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Abstract

This article undertakes a comparative analysis of the formation of ecological consciousness in Western and
Far Eastern cultures (China, Japan, Korea) through the prism of ecological aesthetics. The author examines
aesthetics not as a realm of pure contemplation, but as a discursive bridge mediating the transition from
abstract philosophical concepts to concrete social and everyday practices of interacting with nature.
Methodologically, the research draws on Clifford Geertz's approach to the analysis of cultural schemas,
which allows for the identification of cognitive structures linking the ideal and the everyday, as well as on
the study of cultural infrastructure (institutions, technologies, legal norms) that shapes the field of
ecological action. The work demonstrates that the Western tradition, grounded in a subject-object paradigm
and individual responsibility, historically generates powerful grassroots environmental movements.
However, in shaping ecological consciousness, it faces challenges of excessive alarmism, manipulation,
and populism. The Eastern tradition, rooted in philosophies of harmony (Daoism, Confucianism,
Buddhism), implicitly presupposes a centralized, state-led model of regulation. In practice, this results in
the high efficiency of top-down environmental initiatives, while archaic patterns of everyday consumption
persist. Particular attention is paid to the cultural dissonance in contemporary China, where accelerated
modernization along Western lines comes into conflict with both traditional ideals and current Western
green standards. The author concludes that ecological aesthetics today is becoming the very field where the
tension between the global environmental imperative and local cultural specificity is resolved, fostering
new, hybrid forms of ecological consciousness.
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IKOJIOTHYECKasl ICTETUKA M IKOJOTHYEeCKHUN BEKTOP
MoaepHu3anuu crpan JlaabHero Bocroka u 3anagHoro mupa

Mapwuna BacunbeBa 2 (<)
Cankr-IlerepOyprekuii monmuTexHIYeCKU yHIBepcuTeT nMeHn [letpa Bemukoro, [Tomurexandeckas, 29,
195251, Cankr-IlerepOypr, Poccus

AHHOTaNus

B craTbe npennpruHUMaeTcsl KOMIApaTHBHBIN aHann3 GopMHPOBaHHS SKOJIOTUUSCKOTO CO3HAHMS B KYJIbTypax 3armaza
u Bocroka (Kuraii, SInonus, Kopest) ckBo3b NpU3My IKOJIOTHYECKOH ICTETUKH. ABTOP paccMaTpPHBAeT SCTETHKY He
Kak o0lacTh YHCTOTO CO3€pPIaHMsA, a KaK AUCKYPCHBHBIA MOCT, OINOCPEIYIOIIUH IEepexox OT aOCTPaKTHBIX
¢unocopckrx KOHIENIUH K KOHKPETHBIM COLIMAIBHBIM U OBITOBBIM IPAKTHKAM B3aUMOJCHCTBUS C IIPHUPOJIOH.
Merononoruuecku uccienoBanue omnupaercs Ha noaxox K. I'mpua x aHanu3y KyJnbTypHBIX CX€M, HO3BOJISIIOIIMMN
BBISIBUTH KOTHHTHBHBIE CTPYKTYPBI, CBSI3BIBAIONINE HACAIHHOE M IIOBCEIHEBHOE, a TAKKE Ha W3y4YECHHE KyJbTYpPHOI
UHOPACTPYKTYpHl (MHCTUTYTOB, TEXHOJIOTHI, IPaBOBBIX HOPM), (POPMHUPYIOIIEH MOJIe SKOJOTUUECKUX AeicTBHil. B
paboTe IOKa3aHO, YTO 3amaiHas TPAIWIMs, OCHOBAaHHAs Ha CyOBEKT-OOBEKTHOHM MapaaurmMe W HHAWBHIYaJIbHOW
OTBETCTBEHHOCTH, HCTOPUUYECKU MOPOXKIAET MOIIHBIE HH30BBIE YKOIOTHYECKUE ABIDKCHHUS, HO MpH (HOPMUPOBAHUHI
9KOJOTHYECKOTO CO3HAHUS CTAJKWBAETCS C M3IUIITHUM alapMHU3MOM, MaHUITYSIIUEeH 1 TOIyan3MoM. Boctodnast sxe
TpaauIus, yKOpeHeHHas B QUIocopur TapMOHUH (Ta0CH3M, KOHPYIIHAHCTBO, OYAIH3M ), UMILTHIUTHO MIPEIIONIATacT
LEHTPAJIM30BaHHYI0, TOCYJIApPCTBEHHYIO MOJENb PETYJUPOBAHUS, YTO HA IpPaKTHKe 00OpavynBaeTCsi BBICOKOM
3G (QEKTHBHOCTBIO BEPTHKAJIBHBIX JKOJOTMYECKHX HMHHUIMATUB TPU COXPAHEHWHM AapXaWdHBIX IaTTEPHOB
HoBceHeBHOro noTpebnenus. Ocoboe BHUMaHKE YANSEeTCs KyJIbTypHOMY IHCCOHAHCY coBpeMeHHoro Kuras, riue
(opcupoBaHHas MOAEPHHU3AIHS 10 3aI1aHOMY 00pa3Ily BCTYNAET B IPOTHBOPEUHE KaK ¢ TPAAUIIMOHHBIMHI HACAIaMH,
TaK ¥ C aKTyaJbHBIMH 3aIaIHBIMH 3€IEHBIMHU CTAHAAPTAMHU. ABTOP IMPUXOJNT K BBIBOLY, YTO IMEHHO 3KOJIOTHYECKast
SCTETHKAa CETOAHS CTAHOBHTCA TEM IIOJIeM, TJe pa3pelIaeTcsl HalpsHKeHHe MEXTy TNIOOATbHBIM 3KOJIOTHYECKHM
MUMIIEPaTUBOM W JIOKaJBbHON KyJIbTYpHOH crienudukoid, GopMupys HOBBEIE, TMOpHIHBIE (HOPMBI 3KOJIOTHYECKOTO
CO3HAHHUS.

