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The field of science, technology and society (STS) calls for greater geographical diversity that draws attention to
‘the rich mosaic of non-Western cultures.” This perspective provides cultural insights into the construction of the
imaginary of ecological civilization in China. From the lens of sociotechnical theory, this perspective presents the
discourses and practices constitutive of ecological civilization. We argue that ecological civilization operates as
an imaginary that builds on both state-led environmental narratives and sociocultural traditions. In particular,
the Chinese perception of human-nature relationships, represented by the principle of “Unity of Man and Na-
ture,” constitutes a key cultural feature in the collective vision of a desirable life of Chinese people. The
perspective piece shows how sociocultural roots might mediate or antagonize relations between national and
community aspirations. Moreover, ecological civilization extends beyond any single sector or technology, and
the unified diversity projected by the imaginary is a co-production of local knowledge with the normativity

embedded in ecological civilization.

1. Introduction

The field of science, technology and society (STS) features inter-
disciplinarity that integrates social and cultural perspectives in science
and technology studies [1]. The basic constituents of STS research (so-
ciety and culture) underscore the importance of epistemological di-
versity, guaranteed by the involvement of not only a variety of actors but
also different geographical locations [2]. Nevertheless, a recent review
conducted by Sovacool et al. [2] identifies a general lack of diversity in
energy-related STS research, with a disproportionate focus on devel-
oped, industrialized and Western societies. Sovacool et al. [2] hence call
for a greater geographical diversity of STS research that draws attention
to ‘the rich mosaic of non-Western cultures.’

This perspective piece engages with China, a civilization with more
than 5000 years of history, to provide cultural insights into the co-
construction of the imaginary of ecological civilization by the state
and Chinese society. China is the world’s second-largest economy. A
recent report estimates that, due to the COVID-19 pandemic, China will
overtake the US economy by 2028, five years earlier than the previous
estimate [3]. China hosted a third of the global renewable power ca-
pacity and consumed a quarter of the global renewable energy output in

* Corresponding author at: 219 Portobello, Sheffield S1 4DP, UK.

2018 [4]. Given its significance in the global energy landscape, what
happens in China will be globally relevant [5]. At the virtual UN General
Assembly in September 2020, China announced the target of carbon
neutrality by 2060. Realizing this ambitious pledge would mean deep
structural changes in China’s economy, including industrial structure,
patterns of urbanization, and consumption. To the global community,
whether China is ready or not for such a transition remains an open
question.

From the lens of sociotechnical imaginaries theory, this perspective
engages with a crucial but much neglected ecological turn in China,
marked by the official integration of ecological civilization into its na-
tional agenda. We argue that ecological civilization constitutes an
institutionalized environmental imaginary rooted in China’s traditional
cultural and social beliefs and perceptions of human-nature relation-
ships. In particular, we show how a reconnection to societal cultural
codes fosters the interplay between knowledge, normativity and mate-
riality in the co-production of the imaginary of ecological civilization.
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2. Sociotechnical imaginaries: The divide between national
visions and local aspirations

Hess and Sovacool [1] identify the study of sociotechnical imagi-
naries as one of the four major energy-related STS perspectives. Socio-
technical imaginaries are “collectively held, institutionally stabilized,
and publicly performed visions of desirable futures, animated by shared
understandings of forms of social life and social order attainable
through, and supportive of, advances in science and technology [6, p.
6].” Since it emerged in the late 2000s, sociotechnical imaginaries
research seeks to understand sociotechnical systems from the perspec-
tive of cultural meanings [2]. Jasanoff [6] first introduced the imagi-
naries concept to STS scholarship in her 2001 piece “Image and
imagination: The formation of global environmental consciousness” as a
way of making sense of the emergence of a shared global environmental
consciousness, and attendant political community-building, inspired by
the 1960s Earthrise image. The eventual conceptualization of socio-
technical imaginaries in later STS work has helped to explain how sci-
entific representations and technological endeavours both shape and are
shaped by “collectively-held, institutionally stabilized and publicly
performed visions of desirable futures.” According to this branch of
Jasanoffian STS scholarship, sociotechnical imaginaries are collectively
held and normatively desirable visions animated by sociotechnical
projects, including the forms of knowledge and materiality that under-
write them.

