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Abstract

Chinese ecological economics is a subject hardly known in the West. When reading relevant literature on the emergence of ecological economics in Western countries and China, it looks more like an independent emergence in different regions. Chronologically, the Chinese Society for Ecological Economics (CSEE, Zhongguo shengtai jingjixue xuehui) was founded 1984, four years before the International Society for Ecological Economics (ISEE). Also, the Chinese journal Ecological Economy (Shengtai jingji) started four years before the ISEE journal Ecological Economics.

One specific Chinese background is a long historic tradition and experience of ‘social metabolism’ or social ecology with ‘Chinese characteristics’, which in essence consist in a high density of population and economic activities in big areas combined with ‘social capital’ in relation to ‘social metabolism’. Chinese ecological economics had—also in a comparative view—a potent start in the 1980s. But then it lost momentum because of many factors. Most important was the context of an increasing prominence of the ‘logic of capital‘. While the relative importance of institutionalised Chinese ecological economics may have been decreasing, on the other hand there has been a mainstreaming of the issues of ecological economics.

The article puts forward two hypothesis for a further research agenda: (1) Based on the fact that Chinese ecological economics is tightly connected with knowledge inherited by an agrarian society: The significance of (documented) historic agricultural knowledge in China—for tackling the problems of necessary adaptations to climate change in agriculture—is very high and comparable to the well-known significance of Traditional Chinese Medicine. (2): Since in China the current problems of the availability of resources on the one hand and emission and pollution on the other hand are most accentuated, and since China wants to catch up—and also has got historically accumulated ‘social capital’—the pressure but also the chance for the transition to a new paradigm of (sustainable) development are high (higher than in countries where there is less pressure). And: Since many ecosystems in China are near their tipping points, Chinese ecological economics, as a consequence, will become more relevant as an interface science in a broader sense.

1. Introduction

Due to foreseeable deadlines set by climate change and other global environmental developments, mankind is standing at a crossroads.
  There is a lot of literature providing evidence for feasible global solutions before uncontrollable tipping points are reached. But the big questions are: How to manage real social and economic development? How to find ‘fair’ regional and global solutions? And what are the preconditions for implementing solutions? Probably, there will be different sets of solutions adapted to different (possible) circumstances and developments. Thus ecological economics might well become a kind of scientific pivot connecting natural and social sciences as well as providing fundamentals for policy options in this situation where no human knowledge should be ignored.

The survey article by Shi
 on Chinese ecological economics states the following: “This endeavor is hardly known in the West and little attention has been given so far to the potential role of Chinese attitudes in the international ecological economics.”
 Although there is a significant increase of articles in Western journals on the environment in China and there has been some progress with regard to contacts, cooperation and exchange of information between Chinese and non-Chinese ecological economists, this statement seems to prove more or less right almost ten years later. 

The present contribution roughly describes and analyses Chinese ecological economics in a comparative way and also makes proposals for a research agenda.

2. What is Ecological Economics?

First, ‘ecological economics’ (shengtai jingjixue) is to be defined and differentiated from ‘environmental economics’ (huanjing jingjixue). Whereas e.g. environmental sociology is typically defined as the study of societal environmental interactions from a broader societal view, ‘environmental economics’ is basically an extension of neoclassical economics, based on well-known specific assumptions and methods. Here, ecosystems are viewed as subsystems of the economy. An ‘efficient allocation of resources’ is established after the resources of nature have been valuated by prices on (ideal) markets; free markets integrate all relevant available information into prices. Property rights are assigned as far as possible. Adam Smith’s ‘invisible hand’ provides optimal solutions. Accordingly, ‘environmental goods’ can be bought and sold and can be targets of investments. Therefore, within this determination there cannot be many relevant ‘Chinese characteristics’
 of environmental economics.

Still, environmental economics was introduced in China at about the same time as ecological economics emerged,
 with the speed of the adoption of environmental economics accelerating in the 1990s when the transition to a market economy was deepening.
 “The continual introduction of western modern economic theories enriched the theoretical basis of environmental economics.”
 Accordingly, important issues of environmental economics in China are e.g. environmental valuation and preparation of emission trade.

