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Abstract
The circular economy has emerged as a dominant sustainability framework, yet its rapid
institutionalisation obscures critical questions about power, equity, and justice in industrial transitions.
This article challenges the technocratic framing prevalent in circular economy discourse by developing
an integrative framework that centres distributional, procedural, and recognitional justice alongside
environmental performance. We synthesise critical scholarship on circular economy depoliticisation with
Sen's theory of justice to reveal how ostensibly neutral technical choices embody political commitments
with differential impacts across social groups and geographies. Our framework illuminates how different
ideological orientations, from green anarchism to environmental authoritarianism, shape circular
transitions and generate distinct justice outcomes. We argue that industrial ecology must expand
beyond material flow analysis to incorporate justice assessment, moving from win-win assumptions
toward honest engagement with the conflicts and trade-offs inherent in economic transformation. This
shift is essential for the circular economy to deliver genuine sustainability rather than optimising existing
inequalities within circular loops.

1 Introduction
The Circular Economy (CE) has achieved a remarkable ascent. In less than two decades, it has
transformed from a niche concept into official policy across the European Union, China, and dozens of
other nations (Kirchherr et al., 2023). Yet this success conceals a troubling paradox: the more CE
becomes embedded as the dominant sustainability narrative, the more it forecloses critical engagement
with questions that may be most essential to its success. Who benefits from circular transitions? Who
bears the costs? Whose voices shape how circularity unfolds? As Corvellec et al. (2022: 421) observe,
CE has become "approbatory, uncritical, descriptive and deeply normative"—a policy consensus that
promises win-win outcomes whilst systematically obscuring conflicts, power asymmetries, and justice
implications inherent in economic transformation.

This depoliticisation matters profoundly. Theoretically, it represents a failure to learn from decades of
environmental justice scholarship demonstrating that ostensibly green initiatives reproduce inequalities
when power relations are ignored (Martinez-Alier, 2021). By framing circularity as a technical
optimisation challenge, CE discourse renders distributional conflicts invisible, transforming what should
be democratic deliberation into managerial problem-solving (Pansera et al., 2021). Practically, this risks
CE replicating previous sustainability paradigms that concentrated advantages among privileged actors
whilst displacing burdens to marginalised communities (Gregson et al., 2015; Valenzuela & Böhm, 2017).

Industrial ecology faces a particular challenge here. The field's analytical strengths—systems thinking,
material flow analysis, life cycle assessment—have been instrumental in demonstrating CE's
environmental potential (Fröhling et al., 2024). Yet these may inadvertently reinforce technocratic
framings that marginalise social and political dimensions (Leipold et al., 2023). When industrial
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ecologists optimise material loops, they make choices that are inherently political, yet these often
remain implicit, cloaked in technical rationality (Bozeman et al., 2024).

Scholars have increasingly problematized CE's depoliticised framing. Valenzuela and Böhm (2017) argue
CE functions as sophisticated greenwashing embedded within growth-capitalist rhetoric. Gregson et al.
(2015) reveal how EU resource recovery operates as a "moral economy" distinguishing legitimate
circularity within European borders from illegitimate practices beyond them, masking geopolitical
dimensions. Pansera and colleagues contend CE's technocratic orientation constitutes its most
significant limitation, assuming automatic market-driven transitions whilst overlooking class relations
and democratic governance (Genovese & Pansera, 2020; Pansera et al., 2021).

These critiques converge on a fundamental inadequacy: CE scholarship has developed sophisticated
methods for tracking material flows and environmental impacts, yet social consequences—including
labour displacement, spatial inequalities, and global North-South asymmetries—remain dramatically
undertheorised (Leipold et al., 2023; Pansera et al., 2024). This gap is striking compared to adjacent
fields where justice is a core analytical category. Analysis of 1,181 pages of US CE reports found "justice"
appearing only four times, and then only through neoliberal framings rather than substantive
distributional concerns (Berry et al., 2022).

This article addresses these concerns by shifting the consensus on how CE should be analysed. Rather
than treating depoliticisation as an unfortunate side effect, we argue it is a constitutive feature requiring
explicit analytical attention. Our contribution is threefold. First, we synthesise critical perspectives on CE
depoliticisation with Sen's theory of justice to develop an integrative framework making visible the power
relations, distributional conflicts, and procedural exclusions embedded within circular transitions.
Second, we demonstrate how this framework reveals justice implications hidden within ostensibly
neutral technical choices, showing these embody political commitments with differential impacts. Third,
we map ideological orientations shaping CE—from green anarchism to environmental authoritarianism—
revealing how different political visions generate distinct justice outcomes.

Our approach challenges the tacit assumption that rigorous environmental assessment can proceed
independently from analysis of social equity and power relations. Material flows are always embedded
within social architectures—labour relations, property regimes, governance structures—that shape who
controls resources and who is exposed to harms (Gregson et al., 2015). By foregrounding justice, we
move beyond CE's win-win assumptions toward honest engagement with conflicts and trade-offs
characterising economic transformation (Kirchherr & Hartley, 2025).

