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On Concepts and Institutions Related to the
Environment in Chinese History

Ts’ui-jung Liu*
Abstract

In Chinese traditional literature, what we may understand at present as
“environment” or “natural resources” is usually referred to the “mountains, forests,
rivers and marshes” (shan lin chuan che). Considering this kind of materials, this
paper is attempted to study concepts and institutions related to the environment in
Chinese history. This paper is divided into two parts each contains two sections.
Under the part of concepts, the first section points out that the concept of utilizing
resources at proper time and with restriction appeared in China since very ancient
time. Commonly illuminated in Chinese classics and histories, this concept had
become one of the principles that guided behaviors of the ruling class. The second
section discusses the concept of conservation and both positive and negative examples
are cited as illustrations. Under the part of institutions, the first section deals with the
evolution of property right of the “mountains, forests, rivers, and marshes.” The
reform of Shang Yang in the middle of the fourth century B.C. was a turning point
from “communal right” to the ruler’s prerogative of these resources. From the Han
dynasty on, the rulers usually take up expeditious measures to release prohibitions on
these resources. By doing so, the rulers could counter against short term crises such as
famines. The second section discusses the evolution of institutions regarding the
governance of the “mountains, forests, rivers, and marshes.” This paper is rather
preliminary and many problems required further studies are pointed out in the course
of discussions.

Keywords: “mountain, forests, rivers, and marshes”, utilization, conservation,
property right, governance.
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