In contrast, ecological economics represents a much wider approach and is characterised by a plurality of methods: 

(1) Behind the term of ‘ecological economics’, there is an interdisciplinary field of science, which would be completely incompatible to any kind of ‘economic imperialism’.
 Complex problems require complex analyses and concepts not limited by boundaries of subjects. But the strengths of interdisciplinarity also implicate problems: Ecological economics “currently is more a movement than a discipline because the requirements for interdisciplinarity make a core methodology hard to define”.

(2) In terms of ecological economics, the economy is embedded in an ecological system with some fundamental flows of energy and matter in which limits and constraints cannot be transcended.

(3) ‘Strong sustainability’ (qiang kechixu xing) means that nature cannot be replaced by capital—as is also assumed in environmental economics. For example: Lost species cannot be replaced by any investments. 

(4) In terms of methodology, pluralism is accepted.

Although in reality the borders between ‘environmental economics’ and ‘ecological economics’ are often blurred, the basic differences between them in China and in Western countries are quite significant and can deliver conclusions starkly opposed to each other, for example in the question of agro-fuels.

3. Phases of Ecological Economics in China
There is some literature on the history of ecological economics in China
 on the one hand and in the West on the other.
 Two of the authors, Costanza and Wang,
 played important roles within societies for Ecological Economics. But the chapters on direct and indirect interactions and on an integral view are still to be written.

Altogether, Shi defines three phases of development of ecological economics in China: In the first phase, from 1980 to 1984, when the focus was on the establishment of ecological economics as a new research field.
 The second phase, which he dates from 1985 to 1994, is characterised by the real transcendence of disciplinary boundaries. The economist Xu Dixin stressed that “the economic construction must be ecologicalised”, and the ecologists Ma Shijun and Xiong Yi put forward that “the research of ecology must be economised”.
 It was the time when the dynamic view of sustainable development was put on the agenda globally. The promulgation of China’s Agenda 21 in 1994 marked the beginning of a third phase, in which theoretical inquiries became increasingly connected with real-world problems.

4. Some Highlights in the Development of a New Discipline in China…
At a workshop organized by Wang Songpei and presided by Xu Dixin (both economists) in Beijing in 1980, it was the first time economists and ecologists proposed the establishment of ecological economics. It marked the beginning of establishing Chinese ecological economics through the integration of economics (represented by Xu Dixin
) and ecological science (represented by Ma Shijun).
 That was the first time in China that natural and social scientists worked together to establish a new field of research.
 After this meeting a series of papers on ecological economic research was published in the journal Economic Research in 1981.

In 1982, the first national conference on ecological economics was held in Nanchang. It was co-sponsored by the Institute of Economics (jingji yanjiusuo) of the Chinese Academy of Social Science (CASS, Zhongguo Shehui Kexueyuan), the Institute of Rural Development (nongcunfazhan yanjiusuo) (CASS), the Bureau of Environmental Protection of the Ministry of Urban and Rural Construction (Chengxiang jianshebu huanjing baohuju), the Chinese Society of Ecology (Zhongguo shengtai xuehui), and the China National Committee on ‘Man and Biosphere’ (Zhongguo “ren yu shengwuquan” guojia weiyuanhui). This event, which had been prepared for two years, can be regarded as the establishment of ecological economics as a research discipline.

The CSEE was founded in Beijing at another national conference. between February 14th and 21st, 1984. It was co-sponsored by the same five institutions as the first forum held in November 1982.
 Afterwards, provincial societies for ecological economics were set up throughout the country. The Yunnan Society for Ecological Economics has been one of the most active provincial branches. Also, sub-societies
 were successively set up after its foundation. At the constitution of the Chinese Society for Ecological Economics in 1984, Vice-Premier Wan Li stressed the significance of ecological economics in his opening speech.
 The journal Ecological Economy, assigned to CSEE and based in Yunnan, was launched in the Chinese language in 1985, and is said to be the first journal of ecological economics all over the world. An English edition of Ecological Economy was launched in 1996 with financial support of the World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF). But after three issues, the funding ceased
 until Ecological Economy was re-launched in an English version in 2005. With regard to contents, the Chinese edition of Ecological Economy
 is similar yet not identical to the English edition.

5. … and the West

From a European point of view, Spash and Røpke
 describe in detail the substantial emergence of what later was called ecological economics.

The modern (re)formulation of the basic ideas of ecological economics was in place around 1970, but a long gestation period followed before the field was named and institutionalised. The establishment depended upon social processes occurring within the research community. First, the ideas had to be diffused before a critical mass of interested researchers was found, with personal contacts playing an important role in this process.