The article proceeds as follows. Section 2 reviews literature on CE's rise, critiques of depoliticisation, and
justice frameworks. Section 3 presents our theoretical framework integrating Sen's justice theory with
political ideology mapping. Section 4 synthesises these elements analytically. Section 5 discusses
implications for policy and industrial ecology. Section 6 concludes with reflections on pathways toward a
just CE.
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2 Background and Literature Review

2.1 CE as a Dominant Sustainability Narrative
Over the past decade, the CE has emerged as one of the most influential frameworks in sustainability
policy, business strategy, and industrial ecology discourse. The concept has gained widespread traction
among policymakers, businesses, and academia, with the European Union and China spearheading
global implementation efforts (Fröhling et al., 2024). Drawing on a heterogeneous collection of concepts
from ecological economics, industrial ecology, cradle-to-cradle design, biomimicry, and cleaner
production, CE presents a systems-oriented approach to transforming industrial metabolism away from
the linear "take-make-dispose" model (Corvellec et al., 2022; Kirchherr et al., 2023; Korhonen et al., 2018).

The appeal of CE lies in its promise to reconcile economic growth with environmental sustainability
through resource efficiency, waste reduction, and closed-loop material flows. Industrial ecology, as the
disciplinary home for much CE research, emphasises systems thinking and the optimisation of material
cycles from virgin extraction to end-of-life recovery (Fröhling et al., 2024). The Journal of Industrial
Ecology has played a pivotal role in developing CE scholarship, with CE-related publications proliferating
rapidly since the mid-2010s, establishing itself as one of the field's leading journals (Kirchherr et al.,
2023). CE frameworks advocate for business model innovation, technological solutions, and policy
interventions designed to decouple resource use from economic growth whilst promoting value
retention and sustainable development (Kirchherr et al., 2023).

However, despite its conceptual popularity, CE has been characterised by definitional ambiguity, with
over a hundred definitions inventoried, meaning different things to different actors (Kirchherr et al.,
2017). This conceptual vagueness has contributed to CE functioning as what some scholars describe as
a "floating signifier" or "empty signifier," adaptable to diverse contexts but lacking substantive specificity
(Corvellec et al., 2022; Valenzuela & Böhm, 2017). The concept's development has been predominantly
practitioner-driven, shaped by policymakers, businesses, consultants, and foundations rather than
emerging from robust theoretical foundations (Kirchherr et al., 2023; Korhonen et al., 2018).

Proponents emphasise CE's strengths in promoting systems thinking, fostering innovation, and creating
business opportunities for enhanced resource productivity. The promise of a "win-win" outcome—
simultaneously achieving environmental protection and economic competitiveness—has made CE
particularly attractive to policymakers seeking to avoid difficult trade-offs (Völker et al., 2020). This
reformist agenda shifts attention from constraints and conflicts toward synergies and opportunities,
circularising policy buzzwords such as "circular business," "circular innovation," and "circular
entrepreneurship" (Cullen, 2017; Völker et al., 2020).

2.2 Critiques of Depoliticisation
Despite its widespread adoption, CE has faced substantial scholarly critique, particularly regarding its
technocentric orientation and depoliticising effects. In a comprehensive review published in the Journal

Page 4/20



of Industrial Ecology, Corvellec et al. (2022) synthesised critiques that characterise CE policy advocacy
as "approbatory, uncritical, descriptive and deeply normative" (Gregson et al., 2015, p. 223), lacking the
critical reflexivity necessary for genuine systemic transformation. These critiques, scattered across
ecological economics, management, and human geography, converge on several key concerns about
CE's theoretical foundations, practical limitations, and ideological underpinnings. Research
demonstrates growing disillusionment with CE's implementation, particularly around conceptual
ambiguity and the gap between ambitious rhetoric and modest results (Kirchherr & Hartley, 2025).

Central to the depoliticisation critique is the argument that CE discourse obscures conflict, power
relations, and distributional consequences through a technocratic and managerial framing (Corvellec et
al., 2022; Niskanen et al., 2020). Valenzuela and Böhm (2017) argue that CE is mythologised as circular,
waste-free, and sustainable, yet this idealistic vision conceals the political economy of waste production
under capitalism. Their analysis demonstrates how CE can serve as a sophisticated form of
greenwashing embedded within growth-capitalist rhetoric, diverting attention from fundamental
questions about production, consumption, and planned obsolescence (Valenzuela & Böhm, 2017). This
framing transforms CE into what they term a "post-political" agenda that stabilises existing institutions
by depoliticising sustainability debates.