KiaroueBble ciaoBa: DKOJOrMyecKas JCTETHKA; DKOJOTMYecKoe co3Hanue B Kwurae;
DKOIOrMYecKoe co3HaHue Ha BocToke; DKOJOrMYecKkoe CcoO3HaHHWE Ha 3araje;
DKONOTUYECKHe MPAKTUKU MTOBCETHEBHOCTH; MOJEpHU3AINS U YKOJIOTUS
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INTRODUCTION

This article presents ecology as one of the most crucial factors of modernization for
Eastern and Western cultures. Attitudes towards environmental problems in different
parts of the world are shaped under the influence of diverse philosophical traditions,
historical developmental paths, socio-economic conditions, and political systems. The
field of ecological aesthetics, which has only recently emerged as a distinct area of study,
plays a significant role here. It can not only reveal the current attitudes of people towards
their environment but also analyze how abstract categories translate into real-world
practices of human-nature interaction. The study of such a complex and multifaceted
phenomenon cannot be simple and entails certain methodological limitations and
challenges. At the same time, identifying these limitations and reflecting on how to
overcome the difficulties proves to be as valuable as studying the subject of research
itself.

Thus, the aim of the study is to analyze the process of forming ecological
consciousness in Eastern and Western cultures, as well as to examine ecological aesthetics
as a discourse within which theories are transformed into environmental practices. The
relevance of the research is ensured by the significance of the ecological trend. Awareness
of global risks and efforts to change practices of interaction with nature are not a
concession to alarmism and fashion, but a responsible step that all communities on the
planet must take, regardless of their cultural particularities.

METHODS AND MATERIALS

Given that the research objective involves analyzing the practices of different
cultures, the comparative method can be identified as the primary one. However, when
comparing broad cultural phenomena that are inherently heterogeneous and not easily
subjected to comparison, this method needs to be supplemented with analytical
approaches.

To analyze and compare the process of forming ecological consciousness, it is
necessary to identify the cultural mechanisms that enable philosophical and cultural
categories to be realized in practices. It is evident that these mechanisms themselves may
differ across cultures, making it difficult to pinpoint a specific methodological tool.
Nevertheless, several theories can provide assistance. At the theoretical level, this
includes the analysis of cultural schemas, as presented in the works of Clifford Geertz
(Geertz, 1973). This approach allows for the search of cognitive structures that mediate
the connection between abstract ideas and concrete actions. At the level of practices, it
involves the study of cultural infrastructure, i.e., the material systems (technologies, urban
environment), institutions, and legal norms that shape and constrain both ideas and
practices. There is currently a sufficient amount of high-quality statistical research on
environmental topics that can provide insight into the current state of affairs in various
regions of the world. Such materials will be used in this study, along with direct
observations.
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For contemporary culture, the category of environmental friendliness is already
demonstrably significant, yet its analysis presents numerous difficulties. Some of these
arise from the specific nature of the object, others from the specific nature of discursive
practices. The study of sociocultural phenomena inevitably encounters a fundamental
methodological difficulty stemming from the dual nature of the object of study. On one
hand, cultural phenomena exist as parts of a larger system of meanings, as concepts. We
can speak of abstract constructs expressed in philosophical theories, ideologies, religious
teachings, and general cultural narratives. On the other hand, phenomena manifest
themselves as visible everyday practices, woven into the fabric of social interaction, and
as non-reflexive habits. This generates a constant tension between two methodological
poles: the analysis of the ideal and the analysis of the empirical.