Spash explains the differentiation of ecological economics from mainstream resource and environmental economics, and contests the still remaining strong position of neoclassical concepts also within ecological economics.

An important date in the pre-history of the formation of Western ecological economics was the year 1982, when a symposium on “Integrating Ecology and Economics” was organised in Sweden, funded by the Wallenberg Foundation.
 Many of the later protagonists of the International Society of Ecological Economics were already present there. One cause of a longer orientation period back then was the fact that some environmental economists also took part in this group. After some years of clarification, a further workshop on “Integrating Ecology and Economics” was held in Barcelona in 1987. At the Barcelona meeting, it was finally decided that the new discipline should be called “ecological economics”.
 The participants
 of this meeting were almost exclusively of European and North American background. The first relevant book published by this circle, having the name of ‘ecological economics’ in its title, was published in the very same year.
 From the Barcelona meeting, deliberations took shape for launching a journal. This journal, Ecological Economics, has been issued since 1989. The immediate impetus for founding an international society was the publisher offering better commercial conditions in case that a society was formed. So a rather hurried establishment of the International Society for Ecological Economics took place in 1988.
 Robert Costanza organised the first meeting of the ISEE (with funding support by the Pew Foundation and World Bank) in Washington, D.C. in 1990. Although the pre-history of the ISEE had been concentrated in Europe, the central institutions of the International Society of Ecological Economics then represented a ‘dominant US-base’.
 After the foundation of the Society, Spash describes its “expansion” starting out from the USA, and supposes to see an “affiliated society in China”.
 In 1996, the European branch (ESEE) was formally founded.
 In Europe, basically, ecological economics “has been able to develop more freely than in North America and has naturally evolved a socio-economic perspective which in many ways reverts to a political economy of the past”.
 Costanza included neoclassical economics as a subset of ecological economics, Spash expounds the implications of this view.
 Because of the tendency at some time in the USA to include mainstream economics, Europeans considered it necessary to have an own European journal. Røpke describes this in terms that “a geographical tension was inbuilt from the beginning, as well as different political perspectives, different views of the role of scientists”.

There are some remarkable parallels between Chinese and Western development of ecological economics, such as the following: With the Chinese publication of the book Ecological Economics (Shengtai jingjixue),
 the result of the collective endeavour of some years, a basic theoretical system of ecological economics was established in China in 1987.
 In 1987, an individual seminal work carrying the same title and focusing on historical theoretical roots was published by the Spanish scholar Martinez-Alier, probably independently.
 In 1991, Ecological Economics: The Science and Management of Sustainability
 was published in New York. Afterwards the work, which finally resulted in publishing Ecological Economic Management towards the 21st Century
 in 1997, was published in China in 1992 and was intended as a practical guide.

6. Common and Different Background

When reading relevant literature on the emergence of ecological economics in Europe and North America
 on the one hand and China
 on the other, the independent formation of this field of science in different regions almost recalls independent discoveries of innovations. 

Basically both had the same background with global resource and environmental problems in the 1970s or the first big global conference on the environment in Stockholm 1972 (United Nations Conference on the Human Environment). On the other hand, the specific backgrounds were yet quite different:

In Western countries, the economic crisis and energy issues had become relevant political issues in the 1970s and the beginning of the 1980s. There was some impetus and also a real possibility for a fundamental change of paradigm. The problems and options for a socio-ecological turn were rather clear. An example is the important document “The Global 2000 Report to the President”,
 published in 1980, which already gave a concrete picture of the global environmental situation and the pending problems of climate change. But the balance of power swung into another direction so that less attention was paid to the ecological challenge: The neoliberal turn to privatisation, deregulation and a global agenda of ‘free trade’ and free flows of capital triggered and increased the commodification of nature as well as it led to the dominance of a more short-sighted view in decision-making. The implicated low prices for energy and commodities did not create significant endogenous incentives within the economic systems. 
In China, the socio-ecological basics have a priori been underlining the significance of the issues of ecological economics even before the current era of growth set in. For instance, the arable land per capita in China is only 1/3 of the world average, “but land was often unreasonably used.” “For a long time, China […] plundered its natural resources, and seriously destroyed the eco-environment.”
 Although at all times there were also successful counter-measures, ecological problems were legion and included deforestation, overfishing, “overuse of chemical fertiliser instead of the traditional organic fertiliser”, “reclamation of grassland for farming and overgrazing of grassland have also given rise to large-scale degradation, desertification and alkalinisation”.

