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Abstract

Inspired by research on rural sustainability and development in China, this thesis
presents a case study on The Loess Plateau Watershed Rehabilitation Project (LPP), a
state-led, World Bank-funded environmental improvement and development project in
northwestern China initiated in 1994. The focus of the study is on ecological
modernization in the Chinese context, seeking to develop a better understanding of the
Chinese discourse of sustainable development. Qualitative research methods were
employed in situ in rural area of Ordos city in the Autonomous Region of Inner
Mongolia, with data from local institutions as well as individual project staff and
farmers. This study offers a micro-level perspective, investigating the project’s local
planning and implementation processes, in particular the interaction and communication
between local stakeholders, as well as long-term effects of the project on local farmers
and their villages. Three main interventions, as the result of institutional operation and
planning, were identified: land tenure contracts, integrated watershed planning and
grazing management. These were implemented through the LPP at the local level,
contributing to the project’s success and sustainable development of local communities.
The World Bank was a main actor influencing policy-making during the project.
However, as this thesis demonstrates, the World Bank’s requirements and rhetoric were
translated into Chinese terms and adapted to local practical conditions. Local
governments played a crucial role in implementing the project’s policies and practices
on the ground. In particular, there existed a gap between the World Bank-required
‘participatory approach’ and the actual version of this utilized at the local level.
Problems were found in terms of limited empowerment in local village communities,
especially regarding gender equality and the empowerment of women. This may result
from the political nature of participation with its constraints for achieving true bottom-
up development, as well as the Chinese interpretation and implementation of western
ideas and practice within their development context. The thesis argues that the LPP can
be treated as a microcosm for understanding the tensions that persist in the Chinese

discourse and practice of ecological modernization.
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1 Introduction

Ecological modernization is a concept entailing the possibility of combining
environmental protection and economic growth, a critique of the traditional view that
environmental protection limits economic growth (Dryzek 2013). Hence, ecological
modernization emphasizes the perspective that environmental protection can generate
long-term economic benefits (Dryzek 2013). Ecological modernization addresses the
development of market-based instruments for environmental protection, industrial and
technological innovation as well as resource efficiency (Baker 2007). It also requires
political commitment to take on board environmental values, as the state authorities
play an important role in creating standards for and providing incentives to industry
(Dryzek 2013). However, markets and the state are not the only actors in the growing
green economy movement. There are many other multinational and bilateral
mechanisms in existence that stimulate action and create incentives for industry.
Ecological modernization originally started especially within developed countries
suffering from environmental crises (e.g. pollution, ecological degradation, climate
change) arising as a consequence of modernization (Dryzek 2013).

Western-style modernization has been a dominant development discourse with its
emphasis on economic growth from heavy industrialization since the industrial
revolution. However, it separates the human and non-human world, viewing “nature as
a force to tamed”, and seeking to “master nature through technological innovation”
(Shapiro 2012:88). This has negative effects on the environment. According to Shapiro
(2012), China has started to apply western-style modernization since the Maoist period
from 1949 to 1976. Mao’s famous slogan rendingshengtian (“Man Must Conquer
Nature”) supported this modernization ethos, causing human suffering and destruction
of the natural environment (Shapiro 2012:89). The past three decades of the
modernization process has led to rapid economic growth in China, but at the same time
has precipitated severe ecological crises and widespread environmental pollution. China
is currently shifting from traditional to ecological modernization, following the global
trend of environmental protection for sustainable development. The ‘China
Modernization Report 2007: Study on Ecological Modernization’ shows the attempt of
the Chinese government to “insert ecological rationality into the modernization

discourse, policy-making, and practice in China” (L. Zhang, Mol, & Sonnenfeld, 2007:



662). The report officially stated China’s sustainable development strategy and vision in
terms of ecological modernization, advocating a technocratic approach to crucial
environmental problems (L. Zhang, Mol, and Sonnenfeld 2007). Although the
ecological modernization development strategy and vision was officially announced and
has been publicly known since this 2007 report, China’s ecological modernization took
off already in 1998 according to the report (L. Zhang, Mol, and Sonnenfeld 2007). This
thesis views the Loess Plateau Watershed Rehabilitation Project (LPP) as a state-led
early experiment of ecological modernization approach to sustainable development
during the 1990’s. As we know, past experiences often can influence and shape future
development direction and operation. Thus, the case study of the LPP can contribute to
a better understanding of the Chinese State’s vision and strategy of sustainable
development in terms of ecological modernization as announced by the above-

mentioned report.

