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This study is based on 16 months of participant observation and interviews within the Chi-
nese Academy of Sciences, namely the State Key Lab of Systems Ecology at the Research
Center for Eco-Environmental Sciences. Ethnographic methods were used to examine how
environmental imaginaries – observed through engaging scientific, technological, and gov-
ernmental mentalities – developed in step with the development of China’s local, regional,
and national capacity to analyze and address ecological and environmental problems. This
thesis develops three case studies, each at a different scale: 1) the local, where environ-
mental imaginaries are at work in pressing forward with “eco-city” development in Beijing;
2) the regional, where the “cult of the giant panda” has driven changes in nature reserve
management and habitat conservation; and 3) the national, where the Chinese Ecosystem
Research Network (CERN) has been developed to identify and quantify the nation’s stock
of “ecosystem services” and provide a picture, via “network ecology,” for sustainable devel-
opment practices. This thesis contributes empirically across four major topics: the context
and institutional structures of Chinese environmental governance; the array of players and
imaginaries operating in Chinese environmental governance today; the modes of expertise
developed and deployed by ecological scientists; and, the way environmental information
moves, or not, from scientific to policy domains. Findings indicate that contemporary envi-
ronmental imaginaries at work in China are discursively framing how science advisors and
decision makers articulate problems and uncertainties (emergent interpretives) and strate-
gize directions forward (strategic thresholds) in the “sustainable pursuit” of the nation’s
economic development. The three cases exemplify how, even in the face of uncertainty or
missing information, environmental imaginaries enable individuals within specific enunci-
atory communities to negotiate China’s local, regional, national, and global strategies for
navigating through double-bind situations, such as “greening versus development” and “tra-
dition versus modernity.” In sum, environmental imaginaries circulating in China are playing
a significant and specific role in framing the relationships of ecological scientists in relation to
the goals of furthering the nation’s ability to develop while still protecting the environment.
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