The main problem is that often there may be no direct correspondence between
these levels. Concepts do not mechanically descend into everyday life, nor does everyday
life automatically rise to the level of reflection. Between them lies a field of interpretation,
resistance, adaptation, and creative reinterpretation. Given all these complexities, a
deliberate attempt to compare what theory and practice bring to culture seems entirely
justified — to assess why theory cannot be fully realized, or why everyday social practices
do not receive adequate reflection at the level of conceptualizing ideas and phenomena.
Often, it is precisely the analysis of these contradictions within a cultural system at
different levels that allows for a full appreciation of its specificity.

Such an approach appears most productive when investigating the phenomenon of
ecology as a current vector for the modernization of production and life. Ecology has
become one of the most important and most evident trends of globalization, moving
beyond purely rational, thrifty attitudes towards nature to become a primary vector of
modernization. This creates a still relatively new paradigm where green technologies, the
circular economy, and carbon neutrality determine the competitiveness of states and
corporations. Sustainability is understood not merely as a trend, but as a prerequisite for
survival and growth in the 21st century.

ECOLOGICAL AESTHETICS AS A FACTOR IN THE FORMATION OF
ENVIRONMENTAL CONSCIOUSNESS

Considerable attention is paid to the theme of ecology in both scientific and public
discourse. It has philosophical and theoretical foundations that are quite consciously
acknowledged and openly articulated. At the same time, a peculiarity of the concept itself
lies in its call for changing practices: practices of individual consumption and social
interaction, the organization of production, and state regulation of processes at various
levels. Because of this, the gap between conceptualization and social practice becomes
extremely visible and significant. Furthermore, despite the manifestation of a global
interest in this topic, very serious differences are observed in the perception of ecological
ideas between Western and Eastern cultures. Therefore, we can speak of an ecological
consciousness currently being formed everywhere, bearing the imprints of multiple
factors. This is a global process, the multiple outcomes of which are determined by local
specificities.
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Ecological consciousness is the core of ecological culture, which rests upon general
attitudes in human-nature relations and actual practice. The formation of ecological
consciousness, in one way or another, largely reflects the power and economic structures
present in society. “Economic” in this context can be understood broadly: not only groups
and institutions that have the resource to disseminate a certain position but also the
administrative resource to introduce specific criteria for activity.

To understand the current environmental trend and the process of forming
ecological consciousness, it is worthwhile to carefully study the domain of ecological and
environmental aesthetics. Ecological aesthetics is not merely about the beauty of
landscapes; it concerns a fundamental rethinking of our relationship with the natural
world, manifested in perception and creative activity. Its analysis is critically important
because it engages with the deep-seated motives of human behavior. In the last decade, it
has been increasingly discussed as an independent field of research with its own
theoretical and conceptual integrity.

The philosophical analysis of the aesthetic values of nature traces its roots to the
eighteenth century, when treatises on the essence of natural beauty and the specificity of
the aesthetic attitude toward nature were produced within both English and German
aesthetics, with primary attention devoted to three aesthetic categories: the beautiful, the
sublime, and the picturesque. In the following century, this tradition was taken up by the
Romantics. In Russia, a profound philosophical treatise on the beauty of nature was
written in the nineteenth century by Vladimir Solovyov. Nevertheless, the concept of
environmental aesthetics — focused not solely on beauty but encompassing a broader
range of aesthetic issues — emerged only in the second half of the twentieth century
(Prozersky, 2013a; 2013Db).

Many environmentalists consider the impetus for the aesthetic study of nature to be
the 1966 publication of Ronald Hepburn's article “Contemporary Aesthetics and the
Neglect of Natural Beauty” (Hepburn, 1966). In this work, Hepburn criticized classical
aesthetics for the narrowness of its scope, which encompassed only the problems of art,
and insisted that serious aesthetic experience is acquired not only through engagement
with art but also through interaction with nature. Yet the question concerning the essence
of aesthetic relations with nature remained open. Subsequently, in attempts to address this
question, two principal approaches within environmental aesthetics emerged, each
possessing distinct methodological foundations: the cognitivist and the non-cognitivist.