Wang recognises the emergence of Chinese ecological economics as simultaneous with analogous processes elsewhere in the world in reaction to global challenges. Its generation is “a response to the demand of solving the world’s contradiction between economy and ecology”.
 He identifies driving forces of this global process, for example, the ‘movement of Environment and Development’ since the 1970s, and the response to demands of solving practical problems.

7. Ecological Economics With ‘Chinese Characteristics’
In China, during the turbulent 1960s and 1970s, environmental issues only played a marginal role in official policy and science. The aftermath of the Cultural Revolution set a very fundamental agenda of new orientation by which a new path should be followed fast. At first glance the founding of ecological economics at that time could seem surprising in the specific situation after 1978. What were the reasons for the fast emergence of ecological economics, especially at that time? Firstly, the (implicit) awareness of striking socio-ecological problems China was facing. Secondly, there was the general sentiment also within science to catch up with the west, and the environmental issues were on the agenda, too. Thirdly, some protagonists (especially Xu Dixin) were pivotal advisors for the government in those years of transition. (This is a difference to the West where in those years exponents of ecological economics did not play a similar role).

Shi points out three major sources for the theoretical foundations of Chinese ecological economics: (1) traditional ecological economic thought in ancient China, (2) Marxist philosophy and political economy and (3) research advances of modern Western sciences.

One core conviction of ecological economics is that each region has its own social, ecological and economic conditions and characteristics, and that it is necessary to incorporate these into the analysis, so “that different countries [can] develop ecological economics with their own characteristics”.

However, western ecologists usually are very scared when they take a look at the social-ecological basics of the Chinese society for the first time: the density of population in many regions, the huge dimension of ‘social metabolism’
 (the material and energetic interaction between society and nature within a specific social organisation) combined with the well-known growth rates—which are also growth rates of (linear) material flows and do actually have historic parallels with regions beyond China, yet the spatial dimensions are unique. Scale and size definitely matter in this respect as well. But there is a long historic tradition and experience of ‘social metabolism’ or ‘social ecology with Chinese characteristics’
. The latter in essentially is based on the high density of the population and economic activities in big areas combined with ’social capital’ developed from complex ‘social metabolism’. Also, little of that is known in Western countries. 

On the one hand the historic social and ecological development in China can be described as a retreat of nature with an increasing fragility of man-nature relations.
 On the other hand it is also a matter of fact that—in contrast to other civilisations—within much more than two thousand years, some balance and socio-ecological stability could be kept up in a co-evolution of man, nature and landscape. This has been the condition for continuity of social development. 

There is much literature on the relation of man and nature in ancient Chinese philosophy and also controversial discussion on theoretical roots of nature conservation and sustainable resource utilisation in China. The specific approaches of Confucianism, Daoism, Chinese Buddhism and other philosophical thinking on the relation between society and nature reflect different reactions to already visible ecological degradations.
 To understand this one must know that “[t]he Chinese landscape was one of the most transformed in the pre-modern world.”
 
It is obvious that a civilisation can only survive in the long term if culture and ethics provide some social regulation securing a minimum of sustainability. In this sense China has always been featuring a comprehensive system of ‘socio-ecological engineering’ with the specialty being that the “Chinese written record on environmental matters is probably unique in its continuity and depth in time”.

The thinking in concepts of balances in economic, ecological and comprehensive instead of linear terms is one of the most fundamental issues in Chinese philosophy. The most general background for the emergence of ecological economics is the recognition of the necessity of regaining and sustaining balances in both static and dynamic respects. Currently this is one of the most important approaches
 to transforming the paradigm of development. It is related to the even more general concept of ‘harmony’ (hexie) being essential for historic (and to some extant current) Chinese thinking.

Harmonious (coordinated) development (xietiao fazhan) theory was clearly summarised for the first time in a report entitled: 
“‘On Harmonious Development of Ecology and Economy’, which was submitted at the second national conference on ecological economics […] in 1986.”

However, the notion of harmonious development was even used previously e. g. by Xu Dixin in the in the starting phase.
 
