Chinese and Western Attitudes to Nature
(By Joseph Needham from Science and Civilisation in China, vol. VII:2, p 90-94)
[bookmark: _GoBack]The sixth and last major point which I would like to take up in this discussion is the question of the different attitudes to Nature held traditionally by China and Christendom. This is a subject which readily lends itself to vague generalisations, but nevertheless I think that something relatively concrete can be said. Many half-truths (or even less) concerning it have been in circulation for a long time. For example, F. S. C. Northrop wanted to characterise the Chinese approach as basically aesthetic in contrast with the scientific approach of Europe. Or again, Feng Youlan once said that the Chinese philosophers had never sought to dominate Nature; it was themselves they sought to dominate. If this sort of thing had been the whole story it would obviously have been impossible to fill many volumes with the recital of achievements of the Chinese in all scientific realms from mathematics to medicine, over a period of some years. But there were great differences in the attitude to Nature, and here once again there is much for the world of today to learn from the Chinese tradition. 
In the first place it is evident to anyone who knows anything about Chinese civilisation that it did not have any well-developed theology of a creator deity. Unlike the thinkers of other early civilised peoples, the ancient Chinese philosophers did not give much credit to creation myths accounting for the origins of the world. There were myths of organising and arranging gods, or demi-gods, but they were not taken too seriously. Chinese thinkers did not, in the main, believe in a single God directing the cosmos, but thought rather in terms of an impersonal force (Tian 天), meaning ‘heaven’ or ‘the heavens’ indeed, but here better translated as ‘the cosmic order’. Similarly, the Dao 道 (or Tian 天 dao) was the ‘order of Nature’. Thus in the old Chinese world-view man was not regarded as the lord of a universe prepared for his use and enjoyment by God the Creator. From early times there was the conception of a scala naturae (Ladder of Being) in which man was thought of as the highest of the forms of life, but nevertheless that did not give to him any authorisation to do exactly what he liked with the rest of ‘creation’. The universe did not exist specifically to satisfy man. His role in the universe was ‘to assist in the transforming and nourishing process of heaven and earth’, and this was why it was so often said that man formed a triad with heaven and earth (三才者, Tian 天, di 地, ren 人). It was not for man to question the way of Heaven nor to compete with it, but rather to fall in with it while satisfying his basic necessities. It was as if there were three levels each with its own organisation, as in the famous statement, ‘Heaven has its seasons, man his government, and the earth its natural wealth’. 
Hence the key word is always harmony; the ancient Chinese sought for order and harmony throughout natural phenomena, and took this to the ideal in all human relationships. Early Chinese thinkers were extremely impressed by the recurrences and cyclical movements which they observed in Nature – the four seasons, the phases of the moon, the paths of the planets, the return of comets, the cycle of birth, maturity, decay and death in all things living. Fan zhe dao zhi dong 反者道之動, as the Dao De Jing says, ‘returning is the characteristic motion of the Dao’. Tian, or Heaven, was more and more seen as an impersonal force generating the patterns of the world of Nature; phenomena were thought of as parts of a hierarchy of wholes forming a cosmic pattern in which everything acted on everything else, not by mechanical impulsions but by co-operation in accordance with the spontaneous motivations of its own inner nature. Thus for the Chinese the natural world was not something hostile or evil, which had to be perpetually subdued by will-power and brute force, but something much more like the greatest of all living organisms, the governing principles of which had to be understood so that life could be lived in harmony with it. Call it an organic naturalism if you like; however one describes it, this has been the basic attitude of Chinese culture through the ages. Man is central, but he is not the centre for which the universe was created. Nevertheless he has a definite function within it, a role to fulfil, i.e. the assistance of nature, action in conjunction with, not in disregard of, the spontaneous and interrelated processes of the natural world. 
