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Chinese environmental movements:  
Civil soCiety DisCourses on Climate Change  

anD environmental proteCtion

Nora Sausmikat

Abstract

environmental protection had already been an issue for the Chinese government 
during the 1970s, but it was not until 2008 that China managed to establish its own 
ministry of environmental protection (mep) by upgrading the former state 
environmental protection administration (sepa). non-governmental forces for 
environmental protection had developed over the last 20 years from single-issue 
groups into a diversified and cross-disciplinary movement. infrastructure projects 
had been the engines of both the state’s and the ngos’ environmental activities—
although with very different motives. in 1982, the first environmental protection 
bureau had been established by the ministry of urban and rural Construction. 
although the first environmental ngo (engo) active in China had been the 
WWF—invited by the government in 1979 to work on a panda conservation pro-
gram—the first Chinese environmental protection activities began with protests 
against the three gorges Dam at the end of the 1980s. similarly to other countries 
in the West, energy-infrastructure issues and the general question on the develop-
ment model had therefore become closely related to the development of civil 
society and activities in league with environmental protection. 

During the last 20 years, the protagonists like the topics, the strategies as well 
as the function of environmental groups (or engos) had undergone vast changes. 
internationalisation and professionalisation had also played their parts in influ-
encing the working style of those involved with ngos. While many articles focused 
on the specific relationship of the ngos with governmental agencies, this paper 
will reconstruct the discourses and strategies of environmentalists during the last 
20 years. 

1. Introduction

environmental protection is not only concerned with the protection of the 
environment, but helps to raise the level of civilisation of mankind and 
helps to create a better social life for everybody in society. the improvement 
of the relationship between the people will follow the improvement of the 
relationship between man and nature and become pure and noble.1 

1 Cf. Feng yongfeng 冯永锋, Wei minjian huanjing liliang nahan 为民间环境力量 
呐喊 [a Call to arms for non-governmental environmental Forces] (Beijing: Zhishi chan-
quan chubanshe, 2010), 34. author’s translation.
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this quote from the outspoken environmental journalist Feng yongfeng 
is introducing a part in his book “a Call to arms for non-governmental 
Forces”2 where he starts to question the power relationship between state, 
industry and non-governmental forces. By evaluating the function of the 
government in supporting the development of environmental ngos in 
China (and even declare their ‘services’ as belonging to governmental 
public purchase) he calls for a change in the relationship between govern-
ment, industry and ngos. also hong Dayong3 states and proves that the 
Chinese environmental movement is a ‘top-down’ led movement with 
engos serving as ‘governmental helpers’ or partners.4

Whereas Feng and hong no longer question the ‘service function’ of 
engos in China, foreign research is still stuck in this dispute/controversy. 
since the very beginning of research on Chinese non-governmental organ-
isations, the intimate relationship between non-governmental forces and 
the government is the most discussed topic in academia. publications on 
the Chinese environmental movement are overwhelming in number, and 
most of the research papers focus on the degree of independence of ngos 
from the state/party system.5 nevertheless, most scholars agree that the 
Chinese ‘unofficial’ (minjian) actions cannot be described within the nor-

2 the literal translation of the title reads “a Cry on the non-governmental Forces for 
environmental protection (Wei minjinan huanbao liliang nahan)—translated into “a Call 
to arms for non-governmental environmental Forces” in the review on the book by Wang 
shengnan, a journalist who writes for the bilingual online magazine of the British  
ngo “ChinaDialogue”, published June 7, 2011, accessed June 7, 2011. see: http://www. 
chinadialogue.net/article/show/single/en/4337-books-a-piercing-cry. 

3 Cf. hong Dayong 洪大用 et al., Zhongguo minjian huanbao liliang de chengzhang,  
中国民间环保力量的成长 [the growing non-governmental Forces for environmental 
protection in China] (Beijing: China renmin university press, 2007), published by green 
leaves/ChinaDialogue, october 10, 2008 accessed march 16, 2011. http://www.chinadialogue.
net/books/2508-Books-a-gradual-green-awakening-/ch.

4 Cf. Wu, Jian, “a gradual green awakening,” review of “Zhongguo minjian huanbao,” 
by hong Dayong 洪大用, (Beijing: China renmin university press, 2007), published by 
green leaves/ChinaDialogue, october 24, 2008, accessed march 16, 2011. http://www. 
chinadialogue.net/article/show/single/en/2508-Books-a-gradual-green-awakening-.

5 Cf. yang, guobin, “environmental ngos and institutional Dynamics in China,” The 
China Quarterly 181 (2005): 46–66; and yang, guobin, “Civic environmentalism,” in Reclaim-
ing Chinese Society. The New Social Activism, ed. hsing you-tian and Ching Kwan-lee, 
119–139 (london: routledge, 2010). Cf. also alpermann, Björn, “state and society in China’s 
environmental politics,” in China’s Environmental Crisis. Domestic and Global Political 
Impacts and Responses, ed. Joel Jay Kassiola and guo sujian, 123–152 (new york: palgrave, 
2010); Buesgen, michael, NGOs and the Search for Chinese Civil Society. Environmental Non-
Governmental Organisations in the Nujiang Campaign, Working paper series no. 422 (Den 
haag: institute for social studies, 2006); ma, Qiusha, Non-Governmental Organizations in 
Contemporary China. Paving the Way to Civil Society? (london/new york: palgrave, 2006); 
as well as ho, peter, and richard louis edmonds, “perspectives of time and Change: 
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mative parameters of the West’s conceptions of ngos and are better 
described as ‘embedded activism’,6 a hybrid ‘semi-civil society’7 or ‘con-
structive interaction’ between the state and civil society.8 also, as eva pils 
clearly pointed out,9 most attempts to integrate the concept of civil society 
into a non-democratic, post-authoritarian context like China ends up in 
providing conceptual frameworks of corporatism and fragmentated author-
itarianism. liberal values such as freedom of speech, freedom of association 
and the right to political participation are still core elements for the devel-
opment of a civil society. ho’s notion of ‘embedded activism’ only tries to 
define the difficult role environmental or other citizens group have to play 
in China: some try to establish symbiotic relationships with the state and 
therefore fulfil the role of an ally in fighting for the implementation of state 
regulations (for example, lobbying against local state actors and polluting 
factories).10 ma Jun, head of the famous institute of public and envi ron-
mental affairs (ipe), very clearly admits: “We are working very closely with 
the government, we republish their documents and help the government 
to find the locations of the polluters.”11 also, as decribed by salmenkari12 
the state often uses social organisations to achieve better policy results and 
therefore the state takes a more mediating role in indirectly providing 
social or material goods.13 Just recently, Wang yang, the party chief of 
guangzhou, announced new and more liberal regulations for ngos to 
register—but it was made clear that “[m]ultiple organisations are allowed 
in six categories namely charity, culture, education, sports, public hygiene 
and environment to promote competition and better service provision.” 
on 16 may 2012, the Federation of social service organizations for 
guangdong Workers (FssogW) was officially established in guangzhou 
city of guangdong province. led by the guangdong provincial Federation 
of trade unions (gDFtu), the FssogW is a federation of civil labour 
organisations under the umbrella of the official trade union. the trend is 
very clear: the traditional mass organisation will be renamed in ngos with 

rethinking embedded environmental activism in China,” China Information 21.2 (2008): 
331–344.

6 Cf. ho, and edmonds, “perspectives of time and Change.” 
7 Cf. he, Baogang, The Democratization of China (london: routledge, 1996), 7–14.
8 Cf. ma, non-governmental organizations, 208.
9 Cf. pils, eva, “introduction—Discussing ‘Civil society’ and ‘liberal Communities’ in 

China,” China Perspectives 3 (2012): 2–7.
10 Cf. alpermann, “state and society,” 125.
11 personal information by ma Jun, september 25, 2012, Beijing.
12 salmenkari, taru, “searching for a Chinese Civil society model,” China Information 

12.3 (2008): 413. 
13 Cf. alpermann, “state and society,” 125.
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the new task in providing social services and helping to shape social admin-
istration reforms. this means that the state is developing in a new form of 
regulatory state in providing new frameworks for organising interest. this 
mean also that organisations fully independent from the state or organisa-
tions that only operate through foreign middlemen or charities and do not 
cooperate with state agencies are clearly ‘outside the system’ and therefore 
face difficulties. in the continuum between ‘state-’ or ‘society-centred’ 
(meaning ngos speaking for government or society) civil society analysis, 
nearly all agree that the activities of engos and media created a ‘green 
public sphere’ and played a crucial role in promoting participation and 
information. 

instead of repeating the detailed analysis of the degree of Chinese civil 
society being embedded in the party-state, this paper aims to contextualise 
the environmental movement and the different ideas, strategies, and orig-
inal motives behind environmental issues. this paper also aims to recon-
struct the environmental discourses led by civil society representatives 
within the context of the general debate on participation and political 
reform. in doing so, this paper provides a general overview on the devel-
opmental phases of the environmental movement. 

this article mainly profited from four years of work for dialogue pro-
grammes with Chinese ngos,14 but also makes use of my research on the 
sent-down educated youth15 and political reform discourses in China.16

14 these dialogues have been organised in the framework of the eu-China Civil society 
Forum, a forum co-organised by german asia Foundation and financed by the european 
Commission. in august 2011, 70 environmentalists met in south China to discuss effective 
public participatory policies to jointly fight severe pollution by industry. see: http://www.
eu-china.net/english/resources/eu-China-Civil-society-Dialogue-on-participatory-public-
policy_2011_Documentation-Dialog.html.