8. Special Focus on Agriculture

Although also in the first years of Chinese ecological economics urban topics were treated
 Chinese ecological economics has been focused strongly on agriculture
. For example, the deterioration of arable land by prioritising short-term benefits has been a topic dealt with at great lengths. This reflects the importance of land resources for China. Likewise, desertification is an existential Chinese issue: By increasing livestock “people make large area of grassland degenerate and become desert”.
 At least since the end of the 18th century, there has been a significant lack of land as the most important resource of agriculture. In comparison to the US and to Europe, Chinese agriculture has been very land- and labour-intensive at all times. There is a remarkable tradition of recycling nutrients. 

The dimension of documented experience of sustainable agriculture in China for different regions and over long periods of time is unique in the entire world. Most important is the character of intensive circular economy. This seems to be an invaluable asset under the perspective of climate change. In agriculture, already small changes in temperature and precipitation have far-reaching impacts. The big problem is the foreseeable speed of changes. When the speed of changes is slow new ecological and economic ‘equilibria’ can be found by trial and error. For food production, climate change implicates relatively rapid adaptations of plant cultivation and agricultural eco-systems so that there is limited time for trial and error experience and so for the need of proved solutions in different regions. So the documentation of good practice in different situations in history can save expensive research or avoid failures.

Europe has been familiar with East Asian knowledge of agriculture for a long time (see King’s seminal book Farmers of Forty Centuries or Permanent Agriculture in Agriculture in China, Korea and Japan
 from 1911) but this knowledge can hardly be called comprehensive. In the era of intensive use of chemicals and the industrialisation of agriculture, this knowledge and practice was disesteemed also in China. The specific characteristic of historic agricultural knowledge in China is the rather continuous documentation over long periods, and in very different regions.

This leads to a hypothesis and proposal for a research agenda: The significance of (documented) historic agricultural knowledge in China in the mentioned context of forthcoming climate change and the implications for different rapid adaptations in agriculture is very high (probably comparable to the widely acknowledged significance of Traditional Chinese Medicine) and should be comprehensively analysed in the context of climate change. 

Furthermore, currently in the agricultural sector there is a small but significant portion of ecological agriculture in China.  Like in many countries, it is based on different backgrounds: farmers within the paradigm of “environmentalism of the poor”
 can hardly afford means like expensive fertilisers, a small proportion of ecological agriculture based on specific development plans or commercial niche strategies and last but not least, agricultural practices
 based on applied Chinese ecological economics. “Chinese ecological agriculture provides a particular manifestation of applying ecological economic rationality in agricultural practices”, “combining traditional farming practices with modern scientific and technological methods. It emphasises the coordination of relationships between agriculture and the natural environment, biodiversity, agricultural technology, economic results and ecological integrity”.

9. Pressure Due to Scarcity of Resources and the
Need to Lower Emission Levels

Due to its high density of population, China has been facing relative scarcity of some important raw materials for its industries. What must not be ignored in this context is that European countries could use basic resources at ‘colonial’ conditions during their period of industrialisation, whereas today, world market prices of primary products like oil, iron ore or copper have been rising to comparatively very high levels without conceivable limits—reflecting limited resources, and deadlines of climate change on the horizon. Zhu and Wu
 state the following about the current situation in China: On the one hand, per capita natural resources in China are far more rare than the average level in the world, which means that China’s economic development has been restricted by its own limited natural resources from the very beginning; and furthermore, the opportunities of obtaining resources from other countries are quite different from former periods of industrialisation in Europe, for example. Moreover, it can be difficult and provoking new problems to supplement basic natural resources such as land or water from outside a country’s own territory. —On the other hand, the intensive use of material resources and the density of economic activities under the current paradigm of development entail relatively high levels of emission with negative consequences to ecosystems and health.

The implications of these conditions for present China are: Pressure for a more intensive exploitation of its own resources with consequences of more pollution on the one hand and pressure for transition to a new paradigm of development on the other hand, with high resource productivity, low carbon dioxide emissions and circular economy. Chinese ecological economics raised these questions for a long time.