Proponents of the cognitivist position include Alan Carlson (1999), Patricia
Matthews (2002), Glenn Parsons (2002), and Holmes Rolston (1988). As their credo, they
have adopted the call of the Japanese environmental researcher Yuriko Saito to “speak
with nature on its own terms” and to “proceed from nature itself” (Saito, 1985, p. 340).
Adopting such a position implies that understanding the aesthetic qualities of nature is
possible only with specific knowledge about it. This means that the development of the
natural sciences and the incorporation of their findings are necessary for a qualitatively
rich aesthetic experience. Under the non-cognitivist approach, attention shifts to the
emotional component of aesthetic experience. The foundation of non-cognitivist
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aesthetics is the aesthetics of engagement, whose principal proponent is Arnold Berleant
(1992; 1997; 2010). Non-cognitivists emphasize that the aesthetic perception of the
environment is conducted by the recipient from within the environment itself. Any
organism, including the social one, exists in a direct continuum with its environment. We
cannot distance our bodies from the environment, as it envelops us, directly adjoins us,
and sensorily affects all our sense organs. From this interpretation of experience as an
unbreakable linkage between human being and environment, a significant conclusion for
aesthetics follows: namely, that the classical aesthetics of contemplation must yield to an
aesthetics of human engagement in the processes occurring within the environment
(Berleant, 1992, p. 67). The artistic object is demarcated from its surrounding non-artistic
environment by a frame. Yet in nature, there is neither a frame that sets apart an aesthetic
artifact from the environment, nor the artifact itself.

The cognitivist and non-cognitivist positions are united not only by their shared
interest in nature but also by their opposition to placing art at the center of aesthetics as a
philosophical discipline. This idea is articulated with particular clarity in the books and
articles of the Japanese-born, English-language scholar Yuriko Saito (Saito, 2007; 2017).
Her work synthesizes Western and Eastern cultures, the latter of which does not maintain
such a division between so-called “high” arts and “applied” arts. Saito argues against the
art-centered perspective in aesthetics. Manifestations of the aesthetic in nature and
everyday life, the author insists, are quite different from those in art, primarily because
our mode of engagement with objects differs from our mode of engagement with
artworks. In life (unlike in a museum), we not only look at things but also actively use
them, continuously introducing changes into them. Therefore, to uphold a principle that
values only those things reminiscent of art is to greatly impoverish life. In accordance
with Japanese tradition, Saito maintains that all moments of life should be imbued with
aesthetic experience. For this reason, alongside traditional categories (the beautiful, the
sublime, the tragic, the comic), aesthetics incorporates such concepts as “shock,” “drive,”
“suspense,” “non-standardness,” “neatness,” “cuteness,” ‘“attractiveness,” and other
notions that extend beyond the field traditionally considered the domain of the aesthetic.
The focus is on everyday moments of life, on the environment surrounding the individual,
and it frequently centers specifically on nature.

Today, the problem of the aesthetic attitude toward nature possesses an
interdisciplinary character; it draws into its purview data from numerous disciplines, both
the humanities and the natural sciences, and has direct implications for addressing both
general philosophical and practical, social problems. One can argue that contemporary
postclassical epistemology and rationality, more broadly, exhibit ecological
characteristics. Both at the level of constructing scientific theories and at the level of
everyday interaction with the surrounding world (nature and technology), rigid subject-
object boundaries are being reconsidered and are giving way to the construction of a more
egalitarian model of participation. Ecological ideas manifest themselves even in domains
not directly connected with nature. Within aesthetics, this is reflected in the dissolution
of the classical subject-object tension and a shifting of focus toward the unitary
environment within which they coexist. Consequently, environmental aesthetics (in the
sense of ecologically oriented aesthetics) develops alongside environmental aesthetics (in
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the sense of aesthetics of environment) and the aesthetics of atmosphere, drawing upon
the same shared theoretical positions. Specifically, ecological aesthetics was at its peak
of popularity three decades ago; the XIIIth International Congress of Aesthetics, held in
Finland in 1995, was devoted precisely to this theme. Today, it constitutes a complex
interdisciplinary field of inquiry that reflects the search for new horizons for
contemporary knowledge.

Nevertheless, it is difficult to assert that these inquiries proceed smoothly and
without difficulties. Although the aforementioned works made a significant claim for the
establishment of a new branch of aesthetic science, identifying its initial philosophical-
theoretical and scientific-practical meanings, subsequent philosophical elaboration on the
problems of the aesthetics of nature has slowed in many countries. The principal advances
have been made in the areas of empirical landscape studies (methodologies for assessing
the aesthetic qualities of landscapes), architectural environments, and environmental
design. Still, there are several important achievements of ecological aesthetics to date.