15 Cf. sausmikat, nora, “Can Western academics penetrate the scars of Chinese history? 
Western Zhiqing research. Collection of Biographies from Female zhiqing in China,” China 
Studies 55 (1996): 111–124. Cf. also sausmikat, nora, “roundtable zur Kulturrevolution,” 
Berliner China-Hefte 13 (1997): 113–114. Cf. also sausmikat, nora, “Female autobiographies 
from the Cultural revolution: returned xiaxiang educated Women in the 1990s,” in Inter-
nal and International Migration: Chinese Perspectives, ed. Frank pieke, and hein mallee 
(richmond, surrey: Curzon press, 1998), 297–314. Cf. also sausmikat, nora, Kulturrevolution, 
Diskurs und Erinnerung. Eine Analyse lebensgeschichtlicher Erzählungen chinesischer Frauen 
(Frankfurt/new york: peter lang verlag, 2000). Cf. also sausmikat, nora, “resisting Current 
stereotypes: private narrative strategies in the autobiographies of Former rusticated 
Women,” in China’s Great Cultural Revolution. Master Narratives and Post-Mao Counternar-
ratives, ed. Woei lien Chong (lanham: rowman & littlefield, 2002), 255–284. 

16 Cf. sausmikat, nora, “Concepts of generations, legitimacy and political ideas in 
China,” Asian Survey 34.2 (2003): 352–384; sausmikat, nora, Claudia Derichs, and thomas 
heberer, ed., Ideen, Diskurse, politischer Wandel—Intellektuelle Ideengeber in der Politikge-
staltung—China, Japan, Malaysia, mitteilungen des instituts für asienkunde 379 (hamburg: 
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2. A Short Introduction to Chinese Civil Society Discourse

research on Chinese civil society in international China-studies was very 
much influenced both by focusing on transitional states and demo-
cratisation,17 and especially by the transition in eastern europe. in 1994, 
the united nations changed their concept of ‘human security’ and intro-
duced it to international discussion. this concept moved away from tradi-
tional potential for threats resulting from military conflict, towards security 
threats through social disparities, poverty, environmental pollution, and 
violation of human rights, financial instability, and missing access to polit-
ical institutions for the population. simultaneously, ‘civil society’, as a 
stabilising factor, gained interest due to these changes in eastern europe. 

the evaluation of the success of stabilisation or consolidation 
parameters does rely heavily on how we define these parameters. 
therefore, the exchange of experiences between hungary, romania and 
China became one of the hot topics of Chinese political think tanks during 
the last 15 years.18 Back in 1998, the institute for the study of Development 
(sussex), together with the Ford Foundation, started the ‘Civil society 
and governance programme’, whose aim was to analyse the function, 
character, and influence of civil society in 22 different countries in asia, 
africa, latin america, eastern europe, the middle east, and the usa. 

institut für asienkunde, 2004). Cf. also sausmikat, nora, “more legitimacy for one-party 
rule? the CCp’s ideological adjustment and intra-party reforms,” ASIEN 99 (2006): 70–91. 
Cf. also sausmikat, nora, “China: intellektuelle und der staat—ein leidvolles verhältnis. 
neue Diskursstrategien zur Demokratisierung,” Kommune. Forum für Politik, Ökonomie, 
Kultur 10.1 (2001): 45–50, 67–71. Cf. also sausmikat, nora, and thomas heberer, “Xifang 
gongmin shehui guan shihe zhongguo ma? 西方公民社会观适合中国吗? [is the Western 
Concept of Civil society Fitting China?],” Nankai Xuebao 南开学报 [nankai study times] 
2 (2005): 64–71.

17 Cf. he, Baogang, The Democratic Implications of a Civil Society in China (london: 
macmillan press, 1997); ogden, suzanne, Inklings of Democracy in China (Cambridge, mass: 
harvard university press, 2002); goldman, merle, Sowing the Seeds of Democracy in China 
(Cambridge, mass.: harvard university press, 1994); Zhao, suisheng, ed., China and Democ-
racy. Reconsidering the Prospects for A Democratic China (london, new york: routledge, 
2000); and tong, yanqi, Transitions from State Socialism. Economic and Political Change in 
Hungary and China (new york, oxford: rowman and littlefield, 1997).

18 several party and non-state think tanks organised workshops and published internal 
papers on these issues. some of these think tanks were visited and several other intellectu-
als involved in the political reform discussion were interviewed by the author. Cf. sausmi-
kat, Derichs, and heberer, ed., Ideen, Diskurse, politischer Wandel; and sausmikat, nora, 
“the impact of Discourses, institutional affiliation and networks among new and old elites 
for political reform in the p.r. of China,” in The Power of Ideas—Intellectual Input and 
Political Change in East and Southeast Asia, ed. thomas heberer, and Claudia Derichs 
(Kopenhagen: nias press, 2006), 276–299.
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the well-known contemporary intellectuals yu Keping, liu Junning, and 
sun liping were among the Chinese researchers. yu focused on village 
committees, rural youth leagues and village militias as examples for ‘rural 
civic organisation’. sun liping analysed the history of one of the first ngo 
projects—the ‘project hope’ (which gained an unfortunate amount of 
public attention because of corruption), and liu Junning examined the 
relationship between the government and the newly established chamber 
of commerce as a rising civil society in a newly established market society. 
these examples show clearly the different understanding of the term civil 
society and ngo from a Western perspective at the early stage of Chinese 
civil society research. 

3. Social History’s Definition of Civil Society

after the end of the Cold War, civil society research boomed and the search 
for the roots of the term began. the reading of ernest gellner’s “Conditions 
of liberty”19 by michael ignatieff20 put a clear emphasis on the liberal 
philosophers and a regulatory state for establishing a civil society. 
additionally, shinichi shigetomi did not mention either habermas or 
gramsci, the protagonists of the understanding of civil society as the con-
tested space between state and society, when discussing the role of ngos 
in asian societies as possible future ‘leading agents of civil society’.21 in his 
view, these agents were mainly concerned with the distribution of resources 
and therefore can be defined as social organisations in the third sector.22 
similar, Chinese approaches prefer to refer to traditional social organisa-
tions as a ‘nucleus’ of the current non-profit sector. 

therefore, this term started to develop independently and became 
 de-contextualised. the ‘public sphere’ claimed by Jürgen habermas23 to 
be a pre-condition for a ‘civil society’ became less important for Chinese 
and Japanese theorists. the filling-the-gap function of civil society by 

19 Cf. gellner, ernest, Conditions of Liberty, Civil Society and its Rivals (london: penguin, 
1994).

20 Cf. ignatieff, michael, “on Civil society. Why eastern europe’s revolutions Could 
succeed,” review of “Conditions of liberty, Civil society and its rivals,” by ernest gellner, 
Foreign Affairs 74.2 (1995): 128–136.

21 Cf. shigetomi, shinichi, ed., The State and NGOs: Perspective from Asia (singapore: 
singapore institute of southeast asian studies, 2002), 1.

22 ibid., 3.
23 Cf. habermas, Jürgen, Strukturwandel der Öffentlichkeit. Untersuchungen zu einer 

Kategorie der bürgerlichen Gesellschaft (Frankfurt a. m.: suhrkamp, 1962), esp. 86ff. 
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 substituting reduced state welfare services, in effect, forced Chinese main-
land scientists to begin to speak of ‘old’ and ‘new’ paradigms: the ‘old’ 
focused on the confrontational approach of both state and society, whereas 
the ‘new’ aligned itself with cooperative partnership relations. subsequently, 
yu Keping defines the basis of civil society as social management. 

naturally, there are always many different ways to interpret history. 
When Jonathan unger wrote his article “the making of new Classes in the 
Countryside”,24 he described a phenomenon that preoccupied many whose 
eyes had been fixed on China at that time: the diversification of social 
interest groups. in his new book on Chinese associations he highlighted 
the fact that “the government initiated the campaign [in 2005]25 to counter 
the possibility of a ‘colour revolution’ in China similar to those that had 
recently overthrown authoritarian governments in serbia, ukraine, 
georgia, and Kyrgyzstan.”26 in the older studies of he Baogang27 and suzan 
ogden28 on civil society and democracy in China, both reject to transfer 
experiences made during the democratic transitions in eastern europe 
and the tiananmen demonstrations of 1989, and questioned definitions 
(democracy as a social construct) and prospects for democracy. ogden 
speaks of an ethnocentric Western definition of democracy.29 again, us-
China specialists were intensely focused on post-communist studies and 
hopes for similar changes in China.30 the Chinese civil society is charac-
terised by describing the change from a totalitarian state-society relation-
ship to a pluralistic and diversified society, which does not necessarily 
oppose the state, but manages to establish autonomous spaces and struc-
tures for opportunity.31 he Baogang systematised the different adaptations 
of ‘civil society models’ (gramscian, Kantian, habermasian, Communitarian, 
rousseauvian models) by different China specialists.32 in the end, he votes 

24 unger, Jonathan, “‘rich man, poor man’: the making of new Classes in the Country-
side,” in China’s Quiet Revolution, ed. David goodman and Beverly hooper, 43–63 (london: 
routledge, 1994).

25 a campaign to investigate associations that received foreign money. 
26 Cf. unger, Jonathan, ed., Associations and the Chinese State, Contested spaces (armonk: 

m.e. sharpe, 2008), 11. 
27 Cf. he, Baogang, The Democratic Implications of a Civil Society in China (london: 

macmillan press, 1997), 4.
28 Cf. ogden, Inklings of Democracy, 15–16.
29 loc. cit., 16.
30 Cf. goldman, Sowing the Seeds, 13–14.
31 Cf. Zhao, China and Democracy, 9, and Ding, Ding, Politische Opposition in China seit 

1989 (Frankfurt a.m., Berlin: peter lang, 2000), 132.
32 Cf. he, The Democratic Implications, 5.
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for a ‘semi-civil society’, which is characterised by political control and 
class nature of the interest groups emerging during the reform process. 

in his famous anthology Democracy is a Good Thing, yu Keping high-
lights at least ten different forms of extra-legal civil organisations: 

although the CCp and the Chinese government have tried to increase the 
independence of Csos [Civil society organisations] and have repeatedly 
issued documents stating that officials in party and government departments 
may not hold leading positions in civic organisations [ …], government 
dominance of civic organisations remains a prominent feature of China’s 
civil society. [ …] Compared with their counterparts in Western countries, 
China’s civic organisations [ …] are nor entirely independent nor voluntary 
[ …].33

therefore, the future of civic movements and organisations will rely on 
effective measures to ensure independence, self-administration, and auton-
omy. the following question, however, remains crucial: are Chinese Csos 
only the service providers of the third sector, helping the state to solve 
environmental and social problems, or can they also fulfil, to a certain 
extent, the role of a critical control instance and force for transformation? 

