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Abstract

This paper argues the need for a moral dimension, lacking in the neo-classical paradigm,
to humanity's relationship with the natural world. Against this background, it reviews
Chinese philosophical/religious traditions of Confucianism, Taoism, Buddhism, neo-
Confucianism, and popular religious practice. The Chinese worldview derived from these
traditions is based on ideals of harmony, human perfectibility and systemic fit within
natural systems and processes. However, it also contains strong worldly and utilitarian
elements at the popular level, and environmental degradation in modern China is
explained in terms of recent increases in the importance of the pragmatic over the ideal.
The paper concludes that Chinese traditions offer conceptual resources for ecological
thinking by placing economics within a wider socio-ecological fabric, emphasising soft
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technologies, challenging meta-economic assumptions, and encouraging systemic
wisdom.
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