First and foremost, aesthetics shapes value. Regardless of any theoretical
understanding of nature, its protection in practice will remain a low-priority task unless it
transforms into a value and gains justification as a cultural goal. Ecological aesthetics in
Western culture teaches one to see intrinsic value and fragile harmony in natural
processes, whether in the patterns on tree bark or the complexity of a wetland ecosystem.
This transforms consciousness, shifting nature from the category of “object” to that of
“subject,” worthy of respect and protection. For Eastern culture, the emphasis on the
consequences of actions and their significance for nature is more important.

Secondly, ecological aesthetics offers a new language and new images. Alarmist
messages about catastrophes from eco-activists in the West often provoke rejection and
feelings of powerlessness. Aesthetics, however, can inspire by offering positive images
of a desirable future: green cities, the symbiosis of technology and living nature, the
elegance of a circular economy. It makes environmentally friendly choices not only
ethical but also attractive, stylish, and meaningful. Thus, without a change in aesthetic
perception, any technological solutions and political directives will have limited effect.
For people to sincerely strive to protect nature, they must first learn to feel it, to see its
authentic beauty, and to feel the need for that beauty in their daily lives. Ecological
aesthetics, along with the aesthetics of everyday life, serves as a bridge from the rational
understanding of problems to emotional involvement in their solution, a transition to
practice from abstract theories. Now there are research demonstrating the significance of
this field for changing everyday practices, using Russian material as an example
(Rybakov, 2022).

Eco-art developed as a part of the search for a new language. This movement has
been taking shape since the 1960s, within which artists drew public attention to rethinking
relationships with the environment. The first exhibition, “Ecological Art”, was held in
1969 in New York. Today, eco-art encompasses environment (the interpretation of
ecological issues through art), earthworks, land art (the creation of works connected with
the natural landscape), sustainable art, landscape painting, and photography.
Interestingly, many projects were created or exhibited in the United States. And today,
this remains the center of eco-art, although by actual indicators, it is far from being the
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most environmentally friendly country. This is an interesting detail, once again
demonstrating that theoretical and artistic reflection and the practice of an ecological
attitude toward nature do not always go hand in hand. In any case, ecological art
accompanies the current ecological trend on a global level.

The first known works in this genre were distinguished by their large scale, utilizing
landscapes as the basis for the artwork. In 1970, the famous “Spiral Jetty” by Robert
Smithson was created — a massive structure of stones on the shore of the Great Salt Lake
in the United States (Fig. 1). This scale is also reflected in the work of Agnes Denes from
1982, titled “Wheatfield — A Confrontation” (Fig. 2). The artist planted a wheat field in
the center of New York on a landfill site. In 1982, the artist Joseph Beuys proposed
conducting one of the first environmental actions to provoke the planting of “7,000 Oaks”
across Europe.

Figure 1. Spiral Jetty from Rozel Point
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Figure 2. Wheatfield — A Confrontation by Agnes Denes

The contemporary language of eco-art is characterized by a more pronounced
rejection of the narrative of domination and a transition to a language of participation,
and ethical responsibility. While classical art typically aimed to create a static artifact,
eco-art emphasizes temporality, regeneration, and the viewer's immersion in ecological
processes. A compelling contemporary example of this perspective is the 2026
installation “Castaway: The Afterlife of Plastic” by the collective TRES (2025-2026)
(Fig. 3), which utilized various kinds of debris from Australian beaches. The artists sought
to demonstrate the result of the interaction between the modern human world (plastic)
and the natural landscape.

Figure 3. And yet it moves by TRES (2025-2026)
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This expands the boundaries of aesthetic experience, integrating into it not only the
visual qualities of the landscape but also invisible anthropogenic impacts, chemical
processes, and interspecies interactions. This shift in focus contributes to the formation
of a holistic worldview, in which nature ceases to be a passive object of representation
and is endowed with the status of an active co-subject of dialogue making eco-art a
complex semiotic project. Its goal is to overcome the reductionism of technogenic
civilization by creating images capable of encompassing the complexity of ecological
systems. The emerging visual language becomes a mechanism for forming a new
ecological sensibility, necessary for survival and sustainable development in the era of
global climate change.

In their pursuit of new images and their theoretical justification, Western authors
frequently turn to researchers from the countries of the Far East. From the Western
perspective, the East has always appeared as a place of greater integrity, of healthy
human-nature relations in which subject-object boundaries are not accentuated. Eastern
philosophy, including Chinese and Indian traditions, has traditionally attracted interest
for its engagement with concepts implying greater human respect for the harmony and
law of the external world. Therefore, the category of ecological aesthetics, environmental
aesthetics, and the aesthetics of atmosphere and everyday life in the West is often realized
with mentions of or direct references to Eastern authors and traditional practices. Western
researchers, like tourists, expect new, more effective environmental solutions from the
East, based simply on a different vision of the problem. However, upon arriving in the
East — in China, India — they encounter unfamiliar practices of consumption, attitudes
towards nature and objects, and waste management, which not only seem unmodern,
outdated, and unreasonable but also contradict what Western people know about Eastern
traditions of thought.