4. Evolution of Environmentalism in China

in the 1980s, the Chinese government began to introduce environmental 
laws and welcoming assistance from international ngos, as well as from 
bilateral and multilateral aid agencies. since the 1990s, China’s environ-
mental legislation has quickly moved from a focus on command and con-
trol regulation to a more progressive public participation and market 
incentive laws. these changes on the institutional level paved the way for 
new and informally discussed political ideas, as well as an environmental 
awareness to be developed in new social agencies. 

the impulse to press for new space for political participation can there-
fore not be seen as isolated from prior processes of informal organisations 
in the 1980s. the approach of ‘political biographies’ in social movement 
research,34 especially concerning the transformation of societies, seems to 
also be a suitable approach when viewing the Chinese case. as it shall be 
shown in this article, biographical learning processes, new informal 

33 Cf. yu, Keping, Democracy Is A Good Thing. Essays on Politics, Society and Culture in 
Contemporary China (Washington: Brookings institution press, 2008), 73.

34 Cf. miethe, ingrid, and silke roth, Politische Biografien und sozialer Wandel (gießen: 
psychosozial verlag, 2000). 

© 2013 Koninklijke Brill NV  ISBN 978 90 04 23068 2



Chinese environmental movements 205

‘ alliances’35 and globalisation played equal parts in creating a mixture of 
the most important forces behind Chinese environmental activism. it had 
not been until relatively late that environmental issues had become a 
concern of non-governmental activists. When Chinese non-governmental 
forces pressed for participation, other issues—small political think tanks, 
women’s organisations, as well as the very first sprouts of worker-repre-
sentation organisations—had been among the first to evolve. environmental 
protection started to become a topic of the Chinese citizen’s self-organi-
sation in the early 1990s. Based on the historical legacy, which i would like 
to call the ‘stage of preparation’, it had undergone roughly four phases: 

– initial phase: 1986–1992;
– interim phase: 1993–2000/03;
– advocacy phase: 2003–present day;
– political interaction phase: 2005–present day.

i shall discuss these phases from the perspective of the individual social 
agent by simultaneously highlighting the interaction with the international 
community. in the concluding section, several major differences and sim-
ilarities between the developments of the Chinese and the us or european 
environmental movements, respectively, shall be identified.

4.1. Stage of Preparation: Origins of Environmental Discourses

Whereas the roots of environmentalism can be traced back to ancient 
philosophers and a great respect for nature, which has been deeply rooted 
in tradition,36 the most recent movements must be seen as being rooted 
in the complex legacy of the mao era. as Judith shapiro precisely described 
in her book Mao’s War Against Nature, this legacy is comprised of certain 
value systems and an indifference towards the public good. other factors 
have meant great disdain for scientific knowledge, as well as a corrupted 
human-to-nature relationship, including the inhumane treating of ani-
mals.37 this hindered the raising of awareness amongst the common  people 

35 informal alliances can be based on epistemic communities, self-help communities 
as well as new middleclass lifestyle-oriented alliances.

36 Cf. heiner roetz’ article in this volume. 
37 When i first travelled through China back in 1984, i unwillingly became witness of a 

one hour torturing of a dog in front of my noodle sipping kneeing fellow bus passengers. 
only ten years later, the first Chinese environmental ngo was founded and today numer-
ous “animal protection” centres were established. see also yang, guobin, “Civic environ-
mentalism,” 131–132.
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and politicians who, again, impeded progress for environmentally aware 
policy-makers trying to effect policy changes.38 

in 1979, even before the lawsuit began for the ‘gang of Four’, the first 
foreign environmental ngo had been invited to participate in a govern-
mental programme to protect the giant panda. at that time, the state 
Council environmental protection Bureau headed by the officials like li 
Chaobo or Qu geping were responsible for the first political approach to 
environmental policies and hosted that delegation. environmental man-
agement only began to be seen by them as a national priority after 1972, 
when they participated in the un conference on human environment in 
stockholm, sweden. after that, the state council immediately held a nation-
wide conference to address China’s environmental problems. in 1973, the 
first environmental standard on the discharge of industrial waste waters 
was issued and in 1974, the environmental protection leading group was 
established. in september 1979, China’s first basic law on environmental 
protection was adopted.39 as the very first director of the state Bureau of 
environmental protection, which was founded in 1982 by the ministry of 
urban and rural Construction, Qu geping tried to integrate environmen-
tal protection into the development plans of China. While the very first 
initiatives on environmental protection still were carried out under the 
educational habitus of the Cultural revolution (like the first environmen-
tal protection strategy of 1973/1974 aiming to control the ‘three wastes’—
gas, water, and industrial residue) we can state that environmental 
protection for a long time had not really aimed for the protection of the 
environment or the animals but of industry, resources and human health. 
nature conservation was a way to avoid conflicts with the polluting indus-
try. on the second national conference on environmental protection in 
1983 the main discourse focussed on the necessity to simultaneously plan 
environmental protection and economic construction. 

the 1980s slowly adopted a change in nature reservations as a result of 
a long and complex process of awareness, which inherits at least three 
different developments:

– the new function of ‘nature’;
– the learning process of the ‘returned sent-down youth’;40

38 Cf. shapiro, Judith, Mao’s War Against Nature (Cambridge: Cambridge university 
press, 2001), 214–215.

39 Wang, yongchen, Green Action in China (Beijing: Foreign languages press,  
2006), 9–12.

40 During the Cultural revolution’s mass campaign ‘up-to-the-mountains, down-to-
the-villages’ (shangshan xiaxiang), one tenth of the urban youth were sent ‘down’ to the 
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– the reflection on modernisation of the 1980s and 1990s.

Discourses on the environment predominantly began with the new func-
tion of nature—even as early as the Cultural revolution. During that time, 
‘nature’ became an object that needed conquering—that is to say, it needed 
to be dammed, fertilised and reclaimed. nature, however, also became the 
only escape from political suppression. Farmers as well as sent-down youth 
experienced the destruction of nature during the 1960s and 1970s. they 
witnessed vast devastation of virgin forests, the disappearance of wild 
animals, and the exploitation of natural resources. especially in relation 
to current arguments about the human factor of climate change, China, in 
this respect, seems to demonstrate like no other country, the disastrous 
effects of human-induced environmental degradation. 

But ‘nature’ also became a political propaganda tool for nationalistic 
concepts. For many who suffered political oppression, nature symbolised 
the only non-political space for retreat and mental resort for humanity, 
which resulted in both a mystification and romanticism in the scarce lit-
erature of the 1980s. nature was described as ‘virgin’, ‘without guilt’, ‘pure’ 
and paradoxically ‘human’ (because of its ‘emptiness’ without human 
beings). memories of former sent-down youth are filled with descriptions 
of the ‘inner monologues’ when sitting at the lakeside and throwing their 
‘memory’ stones into the water.41

in terms of both literature and propaganda of the 1980s and 1990s, the 
natural environment in the countryside became a projection screen for 
nationalistic and moral concepts. in ye Xin’s movie “ridden by guilt”,42 the 
city had become the morally derogated counterpart of the pure country-
side. nature and rural society are very often described in romantic visions 
of rural citizens as being more ‘rooted’ than urbanities. 

in the discourses of the 1990s, this generation of sent-down youth, many 
of whom became environmental activists later on, was often portrayed as 
patriotic development aid volunteers who had advanced to become medi-
ators between two worlds. the topics of these discourses were basic 

remote areas to receive ‘re-education’ by the peasants. For more information, see e.g. 
sausmikat, nora, Nichtstaatliche Frauenforschung in China (münster: lit-verlag, 2000). the 
cohort born between 1948 and 1952 were called laosanjie—the ‘old three classes’. today, 
they occupy a certain generation of former red guards from various factions, which 
propagated during the 1990s as the new ‘backbone of the state’. many famous writers, intel-
lectuals, and also current politicians belong to this generation. 

41 Cf. sausmikat, Nichtstaatliche Frauenforschung, 253.
42 Cf. the film based on the book with the same title: ye Xin 叶辛, Niezhai 孽债 [ridden 

by guilt] (shanghai: shanghai wenyi chubanshe, 1995). 
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 questions of moral integrity as a copy of the peasant’s stereotyped honesty 
and steadiness. Friends of nature (Fon) president yang Dongping himself 
reflected on his own red guard’s past and described the value change of 
the Cultural revolution generation in his book on public intellectuals 
“From red to green (Cong hong dao lü)”.43 he cherished the physical edu-
cation during the time of the ‘collective self’,44 which he sees as the reason 
for his current good health. he also criticised fanaticism and brutality, and 
characterised his generation as having a specific understanding of China’s 
countryside, an intimate relationship to nature, and popular culture.45 in 
fact, he belonged to the high cadres children of the ‘Five red Classes’ 
(hongwulei)—a privileged position. he was able to depart from the coun-
tryside during the recruitment of the ‘workers, peasants, soldiers’-student 
recruitment (gongnongbing) in 1972. 

the first sprouts of an environmental movement in China were therefore 
embedded in a political environment where the historical legacy of envi-
ronmental sins of the mao era had already been deeply rooted in the con-
sciousness of large parts of Chinese society. shapiro cited extensively the 
reflections of returned youth and continues: “if the educated youth have 
not healed from their experiences on the frontier, neither has the natural 
world recovered from their incursions”.46 

simultaneously, political processes fostered a fruitful environment for 
the development of environmentalism: a fierce high-level struggle for the 
right development model after the crackdown of the student protest move-
ment, the collapse of the soviet union, and the general critical reflection 
on modernisation processes respectively. as early as the 1980s, salons and 
informal discussion groups had materialised, which, in a way, reflected the 
official struggle about which developmental path would be most ‘right’.47 

43 Cf. yang Dongping 杨东平, “Cong hong dao lü 从红到绿 [From red to green],” 
Yang Dongpings Autobiography in Four Parts, online version, april 13, 2006, accessed april 
5, 2011. http://blog.sina.com.cn/s/blog_492471c8010002x2.html.