Pansera and colleagues extend this critique, contending that CE's apolitical and technocratic framing
represents its most significant shortcoming (Genovese & Pansera, 2020; Pansera et al., 2021). Their
work highlights how CE discourse typically assumes that given appropriate economic incentives,
transitions can occur automatically within Western market economies, thereby overlooking the roles of
class relations, power asymmetries, local communities, and democratic governance (Pansera et al.,
2021). The vagueness surrounding how circular revolutions in production and consumption would
actually unfold is, they suggest, potentially intentional, allowing economic imperatives to override the
inevitable frictions of democratic decision-making (Pansera et al., 2021).

Gregson et al. (2015) ground these critiques empirically through their analysis of resource recovery in
the EU, revealing how CE operates as a "moral economy" that distinguishes between legitimate
circularity practices within EU borders and illegitimate ones beyond them. Their work demonstrates that
CE enactments remain "limited and fragile," shaped by politically created markets, material properties,
and morally defined material circuits rather than the neutral, technical processes often portrayed in
policy discourse (Gregson et al., 2015). This moral framing masks the geopolitical dimensions of
circularity, potentially reinforcing neo-colonial dynamics by sidelining developing countries or failing to
engage with informal sectors (Corvellec et al., 2022; Genovese & Pansera, 2020).

The technocentric orientation of CE contributes to what Hobson and Lynch (2016) identify as a failure to
disrupt the status quo in terms of power, norms, and politics. Despite revolutionary language, CE
implementation remains focused on eco-modernist and eco-efficiency agendas that exclude solutions
challenging the current capitalist order (Corvellec et al., 2022; Gregson et al., 2015). This technocratic
representation reinforces problem displacement across time and space rather than addressing root
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causes of unsustainability (Calisto Friant et al., 2021). EU CE policies, for instance, express clear material
ambitions whilst maintaining more diffuse commitments to social justice and environmental protection,
revealing a gap between holistic discourse and end-of-pipe policies prioritising growth and
competitiveness (Corvellec et al., 2022; Flynn & Hacking, 2019).

Furthermore, the win-win framing conceals the reality that circular transitions inevitably involve winners
and losers. As scholars note, the risk exists that CE becomes a policy "nexus" combining environmental
urgency with the ideological mandate of pursuing economic growth, thereby normalising myths that
reduce space for critical reflection (Kovacic et al., 2019; Lazarevic & Valve, 2017). Examples include risks
of increased polarisation between urban and rural areas, insufficient attention to global inequalities, and
the perpetuation of neo-colonial resource extraction patterns (Corvellec et al., 2022; Hagbert et al.,
2018).

2.3 Justice in Sustainability Transitions
Scholarship on sustainability transitions increasingly emphasises that transformative change must
attend to justice considerations across multiple dimensions. The justice framework typically
distinguishes between three core pillars: distributive justice (the allocation of costs and benefits),
procedural justice (who participates in decision-making), and recognitional justice (respect for and fair
consideration of diverse cultures and perspectives) (Schlosberg, 2007). In climate and environmental
contexts, restorative justice—addressing past and present harms to people, species, and ecosystems—
also features prominently (European Environment Agency, 2024). Recent work in the Journal of Industrial
Ecology emphasises the importance of embedding systemic equity considerations throughout industrial
ecology applications, including attention to potential biases and unfairness in emerging analytical tools
(Bozeman et al., 2024).

Distributive justice addresses how circular strategies allocate costs and benefits across different groups,
examining whether circular jobs provide fair wages, safety, and social security, or whether circular
infrastructures displace marginalised communities (Van Opstal et al., 2025). This dimension asks
fundamental questions about what is lost or gained, by whom, and in what quantities (Schlosberg, 2007).
In circular transitions, distributional concerns encompass access to quality goods, availability of repair
tools and spare parts, spatial distribution of circular initiatives, and financial barriers such as
membership fees that may exclude vulnerable populations (Van Opstal et al., 2025).

Procedural justice emphasises the importance of equitable and inclusive processes guiding transitions,
ensuring that those affected by circularity have genuine opportunities to influence outcomes (Van Opstal
et al., 2025). This extends beyond mere consultation to encompass empowerment, enabling
communities to shape decisions affecting jobs, health, and cultural practices. Procedural justice is
considered key to achieving distributive justice, as only through democratic processes can complex
trade-offs between different futures be adequately addressed (Just Transitions Framework, 2020).
However, CEdiscourse frequently overlooks questions of democratic governance, failing to address who
decides where and how closed-loop systems are implemented (Pansera et al., 2021).
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Recognitional justice requires validation of the knowledge, experiences, and rights of all groups,
particularly those traditionally marginalised in economic development. This dimension emphasises
awareness of how transition effects manifest across local and global scales, recognising different
cultural understandings, values, and priorities concerning resource use and environmental change
(Schlosberg, 2007). Systemic exclusion based on cultural, social, ethnic, or racial identity must be
avoided to ensure circular transitions reach all communities appropriately (Van Opstal et al., 2025).
Recognitional justice also encompasses epistemic justice—taking seriously all forms of knowledge and
experience regardless of social position or status, not privileging only academic or expert knowledge
(Van Opstal et al., 2025).