To put forward another hypothesis for the material flows between society and nature as the core problem of the environmental crises: Chinese ecological economics will gain ever more importance as an interface science. The reasons for this are obvious. In present-day China the problems of the availability of resources on the one hand (‘input side’ of the economy) and emissions and pollution on the other hand (‘output’) are the most pronounced worldwide. At the same time, China wants to catch up with the West economically. As mentioned before, China has also significant historically accumulated ‘social capital’. So the pressure, challenge and chance for a new paradigm of (sustainable) development is high (resp. higher than in countries where there is less pressure). As many ecosystems in China are advancing towards their tipping points, in a systemic view these are conditions for generating a new paradigm of development. Whereas Chinese publications about socio-ecological questions more often than not analyse also the Western side or at least make some comparisons, Western publications are often euro-centric. For example, one of the European works that is most deeply portraying economic thinking on nature
 is developing the logic of (European) views, beginning with Greek philosophy, but does not mention Chinese or any other Asian thinking. A survey on the topical European discourse in the twentieth century can be found in Røpke’s article “The Early History of Modern Ecological Economics”.

A fundamental issue in the Chinese discussion—one that has been globally well known for a long time—is the relation between economic development and environmental protection. In China, this topic is most accentuated because of the historic situation and the current growth paradigm. Basically, the answer is ‘sustainable development’, but this concept is hardly operationalised and questionable mainstream ideas like the ‘environmental Kuznets curve’
 are widespread—even in ecological economics. The implication is the popular strand that environmentalism is a task for rich or richer societies. But Chinese ecological economists take a firm stand against the viewpoint of “use first, protect later”.

10. A Specific Root: Marxian Thinking

A specific root and background of Chinese ecological economics is Marxian thinking
: Dialectical thinking is convenient for comprehensive views of nature and society, interaction, balance, cycles and self-regulation. Historical materialism is convenient for stressing material flows and the dynamic interaction of material basis and society. Moreover, in Marx’s work there are also some socio-ecological approaches. As Liu states in a differentiated evaluation on traditional Marxism: “[i]n practice it ignored the alienation and its reality caused by capitalist industrial civilisation, especially [it] ignored the same reality still existing in the process of socialist civilisation.”

The Marxian view in ecological economics stresses the significance of labour in the process of social metabolism of exchanging material, energy and information between society and ecosystems.
 Giving consideration to western ecological Marxists like Burkett,
 Liu characterises Chinese “Ecological Marxism” as more comprehensive, not only stressing philosophy but also economy and social fields and so also orientated towards practice.

But it would be too simple to characterise Chinese ecological economics as Marxist because of its general heterodox approach. Shi sees a “dialogue drawing on Marxist and non-Marxist economics“.
 This is reflected e.g. in quite a number of articles in the journal Ecological Economy based on mainstream neoclassical economics. Nontheless, “[e]cological economics has challenged political economy to incorporate environmental issues.”
 Under the mentioned specific circumstances of relative scarcity of resources and implications of pollution, questions of distribution gain a new momentousness: “The significance of social equity under the scarcity of natural capital in China should be taken into consideration.”

Exponents of ecological economics tried to tie in with the reform agenda. Wang, for instance, argues that after the economic reform after 1978 had increased ‘social productivity’ (shehui shengchanli), it had become obvious that further deep reform was necessary for a higher ‘social productivity’ in the sense of securing nature as the precondition of existence.
 Continuing the economic reform in the sense of increasing ‘social productivity’ by internalising negative effects on nature should be on the agenda and so, according to Wang, a “new socialist market economy system of eco-economy pattern” would be achieved.

An important aspect is the official adoption of basic rationales of ecological economics by the 17th Congress of the Chinese Communist Party in 2007. Within the broader concept of harmonious society (hexie shehui) in Chinese politics, the environmental issue is one among many. Because of the adoptions in official political agendas of the rationales of ecological economics, it seems that a significant space and responsibility have been assigned to them, because the tasks and challenges are enormous. But until now implementation is lagging far behind.

11. Reasons for the Decreasing Momentum of 
Chinese Ecological Economics

In the last decade the issues of ecological economics have even gained much more weight because of the tremendous increase of material growth with huge implications to resource input and environmental pollution, as well as the even more striking deadlines of climate change. 
But the relative actual importance of this approach has been decreasing. Chinese ecological economics had—if compared to others—a potent start in the 1980s before environmental problems began to reach the distressing level of the last fifteen years. That in the last ten years its lost momentum can be attributed to the following factors:

Generally, the decrease of relative actual importance is owing to the scientific, institutional and political ‘mainstreaming’ of environmental issues. The social-ecological issues were more and more covered by a broad spectrum of different sciences and institutions. 