The philosophical and cultural roots of ecological conceptions in the cultures of the
Far East are usually associated with the idea of harmony. Confucianism, Daoism, and
Buddhism emphasize the close interconnection between humans and nature, which is
dangerous to disrupt and should be maintained by relying on knowledge of and adherence
to natural laws. Nature is understood not as a resource but as an integrated system of
which humans are a part. In the Chinese tradition, it is humans who bear responsibility
for order or disorder in the Celestial Empire. The degree of this responsibility depends on
one's status and position in society; consequently, the ruler plays a crucial role in
maintaining order. As long as the ruler is benevolent and follows ritual, harmony and
order prevail in the Celestial Empire. But as soon as the ruler deviates from his path (Dao),
Heaven immediately displays its ominous signs, the Celestial Empire falls into chaos, and
the people, the “voice of Heaven,” may depose him (Liu, 2024; Tsybanov, 2022).

Confucius says relatively little about the relationship between humans and nature.
His teachings are primarily directed at social problems, at understanding the human
position in society, rather than in the world. However, upon closer acquaintance with the
Chinese philosophical tradition, it becomes clear that for Confucius, interest in social
problems by no means excludes interest in the problems of the world and nature. As
Leonard Perelomov notes, in Confucius's Analects, “four fundamental principles of the
relationship between society and nature can be identified:
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1. To become a worthy member of society, a person must constantly deepen their
knowledge of nature, knowing not only the habits of animals and birds but also
the laws governing the growth of trees and grasses.

2. Humans, and consequently society, can gain vital energy and repose only in
nature.

3. Itis necessary to treat both the animal world and natural resources with care.

4. Solemn prayers and sacrifices should be regularly performed in honor of the
spirits of Heaven and Earth, and importantly — at the highest state level”
(Perelomov, 2004, p. 24).

This can be regarded as a philosophical foundation for various issues concerning
the understanding of nature and the ethics of relating to it; however, it provides no
specifics regarding the organization of actions. For many centuries, Chinese culture, in
its everyday and artistic practices, may well have conformed to these high ideals. But the
result of the ideological shifts of the “first enlightenment” (late 19th-early 20th centuries)
and the “second enlightenment” (late 20th-early 21st centuries) has been a clear change
in the relationship with nature. High rates of industrial development, a sharp increase in
population density, and the growing demands of the economy — these factors determine
the specificity of everyday practices and also lead to real environmental problems in
China's major cities. Consequently, the question of the relationship with nature becomes
not only traditionally significant and speculative but also an urgent issue affecting the
quality of life for millions of people. Reflections on this issue reference traditional
philosophy, but practices have changed due to massive waves of modernization, largely
looking to the West as a model, thus creating a series of contradictions. Modern European
philosophy, which in one way or another underpins the scientific and technological
progress of the last four centuries, formulates a subject-object relationship between
humans and the surrounding world. This, obviously, aligns poorly with the ideas of
classical Chinese culture. However, the forced pace of modernization in China required
more the copying and acceleration of resource-consumption practices than their reflection
and adaptation. The result is impressive economic and technological development against
a backdrop of a double contradiction: current practices correspond neither to traditional
ideas of harmony and respect for nature, nor to current Western environmental trends. An
internal cultural conflict emerges — a feeling of disproportion between ongoing economic
processes, pragmatic policies, and traditional cultural values expressed in Chinese
philosophy and concepts like “Dao.”

COMPARISON OF THE ECOLOGICAL VECTOR OF
MODERNIZATION IN THE WEST AND EAST

The European Union is a global leader in the legislative regulation and
implementation of the circular economy and environmental practices. Its leadership is
largely ensured by the fact that, as pioneers, they set the criteria for assessing the
environmental sustainability of an economy. The practice of separate waste collection is
implemented almost everywhere in Europe, although the level of effectiveness varies
between different regions. At the same time, a standard for this practice is set for the
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future in all countries according to the EU Waste Directive 2018/851, which aims for
60% of municipal waste to be prepared for reuse and recycling by 2030, and 65% by 2035
(European Commission, 2018). Attention to waste is not limited to this. Systems are in
place where producers of goods and packaging are financially and organizationally
responsible for their disposal, e.g., the “Green Dot” in Germany (Van Eygen et al., 2020).
There are highly efficient deposit systems for plastic bottles and aluminum cans (e.g., in
Norway, Sweden, Germany, Lithuania) with return rates of 90-95% (Lavee & Nardiya,
2023). Digitalization systems are being actively developed, funding is provided for smart
containers with fill-level sensors, and mobile apps are used for information and citizen
incentives (Marques et al., 2022). The EU has bans on certain single-use items, promotes
the development of biodegradable alternatives, and funds research aimed at creating
materials and packaging that are easier and more efficient to recycle (Eurostat, 2024) (Fig.
4).