The Loess Plateau Watershed Rehabilitation Project (LPP) is a state-led, World Bank-
funded project in rural areas of northwestern China. The project lasted from 1994 to
2005, and involved ambitious goals of achieving sustainable development through
improving ecological conditions in tributary watersheds of the Yellow River, as well as
improving local agriculture output and income on a large scale (World Bank 2003;
World Bank 2005). No previous studies have drawn a connection between this project
and ecological modernization — a link which this study attempts to establish. This will
hopefully result in a richer understanding of the Chinese discourse of sustainable

development in the local, rural context.

In this chapter, I will introduce the main research questions and the rationale, followed
by a background report of contemporary environmental issues in China. | will first
provide basic background on the LPP, and of the Loess Plateau in the following section.

A summary outline of the thesis is provided at the very end of this chapter.

1.1 Background Information of the LPP

China’s Loess Plateau, with a size of 640,000 square kilometers, is located in
northwestern China, along the upper and middle reaches of the Yellow River. The Loess

Plateau region has a typical continental monsoon climate, where winters are cold and



dry, and summers (June to September) have the most rainfall during a typical year".
With its particular climatological characteristics, the Loess Plateau is characterized as

semiarid (Kimura and Takayama 2014).

The plateau, as the name implies, is widely covered with loess soil, a fine-grained,
wind-deposited, yellowish silty sediment, which and is prone to wind and water erosion
(Yan et al. 2014). This region is considered the largest area of loess-soil in the world
and also one of the most severely eroded. The center of most severe erosion is located in

the “wind-water transition zone™”?

at the juncture of Shanxi and Shaanxi provinces and
the Autonomous Region of Inner Mongolia (Inner Mongolia), which has experienced
notoriously dramatic climate changes and frequent natural disasters, such as flooding,
torrential rains, droughts and sand storms (F. Zheng and Wang 2014). In addition, the
upper and middle reaches of the Yellow River flow through the region, carrying in turn
a large amount of suspended sediment. The discharged sediment in the lower reaches of
the river has caused the riverbed to be raised far higher than surrounding fields over the
centuries, which can lead to frequent, severe flooding, affecting the lives of local

communities (Yan et al. 2014).

Many studies have indicated that the Loess Plateau, in ancient times, was highly fertile
and easy to farm, which contributed to the development of an agricultural civilization.
However, a fragile natural environment and long-term human activity have drastically
degraded the environmental and agricultural conditions (Liu 2011; Tsunekawa et al.
2014). Particularly during the second half of the 20™ century, large areas were converted
to cropland (including areas unsuitable for cultivation), which later resulted in severe
land degradation and soil erosion. This further caused reduced agricultural productivity
and a shortage of food supply among local communities. People living in the region
suffered from a harsh environment and extreme poverty for decades (S. Chen, Wang,
and Wang 2004; Liu 2011).

Historically, the Chinese government attempted to control water and soil loss and
develop sustainable agriculture in the Loess Plateau (An et al. 2014; S. Chen, Wang,

and Wang 2004). However, results were not promising, nor effective, both in terms of

! Annual precipitation is around 400 mm, with a minimum of 150 mm and maximum of 750 mm (Kimura
and Takayama 2014).

2 I this area, wind and water erosion both exist and contribute to intense soil erosion (F. Zheng and
Wang 2014).



the environmental and economic impacts, exacerbating the problem further, rather than
reducing the severity of environmental destruction (S. Chen, Wang, and Wang 2004;
Economy 2005).