Of course the ancient Chinese hunted and fished, but by and large their civilisation was always agricultural rather than pastoral; hence perhaps a more patient, less dominating, more feminine attitude to natural resources. The ‘Man of Song’, who pulled up his sprouts in order to make the crop grow faster, was a standard laughingstock for the peasant-farmers of China through two millennia, accustomed as they were to a much more patient attitude towards Nature. It is true that widespread deforestation occurred as the ages went by, but this should be put down to the pressures of social conditions, and warnings against it can be found in many texts, as in the Meng Tzu book (Mencius), or in the Huai Nan Tzu protesting against the inordinate use of the wood for firing metallurgical furnaces. Warnings against depletion of natural resources are quite common in Chinese literature; another good example would be the action of that governor of Guangdong in the Later Han period, Meng Chang 孟嘗, who made the pearlers give a rest for a few years to the peal-oysters, and afterwards guard against over-fishing. Whenever anything could be done in accordance with Nature (this was the great wu wei無為 doctrine of the Daoists) it was best to do it that way. For example, if water was wanted at 50 ft. above the level of a river, it was much better to take it off by a derivate lateral canal some miles upstream and follow the contours, rather than laboriously lift it by water-raising machinery at the spot. All this was not a ‘passive’ attitude to Nature, as some superficial minds have supposed’; it was a profoundly right instinct that to use Nature it was necessary to go along with her. The Daoists would have applauded Francis Bacon’s saying, Natura enim non imperator nisi parendo (Nature can only be commanded by obeying her). Thus to sum it up, there was throughout Chinese history a recognition that man is part of an organism far greater than himself, and by corollary a great sensitivity to the possible depletion, and pollution, of natural resources. 
How different was all this from the feudal or imperialist domination of Nature arising from the Hebrew tradition. The People of the Book were never guided towards any restraints in the utilisation of those natural resources which God had provided for their use. As long as modern science still lay in the womb of time this lordship may have done no great harm, but once science had become airborne, as it were, then whole forest could be cut down every day to provide paper for the banal (and often vicious) printed matter of the popular press; while noxious chemicals, like organic mercury compounds or radioactive poisons, could freely spread about everywhere. Lynn White in his remarkable book Machina ex Deo has revealed the responsibility of Christendom in inducing men to have an utterly possessive and destructive attitude to the rest of Nature, a record only mitigated by the relatively minor voice of St Francis. Western man will have to retrace his steps. 
Meanwhile today there is evidence that the Chinese are conscious of the possibilities of pollution, which after all they have seen in horrifying forms very close at hand in Japan; and they are building into their industrial plants all kinds of arrangements for avoiding toxic or opprobrious effluents. Clearly this is something much easier to do in a socialist economy than when a private firm, or limited liability company, is under the constraints of competitive marketing and profit making. Modern science too is validating some of the characteristic Chinese techniques. For example, the use of human excreta as fertiliser has been a characteristic feature of Chinese agriculture for 2,000 years. It was always a good thing in that it prevented the losses of phosphorus, nitrogen and other soil nutrients which happened in the West; but it was also a bad thing because it contributed to the spread of disease. But now in the light of modern knowledge of composting technique it is quite easy to avoid the latter drawback while retaining the former advantage. 
One last thought which emerges from this discussion of attitudes to Nature is that the Peoples of the Book, and the West in general, have always been far too given to masculine domination. It seems imperative and urgent that the Western world should learn from the Chinese the infinite value of feminine yieldingness. This is the message of the ‘Valley Spirit’ (gu shen 谷神) of the Dao De Jing. Of course for the Chinese the greatest perfection always consisted in the most perfect balance of the Yin and Yang, the female and male forces in the universe. These great opposites were always seen as relational, not contradictory; complementary, not antagonistic. This was far different from the Persian dualism with which the Yin-Yang doctrine has often been confused. Indeed, the Yin-Yang balance might be a good pattern for that equilibrium between the forms of experience which we need so much, that harmony between compassion and knowledge-power. Here again,  then, there is something vital which the rest of the world has to learn from the Chinese tradition, if it is not to be torn to pieces by the interplay of intrinsic warring psychological factors, and by external aggression against Nature and between men. The ewig Weibliche comes to us in Chinese dress, a Margaret-Gretchen, a Xuan Nü玄女, who can be the salvation of the world as she was of Faust himself. 
It is high time that I came at last to my general conclusion. What I have been trying to urge is that in very many respects Chinese culture, Chinese traditions, Chinese ethos and Chinese human beings, those living today as well as those of all the ages, have contributions of outstanding importance to make for the future guidance of the human world. Nothing that I have been saying denies the ‘Everlasting Gospel’ of the two great commandments; but it is time that Christians realised that some of their highest values may be coming back to them from cultures and peoples far outside historical Christendom. The question is: what is humanity going to do with the Pandora’s box of science and technology? Once again I should like to say: Ex Oriente Lux.