Figure 4. CopenHill is one of the world's most environmentally friendly waste
and energy recycling facilities. Copenhagen, Denmark.

But the Western world is not only Europe. In the USA, the share of waste sent for
recycling and composting is relatively low: 32%, although 77% of Americans claim to
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practice separate collection. People are more aware of green projects and initiatives than
of their concrete results. Current research finds a clear discrepancy between the espoused
green values, ideals, and practices in the USA (Jessen, 2025). Today US society is divided
into several factions whose views on the environmental situation differ greatly.

In the East, unity is also not observed; countries demonstrate different levels of
development on environmental issues. In China, a separate waste collection system was
launched by the government in Shanghai in 2019 and quickly spread to all major cities
(Beijing, Shenzhen, Guangzhou, etc.). The system is built on strict rules, fines for non-
compliance, and the social credit system may take environmental behavior into account.
Residential complexes have attendants monitoring sorting (Zhang et al., 2022). This
quickly yielded positive results: according to China's Ministry of Housing and Urban-
Rural Development, the recycling rate of household waste in key cities exceeded 35%
and continues to grow rapidly. China is building a huge number of modern waste
treatment and waste-to-energy plants. The key driver is administrative resources and
alignment with the national “Zero Waste Cities” campaign. In 2018, a ban on importing
foreign waste came into effect, and in 2020, the Law on the Prevention of Environmental
Pollution by Solid Waste was passed (Brooks et al., 2018; Wen et al., 2021; Xu et al.,
2023; National Bureau of Statistics of China, 2023). Research is currently underway on
integrating Al into sorting and recycling processes. However, tourists barely notice this
system, unlike in neighboring countries.

In Japan and South Korea, highly developed and efficient separate waste collection
systems have long existed, which impress visitors, especially the complex systems in
Japan with dozens of fractions (Park & Lah, 2020; Matsuda & Hirai, 2021). Research in
these countries focuses on high recycling technologies (e.g., chemical recycling of
plastics), sorting robotics, and energy efficiency. Everyday eco-practices are very
successful here, but transferring their experience to other countries is extremely
problematic due to cultural specificities. In many ways, these countries are similar to
China, but China has become extremely noticeable and significant due to the scale of both
its environmental mistakes and its successes, given the size of its production and
population.

In Chinese stores, tourists are surprised by the abundance of single-use packaging,
often non-recyclable and quite bulky. Global confectionery brands have faced the need to
adapt their packaging. Due to hygienic considerations and the fact that sweets in China
are always associated with giving and sharing, the packaging must be either very
presentable or individual for each candy. This contradicts the values of Western
manufacturers.

Besides the topic of recycling, there are other environmental initiatives. China often
turns out to be the leader in these, for example, in the production and installation of solar
panels, wind turbines, electric vehicles, and batteries. Currently, China is implementing
the construction of “eco-cities,” large-scale greening projects, and rooftop parks. These
practices are accompanied and inspired by research in the field of environmental
aesthetics (Dzikevich & Tang, 2025). Key ideas in this area, realized in China, include
the aesthetic concepts of the “Garden City” and “Beautiful China” as models for
integrating national views and contemporary trends in ecological aesthetics (Li, 2020).
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Both in the East and the West, artists actively reflect on environmental problems and
trends, but in different ways. At the latest Shanghai Biennale, the theme of non-human
subjectivity and agency became central.

Today, in many countries, eco-practices have become a strategic priority, a
conscious vector for the modernization of life, but one can move in this given direction
by different paths. If Europe followed the path of gradual education and the creation of a
complex legal framework, China demonstrates “shock therapy” — the ability to rapidly
change reality on a gigantic scale through administrative methods. State involvement is
also important in the West, but it appears more as a reaction to public demand, sometimes
formal and populist. In China, conversely, large-scale state projects prove to be far more
effective than the everyday practices of citizens. Both approaches today yield high results
and serve as examples for other regions of the world.

