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Ecology-Culture-Society: A Theoretical Framework for the Localized Practice of

Environmental Social Work in China

Luo Qiao
(School of Public Administration, Guizhou University of Finance and Economics,
Guiyang 550525, P. R. China)

Abstract: For a long time, the theories and practices of environmental social work in the West have
been rooted in specific ecological conditions, cultural traditions, and social structures, thereby giving
rise to a systematic set of concepts, values, and practical methods. This knowledge system provides
an explanatory paradigm and reference framework for the development of international environmental
social work. However, a common tendency is to uncritically accept this Western paradigm, which
originated from specific temporal and spatial contexts, as a general explanation with universal
applicability, and even as a standard for evaluating and guiding diverse global practices. The practice
field of environmental social work in China has certain uniqueness, mainly due to the ecological
dimension where China faces the balance of economic development, population size, and the carrying
capacity of resources and the environment, as well as the complex interweaving of environmental
problems in urban-rural and regional areas; in the cultural dimension, there is a collision between
long-standing ecological wisdom, collectivist traditions, and the changes in values during the rapid
modernization process; in the social dimension, it involves unique governance structures, community
forms, and specific models of public participation in environmental affairs. These factors together
constitute an ecological-cultural-social complex that is completely different from the Western
context. Therefore, to break through the predicament of simply applying Western paradigms to
explain and guide Chinese practices, the key lies in “returning to the localized practice in China”.
This means that the research on environmental social work in China must start from its own specific
and vivid practical experiences, analyze the inter-relationship among ecological protection, cultural
inheritance, and social development, and thereby construct an “ecological-cultural-social” analytical
framework to guide local practices, providing a foundation for the construction of an autonomous
knowledge system for environmental social work research, education, and practice in China.

Keywords: Environmental social work; Localization of social work; Construction of autonomous

knowledge system; Ecology-Culture-Society
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