44 Cf. yang, “Cong hong dao lü,” 6.
45 ibid., 8.
46 Cf. shapiro, Mao’s War, 189.
47 For a detailed discussion, see e.g.: Jin, guantao, and Chen Fong-Ching, From Youth-

ful Manuscripts to River Elegy. The Chinese Popular Cultural Movement and Political Trans-
formation 1979–1989 (hong Kong: the Chinese university press, 1997); schubert, gunter, 
Chinas Kampf um die Nation. Dimensionen nationalistischen Denkens in der VR China, Taiwan 
und Hongkong an der Jahrtausendwende, mitteilungen des instituts für asienkunde no. 357 
(hamburg: institut für asienkunde, 2003); sausmikat, Derichs, and heberer, Ideen, Diskurse, 
politischer Wandel; and Baum, richard, “the road to tiananmen: Chinese politics in the 
1980s,” in The Politics of China 1949–1989, ed. roderique macFarquhar (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge university press, 1993), 340–372. 
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Without delving too deeply into detail here, the change from the more 
radical discussions amongst Chinese intellectuals around the topics of the 
may 4th movement on enlightenment, humanism, and on sciences, to the 
1990’s more rational, cautious and sober rejections of radicalism, resulted 
in a powerful re-traditionalisation of both Chinese society and culture. this 
turn had been accompanied by the final breakthrough of post-modern and 
postcolonial thought,48 which later formed the basis for environmental 
debates led from a distinctive leftist and/or nationalistic angle. 

4.2. Initial Phase Discourses 

the 1980s and the discussions at the academy of Chinese Culture can be 
seen as a pioneer stage for preparing the first ‘minjian channel’—here used 
to express the ‘unofficial’ character—for overseas scholars “to contact 
mainland intellectuals and provide help for revitalising traditional Chinese 
culture.49 the call for cultural renewal and spiritual rebirth at that time 
did not anticipate the strong nationalistic turnaround of the late 1990s and 
2000s. it was mainly a call for a spiritual opening up, a critique of old, static 
hierarchical orders, while simultaneously advocating a return to ‘traditional 
resources’.50 a strong connection to official media supported these groups 
during this initial phase. 

therefore, the very first environmental organisation ‘Friends of nature’ 
had been born out of such a discussion group, which used to meet in the 
Beijing linglong park. the organisation consisted of a sole female, liang 
Xiaoyan (born 1957), as well as 60-year-old history professor liang Congjie 
(born 1932, and passed away quite recently in 2010), well-known writer 
Wang lixiong (who had been put under house arrest several times for his 
Xinjiang and tibet writings, also husband of tsering Woeser, a well-known 
tibetan writer who especially became active after the turmoil 2008 in 
tibet), as well as professor of education yang Dongping (born 1949)—the 
last of the three high profile founding members is still with Fon as their 
president. When they had decided to register officially as an environmen-
tal educational group, they were forced to struggle within the extremely 
hostile atmosphere of the first half of the 1990s. Both the collapse of the 

48 schubert describes the process as follows: “‘postmodernism’ offered itself as ‘theory 
amplifier’ for an already existing anti-Western motivated cultural nationalism.” Cf. schubert, 
Chinas Kampf, 206. 

49 Cf. Jin, and Chen, From Youthful Manuscripts, 204. 
50 here, tu Weiming and gan yan are named as representing these two trends. Cf. also 

Jin, and Chen, From Youthful Manuscripts, 275.
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soviet union and the ‘colour revolutions’ fostered an atmosphere of mis-
trust and anxiety in the Chinese administration towards social organisa-
tions (shehui tuanti). liang Congjie—a member of the political elite 
(member of the Chinese political Consultative Conference)—had to wait 
for one year to finally receive an answer from the national environmental 
protection agency (nepa) that they had rejected a request to be the spon-
sor of Fon. Finally, liang convinced the ‘academy of Chinese Culture’ to 
establish an ‘academy for green Culture’, under which Fon finally man-
aged to register. 

liang was a history professor—his grandfather liang Qichao, a reformer 
under the Qing court, and his father liang sicheng, an architect who fought 
against mao’s plan to destroy the old city walls of Beijing. liang Congjie is 
said to have had close ties with the ‘environmental enfant terrible’ Dai Qing, 
who, as a journalist, back in 1988, founded the anti-three-gorges-Dam 
coalition in Beijing.51 in 1989, she published her widely known book 
Yangtze, Yangtze!52 (originally in Chinese), which warned of the potential 
environmental and social risks of the world’s largest dam project. 
encouraged by the dynamics at the end of the 1980s and the beginning of 
1990s, environmentalists rapidly began to organise themselves. 1989 put a 
halt on informal discussion salons, but with the downsizing of the central 
government during the first half of the 1990s, local non-governmental forces 
regained strength. When global village founder liao Xiaoyi returned from 
the us, she brought back with her the idea of the citizen’s movement for 
environmental protection, focusing on district work, sustainable consump-
tion and waste reduction.53 the second un environmental conference in 
rio, 1992, supplied important impulses for China’s development—but 
concerted actions, however, did not begin until the years just before the 
enactment of the environmental impact assessment law at the turn of 
the century. 

We can therefore conclude that, in stark contrast to the us, yet very 
similar to the german process, the first sprouts of environmental activism 
began from the side of a small professional and intellectual elite. the ideas 

51 Cf. larson, Christina, and Congjie liang, “the godfather of China’s green move ment,” 
The Atlantic, october, 30, 2010, accessed april 13, 2011. http://www.theatlantic.com/ 
international/archive/2010/10/liang-congjie-the-godfather-of-chinas-green-movement/ 
65442/.

52 Dai, Qing, Yangtze, Yangtze!, trans. nancy liu et al., ed. patricia adams, and John 
thibodeau (london: earthscan, 1994).

53 Cf. sternfeld, eva, “‘Zarte pflanze’ umweltschutz und Bürgerbeteiligung in China,” 
Das neue China 2 (2007): 10.
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discussed in these informal circles were the basis, which served to form 
the very first initiatives. Compared to the german case, these processes 
were very similar. in germany, critical reflections on the growth model 
had been transported to germany by participants of the Biosphere 
Conference of 1968 in paris. in China, the discussions about anti-dam 
activities and the academy for green Culture were also very critical in 
reflecting on the economic growth model. although yang goubin speaks 
in his fabulous new article of “major social movements of this period”, 
which consisted of informal networks with ‘no political legitimacy’,54 it 
seems a bit overzealous to call these discussion groups a ‘movement’. the 
initial phase had moreover been characterised by a close circle of intel-
lectuals discussing environmental protection as part of a broader social, 
economic, cultural, and political concept. 

in an interview, the chief editor of China Development Brief, Fu tao, 
summarised this phase as follows:

i personally feel initially the environmental movement in China was kicked 
off by elite intellectuals without institutional support. after some years when 
it comes to the anti-dam campaigns on nu river and other rivers, there 
appears to be some more interactions between ngos and sepa, 55 and 
more kinds of support from officials in the system.56 

4.3. Interim Phase: 1992–2003: Political Factions Begin to Build Up

after the crackdown of the student movement and the decision to continue 
the path of reform, environmentalism seemed to be the most difficult area 
for lobbying interests. Despite the evaluation of the us embassy, which 
declared that the Chinese government maintains a very positive attitude 
towards environmental organisations;57 the latter have mostly been 
restricted to pure service and educational work. at that time, journalists 
found themselves unable to truly unmask environmental scandals through 
the media. the so-called ‘greening’ of the media relied primarily upon 
reports from the Friends of nature (Ziran zhiyou) and other well-known 

54 Cf. yang, “Civic environmentalism,” 125.
55 sepa is the state environmental protection agency, which was upgraded to minis-

try level in 1998, and became the ministry of environmental protection (mep) in 2008.
56 Cf. sausmikat, nora, unpublished interview with Fu tao, editor of China Develop-

ment Brief (Beijing, may 15, 2011).
57 Cf. us-embassy China, “Chinese ngos—Carving a niche without Constraints,” us-

embassy report, January, 2003, accessed July 12, 2004. http://www.usembassy-china. 
org.cn/sandt/ptr/ngos-prt.htm.
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ngos.58 additionally, lawyers found it fruitless to attempt to bring 
 environmental criminals to justice. Jim harkness, the then-head of the WWF 
China, had remarked in an interview59 that there were a lot of single initia-
tives, and that the interest in environmental activism is especially strong 
amongst the young, urban, relatively well-educated middle class. But there 
is no comparable environmental movement, as we have witnessed in Japan, 
during the 1970s or in europe. also, as in other developing countries, initia-
tives for environmental protection mostly contradict governmental initia-
tives for poverty reduction (dam construction, mining). 

the dominant environmental discourses of this phase can be described 
by ‘inductive strategies’—developing basic questions out of single issues. 
in 1997, after a nearly ten-year moratorium, the debate on a specific 
‘Chinese form’ of civil society regained strong momentum. Cultural relativ-
ist arguments had been rejected—especially by protagonists of the norma-
tive ideas of civil society—and it had been highlighted that civil society 
implicates the protection of freedom of speech and access to information 
by law, as well as an independent system of justice.60 others voted for the 
priority of stability and a gradual process, which should first focus on 
‘mutual support between state and society’.61 

generally speaking, the very first actions and campaigns of the first half 
of the 1990s had mainly focused on environmental education and wildlife 
conservation (i.e. the protection of rare species like the black neck crane, 
golden monkey, and tibetan antelope). it had not been the government, 
but the people, who had been target groups for environmental edu cation. 