Sociotechnical imaginaries may be institutionalized in public pol-
icies, but as they are lodged in the public consciousness, they often
operate beyond the bounds of the state [1]. Nation-states can formulate
public policies that align with specific imaginaries, such as in the well-
known research of Jasanoff and Kim [7] on nuclear power in South
Korea. This case illustrates the construction of a national imaginary
around nuclear energy, associated with investment strategies and
development plans, which supported the reconstruction and establish-
ment of South Korea as a wealthy, technologically advanced nation [7].
In a similar way, Kuchler and Bridge [8] describe the deep and
emotional ties between state-led dreams of nationalist modernization
and an energy future based on coal in Poland. State imaginaries can gain
strong traction, in part because of the formal authority that resides
within national governments. As strategies for national development are
a key objective of central governments, such plans can easily become
entangled with infrastructures, funding, and knowledge production. Due
to this special position, there has been considerable academic interest in
normative analyses of national imaginaries of science and technology,
particularly in the energy sector [9].

Yet, Jasanoff [6] also explains that the concept of imaginaries helps
us understand how “space and scale are linked in a normative coupling.”
In this sense, imaginaries help to “reconfigure actors’ sense of the
possible spaces of action but also their sense of the rightness of action,
ranging from locality...to the planet” [6]. This means that imaginaries
are not constrained to any specific scale of action, nor to any specific
actor, but are co-constructed by constantly shifting collectives. In
particular, the proliferation of grassroots-based sociotechnical imagi-
naries demonstrates that a diversity of actors are involved in the con-
struction of competing and contested imaginaries [1]. As noted by Hess
[10], “there is not a monolithic state imaginary of the public.” A plu-
rality of ‘publics,” including social movements, industrial coalitions, and
opposing political parties, formulates opposing visions of the future, for
example linked to new technologies and disruptive industries or visions
of social justice [10]. In the context of imaginaries of energy futures, a
wide range of actors proposes counter-hegemonic visions, which differ
in their alignment with technologies, knowledge, social arrangements,
and metrics of progress [11]. New visions materialize in communities
through experimentation, adoption of new technologies, and formation
of networks of actors [12]. For example, the articulation of energy
imaginaries has been shown to depend on situated accounts that relate
both to memories of the past, such as shared recollections of hardship, as
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well as to the collective envisioning of a future ‘good’ life [13].

The fact that national imaginaries are frequently contested at the
local level indicates that there can be a mismatch between the formu-
lation of sociotechnical futures in national policy and visions con-
structed locally by communities and individuals [14]. The portrayal of
national imaginaries in the literature sometimes seems to communicate
that single and official state imaginaries (reflected in policies and elite
perceptions) can represent the nation as a whole [15]. Nevertheless,
state imaginaries often fail to resonate with the experiences and notions
of idealized futures of ordinary people. This can materialize as a ‘gap’
between state imaginaries as manifested in policy and cultural beliefs or
values held by the public that those policies are assumed to represent
[15, p.104]. This divide between state and society in visions of low-
carbon futures is sometimes notable. Official imaginaries can be tech-
nocentric, failing to resonate with the interests and aspirations of local
communities. As noted by Jasanoff et al. [16, p.4], “states have not al-
ways correctly discerned the needs and wants of their own publics with
respect to technological developments.”