With this backdrop, the World Bank-led rehabilitation project of the degraded Loess
Plateau was undertaken with the purpose of erosion control, particularly, reducing
sediment flow in the upper and middle reaches of the Yellow River, and disaster
prevention. In the meantime, the village communities at project areas were suffering
extreme poverty during the early 1990's. With the World Bank’s human-centered
development ideology, the project also aimed to alleviate poverty through improving
local agricultural productivity and boosting the local economy. In 1994, The LPP was
initiated by the Chinese Ministry of Water Resources (MWR) with a credit of $150
million from the World Bank. The project included two phases: LPP 1 (1994-2002) and
LPP 2 (1999-2005). The project was implemented in 48 counties, located in nine
tributary watersheds in Shanxi, Shaanxi, and Gansu Provinces and the Autonomous
Region of Inner Mongolia, with a total area of 15,500 km? (the size of Belgium). The
project divided this large area into 1,100 smaller micro-watershed areas ranging from
1,000 to 3,000 ha in size (Darghouth, Ward, and Gambarelli 2008; S. Chen, Wang, and
Wang 2004). The counties and micro-watersheds were selected for the project according
to a variety of project criteria.® The project was designed to have two main components:
1) land development and erosion control work, and 2) institutional development. Land
development and erosion control were further divided into several sub-components:
terracing; afforestation; orchards; grasslands; sediment control dams; warping land;
irrigation; gulley control and complementary livestock development*(World Bank 1994;
World Bank 2003). Institutional development encompassed three programs of training,
research and technology transfer (World Bank 1994; World Bank 2003; World Bank
2005). Three new institutional practices, with land tenure contract, grazing management
and integrated watershed planning, were implemented as crucial factors of the project

success, transforming traditional bureaucratic management practices and traditional

% The criteria include severity of soil erosion, poverty level, experience with soil and water conservation
work, leadership and commitment at the local government level, development potential and loan payment
capacity, and proximity to science and research organizations involved in soil and water conservation
(World Bank 1999).

4 Complementary livestock development was added later at the mid-term review as an evolving priority
of local farmers, while the dam construction, grassland development and shrub plantation were adjusted
according to local conditions (World Bank 2003).
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water and soil conservation work® in the region (World Bank 2005; CPMO 2010)°.
Consequently, farmers’ participation was increased, with a change of local
unsustainable farming practices and the development of a more sustainable way of
living (S. Chen, Wang, and Wang 2004; Fock and Cao 2005; World Bank 2005; Liu
2011). The project was considered one of the largest and most successful conservation
works in the world, as well as one of the most successful rural development projects

implementing poverty reduction (S. Chen, Wang, and Wang, 2004; Fock and Cao
2005).

1.2 Research Questions and Rationale

The questions below are central to my study:

e What were the mechanisms of the success of the project at the local level? How
were the key institutional arrangements implemented through the LPP at the
local level?

e What influenced the implementation of ‘participatory approach’ at the local

level by local officials and villagers?

e How have local farmers and their villages been affected by project interventions
driven both by the World Bank and the central and local Chinese governments?

The project planners and designers assumed that environmental conservation and
agricultural development for economic growth could mutually reinforce each other,
leading to sustainable development. In addition, the project was initiated and carried out
at a time when China’s political economy was in a transition from a centrally planned
economy to a market-driven economy. The project utilized and promoted a market
system in project areas, both facilitating the economic reform and the project

implementation. These very ideas corresponded to a certain claim in ecological

® Traditional conservation work only paid attention to conservation of the physical environment, ignoring
local people’s livelihood (CPMO 2010).
® A Chinese official document published by the Central Project Management Office (CPMO) of the LPP.

The CPMO was established in The Yellow River Conservancy Commission (YRCC) that was under the
administration of the Ministry of Water Resources.



modernization theory, that there exists a synergy between environmental protection and
economic development, addressing market-based policy instruments (Fisk 2008) .

The success of the LPP appears to be due to an effective management structure
contributed by a strong political commitment, with efficiently functioning government,
and an improved market mechanism (S. Chen, Wang, and Wang 2004; Fock and Cao
2005; World Bank 2005). In addition, the success of the LPP was partially due to its
serious approach to sustainability, by implementing the three institutional interventions
of land tenure contracts, grazing management and integrated watershed planning, with
inclusion of local village communities in the process, and enhancement of human
capacity for future environmental conservation and livelihood development in the
region (World Bank 2003; World Bank 2005; CPMO 2010; Liu 2011). However, no
previous studies yet found have conducted research on how the above-named macro-
level factors were applied in a local context and how they contributed to the alleged
success of the project. Furthermore, previous studies have not provided detailed
observation of, and investigation into the local level planning and implementation
process, particularly the involvement of local governments and participating villages.
This thesis therefore intends to fill theses gaps by studying the implementation process
at the local level. How were the three institutional interventions of the project
implemented in a local context? How did local stakeholders communicate with each
other during the implementation phase? What specific channels and strategies were used
for delivering the development intervention? How did the project intervention influence
local farmers? By exploring answers to these questions, this thesis will attempt to
explore how the ecological modernization process has taken place in local community
villages that were part of the LPP, and what consequences this project intervention has
brought to the lives of local villagers since the implementation of the project. To do this
I will use data collected from fieldwork, World Bank reports and related external
resources. Thus, this study will help obtain a better understanding of how local
stakeholders were involved and interacted at the local level implementation process. A

micro-level perspective of the project interventions will be gained through addressing