at the very beginning there was no social concern for these things. so, when 
some of the elite and environmental activists started to organise, they first 
had to care for environmental education. at that time, environmental edu-
cation was not a very sensitive topic [ …] therefore, facing all the environ-
mental problems the government needed especially ngos for awareness 
raising.62 

ma Qiusha wrote in his comprehensive work on ngos in China: 

[ …], the major contribution of grassroots engos to China’s environmental 
future is not their hands-on, problem-solving programs; rather, the signifi-

58 Cf. yang, “environmental ngos,” 55.
59 Cf. young, nick, “interview,” 3.
60 a very detailed discussion on the literature of the civil society discourse before 1997 

can be found in he, The Democratization, 175–187, 200–204.
61 ibid., 53.
62 Cf. sausmikat, unpublished interview with Fu tao.
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cance of these organisations is their vision, strategy and method of edu cating 
the public about China’s environmental problems and mobilizing them to 
act, both individually and collectively.63 

the main target group had been the rural population. as described by 
melinda herrold-menzies in her case study on Caohai lake in guizhou 
province, the establishment of nature reserves caused the criminalisation 
of fishers who lost their income sources.64 the collaboration with the us-
american international Crane Foundation (iCF) during the early 1990s 
could not solve the antagonism between local officials, farmers or fisher-
men, but enforced resistance. 

nature conservation and the protection of specific species developed 
over the years into topics, which overlap with different administrations 
(agricultural ministry, provincial and county governments, state ethnic 
affairs commission etc.), as well as different advocacy initiatives. as will 
be discussed in detail in the next section, these initiatives could only 
develop under the protective umbrella of a pro-civil society administration 
in the environmental administration. During this interim period the main 
contradicting forces in environmental protection discourse started to 
manifest themselves along the lines of the new left, liberal and moderate 
reformer protagonists.65 

the most significant event of the 1990s was the un women’s conference 
in 1995, after which the concept of ngos became popular and numerous 
non-profit organisations in all thematic areas were established. after 1995, 
the incorporation of ngo activities by the government had been shown 
by the massive establishment of government-organised ngos (go-ngos), 
the two-track system of allowing foreign donors to support organisations 
while placing governmental officials in leading positions of top-down estab-
lished organisations secured a non-challenging development for the gov-
ernment. therefore, the major characteristic of this period was the struggle 
with organisational issues and the development of hybrid forms of organ-
isation, registered and non-registered. 

63 Cf. ma, non-governmental organizations, 117.
64 Cf. herrold-menzies, melinda, “peasant resistance against nature reserves,” in 

Reclaiming Chinese Society. The New Social Activism, ed. you-tian hsing and Ching Kwan-
lee (london: routledge, 2010), 83, 98.

65 For a detailed discussion of the different factions among the intellectuals, see 
schubert, Chinas Kampf; sausmikat, Derichs, and heberer, Ideen, Diskurse, politischer 
Wandel; and leonard, mark, Was denkt China? (münchen: Dtv, 2009).
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the second most significant and perhaps striking development had been 
the growing power of investigative journalism. tv and print media began 
to play important roles in environmental policy shifts. good examples 
include the television channel Focus (Jiaodian fangtan), the Oriental 
Horizon (Dongfang shikong) as well as the then very influential Southern 
Weekend (Nanfang zhoumo), which managed to push the reform of an 
agrarian tax in 2000.66 Corruption and the abuse of power, however, had 
been reported. the case of Wu Deming and the yangzi flood of 1998 is a 
great example of the new power of media. Wu used television channels 
like the Oriental Horizon to report on illegal logging in the mountainous 
areas of sichuan. after reporting, he had received anonymous death 
threats—too many people lived from illegal logging and his reporting 
threatened their livelihoods.67 shortly after his reporting, the yangzi 
flooded—at which point, the government took notice of Wu Deming’s 
reports. in the end, plans for regional development had been drafted espe-
cially for mountain forests and their residents. 

as has already been described by many others, most of the current 
environmental activists have had backgrounds in various forms of media, 
which proved to be “invaluable in raising the profile of environmental 
issues within the Chinese government and throughout the country”.68 yang 
guobin speaks of ‘social capital’ gained by the mass media as a major 
source.69 the environmental movement had therefore been marked by 
dominant leading figures in the movement, who began using public media 
as their voice to the people. Friends of nature president yang Dongping, 
for example, started his own tv talk show To Speak Honestly (Shihua  
shishuo) in 1996, which became one of the most popular television   

66 For a detailed description of the case of li Changping, former cadre in hubei, who 
reported to premier Zhu rongji on the irregularities in the countryside in hubei, see li, 
Changping, “Die wahren gründe für die armut der Bauern,” in Wie China debattiert—Neue 
Essays und Bilder aus China, ed. heinrich-Böll-stiftung (Berlin: heinrich-Böll-stiftung, 2009), 
109–112.

67 not only the peasants, but also large companies profited from illegal logging. From 
1997 to 2005, the eu and us import of Chinese wood products increased between 700 to 
900 per cent. China is the ‘wood workshop’ of the world. China’s own resources are scarce 
today—they import wood from countries with especially weak governments and illegal 
logging activities: russia, malaysia, indonesia, Burma and papua new guinea. see West, 
anders, “viel holz—China und der Weltmarkt für Waldprodukte,” Südostasien 4 (2006): 
18–21. 

68 Cf. economy, elizabeth, “China’s environmental movement,” Council on Foreign 
Relations, February 7, 2005. accessed June 6, 2010. http://www.cfr.org/china/chinas- 
environmental-movement/p7770. 

69 Cf. yang, “Civic environmentalism,” 125.
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programmes at that time.70 since 1993, the other founder of Fon, liang 
Xiaoyan, co-edited her own magazine Orient (Dongfang), which had been 
the informal voice of Chinese intellectuals at that time. anti-dam activist 
Dai Qing had also been a well-known journalist. mostly, correspondents 
for official newspapers, whose task was to report from remote regions, were 
the first to become sensitised to environmental issues. the severe water 
pollution in rivers and the spread of cancer along the huai and the hengshi 
rivers became widely known as a result of broad media coverage.71 the 
vice director of sepa, pan yue, is known for his professional use of media 
when announcing a breakthrough in policy implementation. 

4.4. Advocacy Phase: From Campaign to Protests 

the beginning of the new century had been marked by a growth of dis-
course communities, or ‘cross-linked thinking’, as one of the most active 
environmentalists, Barry Commoner, described it for the West during the 
1970s.72 much like other social movements in other countries, there had 
been two simultaneous processes that influenced each other: the broaden-
ing of topics including single-issue activities (dam, water and air pollution, 
chemical and industrial waste, nature conservation, traffic, animal rights) 
as well as broader general topics (consumer education and rights, local 
governance, citizens’ rights, new lifestyles). With the professionalisation 
of the 1990s, this new era could rely on a newly educated eco-elite. the 
most powerful process was the institutionalisation of eco-topics in politics. 

the enactment of the environmental impact assessment law (eial) 
in 2003 had clearly been a landmark concerning a shift in organisation and 
discourse. it especially marks a change in the concept of environmental 
protection. now, the focus of the initial phase—nature conservation—had 
broadened somewhat and included basic human rights as well as elements 
such as participation, governance, and the new role of public media and 
ngos. the eial defined public participation as part of the assessment 
process.73 the years right before (2000–2003) as well as those following the 

70 Cf. li, Cheng, China’s Leaders: The New Generation (lanham: rowman and littlefield, 
2001), 191.

71 Cf. yang, Fang, yang Chuanming, and Fang Qianhua, “a village of Death and its hopes 
for the Future,” in Human Rights Forum (HRF) 1 (2006): 25–29. Cf. also Cao, Baoyin, Stories 
of Environmental NGOs (Beijing: Foreign language press, 2010), 22, and gilbert, sarah-skye, 
“victory: a grassroot ngo empowers a ‘Cancer village’ to take action,” in Global Con-
cerns—Global Cooperation, ed. nora sausmikat (essen: Klartext, 2010), 42.

72 Cf. radkau, Joachim, Die Ära der Ökologie (münchen: C.h. Beck, 2011), 168–173.
73 Cf. Cao, Stories, 44.
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enactment can be seen as a ‘preparation’ for political change. sepa found 
it problematic that the newly announced eial had not gained much atten-
tion (not to say ignored) by most local governments and companies. in 
that respect, public campaigns and concerted protest action occurred just 
in the right time. 

engos began to build alliances and jointly fought not only against pol-
lution, but also against large infrastructural projects like dams. the effect 
of the Chinese anti-dam movement is even comparable, perhaps, with the 
pushing-effect of the anti-nuclear-power movement in europe. the most 
well known case is the ‘nujiang Campaign’ (2003–2005),74 where a coalition 
composed mainly of Beijing and yunnan ngos, journalists, and scientists, 
joined forces to oppose a cascade of 13 dams on the nujiang/salween river. 
immediately after the enactment of the eial, a young group of activists 
launched a protest against the plan to construct a hydropower plant at 
lake miga tso, in ganze, tibetan autonomous prefecture in sichuan 
province. in the same year, sepa had organised a conference in Beijing on 
the impact of hydropower projects, which included various media and 
engos. some of the first engos were also able to attend international 
conferences of the un and international networks. in 2004, nine engos 
founded the ‘China rivers’ website, and several ngos assisted concerned 
farmers living in the dam-project area to attend the official conference on 
hydroelectric development. Finally, these actions, in conjunction with wide 
media coverage on the dam, topic triggered a public debate. the charis-
matic vice minister of sepa, pan yue, managed to enforce and implement 
the new law in a hitherto unknown manner: From 2005 onwards, his 
administration stopped 30 illegal power projects, implemented the super-
vision of enterprises found in close proximity to rivers in nine provinces, 
the examination of 127 chemical plants, and began to examine some other 
ten unauthorised engineering projects.75 the announcement that sepa 
would halt any further progress of the planned dams caused an enthusias-
tic response on the side of the ngos. 56 ngos issued a letter of support 
for sepa.76

looking back, Fu tao describes the process that led to the eial and 
following laws as a chain reaction “between social forces in- and outside 