This perspective piece engages with the relationship between na-
tional and community-based visions — in particular the putative ‘gap’
between national and local concerns. Despite calls for the integration of
“real people’s cultural models” in national discourses [15], state imag-
inaries are frequently presented as being constituted by grandiose
dreams of infrastructure and technological progress, disconnected from
the everyday lives of ordinary people. Overall, there is a strong focus in
the literature on contestation and antagonism between state-led visions
and grassroots aspirations, or even a complete disconnect between the
two. This antagonism is tangible in cases where technological develop-
ment and infrastructure projects proposed by public policy generate
public opposition [e.g., 17,18]. In response, members of the public
mobilize alternative imaginaries to contest those led by the state. For
example, Simmet [19] illustrates the conflict between globally circu-
lating visions and locally grounded concerns. In a case study of solar
power in Dakar, there was a deep disconnect between visions articulated
by international policy communities based on ‘universal’ ideals of
industrialization, and the actual needs or preferences of communities
[19]. Smith and Tidwell [20] likewise demonstrate a divide between
national energy imaginaries (focused on consumption) and locally
formulated imaginaries, where the latter highlighted the importance of
dignified work conditions within energy industries [see also 21,22].

This ‘gap’ is especially acute in the context of China. In governance
and policy studies in China, the idea of a unitary state apparatus with the
ability to control all aspects of life has gradually given way to in-
terpretations of a fragmented, networked system interspersed with
spaces of participation, dialogue, and contestation [23-25]. Neverthe-
less, research on environmental governance in China continues to
emphasize the authoritarian components of the political system
[26-28]. This tendency is reproduced in the emerging literature on
sociotechnical imaginaries surrounding science and the environment.
For example, in relation to wind power, Korsnes [23, p.52] attributes the
influence over imaginaries to the state, describing energy imaginaries as
“long-term, state-induced desirable futures,” which are “part of a larger
process of nation-building and plan-based governance.” In an overview
of sociotechnical imaginaries in research and innovation policy, Wit-
trock et al. [29, p.83] argue that the dominant imaginary is “structured
by the centralized power of the party and government not only in the
control but also in the definition of societal goals and values.” Imagi-
naries of technology and innovation in China are therefore tightly
intertwined with nationalist ambitions of economic development and
scientific progress and shaped predominantly through public policy,
allegedly in contrast with “deliberative and participatory traditions”
observed elsewhere [30]. Likewise, in an examination of the circular
economy, Schulz and Lora-Wainwright [31, p.2] speak of an imaginary
“largely supported—at least by state actors.” This imaginary is con-
structed primarily through “state-led standardization and formalization
of dismantling and processing in large plants and circular economy
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parks,” driven by top-down agendas and geared towards profit genera-
tion [31, p.10]. In an analysis of ambitions for industrial automation, Lei
[32, p.16] similarly refers to a “top-down national sociotechnical
imaginary” shaped by state and business techno-fetishist interests,
which explicitly excludes workers and unions.

The image that emerges from sociotechnical imaginaries in China is
that of a set of ideas somehow monopolized by discourses and ideologies
of the state, possibly influenced by business interests, but primarily
dictated by the government. Our view is that such depictions misrep-
resent Chinese society, as well as the concept of imaginaries itself.
Sociotechnical imaginaries, as a cultural analytical framework of science
and technology, may be understood through analyses of national polit-
ical cultures [16], but they are fundamentally inseparable from deeper
structures of society, including cultures and philosophies embedded in
worldviews and social practices. In this perspective, we engage with the
case of China to deconstruct the idea that state visions operate in
isolation from the rest of society. To do so, we interrogate the con-
struction of the imaginary of “ecological civilization” in China and point
towards a dynamic relationship between grassroots ideals and national
objectives, which is mutually constructive, fluid, and adaptive. In this
case, a ‘harmonization’ of knowledge and normativity occurs where the
knowledge comes from below and the normativity from above. We
illustrate the profound influence of ‘traditional’ thought and practices in
the construction of ecological civilization as a sociotechnical imaginary.
The political leadership in China has clearly formulated a state vision
attuned to popular sentiment (including a long-shared history of culture
and philosophy) and sought to embed cultural memories in state-led
environmental policy narratives. At the same time, local environ-
mental initiatives have revived these same systems of thought,
contributing to the collective cognitive construction of the ecological
civilization imaginary. Our argument is that culture has acted as a key
enabling element in the orchestration of social and state imagination of a
society in social-ecological balance. This means that, as elsewhere,
sociotechnical imaginaries are co-produced in China through in-
teractions between knowledge, normativity, and materiality.

