. The forests turn carbon dioxide into oxygen, they supply water for 
drinking and irrigating; they control erosion.  If one can couple these lines of argument--healthy 
ecosystems, public welfare, resource benefits and aesthetic quality of life--then combination of 
both aesthetic and resource  arguments will supply enough rationale for conservation. 
 Aldo Leopold, famously, connected duty and ethics in his land ethic: “A thing is right 
when it tends to preserve the integrity, the stability, and beauty of the biotic community. It is 
wrong when it tends otherwise.” (Leopold, 1968, pp. 223-224)    In Leopold, aesthetics can give 
rise to duty, though not simply thinking of pleasurable scenery, but by setting beauty in a more 
biologically based account, like the beauty in ecosystems we were just discussing.    
 But what if you cannot have both, but have to trade off beauty against benefit? A problem 
is that there are many non-aesthetic human interests, and these may urge compromising, even 
sacrificing, aesthetic values.  So how do we keep forceful our claim that environmental beauty is 
significant in environmental policy.  One does not draw one's living from the Grand Tetons or 
the Grand Canyon.  But experiences on such landscapes give us a sense of deeper engagement, a 
sense of embodied presence as one climbs the Teton trails or descends into the Canyon, or 
watches the cranes over the marsh. One is making a life with such experiences, even though one 
is not making a living. So we find that just this being drawn out of ourselves into this 
autonomous, or “self-so”  nature, out there independently of ourselves, this sense of respect and 
responsibility for our land deepens our character, and we find ourselves reformed, with deeper 
identities than we had before.  
 When nature is nearer at hand and must be managed on our inhabited landscapes, we 
might first say that natural beauty is an amenity – only an amenity – and injunctions to its care 
would seem less urgent.  But this gestalt changes with the perception that the ground is under our 
feet and the sky over our heads, that on the American landscape we are incarnate and emplaced.  
I identify with the landscape on which I reside, my home territory. This does lead me to care 
about conserving the integrity, stability and beauty of my country, and that makes me not only 
interested in jobs, but in the wonderland of life on my landscape, and thus to environmental 
policy.   Yes, I need a job, I want Americans to flourish.  Why save nature, if this might trade off 
some jobs?  Because I am an American, and love American the beautiful.   Americans cannot 
flourish without both their mountain majesties and their fruited plains. 
 So do you find yourselves in China saying: “I am Chinese, yes I need a job.  But we must 
save beautiful China to be flourishing Chinese.”  Yes, you need economic prosperity, but are you 
willing to trade that for a China that is hotter and without blue skies?  We may think in our 
Montana “big sky landscape” that half of the beauty is in the sky, pouring with light, blue open 



 
 

 

space, the clouds always forming and reforming.  Do you want to trade that for air dangerous to 
breathe, with toxic soils and rivers, on a landscape less biodiverse, weedier, more trashy?  Are 
you willing to trade a landscape for a blandscape?   Is the future of beautiful China, after ongoing 
development, going to be uglier than beautiful China was in the past? 
 We celebrate little, if anything, that our deadlocked U.S. Congress has recently done in 
environmental legislation, but if we look back half a century, there has been steadily growing 
environmental legislation in our national government.  The tone of these acts is often phrased as 
a concern about environmental quality, environmental values, beauty on our landscapes, 
endangered species, biotic diversity, wilderness, or unimpaired productivity or diversity of the 
land, or sustainability, or future generations.  There is increased persuasion that the national 
treasures include natural givens, both amenities and necessities, which are not always merely 
commodities.  To take but one example, the National Environmental Policy Act requires for 
major federal projects with significant effect a detailed statement of expected environmental 
impacts and of alternatives to the proposed action.  There has been greatly increased 
environmental regulation and litigation, and much controversy over agency decisions about 
public land use.  Aesthetics is regularly apart of such evaluation. 
 These drastic changes in the political system were for the most part not initiated by the 
political leaders but began in value changes in the grassroots public, spearheaded by 
environmental activists and citizens' groups.   The policy changes have reflected citizen 
reassessments in ethics and values associated with the natural environment.  How about China?  
Do you have an equivalent of our Environmental Protection Agency?   Do such agencies figure 
the aesthetics of Chinese landscapes into their planning?  If not, do Chinese aestheticians and 
citizen’s groups protest?  
 Living in the in the Rocky Mountains, I consider myself especially blessed.  We late-
coming humans are the only aestheticians on the landscape, and if we do not rejoice in and save 
this splendid beauty, who will?  And what a pity if none of our children ever should because we 
lost it.   What a pity if the Chinese too were to lose beautiful China.   The Chinese are skilled by 
their long heritage at seeking harmony, at getting the whole picture, fitting parts into a more 
beautiful whole.  That, I hope, and you should hope, is the future of Chinese environmental 
aesthetics.  Then, and only then, will the Chinese flourish.  And we in the West can learn from 
our dialogue with the East. 
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