74 Cf. Buesgen, NGOs and the Search. 
75 Cf. Wang, yongchen, Green Action in China (Beijing: Foreign language press, 2006), 

42.
76 Cf. Cao, Stories, 24–26.
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the system, media, scientists and governmental officials”.77 this chain 
reaction especially had been caused by the desperate situation of central 
environmental protection policies. the main conflict ran between local 
governments, which had striven for economic development and invest-
ment into weak regions, citizens who had been poisoned, and the central 
government, which had difficulties in implementing environmental regu-
lations and laws. similar to other political battlefields, the alliance between 
the central government and the ngos had become closer as local conflicts 
tightened. Conflicts in the countryside, especially, rose during those years. 
the expert on rural protests, yu Jianrong, described this change as “today 
the local elite is not anymore mediating between the state and the peasants 
but the state has to mediate between the local elite and the peasants.”78

From 2005–2011, there have been numerous cases of conflicts between 
locals and the central government involving ngos and environmental 
activists. their campaigns and actions were mainly in the fields of protest 
against environmental damage through industrial production, water and 
air pollution. 

one example of activists struggling between local-central power shifts 
is in the case of Wu lihong (born 1967), a factory salesman-turned-envi-
ronmentalist. he has been fighting against the pollution problem in lake 
tai since 1991. During Wu lihong’s campaign, some 200 chemical factories 
had been penalised for having caused pollution. in 2005, the national 
people’s Congress awarded him as an ‘environmental Warrior’. yet, the 
local factories and authorities saw him as their enemy. the police sum-
moned, detained and interrogated him on and off. 79 Factory owners intim-
idated him with the words “we would create your car accident”;80 some 
physically attacked him when he collected evidence near the factories, and 
as a result, local residents kept their distance from him, as he might cost 
them their jobs at the chemical factories. in 2006, four cities around the 
lake had won the label ‘eco city’. on the 13th of april 2007, just before he 
planned to send all of his collected materials to the central institutions, 
police raided his home, arrested him, and later charged him with ‘black-
mailing in the name of environmentalism’ and ‘fraud’. ironically enough, 
the outbreak of the lake tai blue-green algae bloom began in late may, 

77 sausmikat, unpublished interview.
78 Cf. yu, Jianrong, “let the Farmers speak.” 
79 For details of Wu’s case, see: Kahn, Joseph, “in China, a lake’s Champion imperils 

himself,” Asia Times Online, october 14, 2007, accessed may 4, 2011. http://www.nytimes.
com/2007/10/14/world/asia/14china.html?_r=2&hp&oref=slogin.

80 loc. cit.
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calling national attention to the seriousness of the pollution from chemical 
factories in the area. shortly thereafter, the algae bloom caused sudden 
severe water shortages for millions of residents.81 Despite these obvious 
facts, Wu lihong was ‘convicted’ for his ‘crime’ and sentenced to a three-
year imprisonment. after his release in 2010, he began to tackle basic prob-
lem of rights and justice. 

another typical example of activists struggling between local-central 
power shifts is the success story of green anhui (Anhui lüman jiangwei), a 
local ngo formed in 2003 out of 17 student organisations.82 green anhui 
is a multi-office, multi-branch organisation that has won many national 
and international prizes. although they continue to be active in many dif-
ferent fields, their water pollution prevention programme became a most 
important activity. their concrete work is based on the investigation of 
water quality and information gathering in the health situations of resi-
dents. after a sudden rise in cancer deaths and a massive fish death along 
the tributaries of the huai river, they took action in 2006. the wastewater 
discharge by nearby chemical plants was illegal and had been documented 
by the volunteers of green anhui. although they had turned their evidence 
over to the local environmental policy Bureau (epB), this office had not 
been able to fight the resistance of the factory owners. Finally, green anhui 
used the public media to fight the factories and their owners. the local 
epB’s solution was to force the three polluting factories to pay fines (which, 
for the victims, were insufficient). the central mep finally proved to be 
more effective—on 20 December 2008, the factories closed down and 
moved to an industrial site far away from residential areas. 

also in 2006, guangdong’s most famous cancer village, shangba at the 
hengshi river, inspired a joint effort by universities, individual activists 
and governmental officials. the agricultural university and the guangdong 
soil research Centre had succeeded in proving the direct relationship 
between the opening of private mines, heavy metal contamination—lead, 
manganese, iron—and the on-going cancer deaths. lin Chuxia, of the 
agricultural university, and his team, proposed better, more independent 
monitoring and the turning of shangba into a place of production for 
organic fuels (based on plants which can survive in heavily toxic soil and 
also aid in the extraction of toxins). the provincial government had been 

81 Cf. Zhang, Ke, “Blue-green algae Bloom in taihu lake: reflections on pollution and 
Development,” in The China Environmental Yearbook. Crisis and Opportunities, ed. yang 
Dongping, vol. 3 (leiden: Brill/Beijing: social science academic press, 2009), 39–52.

82 Cf. gilbert, “victory: a grassroot ngo,” 42–50.
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interested in the project, but the cancer death rates did not appear in the 
2008 third national review report of sample survey for Death Causes, 
issued by the ministry of health. in october 2008, a Chinese think tank 
finally proposed in a policy paper to upgrade the cooperation between the 
mep and the ministry of health into a new system under the leadership of 
the state council and with broad participation of other ministries, in order 
to establish a government-led management system for environmental 
health, with public participation.83 

the cooperation with the central government to fight local grievances 
became the success story of many environmental protests mostly organised 
by engos. Friends of the earth (Fon) director, Wang yongchen, said that 
2007 was the year of ‘public participation’ for citizens: a chemical factory 
in Xiamen had been moved to another location, the construction of the 
german-imported transrapid line between shanghai and hangzhou had 
been halted, and plans for an incineration plant in Beijing had been post-
poned.84 

4.5. From ‘Closed Discourses on Reform’ to ‘Open Social Discourses’

a new pluralism of both discourses and methods and the emergence of 
new networks amongst new and old agents of environmental activism 
caused a shift from ‘closed discourses on reform’ to ‘open social discourses’. 

this multi-layered process combines three factors: a shift of the institu-
tional setting, the agents and the discourse. 

the institutional setting determines not only the access to ‘persons in 
power,’ but also the access to resources like media, internal policy informa-
tion or conferences and meetings. the quality of the interplay between 
discourses and policy is dependent on the support of state (or the party) 
institutions or the political elite. the ‘greening of the state’85 also resulted 
in establishing a ‘third force’ outside of the government to handle social 
problems. therefore, the support of the vice-director of sepa, pan yue, 
and leaders of environmental ngos was crucial for further protest 

83 see the following report on environmental health in the pearl-river-Delta: China-
Dialogue, “report on environmental health in the pearl-river-Delta,” accessed august 12, 
2011, 16–19. http://www.eu-china.net/web/cms/upload/pdf/materialien/11-06-09_2011_06_09_
chinadialogue_environmental_health.pdf.

84 Cf. sausmikat, nora, Unpublished Interview with Wang Yongchen. Beijing, may 16, 
2011.

85 this notion of peter ho is taken up by yang guobin who describes in detail the 
changing regulative framework for environmental ngos: cf. yang, “environmental ngos,” 
54.
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 movements and ngo activities. unfortunately, his power declined after 
an environmental scandal. the explosion of a chemical plant at the 
northeast Chinese-russian border river-region songhua in 2005 caused 
severe health risks for millions of people on both sites of the rivers. 100 
tonnes of cancer-causing benzene had been released into the river. pan 
yue’s ‘protecting’ hand—the sepa director Xie Zhenhua—took full respon-
sibility for the 10-day-silence of local environmental offices and left the 
sepa [(today he is vice director of the powerful nDrC (national 
Development and reform Commission)].86 one consequence of this event 
was the implementation of regular weekly publication of the pollution data 
of the Chinese water systems. shortly thereafter, pan yue’s influence, and 
therefore the protective umbrella for the engos, weakened. 

nevertheless, sizable ngos like Fon had managed to publish an annual 
‘green Book’ on the environment since 2006, which is used as consulting 
paper for the government. also, in 2007, the Chinese government issued 
the first official document on the environment and health (national 
environment and health action plan, 2007–2015). one year later, China 
introduced its first transparency legislation, the right to access environ-
mental information. in the same year—in march 2008—China installed 
its first ‘environmental ministry’ (the former environmental office—
sepa—became ministry of environmental protection). 

it is plain to see that in this field, engos and the related ministry in the 
central government share very similar interests. the pressure is high: 
Capital investment in environmental protection measures amounts to just 
of 1.8 percent of the gDp, whereas damage caused by environmental pol-
lution is much higher. in 2006, the Chinese state environmental protection 
agency (sepa) first used the green gDp approach in its official report. 
according to this report, the environmental pollution would cause a reduc-
tion of three percent of the predicted 2004 gDp. this news led to the ban 
of the term of green gDp by sepa. instead, the Chinese academy of 
environmental planning published annual reports which used this 
approach. in its latest report, the costs for environmental pollution for the 
year 2009 were projected at 1.4 Billion yuan, which would mean 3.8 percent 
of the gDp.87 since 2007, climate protection programmes, environmental 
compliance for air and water pollution, strict guidelines for the mining 

86 Cf. sternfeld, eva, und tanja plötz, “ein paradigmenwechsel bahnt sich an, die 
umweltbehörde sepa nimmt Fahrt auf,” Magazin der Heinrich Böll Stiftung 2 (2007): 31.