3. China’s imaginary of ecological civilization: A resonance
between the state-led discourse and sociocultural dynamics

3.1. The ideological and political framings of ecological civilization

Ecological civilization is a concept that was developed within the
Communist Party of China (CPC), particularly by Yue Pan, the former
deputy director of China’s State Environmental Protection Agency [33].
As early as 2003, in a keynote speech delivered in the first forum of
“Greening of China,” Pan brought up the concept of “ecological indus-
trial civilization” (shengtai gongye wenming) [34]. The concept was arti-
culated as a green version of industrial civilization, an alternative mode
of economic development to address ecological crises generated by the
traditional mode of industrialization. At that time, the meaning of the
concept remained vague and unspecified. In 2006, Pan [35] published a
journal article entitled “On socialist ecological civilization” in Green
Leaf, an influential journal on environmental issues in China. In this
article, drawing upon a systematic review of socialist theory, particu-
larly eco-socialism, Pan introduced the concept of “socialist ecological
civilization.” According to Pan [35p. 16]:

“Ecological civilization refers to the sum of material and spiritual
achievements obtained by human beings following the principle of the
harmonious development of man, nature and society; It refers to a cul-
tural and ethical morphology with the fundamental purposes of harmo-
nious coexistence, a virtuous circle, all-round development, and
sustainable prosperity between man and nature, man and man, man and
society.”

This initial article published by Pan [35] laid the foundation for the
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ideological and political framing of ecological civilization. Many con-
cepts and ideas proposed by Pan were later integrated into the official
narratives of ecological civilization of the Chinese government [36,37],
and eventually endorsed by Xi Jinping [38].

The rise of ecological civilization in China’s political narratives
occurred in parallel with the increasing environmental consciousness of
Chinese society. Three decades of rapid economic development has
brought China not only economic prosperity but also mounting envi-
ronmental problems. Since the mid-2000s, with the proliferation of
environmental protests across the country [39], environmental issues
have become a main cause of social unrest. In 2007, about half of adults
(54%) in China thought environmental protection should be given top
priority, while the share increased to 68% in 2018 [40]. A social
consensus is consolidating in Chinese society around the urgency of
environmental protection and ecological restoration.

In 2007, ecological civilization, as a term, first appeared in the report
of the 17th National Congress delivered by former President Hu Jintao.
Ever since, it has been assigned an increasingly prominent and impor-
tant role in China’s national agenda [33]. In 2012, the “Five-Sphere
Integrated Plan” was put forward as a national strategy in the report of
the 18th National Congress, adding “ecological civilization construc-
tion” to the previous “Four-Sphere Integrated Plan” (economic con-
struction, political construction, cultural construction, and social
construction) (Fig. 1). This indicates that “ecological civilization con-
struction” has since been officially designated as one of the building
blocks in the realization of China’s national priorities. Meanwhile, the
18th National Congress adopted the revised Constitution of CPC, and the
aim to “build a socialist ecological civilization” was added into the Party
Constitution.

From 2015 to 2016, a series of policies were published, including the
“Opinions on Accelerating the Construction of Ecological Civilization,”
the “Overall Plan for the Reform of Ecological Civilization System,” and
the “Measures for Evaluating and Assessing the Objectives of Ecological
Civilization Construction.” These documents specified the overall ob-
jectives, key tasks, and institutional arrangements for the construction of
ecological civilization, representing concrete steps taken by the Chinese
government in advancing this national environmental vision [41]. In
particular, the leading role of science and technology innovation was
highlighted, with a commitment to continued support for cleaner modes
of production. The 19th National Congress, held in 2017, further
consolidated the national strategy of building an ecological civilization.
The amended Party Constitution enriched the 2050 national goal by
adding “beautiful” to the original text of “build a great modern socialist
country that is prosperous, strong, democratic, culturally advanced, and
harmonious” (Fig. 1). In March 2018, ecological civilization was written
into the Constitution of China. At the National Conference of Ecological
Environment Protection held in May 2018, the “Xi Jinping Thought on
Ecological Civilization” was formally established [42], which is
considered an integral part of “Xi Jinping Thought on Socialism with
Chinese Characteristics.” Ecological civilization was thereby incorpo-
rated into the CPC’s core ideology.