! Robert Fisk, “Ecological modernization theory and the challenge to radical green politics,” published 13
September, 2008, https://wellsharp.wordpress.com/2008/09/13/ecological-modernisation-theory-and-the-
challenge-to-radical-green-politics/ accessed on 25.10.2015

6



local people’s experiences and perspectives, providing a fuller understanding of the

‘success’ of the project.

This thesis also examines the LPP in relation to the concept of a so-called ‘participatory
approach’ to development introduced and required by the World Bank. Such an
approach was thus emphasized by project authorities as a key to the success. Some
studies have made positive judgments on this project component, specifically regarding
an increase in farmer participation and their sense of ownership (S. Chen, Wang, and
Wang 2004; Liu 2011; Liu and Hiller 2015). However, a question mark may arise over
the concept of ‘participation’ in a Chinese government-led project, due to a common
impression of a Chinese authoritarian/top-down administration system. One study
pointed to the limitations of the ‘participatory approach’ in the LPP (Dalton and Cai
2007:35-36). In particular, participatory community development and institutional
capacity building were criticized (Hiller 2012: 72). However, neither of these previous
studies conducted a detailed investigation of the project’s success in terms of
‘participation’, or provided a detailed explanation of the problem of ‘participation’ in
the LPP. There is evidence that gaps existed between the western-based project rhetoric
of participation and the practices on the ground in China. This thesis will elaborate on
this question, and | hope to shed light on the reality of participation as applied in a
Chinese local context. In recognition of the complexity and dynamics of ‘participation’
in the LPP, this study is not going to give a determined definition or claim about
‘participation’ in the LPP, but rather keeps an open attitude for inquiry into problems
and limitations, testing the feasibility of the concept of ‘participation’ in the Chinese

context given the harsh restrictions the state authority is known for.

In addition, this thesis is inspired by ongoing research on rural sustainability and
development in China. More specifically, it is inspired by research regarding how the
global discourse of sustainable development, with its advocated ideologies and
practices, has shaped China’s conservation policy and action on the ground. More
broadly, the thesis fits into studies on local impacts of global processes and changes.
And further, this thesis is inspired by research into how sustainable development
operates as a discourse in China, and what impact it has had on local communities. |
hope the knowledge generated from this study can shed light on the local reality of rural
development and sustainability in China, following the global pursuit of sustainable
development. This thesis may inspire reflections on the challenges and problems of
7



local development strategies and practices, thus informing and contributing to improved

environmental policymaking and governance in China in the future.

1.3 Background on Sustainable Development in
Post-communist China

Since the 1970’s, the world has been in search of sustainable patterns and approaches to
development. This global action has brought environmental issues on the international
development agenda, as well as an awareness of, and response to, the ‘grassroots
realities’ of the most impoverished groups of people, particularly those inhabiting rural
areas in developing countries (Chambers 1993; Potter et al. 1999). Both international
and national development agencies and governments have followed the largely
Western-inspired development discourse and rhetoric of sustainable development for
rural development, in terms of environmental protection, poverty reduction, as well as
community participation, integrating them into their institutional agendas and practices
at different levels (Potter et al. 1999). As defined in FAO’s working paper, rural
development is “development that benefits rural populations; where development is
understood as the sustained improvement of the population’s standards of living or
welfare”(Anriquez and Stamoulis 2007:2). Consequently, according to The Millennium
Development Goals Report 20158, great efforts have been made and significant results
have been achieved during the past 15 years. However, challenges still remain, and are,
to some extent, getting worse, such as the ecological crisis, climate change, food and
water scarcity, and natural disasters. Thus, a post-2015 development agenda maintains a

call for sustainable development through a set of Sustainable Development Goals.

