It’s mutually exclusive – Only decoupling the wellbeing of all organisms from economic growth can prevent [aff impact].
Temesgen et al. 19 – A.K. Temesgen, V.M. Storsletten, and O.D Jakobsen are researchers and theorists about neoclassical economics and economics broadly. They are all deeply interested in economics. They are also deeply interested in neoclassical economics, [“Circular Economy – Reducing Symptoms or Radical Change?Philosophy of Management, DOI: 10.1007/s40926-019-00112-1]RA
12 Circular Economy – challenging the hard core or forming a protective belt? Comparing the two fields of Neoclassical (NE) and Ecological Economics (EE), we find that they take radically opposing views. Most notably, NE emphasizes economic growth while EE focuses on research that decouples human wellbeing from economic growth. NE emphasizes competition as the primary form of interaction between economic agents while EE emphasizes the important role of co-operation in social interactions that has ensured evolutionary survival of our specie. NE emphasizes self-interested, atomistic actors while EE emphasizes relational actors embedded in social and environmental contexts. In light of this comparison, we will examine if Circular Economy plays the role of a protective belt or a challenge to the hard core of NE. Circular Economy problematizes the linear, extract-produce-use-throw model of our economic system where products are designed for short lifespans. Circular Economy proposes to extend the use value of products through reuse, repair, refurbishment and remanufacturing. This reduces the demand for virgin raw materials to produce consumption goods. When the use-value of products are exhausted, then the products can be recycled for raw materials. Once the economic value of the products are thoroughly utilized and only then should the products be combusted for energy (alternatively termed ‘recovery for energy’). These are the 4R framework components (reduce, reuse, recycle and recover) of CE and a definition promoted by practitioners (Kirchherr et al. 2017). Researchers studying the role of CE for sustainable development explore its implications for the three pillars of sustainable development: environmental, economic and social sustainability (Korhonen et al. 2018a; Korhonen et al. 2018b). On environmental sustainability, the main emphasis is on reducing the extraction of virgin raw materials that go into the production process and reducing the burden on the environment from excessive production of waste and pollutants. There is an aspiration of creating a symbiosis between the economic and eco-system where the byproducts of the economy are taken up by natural processes and assimilated into the biosphere (Korhonen et al. 2018a). On economic sustainability, one goal is to reduce production-costs. For example, costs associated with extracting and processing raw materials, waste management costs and emissions control costs. Another aim is to maintain the value in products for as long as possible by extending their use. Branding results in economic gain when goods are marketed to consumers as environmentally friendly, and businesses can brand themselves as responsible businesses and attract investment. CE’s contribution to social sustainability is an area where there is limited research. Korhonen et al. (2018a, p.40) list three potential social advantages of CE: ‘1) new employment opportunities through new uses of the value embedded in resources, 2) increased sense of community, cooperation and participation through the sharing economy and 3) use groups share the function and service of a physical product instead of individuals owning and consuming the physical product’. 13 CE is a young field (Murray et al. 2017) where practitioners (policy-makers, business consultants, business associations, business foundations etc.) play a leading role in its development and implementation (Korhonen et al. 2018a). The concept’s orientation towards practitioners mean that there is limited reflection on the worldview, values and societal structure that drive its development (Korhonen et al. 2018b). National governments, the European Commission and business foundations promote CE by claiming that it will lead to billions of Euros in annual economic gains (Korhonen et al. 2018a) and that it will boost economic growth. The focus on economic growth influences which aspects of Circular Economy make it into policy and public awareness. Practitioner definitions of CE ‘overall are found to feature reuse and recycle… An explanation is that practitioners have little interest in promoting reduction since this may imply curbing consumption and economic growth’ (Kirchherr et al. 2017, p.226). CE, seen from this perspective, does not critically engage with worldviews and values. Engagement with worldviews may even at times be dismissed as a distraction from the real issue of reaping economic profits. For example, Webster (2015, p.12) states ‘[s]ome people really don’t like stories or narratives about the economy, or pretend that they simply don’t need one: all they want to do is find the business opportunity therein, see which way the wind is blowing and take advantage. One of the advantages of a circular economy is that it is perfectly possible to work this way, starting from today… The point is one does not need a change of values to get involved’. He continues to argue that a circular economy has three objectives: ‘more growth and more jobs in combination with substantially reduced resource