Within the scientific community of Chinese ecological economics there have obviously been difficulties in the shifting to new generations. Retired important exponents with influential positions could hardly be replaced. Also, the culture of conflicts has not been developed optimally, since only “limited efforts have been made to study disagreements, controversy or conflicts in Chinese ecological economics”.

Also the low frequency of international contacts has increasingly been an inhibiting factor: 

During the past two decades, China’s ecological economic researches have done poorly in exchanges and cooperation with other countries. This has been a major defect in China’s ecological economic research. Henceforth, China’s ecological economics should join the world, change the current isolated state of research, and get further development in cooperation and exchange with experts all over the world.

As an interdisciplinary field of research, ecological economics would have required innovative interactions above average standards.

Probably the most important factor consists in the growing tensions arising as a consequence of the more dominating “logic of capital”
 (as stated by Liu Sihua). Due to the transition to market economy and privatisation and the:
(…( dominant economic growth paradigm, the emerging ecological economic concerns always give way to short-term economic gains in the Chinese decision-making process (Liu, 1993). If political legitimacy still depends on pursuing short-term economic development, it is argued that under such a political and cultural atmosphere it would be nearly impossible to adopt development strategies that are conductive to truly sustainable development.

Within the adopted logic of capital, the on-going process of deepening of market structures can make the observance of conclusions of ecological economics difficult: It is relevant for the current Chinese framing that the market may be able to cope with relative scarcity, “but it is incapable of dealing with absolute scarcity because the economy is a subsystem of a finite non-growing ecosystem.”
 From the view of social-ecological regulations, evaluation is also relevant: “With market-oriented mechanisms playing an increasing role in China, a situation of interest fragmentation and compartmentalisation has recently appeared.”

The focus on agriculture (and forestry) concurrently implied that in Chinese ecological economics, comparatively little research has been done in industrial ecology or the mining industry.
 But exactly in these fields there have been the greatest challenges in the past ten years.

All these circumstances which became manifest in the late 1990s were certainly not advantageous for the thriving of ecological economics in China.

So Wang, former vice-chairman and secretary general of the CSEE, stated on the status of Chinese ecological economics that “China’s ecological economic research is now in a spontaneous, scattered and duplicated state, so incapable of carrying on important research projects,” and also “[t]heoretical research in ecological economics still remains comparatively weak. (…( (E(cological economists have not yet (…( studied some important ecological economic issues closely related to national economic development”.

Furthermore, he claimed that “China’s ecological economics is too weak in strength to guide practical activities”. To counteract this development, Wang firstly proposed to conduct more quantitative studies and less qualitative studies and secondly to initiate more “comparative researches between China and other countries”.

 As mentioned before, Chinese ecological economics lost momentum in the second half of the 1990s, whereas the International Society for Ecological Economics and its regional branches could thrive by realising organisational ‘economies of scale’ and ‘economies of scope’.
 Until today the Chinese Society for Ecological Economics is still not formally associated with the International Society for Ecological Economics. From the principles of ecological economics, e.g. heterodox interdisciplinary integration, it is surprising that only little progress has been made in merging ISEE and CSEE.

Reasons for this may be that “[d]ifferences deriving from different natural and economic conditions and different social and cultural backgrounds have undoubtedly affected scholars’ positions on issues under study.”

It is a matter of fact that direct interactions between Chinese and non-Chinese ecological economists are still limited in number (although probably increasing). Problems of communication may be a main reason for that. From the non-Chinese side, reservations against a political ideology, general preconceptions and simply nescience are sometimes the causes: “The evolution of Chinese ecological economics appears to the West to have been a process of absorption of, reaction to and articulation of its Western counterpart. However, this is not the actual situation.”

Shi’s conclusion is still topical:

“Chinese ecological economics has provided a unique example of exploring the ecological economics of non-Western or non-industrial societies […]. It might offer some insights for other countries, especially developing countries, in developing their own specific articulations of ecological economics. In this sense, there is merit in recasting the epistemological mould from an Eastern-Western perspective. […] Given alternative ways of understanding that might offer some insights from a particular perspective and in relation to particular problems, all are learners with the purpose of enhancing an overall articulation of ecological economics”.

Economic crises, resource problems, energy provision, environmental pollution and ensuring development to overcome hunger and poverty have become multiple global challenges. A more generalized science of ecological economics will be able to contribute to solutions by disclosing win-win potentials.
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