Despite growing attention to just transitions in energy, climate, and development contexts, CE
scholarship has been notably slow to integrate justice frameworks. Research demonstrates that CE
literature addresses environmental aspects to limited extents whilst marginalising social dimensions
(Leipold et al., 2023; Schöggl et al., 2020). Leipold et al. (2023) identify three distinct narratives within CE
scholarship—optimist, reformist, and skeptical—each offering different perspectives on CE's potential
and limitations, yet all highlighting the need for CE research to better integrate technical, managerial,
socio-economic, environmental, and political dimensions. Their analysis emphasises the importance of
identifying societal and political strategies that ensure adequate distribution of costs and benefits,
particularly across geographical and cultural differences. When justice appears in US-based CE reports,
it manifests implicitly through neoliberal framings emphasising free pursuit of self-interest, property
protection, and consumer choice rather than distributive, procedural, or compensatory justice (Berry et
al., 2022). Analysis of 1,181 pages of CE reports yielded only four instances of the word "justice" (Berry
et al., 2022), indicating how justice remains peripheral to mainstream CE discourse.

This gap is particularly concerning given CE's potential to perpetuate environmental inequalities and
unequal distribution of socio-ecological costs. Environmental justice scholarship has long documented
how industrial activities concentrate toxicity and hazards in "sacrifice zones" inhabited by marginalised
populations (Martinez-Alier, 2021). Without explicit attention to justice, CE risks replicating these
patterns, displacing burdens to vulnerable communities whilst benefits accrue to already privileged
groups. The current linear economy's legacy of distributing burdens disproportionately across the Global
South, ethnic minorities, and lower-income communities requires that circular transitions actively
redress rather than reinforce such inequities (Isenhour et al., 2019; Mathai et al., 2021).

Recent scholarship has begun addressing this lacuna. Schröder and Barrie (2022) argue that
environmental justice and just transition principles must become key elements for an inclusive CE, whilst
Kirchherr (2021) proposes "circular justice" as a framework integrating distributional, procedural, and
recognitional dimensions into CE implementation. Research increasingly recognises that CE transitions
affect labour conditions, community well-being, and global supply chains in ways requiring careful
justice analysis (Pansera et al., 2024). However, as Corvellec et al. (2022) observe, CE stands as a
discourse that "focuses on the economy, excludes social dimensions, and simplifies its environmental
consequences," suggesting substantial work remains to centre justice in CEtheory and practice. The
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newly formed Sustainable CEsection of the International Society for Industrial Ecology explicitly aims to
foster research addressing all dimensions of sustainability—environmental, economic, and social—
acknowledging that previous CE research has been criticised for focusing solely on the physical side
(Fröhling et al., 2024).

The tension between CE's technocratic, growth-oriented framing and justice imperatives raises
fundamental questions about whether circularity can deliver equitable outcomes within existing
capitalist structures, or whether more radical reimagining of economic relations is necessary. As
Pansera et al. (2021) note, unless CE confronts issues of justice and power relations, the societal
implications—including levels of freedom, democracy, and equity—remain profoundly uncertain.

3 Theoretical Framework

3.1 Why Politicise the CE?
A growing body of scholarship argues that the CE has come to be framed through a technocentric and
often depoliticised narrative, centred on efficiency gains, innovation, and market-led implementation
(Bækgaard et al., 2024; Corvellec et al., 2022b). This narrative tends to obscure questions of power,
conflict, and distributive justice by positioning circularity as a consensual “win–win” solution rather than
a site of political contestation (Giampietro & Funtowicz, 2020; Valenzuela & Böhm, 2017). In this sense,
CE can be understood as an essentially contested concept, where divergent interpretations reflect
deeper ideological commitments (Calisto Friant et al., 2020). Repoliticisation is therefore not an optional
enhancement but a necessary corrective. Bringing political convictions to the foreground enables CE
scholarship to engage more directly with how transitions are shaped by competing judgments about
what and who is valued (Pansera et al., 2021). A framework that accommodates ideological diversity
makes possible a more rigorous assessment of justice in CE transitions, moving beyond the sanitised
framing of social dimensions often reduced to procedural participation or stakeholder dialogue (Mies &
Gold, 2021).

3.2 Sen’s Theory of Justice
Amartya Sen’s work provides a productive entry point for examining justice within CE discourse,
particularly through his distinction between niti—idealised institutional arrangements—and nyaya—justice
as realised in lived social conditions (Sen, 2010). Sen argues that institutional design is an insufficient
basis for assessing justice: what ultimately matters is the extent to which people are able to expand their
capabilities and avoid manifest injustices. A central feature of this approach is the recognition of value
pluralism. Sen insists that reasonable disagreement about what constitutes justice is inevitable in
heterogeneous societies (Sen, 2007). Justice must therefore be evaluated through public reasoning and
democratic deliberation—processes that allow competing perspectives to be articulated, scrutinised, and
negotiated. His anti-perfectionist stance also rejects the idea that any single conception of the good,
whether institutional or ideological, can claim universal authority. These features are well-suited to the
CE, where ideal models of systemic circularity often diverge sharply from the lived realities of
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implementation. Sen’s focus on realised outcomes offers a means of examining CE initiatives according
to their actual effects on people’s capabilities, equity, and well-being, rather than their alignment with an
abstract circular ideal.