As the most powerful developing country, China plays an important role on the global
stage, with its direction of development having a crucial influence on tackling the global
environmental crises. At the same time, China has its own environmental and
development problems, and thus its own unique search for solutions towards
sustainability under equally unique political, economic, social and cultural contexts. The
state economic transition since 1978 has brought certain changes to rural organizations

of the Mao period. Since then, the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) has gradually paid

8http://www.un.orq/miIlenniumqoals/2015 MDG_Report/pdf/MDG%202015%20rev%20(July%201).pdf
accessed on 10.07.2015.
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more attention to environmental protection for sustainable development with supporting

polices.

1.3.1 Impact of Post-Maoist Economic Transition on
Agricultural Development in China

During the era of Mao’s rule, China followed the Soviet Union’s development model
for industrialization through collectivization and public mobilization. In 1958, a central
policy intervention on land tenure brought all land into collective ownership. In
addition, the establishment of the People’s Commune in the same year marked the
agrarian reform, with the implementation of a planned agriculture economy (UNEP
2012). Since 1978, Deng Xiaoping, at the time, leader of the communist party, initiated
gaige kaifang (the ‘opening up’ reform) with the introduction of free market theory.

The introduction of the household responsibility system (HRS) in the 1980’s started
economic reform in the organization of Chinese agriculture, from a collective-based
production system to a family-based system (Tilt 2007; UNEP 2012). Under this
system, farmer households were granted land leases with five-years terms, extended to
15 years in 1983 and 30 years in 1993, through which they were able to make their own
production decisions and receive any profit from selling their agricultural products in
growing markets (Tilt 2007). This system started a change from a centrally planned
agricultural economy to a market agricultural economy, leading to another round of
agrarian reforms characterized by privatization (UNEP 2012). The household
responsibility system brought many opportunities as well as challenges to rural
communities and farmer householders (UNEP 2012). According to Tilt (2007), this
system has made China into the world’s largest smallholder farming system. On the
other hand, with the backdrop of economic liberalization, smallholders face great
challenges, including privately purchasing all farming equipment and services, and a
pressure to grow cash crops. These economic pressures are even greater for
smallholders in the less developed regions of the country (Tilt 2007). In addition, Tilt
(2007:197) views that this land tenure system functions “somewhere between state-
controlled and market-oriented”, creating an ambiguity that causes farmers’ uncertainty

of their specific rights in relation to farmland.



According to Williams (2002), Mao attempted to insulate the economic development of
the nation from the influence of capitalism, maintaining self-reliance and isolating itself
from inegalitarian influences. However, Deng had a very different approach to China’s
development, following development models of western industrial countries by
promoting privatization of agricultural development, ending the egalitarianism of the
Mao era, and trying to integrate further into the world economy (Williams 2002). Since
the 'opening up' policy, China’s modernization has coincided with the forces of
globalization (Williams 2002). Despite the changes to state development strategies and
practices, the Communist Party and the state government has inherited the
characteristics and ideologies left over from Mao, especially concerning the promotion
of industrialization, the advocacy of a national development campaign, mass
mobilization, and collective action by the state government (Shapiro 2001; Williams
2002; Tilt 2009).

1.3.2 Continuity and Change of Rural China’s Organization

Since 1949, China has been under Communist Party rule with a top-down
administrative system, operating from the central government down to the provinces,
cities/prefectures, counties, rural townships and villages. The lowest level of
government is township, directly organizing and governing the countryside. The
movement towards de-collectivization, and a market-driven agricultural economy was
accompanied by rapid industrialization and urbanization. Although there have been
great changes in rural society, the organizational framework of rural China’s

governance has hardly changed since the period of Mao’s rule (Unger 2012).

During Mao’s rule, there were three basic forms of rural organization below the county
government: commune, dadui (brigade) and shengchandui (production) teams.
Commune was a bridge between the rural communities and counties normally
containing over 100 villages. A dadui was assigned in each village, controlling all
organized activities within the village, including political campaigns. Shengchandui
teams were the grassroots level of rural organization. Each shengchandui normally
consisted of some 10 to 15 households, who collectively owned a plot of agricultural
land. Its member households worked the land together as a group, and shared in the
harvest proceeds. Thus, farmers were bound together economically in production teams,
and shared a common interest in their team’s economic success (Unger 2012). The team
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leader of a shengchandui was usually chosen by team members, though there were a
few cases where the team leaders were chosen by the Communist Party directly. The
CCP extended its political reins to the rural grassroots through this system of organizing

the farmers into shengchandui, dadui, and communes (Unger 2012).