consumption’ (Webster 2015, p.100). ). Such a position places Circular Economy in the protective belt of mainstream economics. Its role is to protect the hardcore imperative of maintaining economic growth in the face of environmental and social challenges. It ignores the concern raised by industrial ecologists and environmentalists that a selective focus on recycling will not be enough to solve the problems associated with production and consumption systems. CE must be accompanied by a reconsideration of the foundations of the economic system. Sustainability oriented researchers of CE see it as a possibility for the business sector to contribute to sustainable development. There is a recognition that for CE to make a significant contribution, there has to be a paradigmatic change (in culture and values) (Korhonen et al. 2018a). Otherwise, CE will be relegated to a watered-down, ‘feelgood concept’ avoiding the heavy task of rethinking the entire production and consumption process (Kirchherr et al. 2017, p.227). We find approaches that call attention to the complex processes in nature and society and incorporates them in a circular economy. Korhonen et al. (2018a) advocates for a definition of CE where the throughput flow of resources and energy does not exceed planetary boundaries. Others allude to the complexity of natural and economic systems. For example, ‘the vast majority of real-life natural, social and economic phenomena belong to the realm of complexity. Indeed, natural systems, whether physical, social or economic only rarely exhibit simple causality or weakly connected causality’ (Sally Goerner quoted in Webster 2015, p.47). This calls for a new way of conceptualizing business and community informed by systems thinking. This strand of argument also advocates the re-invigoration of local economies by slowing the speed with which materials flow through the production process. Changing the production process of goods gives the advantage of improving material utilization and generating local employment. By reducing the scale of production and using local resources for local use, local employment is created. Adjusting taxation away from labor and renewables and towards pollutants and financial markets helps to invigorate the labor market. Social innovations such as community currencies, rooftop agricultures and sharing initiatives, are presented as ‘circular economy in practice’ and as examples of how local communities are generating their economies with local resources (Webster 2015). The sharing economy represents a new culture where communities/user groups share the function or value of a product as opposed to individuals owning and consuming products. The sharing economy is expected to ‘increase sense of community, cooperation and participation’ (Korhonen et al. 2018a, p.40)4 . The latter considerations show distinct characteristics that depart from the neoclassical worldview. There is a consideration for the physical limits imposed by the ecosystem in production and consumption systems. There is a recognition of the complexity of social and natural systems and a call for systems thinking. And in advocating for the sharing economy, there are value systems that advocate building local communities (as opposed to maximizing individual utility), that emphasize cooperation and participation than competition. These are manifestations of values that challenge the hardcore of neoclassical economics and align more with the principles of Ecological Economics. In the following two sections, we elaborate on the implications of the conceptual discussions we have conducted so far in the paper for business and communities. Implications for management of businesses and communities Implications for business Practitioners from the business world are important contributors to the development of Circular Economy. In earlier sections, we have discussed the ambitions, visions and enthusiasm around CE. We have also expounded reservations from industrial ecologists and CE researchers regarding the limitations of CE. It is particularly important to be observant to the tendency to use CE as a ‘feel-good’ remedy to the consumerist culture that has brought havoc to the environment. These experts state that a genuine desire to bring about a fundamental change to the production and consumption system must engage with the wider issues of the worldviews and values that underly the economic system (Cullen 2017; Price and Joseph 2000; Korhonen et al. 2018a). Businesses as engines of the economic system play an important role in the development of CE. Firms can take an active role in raising awareness about the potentials and short comings of CE both internally and in the wider community. They can take heed of the caution sounded by researchers that CE is still a young field and much can be achieved by reducing the firm’s production of waste and extending the value of products. Environmental management systems such as EMAS (Eco-Management and Audit Scheme) and ISO 14001 (the International Organization for Standardization) are anchored in neoclassical economics and do not ask critical questions of the hard core of the research program. There is a limited focus on the value of reducing the scale of the economy but rather a focus on selective practices such as recycling. There is limited awareness about where the recycled goods come from and what happens to them after recycling. There is even less focus on how recycling itself can demand energy intensive processes and may even require