3.3 Political Spectrum of CE Ideologies
To surface the ideological tensions embedded in CE, we propose a spectrum of four typical CE
ideologies, illustrated in Fig. 1. Although presented analytically, these positions reflect established
traditions within ecological politics, the social and solidarity economy, market-led environmentalism, and
authoritarian environmental governance (Clark, 1983; Miller, 2010; Anderson & Leal, 2015; Gilley, 2012).

The first position, Green Anarchy, is rooted in ecological anarchism and strongly associated with Social
Ecology and Ecological Humanism (Bookchin, 1991; Morris, 2017). It advocates decentralised
governance, direct democracy, and active popular participation in ecological restoration. Circularity, in
this framing, is inseparable from dismantling hierarchical political and economic structures. Ecological
transition is understood as a conscious revolutionary process in which communities reclaim autonomy
from capitalist and statist institutions.

The second position aligns with the Social and Solidarity Economy (SSE). Unlike Green Anarchy, SSE
does not reject central economic organisation outright but instead emphasises a popular economy
operating alongside and beyond both the public and corporate private sectors (Morais & Bacic, 2020).
Collective action remains central, though often coordinated within more structured institutional
arrangements (Villalba-Eguiluz et al., 2023; Utting et al., 2014).

Core SSE values include reciprocity, social bonds, social capital, and trust, including the importance of
group membership and participatory governance. Economic activity is oriented toward social utility
rather than profit maximisation. Importantly, SSE scholarship foregrounds questions of distribution,
explicitly interrogating who bears the social and environmental costs of economic activity while
recognising that central economic functions remain integral to societal organisation (Leipold et al., 2021;
Putnam, 2000).

A third position reflects Free Market Circular Economy thinking. Free-Market Environmentalism frames
CE as an innovation-driven agenda that relies on entrepreneurial dynamism, competitive markets, and
efficiency optimisation (Anderson & Leal, 2015). Collective action is largely mediated through markets
rather than occurring outside of them. Technological innovation and entrepreneurial dynamism are
viewed as the primary drivers of circular transition.

In this framing, consumers exercise political agency through market participation, effectively “voting”
daily via purchasing decisions. Circularity is therefore pursued through competitive markets, property
rights, and efficiency optimisation, while maintaining the broader structures of capitalism and
neoliberalism (Cardoso, 2018; Kębłowski et al., 2020; Khan et al., 2021).
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Finally, the spectrum extends to Ecofascism and Green Fascism, characterised by high degrees of
government centralisation combined with ecological preservation framed as a civilisational imperative.
Although there is comparatively limited scholarship directly linking ecofascism to CE discourse,
emerging literature highlights how ecological narratives can be appropriated into authoritarian projects.

These ideologies often fuse notions of “the people” and “the land,” deploying exclusionary and
nationalist rhetoric structured around an “us versus them” logic (Forchtner, 2023; Guerra, 2025; Olsen,
2024). This position favours top-down regulation and coercive governance mechanisms in pursuit of
large-scale in such contexts, may be instrumentalised to justify coercive governance and ethnically or
culturally exclusionary environmental policies.

These ideological perspectives are neither exhaustive nor mutually exclusive, yet they illustrate the
diverse political imaginaries that underpin CE narratives. Making these orientations explicit helps
illuminate the value judgments already embedded within competing circularity visions.

3.4 How Sen’s Framework Interacts with Political
Ideologies
Sen’s understanding of justice offers a conceptual bridge across these ideological differences. By
emphasising nyaya—justice as realised rather than merely designed—Sen provides a means of evaluating
CE pathways according to their actual effects on human well-being and social equity. This moves
analysis away from institutional promises and towards lived implications, thereby placing different
ideological visions of CE on a shared evaluative terrain. His emphasis on public reasoning also
challenges depoliticised conceptions of CE by encouraging open contestation between value
frameworks and demanding justification of the trade-offs embedded within each approach (Hay, 2014;
Mouffe, 2000). Rather than assuming consensus, Sen invites a form of deliberation that foregrounds
disagreement and acknowledges irreducible pluralism.

Taken together, Sen’s insights support a more politically attuned and justice-oriented reading of CE
transitions. They clarify how different ideologies attribute meaning to justice, highlight the distributional
and recognitional implications of circular strategies, and offer a pluralistic method for evaluating CE
pathways without presupposing convergence around a single normative vision.