Fig. 2 presents the evolution of the concept of ecological civilization
in China’s political discourse. Although China is a one-party state, since
the 1980s, there have been ongoing institutional reforms to separate and
balance the powers between the Party and the state [43]. Therefore, to
understand policymaking in China, it is important to distinguish be-
tween the Party and the state [44]. If we see the state as a set of
differentiated and autonomous government institutions [45], the Party
controls the state and Party ideologies penetrate the governance logic of
the state. Seen this way, the ideological framing of national agendas is
more important than the political framing, as the former lays down the
ideological and theoretical underpinnings and orientations, while the
latter establishes political legitimacy and translates the top-level design
into concrete actions. For the narrative framing of ecological civiliza-
tion, we can therefore distinguish between the framing in Party ideology
and the framing in public policies and governance.
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Realize Communism

Realize the Chinese Dream of national
rejuvenation

Build a great modern socialist country that is
prosperous, strong, democratic, culturally
advanced, harmonious, and beautiful.

(2035-2050)

Basically realize socialist modernization and the
goal of building a Beautiful China

(2020-2035)

Build a moderately prosperous society in all
respects (2020)

Political
construction

Economic
construction

Ideological

Political

Cultural Social
construction

Ecological civilization

construction construction

Fig. 2. The ideological and political evolution of the imaginary of ecological civilization.

Embedded in the political and ideological framings of ecological
civilization are commitments such as sustainable development, the
harmonious coexistence between man and nature, the idea of “lucid
waters and lush mountains are invaluable assets* (the well-known “Two
Mountains Theory” proposed by Xi), and holistic thinking of mountains,
rivers, forests, farmlands, lakes, and grasslands as a life communityl.
The interpretation of sustainable development in Chinese policy follows
eco-modernist ideas about enhanced resource management, especially
efficiency, which can be reached through technology innovation and
industrial upgrading. This has been central to Chinese policy for many
years, and it continues to be strengthened in recent plans. For example,

1 http://www.gstheory.cn/2020-04/06/c_1125819117.htm

the “Guideline on Accelerating the Development of Ecological Civiliza-
tion” emphasizes energy-saving and new energy development as key
areas for scientific and technological research [22]. A novel aspect
introduced in recent policy documents is the representation of ecosys-
tems as valuable in themselves. These ideas seem to more directly
translate traditional philosophies of ecocentrism into contemporary
policy. Within this language, there is, on the one hand, ethics of aes-
thetics (preserve nature because it is beautiful), but also an element of
holistic thinking that recognizes nature as an integral system that
maintains all life on the planet. This refers to principles of maintaining
balance and harmony within the natural world (which includes human
activities), and in policy documents this translates into ideas about
carrying capacities, ecological protection zones, and preservation of
natural habitats. Because ecological civilization has been incorporated
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into the core ideology of the CPC, this national imagination penetrates
the design and implementation of a variety of environmental policies,
shaping science and technological development and the allocation of
public expenditures. Statistics show that from 2016 to 2019, the national
general public budget for ecological civilization construction expendi-
ture reached 3.1 trillion yuan, with an average annual growth rate of
14.8%. The central special funds for ecological civilization in 2020
increased by 8.5% compared with 20162,

3.2. Culture as a key element in the co-production of ecological
civilization

Culture and belief systems inspire and shape environmental imagi-
naries. In the last few years of the twentieth century, several leading
philosophers in China (including Qian Mu, Tang Junyi, Feng Youlan, Ji
Xianlin) independently concluded that the traditional Chinese view of
human-nature relationships might be of crucial relevance for the future
of humankind, potentially contributing to a revolutionary reorientation
of the human developmental trajectory [46]. According to these
scholars, the ingredient of environmentalism inherent in traditional
Chinese philosophy might offer an alternative pathway in addressing
multiple ecological crises. This Chinese environmentalism is best rep-
resented by the Chinese view of Nature, in particular the principle of
“Unity of Man and Nature” (KA &—).