virgin raw materials to enter the production process (Price and Joseph 2000). Firms can adopt a holistic view of the economy, ecosystem and social systems, examine the role they play in the system and work towards a better world by networking with other socially and environmentally engaged firms. Networking with other firms will also contribute towards alleviating one of the challenges identified by Korhonen et al. (2018a) regarding the difficulty of overcoming spatial and temporal boundaries in the implementation of CE. One of the practical solutions he proposes is adopting an ‘inter-organizational sustainability management’ (Korhonen et al. 2018a, p.44). This will be possible only when firms build cooperative networks where they can address such cross-cutting issues. Establishing mutually binding co-operative relations is also an important first step to bring about a change to the neoclassical worldview where competition rather than cooperation is given a central role. Firms can both compete and cooperate with each other. However, a firm’s social and environmental responsibility will be better served through cooperative networks. Reflections on foundational issues (worldviews, ontology and axiology) will also have an impact on the organizational culture and the wellbeing of employees. A shift from value monism to value pluralism will help firms live up to their social responsibility. Arjoon (2010, p.62), in this journal, envisages businesses as ‘society of persons’instead of a ‘society of capital goods’. He asserts the moral justification for businesses is their contribution to human flourishing and advocates for valuing intrinsic rewards such as (learning new skills, personal development, and the application of virtues) in addition to extrinsic rewards (for e.g., monetary compensation). Based on empirical evidence, George and Sice (2014) show how organizations can contribute to the wellbeing of employees and the wider community by adopting a holistic perspective of wellbeing. Active reflection on worldviews and values can encourage firms to adopt a wider focus than just on economic gains and orient themselves towards a more collective focus on serving the development of the good society. Implications for communities In our discussion of Circular Economy, we have shown that the concept incorporates different interpretations and practice. We showed that a circular economy's activities play either the role of the protective belt or the role of challenging the hard core of neoclassical economics. Community initiatives such as the sharing economy and local currencies are initiatives that play the latter role (of challenging the hard core) and aim to bring fundamental changes to the way the economy is currently organized. Longhurst et al. (2016) argue that these initiatives are ‘counter-narratives’ engaging in ‘transformative social innovation’ (p.2). They define transformative social innovation as ‘changes in social relations, involving new ways of doing, organizing, knowing and framing’ (Longhurst et al. 2016, p.2). Initiatives such as transition towns, ecovillages, sharing cities and solidarity economy are all seen as transformative social innovations. Many of these initiatives congregate around the degrowth movement where the central unifying aim is to question the whole notion of unlimited growth. ‘Proponents of degrowth … argue that exponential economic growth cannot continue indefinitely in a world of finite resources …, calling for a reorientation of economic activity away from continuous expansion and toward lower material production and consumption’ (Longhurst et al. 2016, p.2). Other researchers of sustainability transitions highlight how these initiatives encourage innovations by providing a protective space where these ideas can take root and grow outside of the rules of the competitive market (Seyfang and Haxeltine 2012). These community initiatives 16 align themselves with the principles of ecological economics such as value pluralism (as opposed to value monism), favoring co-operation over competition, a holistic view of co-existence within a community (as opposed to atomism) and their focus on a circular instead of linear material flow. There are thousands of such initiatives around the world today (Longhurst et al. 2016). However, establishing such alternatives is not easy. Around 90 percent of aspiring community-level initiatives fail for lack of a unifying community vision (Christian (2003) in Guillen-Royo 2016). The implication of our paper for managers of such processes is to highlight the importance of closely examining the ontological basis of values and norms that define their communities. An atomistic worldview (of autonomous independence) and a holistic view (of interdependence and reciprocity) may lead two community members into a conflict if not clearly understood beforehand. An aim of perpetual growth/expansion and profitability may lead to a different community than a vision of simplicity that focuses on non-monetary sources of wellbeing. Citizens that aspire to establish community level initiatives or those that are at the initial stages of community formation are best served if they find ways to explore and understand the foundations of their values before initiating the hard work of starting up an initiative together. Dialogues and workshops are well-tested ways of shedding light on these issues that lay deep in our consciousness but are rarely critically examined.
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