87 schröder, patrick, “auf der suche nach dem rechten maß,” in Südlink Magazin, for-
thcoming 2012. 
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sector, and plans for increasing energy efficacy are high on the agenda of 
the government. since 2008, companies listed on the stock exchange are 
obliged to regularly publish environmental reports. the raw materials 
initiative, with high taxes on raw materials, as well as the internalisation 
of environmental costs, not only serves environmental protection, but also 
puts pressure on companies to restructure along more sustainable lines.

the agents involved in environmental activities shifted from first gen-
eration activists (like the intellectuals organised in Fon, or the us-trained 
founder of global village Beijing, liao Xiaoyi), to the second and third 
generation of activists, which include small grass-roots organisations, sci-
entists, politicians, teachers, young student associations, bloggers, and 
investigative journalists. one example of former politicians becoming 
deeply involved in the activities of ngos is li Changping, a former party 
secretary in hubei, who witnessed the exploitation of peasants as well as 
environmental pollution by big mining companies. in 2002, he published 
his report I Told the Truth to the Premier (Wo xiang zongli shuo zhenhua),88 
which afforded him international notoriety. he describes the “true reasons 
of poverty”, addressing corruption, the unfair distribution of resources and 
health policies. in 2003, he became a consultant for the international ngo 
‘oxfam’ (mainly engaging for poverty alleviation), and published books in 
close cooperation with the powerful planning institution national reform 
and Development Commission (nDrC). young students and activists alike 
applied a new repertoire of actions very common in global environmental 
movements (media campaigns, using social networks for campaigning, 
organising photographic exhibitions on environmental topics, organise 
online or salon discussions).89 increasing numbers are able to participate 
in international ngo, un or world conference events, and are skilled in 
areas necessary to apply for funding, and cooperating internationally.90 

the discourse was determined by national disasters or catastrophes like 
the pollution of lake tai, and quickly broadened and overlapped with other 
reforms or human rights discourses. they now include:

88 li Changping 李昌平, Wo xiang zongli shuo zhenhua 我向总理说真话 [i told the 
truth to the premier] (Beijing: guangmin ribao Chubanshe, 2002).

89 Cf. yang, “Civic environmentalism,” 123–124.
90 For reports on how some of the grass-roots participants experienced their exchange 

trips see ang, heidel, and Wong, ‘I Could Feel Climate Change’.
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–  basic questions of law implementation, good governance and political 
reforms;

–  basic questions of ethic values vanishing during modernisation pro-
cesses;

–  basic questions on internationalisation;
–  basic questions of environmental justice.

in fact, the discourse on good governance spans over a wide variety of sub-
topics including most of the other mentioned topics. it addresses the inter-
dependence between ‘responsibility for the environment’ and ownership,91 
the discussion of single political measures such as the introduction of the 
green gDp (a discussion which had been pushed by sepa, but after 2007, 
had been put on hold), green Credit policies to implement sustainable 
economic policies, or different levels of participation and transparency. 
several of these issues have been already tackled above. 

here, i would like to highlight only a few discourse strategies applied 
by different ngo activists:

the fiercest argument is concerned with the economic growth model. 
here, different ‘factions’ apply different strategies: 

(a) new left: intellectuals and activists (who could be classified as sym-
pathising with the new left), argue within the framework of capitalism 
critique with nationalistic undertones. marketisation, consumerism, and 
commoditisation are seen as products of the growth model, which not only 
prevails in Western capitalism, but also in planned economies.92 their 
fundamental critique can be seen as part of a larger discussion on the need 
to readjust the development path of China. in this respect, the new left 
and the reception of the Frankfurtian school are of special interest. With 
the increasing social crisis and environmental scandals as a result of the 
dynamic of the market reforms, a new intellectual trend has developed, 
which can rightfully be called ‘critics of modernisation’. Wang meng, former 
minister of Culture, summarised their characteristics as follows: critique 
on transnational capitalism with a focus on justice, critique on the ‘euro-
centrism’ and acceptance of Western ideology during the may 4th move-

91 Cf. li, Changping, “Die wahren gründe.” Cf. also: Cheng, shulin, Chen Bingyang, and 
Wang huihui, “guangdong-guanxi green Camp report on the 2008 pearl river Compre-
hensive survey,” in Global Concerns—Global Cooperation. How European and Chinese NGOs 
Can Learn from Each Other, ed. nora sausmikat (essen: Klartext, 2010), 68–69.

92 Cf. han, shaogong et al., “Why We must talk about the environment?” in China 
Reflected, ed. arena/asian exchange, vol. 18.2/19.1 (hongkong: Clear-cut publishing, 2003), 
40.
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ment, revitalisation of the traditional elements of culture, and critique on 
both the commercialisation of culture and life.93 sources of this thinking 
are all rooted in the Frankfurtian school, especially the critique on capital-
ism by adorno and habermas.94 

(b) new lifestyle and ethics: triggered by disasters like lake taihu or 
the melamine milk scandal (although no environmental scandal), a wide 
debate had begun on the ethics of economics. in his new book, professor 
Chen ajiang from hohai university speaks of a “great leap forward style of 
modernisation” causing “cultural anxiety”.95 he states that the loss of ori-
entation, basic value system, and the widespread conflicts over norms are 
all results of the quick process of modernisation. liao Xiaoyi, director of 
global village, votes for a ‘green life’, which should be rooted in a critique 
on resource consumption and “the establishment of a value system that 
combines democracy, science, and harmony [with nature.]”96 it would go 
too in-depth to discuss all of the facets of this discourse, which also has a 
stabilising effect. it resembles similar discourses led during the first half of 
the 1990s, when family values and Confucianism were propagated to sta-
bilise society. the new consumer rights and organic green food movement, 
on the other hand, are also parts of a greater trend against unsustainable 
consumerism and for a ‘new lifestyle’. another mentor of consumer-related 
ngos is prof. Wen tiejun. he organised the conference “Food and 
sustainable agriculture’ (Beijing, march 2010).97 at this conference, many 
health, organic green food, as well as consumer oriented ngos met and 
participated in debates on the critical reflection of industrial agriculture 
and environmental pollution. many consumer campaigns in urban centres 
of China attempt to reconnect people with nature, organise rural trips, and 
establish consumer-producer-cooperatives. 

93 Cf. Wang, meng, “Diverging Cultural values in Contemporary China,” transnational 
China project (paper presented at rice university, houston/texas, march 11, 1998), accessed 
may 5, 2010. http://www.ruf.rice.edu/~tnchina/commentary/wang0398.html. 

94 Cf. Wang yang 王阳, “Falankefu xuepai lilun zai zhongguo de yunyong 法兰克福
学派理论在中国的运用 [the use of the theory of the Frankfurtian school in China],” 
Shehui kexue luntan 社会科学论坛 [social science Forum] 5 (2005): 153–156. 

95 Cf. liu, lican, “society and environment,” review of The Secondary Anxiety—A Social 
Interpretation of Pollution in the Taihu Basin, by Chen ajiang (Beijing: China social science 
press, 2009), green leaves/ChinaDialogue, 2011, accessed 6 June, 2011. http://www.china-
dialogue.net/article/show/single/en/4092-Books-society-and-the-environment.

96 Cf. Cao, Stories 2010, 18.
97 see the following conference report: an, Xin, “Can organic agriculture Feed China? 

report on the international Workshop on Food and sustainable agriculture,” may 14, 2010. 
accessed February 23, 2011. http://www.eu-china.net/web/cms/upload/pdf/materialien/
eu-china_2010_hintergrund_05.pdf.
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also fighting for new ‘morals’ inside the Chinese society is Feng 
yongfeng, a former journalist of Tibet Daily (Xizang ribao), who, today, 
works for Guangming Daily (Guangming ribao). Feng—one of the outspo-
ken activists in the field of environmental journalism—founded the green 
Beagle organisation, which promotes nature conservation and educational 
campaigns like the ‘love-the-nature’ movement. in his latest book,98 he 
calls for a more radical position of the citizens and the environmental 
movement, especially concerning their critique on the continued growth 
model.

(c) another more radical critique can be found on the internet, espe-
cially in blog discussions. here, critiques are mainly directed against the 
failure of the government—especially the mep. they criticise, for example, 
the modelling of ‘environmental heroes’ like Zhang Zhengxiang, who ded-
icated his life to fighting illegal logging as well as to the protection of the 
Dianchi lake in yunnan. one blogger writes:

Just to protect the Dianchi lake it needed 30 years of hard work. how many 
polluted lakes and rivers does China have? how many Zhang Zhengxiangs 
are needed, and how many times 30 years of work are necessary?99 

another one pinpoints the original responsibility of the mep when he 
writes: 

the mep acts up with its own attainments. [...] and still environmental 
conditions do not change at the Dianchi lake. instead, an old man needs 
to resist these interest groups who want to destroy the lake. he suffers big 
debts, his family broke up, and he was even harassed by these interest groups. 
[he is] an old man who does not benefit from his activities and does not 
get any loan out of that. [ …] still in the 21st century, we rely on a guardian 
of the Dianchi-lake to protect the environment and become unskilled work-
ers of the mep.100 

in these discourses, basic questions of governance are discussed. similar 
to other community or group actions on other issues like problems of  
social justice, environmental problems were linked to basic questions of 
gov ernance and the legal system (see Figure 1). Complaints about the 

98 Cf. Feng, Wei minjian huanjing liliang. 
99 the Chinese original text can be found at: http://tieba.baidu.com/f?kz=711410610, 

translated at: http://www.stimmen-aus-china.de/2011/05/09/chinesischer-umweltschuetzer 
-zhang-zhengxiang-verrueckter-im-alleingang-oder-einsamer-held. Cf. niklas, lisa, “Chi-
nesischer umweltschützer Zhang Zhengxiang. ein verrückter im alleingang oder einsamer 
held?” in “stimmen aus China,” Blog der Asienstiftung Essen. may 9, 2011. 