With post-Mao reform, the titles of ‘commune’ and dadui were abolished and replaced
by the titles ‘township’ and ‘administrative village’ or ‘village committee’ during the
first half of the 1980’s. Production teams were renamed cunming xiaozu (village small
groups). The county government remained the most powerful actor at the local level in
terms of rural governance (Unger 2012). When comparing the conditions of rural
governance under and after Mao, Unger argues that under Mao, these rural
organizations were Communist Party machinery, pushing a radical political and social
transformation; while after Mao, rapid economic development became the singular goal,
driving the county-level leadership towards “acting in the fashion of a small-scale
developmentalist state” (Unger 2012:25).

1.3.3 The Changes of Environmental Policy and Practices

China’s environmental policy and practices shifted at the same time as the transition of
the political economy, and in line with the global trend of seeking sustainable
development. UNEP (2012) defined three phrases of China’s ecosystem management,
highlighting the major policies and practices since the founding of People’s Republic of
China (PRC):

Phase 1 (1949-1978) adopted a grain production-oriented policy leading to ecosystem
degradation. As food security was the top priority for national development, forests,
grasslands, and wetlands were all converted to cropland. Particularly forest resources
were over-exploited under the planned economy. Several national movements and
related polices such as The Great Leap Forward (1958-1961), The People’s Commune
(1958-1982), and The Cultural Revolution (1966-1976) caused great ecosystem
degradation, as well as destruction of people’s livelihoods, particularly in rural areas
(Shapiro 2001). These polices exacerbated the environmental crisis in China, especially

with regard to deforestation, desertification, and soil erosion (UNEP, 2012).
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Phase 2 (1978-1998) started a change from grain production-oriented policy to natural
ecosystem conservation. Besides prohibiting the conversion of wetland, forests, and
grasslands to cropland, the central government made efforts to control water and soil
loss, in order to improve the environment. Several regional ecosystem restoration
projects were carried out, including the Three-North and Changjiang River Shelterbelt
Protection Forest Program (UNEP, 2012).

Phase 3 (1998-2010) defined by UNEP as the period in which sustainability has taken a
greater role in national development strategy. In practice, a series of environmental
programs and policies were implemented, including the Grain for Green Program, the
Natural Forest Protection Program, and the Returning Farmland to Lake® Program, as
well as land tenure reform of grassland and woodlands in pastoral regions and

collectively owned forest regions (UNEP 2012).
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Figure 1: Key Events and Related Environmental Policy Changes since 1949 in China (UNEP,
2012: 4)

In general, the Chinese central government has increased investment in environmental
conservation and ecological protection. The policies and practices have attempted to
change from facilitating the destruction of the environment to protecting it. Although
some positive results followed the change in environmental policies and practices, many
projects and polices failed due to ill-planned intervention and a lack of sustained
management (UNEP 2012).

S ‘Tuigenghuanhu’, returning previously reclaimed farmland to lake.
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1.3.4 Tacit Influence of Confucianism on Sustainable
Development in China

While discussing the concept of sustainable development in China, it is important to
consider it in a broader cultural context of Chinese values and traditions. Confucian
philosophies have significant influence in almost every aspect of Chinese society.
Sustainable development has also been influenced by Confucian philosophies. There
have been a number of discussions on Confucianism and its relations to
ecology/environment in the development and environmental fields. A whole volume of
relevant discussions are found in the book, Confucianism and Ecology (1998).
According to this book, Confucian texts have embedded ecological values and ethics,
which can provide inspirations for dealing with the environmental crisis in Asia and
beyond (Tucker and Berthrong 1998). A general understanding of Confucianism with
its relations to ecology can be summarized in three points.’® First, Confucian thought
views humans as part of nature and that humans should have a harmonious relationship

with all “things” '

. The Confucian texts emphasize the concept of ‘harmony’,
advocating tianren hexie/yi (heaven/nature and human beings in harmony). In the
Confucian view, humans are able to be reflective of and adjust their relationship with
the non-human world, achieving the state of ‘harmony’. Second, the Confucian texts
advocate utilizing natural resources with certain limitations, allowing for mutual growth
and flourishing. This idea seems to embed a certain view that human development and
environmental protection are not contradictory, but should exist simultaneously. In
addition, Confucianism sees the continuity of life, imposing a long-term perspective for
human development. These Confucian thoughts can potentially provide fundamental
principles for environmental protection and the ethical justification for the emphasis on

sustainable development.