4 Repoliticising the CE: Analytical Synthesis

4.1 CE as an Ideologically Contested Space
The CE cannot be understood solely as a technical project of material optimisation; it is also an
ideologically mediated space in which divergent political convictions shape competing visions of
circularity (Calisto Friant et al., 2020). Each ideological orientation foregrounds different narratives,
priorities, and policy preferences, reflecting underlying commitments to autonomy, equality, efficiency, or
control. Green Anarchist perspectives emphasise decentralised, sufficiency-oriented approaches and
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critique CE models that reinforce capitalist production systems or centralised authority (Bookchin, 1995;
Hall, 2011). Social and Solidarity Economy approaches foreground equity, cooperative governance, and
community resilience, positioning circularity as a vehicle for democratising economic relations rather
than merely improving resource efficiency (Utting et al., 2014; Villalba-Eguiluz et al., 2023). Free-Market
Environmentalist perspectives, by contrast, treat CE primarily as a market-led opportunity for innovation
and competitiveness, reinforcing narratives of eco-modernisation and “win–win” synergies (Anderson &
Leal, 2015; Völker et al., 2020). Finally, Environmental Authoritarian orientations privilege top-down
regulatory control, sometimes invoking national strategic interests to justify coercive governance
arrangements (Gilley, 2012; Chen & Lees, 2018).

These orientations are not simply abstract political categories—they actively shape how justice is
interpreted within CE discourse. Where some views prioritise autonomy or community self-
determination, others emphasise efficiency, economic growth, or technocratic control. Recognising CE
as an ideologically contested space therefore makes visible the political diversity already embedded in
circularity debates, challenging the post-political discourse that presents CE as a consensual, apolitical
solution (Valenzuela & Böhm, 2017; Corvellec et al., 2022).

4.2 Applying Sen’s Nyaya Perspective
Sen’s distinction between nyaya—justice as realised in lived experiences—and niti—ideal institutional
arrangements—provides a powerful analytical tool for navigating this ideological diversity (Sen, 2010).
Applying a nyaya perspective to the CE reorients analysis away from idealised circular visions and
towards the concrete, context-specific outcomes of circular initiatives: who gains, who loses, and which
capabilities are expanded or constrained. This is particularly relevant given the persistent gap between
CE’s ambitious rhetoric and its modest real-world effects (Kirchherr & Hartley, 2025).

By foregrounding realised outcomes, Sen’s framework enables a more empirical assessment of justice
impacts, complementing and extending existing justice-focused work in sustainability transitions
(Schlosberg, 2007; Van Opstal et al., 2025). It draws attention to whether circular practices improve
labour conditions, expand access to durable and repairable goods, reduce toxic exposures, or instead
reproduce socio-economic inequalities and environmental harms—concerns well documented in
environmental justice scholarship (Martinez-Alier, 2021). In this way, Sen’s approach challenges CE
scholarship to move beyond justificatory narratives centred on technological promise or institutional
design, and to instead interrogate how circularity shapes lived realities across diverse communities.

4.3 Tensions, Conflicts, and Trade-Offs
Foregrounding ideological diversity also clarifies why CE transitions generate tensions and trade-offs.
Different ideological commitments yield conflicting governance models, ownership structures,
technological pathways, and distributive outcomes. For example, Green Anarchist or solidarity-oriented
approaches may advocate for decentralised repair infrastructures, community-led reuse systems, or
localised material loops that resist market consolidation. In contrast, market-led CE agendas often
favour large-scale digital tracking systems, proprietary design standards, and resource-efficient
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production processes that reinforce incumbent corporate power (Gregson et al., 2015; Cullen, 2017).
Environmental Authoritarian logics may support mandated recycling quotas, surveillance-based
monitoring of material flows, or state-coordinated industrial restructuring, even when such measures
curtail democratic participation (Gilley, 2012).

These tensions are visible in contemporary CE debates. Efforts to expand digital product passports, for
instance, raise questions about data ownership, surveillance risk, and the exclusion of informal and
community-based repair actors (Pansera et al., 2021). Waste infrastructure planning often reflects
geopolitical inequalities, with circularity ambitions in the Global North relying on labour- and resource-
intensive recycling practices in the Global South, echoing long-standing critiques of neo-colonial
resource flows (Gregson et al., 2015; Isenhour et al., 2019). Similarly, circular business models may
generate new forms of dependency through subscription-based access systems or restrictive repair
policies that limit user autonomy and exacerbate socio-economic inequalities (Van Opstal et al., 2025).

Recognising these tensions underscores that CE transitions are not frictionless, consensus-driven
processes but contested socio-political transformations shaped by power, competing values, and
material constraints (Kovacic et al., 2019; Pansera et al., 2021).