100 the Chinese original text appears in: niklas, “Chinesischer umweltschützer.” 
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 discrepancies between propaganda and reality, between laws and their 
implementation, between missing knowledge amongst victims of danger-
ous infrastructure projects and the weak information policy of the govern-
ment are all addressed very directly. Within the large framework of the 
‘protecting-our-right’ movement (weiquan yundong), these protests high-
light the deep mistrust towards governmental officials. therefore, concern 
with single issues had become integrated in an overall concern for social 
injustices and fundamental participation structures. these activists will 
not remain the sole service providers, but active citizens shaping and par-
ticipating in policies. the main obstacles today are the lack of coordination 
between academics, ngos, media, and policies/institutional analysis.

Figure 1. genesis of environmental movement with main Foci

4.6. Political Interaction Phase: Climate Negotiations

the climate change topic is a very young topic for the Chinese civil soci-
ety—there are only a handful of organisations solely occupying themselves 
with it. even as early as 2000, some wrote articles on nuclear power (like 
Wen Bo or Wei Dalian), while others integrated the topic of energy saving 
into their work, like the famous ‘26 degree air conditioning action’.101 the 

101 Cf. Fu, “China: Coping with Water Crisis,” 18. Cf. also ang, heidel, and Wong, ‘I Could 
Feel Climate Change’, 3.
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general problem with the climate change issue is its abstract nature. With 
the release of the ‘national plan on Combating Climate Change’ in 2007, 
Chinese environmental ngos began to address this topic (as well as the 
waste topic in general) en masse, and most recently, the topic of nuclear 
waste. many integrated climate protection as part of their programmes. 
two examples are the activities by the Chinese youth Climate action 
network (established in 2007), and the China mangrove Conservation 
network.102 on the ngo side, liu Jianqiang (now working as deputy editor 
of ChinaDialogue), was one of the first who wrote on this topic in 2005. 
reflecting on Copenhagen, 2010, he highlighted: 

i am convinced that not for long China will not be able to use ‘the right for 
development’ and ‘justice’ as an excuse for the postponing of its responsibil-
ity in international talks. the problems of environmental pollution […] have 
made climate change an inevitable topic.103 

the Chinese ngo climate debates are two-fold in their target group: one 
is the global society active in international climate negotiations; the other 
is directed at the internal-Chinese debates. as an international voice of the 
Chinese ngos in climate talks, they established the Chinese Climate action 
network (CCan), which is a coalition of Chinese and international ngos. 
simultaneously, a purely Chinese consortium of CCan exists. since 
Copenhagen, the ‘international’ CCan has published position papers for 
the Climate Conference. in these papers, mainly achievements of the ngos 
and the government are highlighted, and technology-transfer from West 
to east is requested. Consequently, many ngos have a strong technically 
oriented approach to cooperation with foreign ngos, especially concern-
ing green technologies for a low-carbon-economy or consumer campaigns 
for sustainable lifestyles. Compared to european ngos, macro-economic 
topics are not at the forefront in climate related action of Chinese ngos. 

nuclear power, as a topic of discussion among engos, gained impor-
tance during the catastrophe of Fukushima on 11 march 2011. the Chinese 
government managed (during their simultaneously-run discussion on the 
12th Five-year-plan) to push through the decision to quadruple the capac-
ities for nuclear power. the Chinese government announced a moratorium 

102 Both examples are described in detail in sausmikat, Global Concerns—Global Coop-
eration. 

103 Cf. liu, Jianqiang, “Climate Change and China’s right to Development,” in ‘I Could 
Feel Climate Change’. Climate Change and China: Civil Society Perspectives, ed. Chin By ang, 
Klaus heidel, and staphany Wong, 3–5 (essen/heidelberg/vienna: Werkstatt Ökonomie, 
2010), 3.
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soon thereafter on the plan and suspended the approval of new nuclear 
projects;104 however, China is unlikely to abandon its nuclear strategy 
simply to fulfil the promises made for climate protection. nuclear power 
now provides only two per cent of the country’s electricity, and is predicted 
to rise up to five per cent. 

ngos will find themselves in a curious place in all of this—internation-
alisation plays a very crucial role. since there have been no public debates 
on nuclear energy, and there is a lack of information concerning the risks 
of that technology, many ngos see their first task in the ‘atomaric alpha-
betisation’, like hong Kong’s ‘Civil exchange’ ngo. organised journalists, 
exchange salons, awareness-raising events and press talks aim to inform 
the populace about China’s nuclear strategy and the potential risks there-
in.105 “given the increased interaction between Chinese civil society groups 
and their international counterparts, Chinese groups are likely to carefully 
watch nuclear development in China.”106 

simultaneously, the debate on nuclear power fuels into the general 
debate on the hydropower electricity. although many dam constructions 
could be halted, hydropower gained importance after Fukushima.107 the 
two geologists Xu Daoyi and sun Wenpeng are highlighting that the 
planned construction of the cascade of dams at nu river (see above, 2004 
stopped by public protest, recently revived) are facing structural fault at 
risk of earthquakes. sun explains: “Japan lies on one side of the fault, while 
the nu river runs through the fault itself.”108 these scientists argue against 
the Chinese version of green energy. the movement for renewables in 
China will have to face many more obstacles than in europe—since both 
hydropower as well as nuclear power count as green energy. 

104 Cf. Frogatt, antony, “What next for Chinese nuclear?” in China’s Nuclear Future, ed. 
ChinaDialogue, 2011, 3, accessed July 3, 2011. http://www.eu-china.net/web/cms/upload/
pdf/materialien/2011_27_04-China_s_nuclear_future_english.pdf.

105 Cf. Wen, Bo, “Die atomkrise in Japan löst in China Bedenken gegen die atomkraft 
aus,” Forum Umwelt und Entwicklung 2 (2011): 17.

106 Cf. Wen, Bo, “Japan’s nuclear Crisis sparks Concerns over nuclear power in China,” 
Nautilus Online Magazine, June 2, 2011. accessed June 7, 2011. http://www.nautilus.org/
publications/essays/napsnet/forum/npower_in_china_WenBo.

107 loc. cit.
108 Cf. liu, “society,” 11.
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5. Conclusion

the evolution of the Chinese environmental movement shows very differ-
ent features when compared to the developments in europe or the us. 
although now would not be the best time to elaborate on what Joachim 
radkau describes in his 780 pages dealing with the comparison between 
us and european environmental movements, i still would like to use his 
insights—although in a simplified manner—to compare the Chinese devel-
opments. Whereas the risk of nuclear technology and international events 
like earth Day 1970 marked the beginning of the us’ ‘ecological revolution’, 
the development in China started in a closed discourse amongst a small 
intellectual elite. 

in the united states, it had been politicians who sponsored, for example, 
the largest demonstration in the us history, the earth Day demonstration, 
and supported the establishment of the national resource Defence Council 
(nrDC), which in turn, together with the support of the Ford Foundation, 
led to the professionalisation of an environmental elite. 

in germany, professionalisation came later—the movement was 
marked by the spill over effect of media reports on environmental move-
ments in the us, sweden and other countries. the onset had been marked 
by protest movements, which had been anchored in the overall protest 
movements during the student movements of the 1970s. But during this 
early phase, neo-marxist activists even argued in favour of nuclear energy 
because it showed the ‘scientification of productive forces’.109 With the 
us-american earth Day 1970 and the stockholm environmental summit 
1972, an environmental and leftist protest movement began to merge. 
protest against nuclear energy became the topic of the most aggressive 
protest demonstrations. activists started with a fundamental macro-eco-
nomic critique pointing to the constraints of the growth model and chal-
lenging traditional modernisation paradigms. since 1970–1972, all kinds of 
environmental initiatives had been established—in 1972, the first german 
umbrella organisation for environmental organisations had been estab-
lished (Bundesverband Bürgerinitiativen umweltschutz—BBu). But only 
the later movement against dying forests at the beginning of the 1980s 
transformed the environmental discourses into a ‘people’s movement’. 
Without the citizen’s movement, the environmental movement would 

109 Cf. radkau, Joachim, “mythos german angst. Zum neuesten aufguss einer alten 
Denunziation der umweltbewegung,” Blätter für deutsche und internationale Politik 5 (2001): 
73–82; and radkau, Die Ära, 226–229. 
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have been a passing phenomenon. But sympathising politicians were very 
clear about the fact that they needed the citizen’s movement to support 
their policies. 

Compared to the development in China, the roots of the movement can 
undoubtedly be located within the professionalised elite, found nestled 
under a protective umbrella from the political elite. although China had 
its ‘earth Day China action’ it seems to only refer to the events 30 years 
prior in the us.110 Despite this landmark earth Day event, the Chinese 
development strongly resembles the development in the us concerning 
the strong influence of the political elite on citizens’ actions. 

But the specific ‘environmental awareness’ necessary for a broader 
movement came only with the massive environmental catastrophes fol-
lowed by protests and the joint resistance movement during the anti-dam-
actions. here, we can see many parallels to the european developments. 

During the last ten years, the environmental discourse unfurled into a 
wide range of topics and very quickly left the narrow framework of single-
issue movements as well as the restricted realm of being organised. the 
fusion of information networks created internationally a solid foundation 
for new interest organisations. in the case of nuclear power, we shall most 
likely witness the strength of informing, and thereby empowering the 
people. Feng yongfeng’s ‘call to arms’ also signals a fundamental shift in 
the strategy of environmental activism in China. Both ngos and individual 
activists, organising through internet and media, are now necessary watch-
dogs in enforcing environmental policies. additionally, with the massive 
re-traditionalising of Chinese politics and society, when traditional con-
cepts like ‘heaven (or nature) and mankind in unity’ (tian ren he yi) are 
already written even into the new political announcements of the Com-
munist party, the hope for a fusion of modernisation and environmentalism 
seems to be possible. 

110 in 2000, this had been jointly announced by several ngos like global village, Cango 
and WWF. this is, however, not widely known. personal information by Wen Bo, July 2011.
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