The “Unity of Man and Nature” as a term was first coined by
Zhangzai to depict the holistic and anthropocosmic view of the universe.
Ever since, the connotations of the “Unity of Man and Nature” have been
enriched greatly, and it has become a core concept in traditional Chinese
philosophy [47,48]. According to Tu [46p. 253], the idea of “Unity of
Man and Nature” implies “a sustainable, harmonious relationship be-
tween the human species and nature.” The Chinese view of Nature fol-
lows a correlative epistemology, which understands the universe as a
complex network consisting of innumerable, interdependent relations
connected to and separated in diverse ways and distributed in un-
countable levels [49]. Under this correlative cosmology, instead of
viewing Nature and human beings as separated and independent en-
tities, the natural world and humankind are perceived as organically
united and intimately interconnected. This view is frequently articulated
by ancient Chinese philosophers:

Man follows the laws of the earth; the Earth follows the laws of heaven;
Heaven follows the laws of dao; Dao follows the laws of Nature. - Dao de
Jing (Laozi)

Heaven and Earth co-exist with me, and all things and I are in oneness. —
Qi wu lun (Zhuangzi)

Heaven is my father, and Earth is my mother, and even such a small
creature as I finds an intimate place in their midst. Therefore that which
fills the universe I regard as my body and that which directs the universe I
consider as my nature. All people are my brothers and sisters, and all
things are my companions. — Xi Ming (Zhangzai)

As can be seen, in Chinese philosophy, Nature is humanized and
moralized. In the oldest classical Chinese book Yi Jing, for instance,
Nature is depicted as a moral creator: “The great virtue of Heaven and
Earth is called ‘producing [things]’ (sheng).” Implicit in Chinese culture,
the “Unity of Man and Nature” goes beyond an abstract ideal and serves
as a practical guide for everyday life, inscribed in material structures and
social practices [50]. Huang [38], for instance, described how “man in
harmony with nature” is an essential principle in landscape design in
China. The traditional Chinese calendar (the Nongli calendar), with the
spirit of living in the rhythm of nature and organizing human activities
according to natural patterns and processes, is still widely used by
Chinese nowadays, exerting a profound influence on agriculture

2 http://sthijt.shaanxi.gov.cn/dynamic/zhongs/2021-03-25/68124.html
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production, health care, and the daily life of Chinese people [51].

The “Unity of Man and Nature,” as a core Chinese cultural element,
embraces the sociocultural dynamics of contemporary China and con-
stitutes a key feature of the social imaginaries of a desirable life of
Chinese people. This can be seen from the rise of the internet celebrity Li
Ziqi. Li is one of China’s most popular vloggers, with more than 50
million subscribers on Chinese social media platforms. Living in rural
China, Li’s videos on rural life present an ideal Chinese pastoral life
rooted in the Chinese philosophy of living peacefully with nature [52].
Li’s rise as a cultural icon represents a trend of the rejuvenation of
Chinese traditional culture in Chinese society [53]. Traditional cultural
activities such as tea ceremonies, calligraphy, and pottery are gaining
ground in popular culture, particularly among the younger generation.
Liu [54] calls this cultural trend the revival of the Chinese living aes-
thetics, which represents a shift from practicing Chinese aesthetics to
living Chinese aesthetics.