To the above should be added an analysis of the philosophical positions and cultural
characteristics of the two regions. Western culture, drawing strength from Western
European philosophy and the Judeo-Christian tradition, long perceived humans and
nature as two distinct entities and often interpreted reason as a God-given right for
humans to have dominion over nature. The Enlightenment reinforced the idea of reason
as a tool for conquering the environment. The priority of individual freedom and the rights
of the individual also manifested in the culture of mass consumption as an individual right
to comfort and goods. At the same time, the idea of personal responsibility in Christian
and atheistic philosophical concepts endows each person with responsibility for the
consequences of every choice and action. This generates powerful grassroots
environmental movements and resistance to external constraints, as well as a strong sense
of guilt, which becomes a tool of manipulation in various political and social debates.

In the East, in countries with Confucian and Buddhist cultures, there is more talk of
harmony and the unity of humans and nature. Here, responsibility before Heaven for order
in the Celestial Empire is distributed according to the social hierarchy. Therefore, it is
entirely logical that the state approach often dominates in decision-making, and social
movements may have less influence. It is the state that should be interested in maintaining
the overall natural order. The necessity and speed of economic growth lead in this
situation to interesting adaptation schemes: for example, the construction of dams and
new, large-scale technological solutions, rather than a focus on changing consumer
models.

The Western approach to environmental issues today is characterized by alarmism
and calls for action aimed at quick results. This is largely due to the political dimension
of the issue, the struggle for voters, and societal pressure. Practical activity has its effect,
but many initiatives turn out to be more like symbolic actions (e.g., Earth Hour and
switching off lights). However, ecological consciousness itself has formed slowly in the
West, demonstrating a gradual evolution of ideas about the human-nature relationship. In
the East, a more abrupt transition is taking place in the realm of practices, and they are on
a larger scale. At the same time, there is reliance on ancient philosophical positions, and
the wvision of the problem is less emotional and more pragmatic.
At the same time, globalization is making its own adjustments, and today we can observe
a blending of approaches. In the West, interest in Eastern holism, deep ecology is
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growing, while in the East, interest in Western environmental movements and
technologies is increasing. This convergence of ideas is often embraced by young people.
Youth in global cities of the Far East (Shanghai, Seoul, Tokyo) think similarly to their
peers in Berlin or San Francisco, sharing the values of sustainable development. It is
important to note in this process the significance of aesthetics in shaping ecological
consciousness, regardless of the initial theoretical and practical inputs. In the West,
ecological aesthetics becomes more of an inquiry into the possibility of overcoming the
subject-object paradigm and forming new representations; in China, it involves forming
a new discourse with reference to tradition. In any case, aesthetic reflections are tied to
practice and attempt to achieve greater coherence between beliefs and actions at different
levels.

CONCLUSION

Culture exists precisely in the tension between the poles of conceptualization and
everyday life. Effective research requires constant reflexive navigation between these
levels, refusing to reduce one to the other, and being prepared to work with the inevitable
contradictions, ruptures, and non-linear connections. Acknowledging this difficulty does
not weaken the research position; on the contrary, it allows one to avoid
oversimplifications and create a more adequate, multidimensional picture of cultural
reality.

Environmental sustainability has become an important factor in the modernization
of production and life, and this is both a consequence and a sign of the development of
globalization trends and perspectives on world processes. But the path of environmental
modernization for each community is unique, as it depends on factors at different levels.
Aesthetic representations manifest themselves in the reality of everyday practices and
micro-decisions, micro-choices. Eastern countries are undergoing or have recently passed
a stage of rapid industrial growth, where environmental costs were long considered a
necessary evil, and now a balance between development and ecology is being sought.
Most Western countries passed the stage of “dirty” industrialization long ago and now
export harmful production to other countries. Today, they have the resources and
technologies for a “green” transition.

A characteristic feature of ecological aesthetics as a phenomenon of post-non-
classical thinking is its dialogic nature. The traditional dialogue between Eastern and
Western aesthetics, aesthetics and ethics, art and natural science is complemented by a
search for a communicative space between aesthetics and socio-economic, legal, and
technical knowledge. Awareness of global risks and efforts to change practices of
interaction with nature are not a concession to alarmism or fashion, but a responsible step
that all communities on the planet must take, regardless of their cultural particularities.
At the same time, it is necessary to recognize that different countries and cultures have
vastly different starting points: the current state of affairs in the environmental sphere,
their own ideas of how things ought to be, their own philosophical categories, and their
own habits. Moreover, economic inequality and historical features of modernization add
not only differences but also raise the question of justice and responsibility for the
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consequences of human activity. These are important questions that cannot be addressed
within the scope of a single article, but it is important to keep them in mind. In this case,
several factors in the process of forming ecological consciousness were examined,
demonstrating the diverse range of possible paths along this journey.
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