On the other hand, Confucian thought addresses study and education, pursuing personal
achievement through the life-long process of xiushen (self-cultivation) (Riegel 2013;
Sun 2012). Confucius’ political philosophy advocates moral rulership with the

possession of de (virtue). This is a type of “a moral power that allows one to win a

10 Besides the book of ‘Confucianism and Ecology’, the views presented here were inspired by an
unpublished work on ‘Confucian View on Sustainable Development’ written by Jan Erik Christensen, as
well as Christensen (2014) and Shapiro (2012).

A personal communication with Jan Erik Christensen: “‘things’ not only includes biological things
such as plants and animals, but also lifeless things such as the mountain and water.” Email on 23.11.2015.
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following without recourse to physical force, such ‘virtue’ also enabled the ruler to
maintain good order in his state without troubling himself and by relying on loyal and
effective deputies” (Riegel 2013). Confucianism addresses the importance of social
hierarchy (rules, status, and authorities). Individuals should follow this tradition, in
order to pursue a harmonious relationship with others for maintaining social integration
and stability (Zhang et al. 2005). This part of Confucian culture can potentially bring
some negative social and environmental effects. Shapiro (2001) argues that the
degradation of the natural world in revolutionary China cannot be separated from the
often willing participation of millions of Chinese people, at all levels of society. The
Confucian culture fostered obedience to superiors, playing a critical role in suppressing
dissent and in promoting such overambitious development projects at the time (Shapiro
2001). Such Confucian culture, embedded in Chinese society, may influence the

mindset of the Chinese people as well as the structure of the society.

Studying the relationship between cultural traditions (e.g. Confucianism and Mao’s
legacy) and ecological modernization in the Loess Plateau is beyond the scope of this
thesis. However, it is important to point out that neither Confucian values nor Mao’s
traditions can be ignored as modifying factors of ecological modernization and
sustainable development in China.

1.4 Structure of the Thesis

In this introduction, | started with the background of the LPP, followed by a discussion
of the research questions and rationale of this study. | also presented a historical
background for sustainable development and rural governance within specific Chinese
social, cultural, political and economic contexts. Chapter two outlines the conceptual
and theoretical approaches used in this thesis. Chapter three presents the methodology
of the study, giving the rationale for conducting a qualitative case study, and
introducing the fieldwork area of Ordos, Inner Mongolia, as well as specific methods
and processes of data collection during fieldwork. The role as a researcher, ethical
considerations and the limitations of this study are also included. Chapter four will
explore the mechanisms of the success of the LPP through investigating the local level
implementation process of land tenure contracts, grazing management and integrated

watershed planning. Political, economic and communicative mechanisms of the project
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implementation will be respectively discussed, providing a foundation for analyzing the
mechanism of the ‘participatory approach’ of the LPP. Chapter five will conduct an
inquiry on the concepts and practices of ‘participation’ in the LPP, exploring the
existing gaps of the World Bank-required ‘participatory approach’ and the reality on the
ground in the local context of the LPP. I will use the theoretical framework of
‘participation’ developed in chapter two for practical analysis and discussion. Lastly,
chapter six summarizes the findings with concluding remarks on sustainable

development in the Chinese discourse, and suggestions for future research.
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2 Conceptual and Theoretical
Framework

This chapter will outline the main theories and concepts, with a brief explanation on
their connection to the study of the LPP. These theories and concepts will be further
elaborated upon when analyzing the empirical materials and discussing the findings in

the subsequent chapters.

2.1 Political Ecology

This thesis uses a political ecology approach to guide the analysis and discussion of
Chinese ecological modernization through a case study on the Loess Plateau Watershed
Rehabilitation Project (LPP). Political ecology provides a situated lens for tracing and
analyzing local impacts of social and environmental movements at a global level
(Robbins 2004). It addresses an analysis of human-nature relationships and conveys a
critical perspective on dominant power relations (Robbins 2004, McCarthy 2012).
Political ecology applies an analysis of political economy to explore environmental
degradation, not only as a physical problem, but also as a social problem situated in a
specific cultural, political and economic context, developing an understanding of the
contemporary environmental problems that are caused by capitalism and dominant
power relations(Robbins 2004). Political ecology informed research provides theoretical
and empirical contributions to the critique of neo-liberalization in the sphere of
environmental governance, tracing i