Ecological civilization, as a sociotechnical imaginary, resonates with
the cultural, social, and institutional dynamics unfolding in Chinese
society, co-produced by multiple social groups. The national vision of
ecological civilization has already incorporated the core cultural
ingredient of “Unity of Man and Nature.” In the article “On socialist
ecological civilization,” Pan [35] argues that ecological ethics, which
are inherent in both Confucianism (“Unity of Man and Nature”) and
Daoism (“Dao follows the laws of Nature™), aligns with the values of
ecological civilization. The 19th National Congress report incorporated
“ensuring harmony between humans and nature” in the basic strategy of
socialism with Chinese characteristics for a new era. The “Unity of Man
and Nature” is also frequently quoted by Chinese leaders on different
occasions. Under the imaginary of ecological civilization, the Chinese
government portrays the long-term vision of a “Beautiful China” with
harmony between humans and nature. Apparently, the “Unity of Man
and Nature” has become a cultural language for the communist Party to
connect with the public and to evoke resonance in the imaginary of
ecological civilization. Fixed within ancient Chinese belief systems and
reflecting a moral order accepted for centuries in Chinese society,
ecological civilization goes beyond official political narratives in China.

The Chinese view of Nature serves as a primary epistemological
element in the materialization of ecological civilization in local projects.
State-driven narratives draw on lived experiences, histories, and mate-
rial realities to continuously reshape what the imaginary consists of.
This is conspicuously manifested in the nationwide rural revitalization
campaign, a key agenda in building an ecological civilization. Pan [35]
describes ecological civilization as an advanced form of civilization,
following primitive civilization, agricultural civilization, and industrial
civilization. In China, many remote rural villages that represent the
agricultural civilization have been sacrificed for rapid industrialization
and urbanization and are mostly forgotten places due to their remote
geographic locale and a lack of transportation infrastructure to connect
with the outside world. In the era of ecological civilization in China,
these villages are being rediscovered under the national campaign of
rural revitalization, a key principle of which is to preserve local cultures
and traditional living practices.

A typical case is the Azheke renovation project in Yunnan province.
Azheke village is located at the core area of the Honghe Hani Rice
Terraces World Heritage Site, which was designated as the national
innovation base for the “Two Mountains Strategy” in 2018. The area is
characterized by a unique cultural landscape of a four-fold integrated
system of ‘forest-water—terrace-village.” In particular, the rice terraces
form a resilient land management system to maintain social and envi-
ronmental resources, demonstrating harmony between human and na-
ture in both ecological and visual terms [55]. Villagers have lived in
traditional mushroom houses for generations, but many of the houses
have been left dilapidated due to a lack of proper maintenance. Initially,
tensions existed between local governments and villagers because vil-
lagers built many new houses to improve their living conditions which
damaged the unique landscape of the village. As a solution, local
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governments invited experts to make an overall revitalization plan (the
‘Azheke Plan’) to improve villagers’ living conditions without jeopard-
izing the village’s traditional architecture. With the engagement of local
villagers, the revitalization plan aims not only to preserve the traditional
architecture and landscapes of the village but also to capitalize on the
cultural heritage through eco-tourism to improve villagers’ income
levels. The local Hani community has strengthened its cultural identity
by the maintenance of traditional ways of farming practices and life-
styles. In this case, the principle of culture preservation upheld by the
local government in ecological civilization construction resonated with
local villagers’ lived experiences of the harmonious coexistence between
man and nature.

As can be seen, the uniqueness of the imaginary of ecological civi-
lization in China lies in that it is deeply grounded on Chinese traditional
culture, and that it grants flexibility and inclusion in both the design and
the implementation of its shared visions. The strategy of ecological
civilization acts as an overarching assemblage of ideas that mobilizes the
environmental agency of different sectors of society, including the
research community, the private sector, non-profit organizations, and
the wider public. For example, the “Action Plan on Fostering Civic
Awareness of Ecological Civilization” aims to incorporate the values of
ecological civilization in school education and develop a strong
commitment of the whole society to building an ecological civilization.
Under the banner of ecological civilization, environmental NGOs have
initiated various environmental campaigns in China, such as the clean-
tech incubator Powerlab launched by Greenpeace and the “Wildlife-Free
E-Commerce Initiative” led by China Biodiversity Conservation and
Green Development Foundation. Various businesses are also employing
the concept to mobilize programs and campaigns. In 2018, China Post, a
state-owned logistics enterprise, launched the “Three-year Action Plan
for Green Post Construction,” promoting green packaging and green
transportation in the name of ecological civilization [56]. In 2019, Ant
Forest, a green initiative linked with the concept of ecological civiliza-
tion launched by Ant Financial (China’s largest financial technology
company), won the UN Champions of the Earth award for converting
green behaviors into trees. By May 2020, Ant Forest had about 550
million users, and more than 200 million trees had been planted [57].
For ordinary Chinese people, although ecological civilization might not
be directly articulated in their daily lives, the key messages delivered by
the vision, such as environmental protection and energy-saving, are
shared by the broader society [58]. As noted by Li Yan [59], the Chief
Representative of Greenpeace China, the recognition of ecological civi-
lization is becoming mainstream in China, and a consensus has been
formed from the top to the bottom of society.