4.4 Avoiding Dominance of Any One Ideology
A core challenge for repoliticising the CE lies in avoiding the dominance of any single ideological
perspective. Overreliance on technocratic and market-led orientations risks narrowing CE to eco-
efficiency and innovation agendas, downplaying justice considerations and reinforcing existing
inequalities (Corvellec et al., 2022; Mies & Gold, 2021). Similarly, authoritarian or coercive interpretations
may suppress democratic participation, undermine procedural or recognitional justice, and reduce public
legitimacy (Chen & Lees, 2018). Even solidarity-oriented approaches may inadvertently impose particular
value frameworks that do not resonate across all contexts.

Sen’s emphasis on public reasoning offers a safeguard against such dominance. By insisting that
legitimate claims to justice must be subject to open, inclusive, and pluralistic deliberation, Sen provides a
mechanism for navigating conflicting values and ensuring no single ideology monopolises the meaning
of circularity (Sen, 2010; Mouffe, 2000). Public reasoning also encourages reflexivity and transparency
regarding trade-offs, enabling CE strategies to be co-developed with affected communities rather than
imposed through expert-driven or market-centric logics.

In this sense, repoliticising the CE is not about elevating one ideological position above others but about
cultivating a deliberative space where multiple visions of justice can meaningfully interact. This
orientation strengthens CE’s capacity to deliver equitable and socially grounded outcomes, moving the
discourse beyond its post-political tendencies towards a more democratic and pluralistic transition.

5 Implications for CE Policy and Practice
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5.1 A Justice-Oriented CE Framework
Repoliticising CE through Sen's justice framework has direct implications for practice. A justice-oriented
CE framework must foreground expansion of human capabilities as a central evaluative criterion. Rather
than focusing exclusively on material flow efficiency, CE initiatives should be assessed by the extent to
which they enhance people's substantive freedoms—their ability to live valued lives (Sen, 2010). This
aligns with emergent scholarship urging greater attention to social dimensions in CE transitions (Van
Opstal et al., 2025).

Equity and inclusion constitute a second foundational principle. CE policies must explicitly identify who
stands to gain or lose through specific interventions (Schlosberg, 2007). This includes global justice
issues—such as waste burden displacement to the Global South—and local inequities in access to repair
infrastructures and circular employment opportunities.

A justice-oriented framework requires transparency regarding trade-offs. CE transitions are not inherently
"win-win" processes; they involve contestation and can consolidate existing inequalities if left
unexamined (Pansera et al., 2021). Making trade-offs explicit helps resist technocratic tendencies
obscuring politically consequential decisions.

Finally, participatory governance is essential for procedural and recognitional justice. CE policies should
move beyond consultative processes towards deeper democratic engagement enabling communities—
especially historically marginalised ones—to shape decisions around infrastructure, resource flows, and
industrial restructuring (Just Transitions Framework, 2020).

5.2 Implications for Industrial Ecology
Sen's outcomes-focused approach has significant implications for Industrial Ecology. IE's
methodological toolkit—material flow analysis, life cycle assessment, scenario modelling—has
historically privileged physical and economic parameters, often omitting justice considerations or
treating them as peripheral (Fröhling et al., 2024). Integrating Sen's insights invites reorientation of these
tools toward evaluating realised outcomes in terms of capabilities, equity, and distributional effects.

CE metrics could be redesigned to capture not only material efficiency but also social implications such
as labour intensity, hazardous material exposure, or access to repair services (Bozeman et al., 2024).
Scenario modelling could incorporate assumptions about governance models and ideological framings,
revealing how different political configurations produce divergent justice outcomes. Material flow
analysis could be extended to trace embedded social relations and global inequalities shaping resource
recovery pathways (Gregson et al., 2015).

Embedding justice in IE methodologies requires shifting from evaluating circularity as purely technical to
understanding it as a socio-political process with uneven consequences. This enriches analysis by
situating material systems within broader questions of equity, governance, and lived experience (Leipold
et al., 2023).
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5.3 Implications for Policy
At the policy level, embracing ideological plurality and Sen's justice framework encourages more reflexive
and transparent CE strategy development. Policymakers should explicitly acknowledge ideological
assumptions underpinning CE policies—whether oriented towards market-led innovation, community
empowerment, or state-driven control. Making these assumptions visible helps counter post-political
framing presenting CE as neutral and universally beneficial (Corvellec et al., 2022).

Supporting public reasoning and deliberative processes is critical for ensuring CE pathways reflect
diverse societal values rather than narrow technocratic priorities. Deliberation is not merely procedural
but a substantive mechanism for identifying injustices, negotiating trade-offs, and building cross-
ideological understanding (Sen, 2010). Policymaking should incorporate participatory methods granting
communities meaningful influence over CE decisions, particularly regarding waste infrastructure
placement, repair and reuse initiatives, and industrial redevelopment.

Finally, policymakers should identify risks and benefits associated with adopting specific ideological
framings. Market-led approaches may spur innovation but risk exacerbating inequalities. Authoritarian
framings may accelerate implementation but undermine democratic legitimacy. Solidarity-based
approaches may foster inclusion but require institutional support to scale. Recognising these dynamics
enables policymakers to design CE strategies that are materially effective, socially just, and politically
robust.