4. Conclusion

This perspective piece responds to recent calls for “more attention to
diversity in non-Western or non-Northern countries and contexts” [2]
and presents a cultural perspective in the co-construction of the imagi-
nary of ecological civilization in China. Rooted in the ancient Chinese
wisdom of “Unity of Man and Nature,” ecological civilization echoes
prevailing social and cultural perceptions and beliefs. The vision por-
trayed by ecological civilization not only represents the objectives of the
state but also reflects common values of ordinary Chinese people.
Ecological civilization serves as a guiding institution for the formulation
of environmental and climate policies, the development of low-carbon
experiments and renewable energy projects, and the mobilization of
environmental agency of different social groups. In China, ecological
civilization has become a plausible vision manifested in various social,
cultural, and institutional practices [33].

This perspective piece responds to recent literature on imaginaries in
China that describes the state as fully in charge of future visions. Often,
the state is understood as a key source of authority in terms of the
construction of environmental narratives. Nevertheless, the case of
ecological civilization in China shows that, from a cultural perspective,
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the state is not separated from society. Instead, we encounter a reality
where there are no clear distinctions between state and grassroots am-
bitions and the relationship between actors is complex and ambiguous.
Through this piece, we have attempted to explain how co-production
operates in this particular socio-political context. We do not neces-
sarily find a divide between ‘scales’ of action but instead a collective
formulation of imaginaries that draws on both political ideology and
public sentiment. In particular, we show how sociocultural roots might
mediate or antagonize relations between national and community as-
pirations, thus moving away from the state/non-state divide prevailing
in the sociotechnical imaginaries scholarship. The convergence between
party rhetoric and public sentiment has allowed for the construction of
ecological civilization as a widely supported imaginary. In China’s rural
revitalization campaign, for instance, the state draws on local histories,
material realities, and lived experiences to foster the co-production of
normativity, knowledge, and materiality in ecological civilization. Seen
from this, China’s imaginary of ecological civilization represents a
resonance between state-led discourse and sociocultural dynamics.

Ecological civilization also represents an environmental imaginary
that extends beyond any single sector or technology. As a result, we
observe a unified diversity in the design and implementation of
ecological civilization, in which an overarching principle of “Unity of
Man and Nature” is interpreted and practiced quite differently in diverse
local contexts. On the one hand, the long history of Sinicization within
China’s society has contributed to the transformation and integration of
many non-Han cultures into Han Culture, represented for example by
the permeation of Confucian ideas throughout the nation. Culture has
contributed to the aggregation of varied expectations into a shared
future vision [2]. This explains why ecological civilization, rooted in the
philosophy of “Unity of Man and Nature,” has aroused widespread
resonance in Chinese society. On the other hand, China is a nation with
56 different ethnic groups, and cultural diversity and heterogeneity
shape environmental narratives. Visions of ecological civilization are by
no means unanimous and universal, and there are different beliefs,
values, and interpretations of socio-ecological relations across different
cultures and civilizations, even within the nation. The normativity
embedded in ecological civilization can be contested, reinterpreted, and
reconstructed quite differently with the input of local knowledge and
also conditioned by local materialities. We show how the imaginary is
taken forward by different actors with the recognition of local identities
and histories and the incorporation of cultural elements in ecological
civilization projects. In this way, China’s framing of the ecological
civilization discourse represents an effort of restoring something old and
familiar, based on place-based traditions.
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