6 Discussion
Repoliticising the CE offers several benefits for both scholarship and practice. First, it enhances the
transparency, legitimacy, and accountability of CE transitions by making explicit the normative
foundations and ideological assumptions that shape circular strategies (Corvellec et al., 2022; Pansera
et al., 2021). By foregrounding contestation rather than assuming consensus, repoliticisation counters
the post-political framing that often renders CE immune to critique, enabling more honest engagement
with trade-offs, distributional effects, and structural inequalities.

Second, repoliticisation makes visible the distributive, recognitional, and procedural dimensions of
circularity highlighted in justice scholarship (Schlosberg, 2007; Van Opstal et al., 2025). This visibility is
critical because CE practices, even when framed as technical or efficiency-oriented, inevitably reshape
socio-economic relations—affecting who benefits from circular infrastructures, who bears the burdens of
waste management and labour, and whose knowledge and cultural practices are included or
marginalised (Isenhour et al., 2019; Gregson et al., 2015). Repoliticisation thus enables a richer
diagnostic of power relations and equity implications.

Finally, situating CE within a pluralistic justice framework strengthens its democratic legitimacy. Sen’s
emphasis on public reasoning underscores that just outcomes emerge not from imposing a singular
vision of circularity, but from inclusive deliberation among actors holding diverse values and interests
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(Sen, 2010). Repoliticisation therefore supports more grounded, reflexive, and adaptive approaches to CE
implementation.

Despite its value, the approach advanced in this paper carries several limitations. The first concerns its
primarily conceptual nature. While the framework offers tools for interpreting the ideological and justice
dimensions of CE, its robustness ultimately depends on empirical validation. Applying this framework to
concrete CE cases—across sectors such as waste, repair, mobility, or industrial symbiosis—will be
essential to assess its practical utility (Leipold et al., 2023).

Second, the classification of CE ideologies is inherently complex. Although the four ideal-typical
orientations proposed here draw on established traditions in environmental political thought, real-world
CE strategies often blend, hybridise, or defy these categories. Ideological boundaries may be porous, and
actors may shift between positions depending on context, scale, or institutional pressures (Calisto Friant
et al., 2020).

A third limitation lies in the risk of oversimplifying justice pluralism. Sen’s framework intentionally rejects
a singular model of justice in favour of open-ended deliberation; however, translating such pluralism into
analytical categories may inadvertently obscure important nuances or reinforce binary distinctions.
Further refinement is needed to ensure that complexity and contestation are not flattened in the process
of conceptualisation.

Building on these limitations, several avenues for future research emerge. One promising direction
involves empirical applications of the combined Sen–ideology mapping in diverse CE contexts. Such
studies could examine how ideological orientations shape governance processes, labour conditions,
waste infrastructures, or digital circularity systems, thereby testing the framework’s explanatory power.

Second, comparative analyses across political and cultural settings would illuminate how CE strategies
vary depending on institutional configurations, societal values, and power dynamics. These comparisons
could clarify why some jurisdictions adopt market-led CE models while others emphasise solidarity,
sufficiency, or state-driven control (Kovacic et al., 2019; Chen & Lees, 2018).

Finally, integrating this framework into Industrial Ecology modelling tools—such as material flow
analysis, scenario modelling, and circularity indicators—offers substantial potential. Embedding justice
variables, ideological assumptions, and deliberative principles in such tools could transform IE analyses,
enabling a fuller understanding of how material systems intersect with social and political realities
(Fröhling et al., 2024; Bozeman et al., 2024).

7 Conclusion
This paper has argued that the CE has become progressively depoliticised, with justice considerations
remaining marginal despite growing recognition of CE’s social and distributive implications (Corvellec et
al., 2022; Valenzuela & Böhm, 2017). In response, the paper introduced a new conceptual framework that
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integrates Sen’s theory of justice with a political ideology mapping of CE visions. This framework reveals
how circular transitions are shaped by competing values, interests, and political convictions, and why
attention to plurality, conflict, and real-world outcomes is essential for understanding CE’s societal
implications.

Repoliticising the CE is crucial for supporting meaningful and equitable transitions. Sen’s outcomes-
focused conception of justice offers a pragmatic alternative to idealised circular visions that foreground
institutional design or technological promise at the expense of lived experiences. Recognising
ideological diversity—whether market-driven, solidarity-oriented, anarchic, or authoritarian—enables a
more honest appraisal of the distributional, recognitional, and procedural dynamics embedded in CE
strategies.

By embracing contestation rather than suppressing it, CE scholarship and policy can better navigate the
tensions inherent in circular transitions. Doing so opens space for more democratic, reflexive, and
context-sensitive circular futures—ones capable of addressing not only environmental challenges but
also the social and political conditions that shape their realisation.
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Figure 1
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