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Abstract

Globally, many national, regional, and urban governments are facilitating circular economy
transitions through various pathways. The European Union and China have spearheaded the
worldwide shift towards circularity by adopting primarily ecomodernist and technocratic
approaches. However, the relevant literature has highlighted the need to integrate concep-
tualisations of circularity that are more politically and spatially embedded to better suit the
local contexts and actual social needs of specific populations. In this paper, we therefore
argue that the Japanese approach to circular practices exemplifies a place-bound and just
pathway and offers a potential alternative to the European and Chinese methods. Accord-
ingly, we first trace the historical roots of spatial circularity in Japan and then articulate
some contemporary circular concepts. Next, we present a detailed analysis of wastescapes
in the city of Onomichi to demonstrate through the lived experiences of its citizens that the
rather orthodox understandings of circularity that permeate Japanese discourse on circular-
ity coexist with alternative considerations that promote human interactions with nonhuman
nature, acknowledge spatial ranges of operations, and value traditional knowledge.

Keywords Circular economy - Lived experiences - Sociotechnical imaginaries - Spatial
planning - Territorial approach - Vacant housing

Introduction

During the past decade, governments of many cities, regions, and countries across the
globe increasingly began to transition towards circularity [1-3]. Cities, in particular, are
locations with solid potentials for circular transitions due to their dense concentration of
resources and stakeholders [4]. The circular economy (CE) is an economic model that
offers novel practices, narratives, and strategies to address sustainability issues [2, 5], but
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its principles and roots are not new.The CE is a broad concept with global roots, some of
which are hundreds or even thousands of years old, as shown by various researchers [6, 7].
Some concepts familiar to CE experts, such as industrial symbiosis and waste as food, were
first mentioned a hundred years ago [7-9]. The current discourses of circularity stem from
different political contexts; however, the literature often discusses Chinese and (northwest-
ern) European versions of CE [10]. Circularity has hundreds of definitions [5], which, in a
narrow sense, share the vision of retaining the value of materials for as long as possible in
a society. This can be done through different strategies, including narrowing, closing, and
impeding material (and other resource) loops [11].

The concept of circularity offers a promising solution to address the problems of waste
generation, threats to the survival of ecosystems, and resource consumption [1, 2, 12].

The objective of this paper is to highlight the need for a territorial approach, i.e. a CE that
facilitates different pathways adapted to local contexts (the needs of local people, local assets,
and local resources) [13, 14]. Many researchers, mainly from the fields of geography and
urban planning, call for a territorial approach to circular economy discourse and planning [4]
and investigate spatial requirements or space as a resource [13, 15]. This brings us to the first
research question: What does a territorial approach mean and where is this critique coming
from?To answer it, we draw on the grounded work of Geddes [16-18] and Magnaghi [19]
and briefly explain the integration of circularity with territorialism and regionalism.

The second research question concerns whether a territorial approach can outmanoeu-
vre the global tendencies of a concentrated focus on efficiency and economic growth,
which often negatively impacts values such as caring for the greater well-being of human
and nonhuman nature. Various researchers suggest that a circular economy is not feasible
within a political economy of growth. Instead, it is more likely established in a political
economy of care and cooperation, i.e. a political economy of degrowth [20]. This might be
in contrast with ecomodernism [21], which trusts in the ability of technology and economic
growth to address societal challenges and enable circularity. The risk is that this techno-
cratic emphasis might lead to negative social impacts and bring harm from the political
and democratic perspective. Please refer to [22] to read the criticism on the ecomodern-
ist trend in circularity research. In the “Methodology and Materials” section, we briefly
explain the ecomodernist and technocratic conceptualisations of circularity in the EU and
China, as these two regions appear to have paved the road for circularity in recent decades.
By doing so, we hope to explain the differences between a territorial and deterritorialised
approach and why we consider ecomodernist and technocratic circularity deterriorialised
approaches. The European Union and China’s policies and indicators comprise ecomodern-
ist and technocratic approaches [22] that might hinder the spatial integrations of circular
urban ecosystems and local complexities, leading to uneven distributions of resources and
benefits.

This paper then moves away from the frequently highlighted territories of the EU and
China and examines whether Japan can demonstrate a third way, especially as spatial forms
of circularity in China (industrial symbiosis) are based on Japanese programs.

Although the sound material-cycle society concept can be considered the Japanese ver-
sion of circularity [23] and seems to be ecomodernist, Japan has also implemented con-
cepts and programs emphasizing the territorial approach, such as ecotown planning, which
it began in 1997, and the circulating and ecological sphere (CES), which commenced in
2018. This study’s interest lies in the political and spatial dimension of the ‘Japanese way’..
In the “A Territorial Approach to Circularity Discourse and Planning” section, we trace the
historical roots of spatial circularity and its interpretations in Japan before presenting some
contemporary circular concepts in the “Results” section. The third research question is as
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follows: to what extent do the Japanese concepts and programs depart from the ecomod-
ernist and technocratic approaches to circularity to promote a territorial approach that cel-
ebrates conviviality? Although previous research has included a comparative study on CE
development in Japan, its focus was mostly on national level policies [24] and not on the
complexity of what CE means on ‘the ground’. More studies of lived experiences and dis-
course in Japan can address the diversity gap and highlight the political (economy) and cul-
tural preconditions for the interpretation and development of circularity. Hence, we provide
an interesting case study on the town of Onomichi in the “Discussion” section to illustrate
how localised CE approaches are taken regarding a place in transition by utilizing waste-
as-food concepts. As our own stance extols place-based care economies, as addressed by
Bauwens [20], we believe it is important to show -by describing lived experiences- what
circularity in such a political economy can mean locally. The final research concern is how
keeping economic operations small scale, localised, and spatialised to serve primary com-
munity needs and work with existing traditions and features can contribute to a more via-
ble circular economy.. In the “Discussion” section, we reflect on our findings and debate
whether the example of Japan offers an alternative way to conceptualise circularity or if it
is closer to the EU and Chinese approaches to provide questions for future research. The
“Conclusion” section concludes the study by describing its implications.

Methodology and Materials

To answer the research questions, we deploy two methods: a narrative literature review
and qualitative analysis through interviews and field work. The first method is a narra-
tive literature review [25], which means we did not perform a full, systematic literature
review, because we needed only an overview of theoretical perspectives on territorial
approaches to a circular economy (the “A territorial Approach to Circularity Discourse and
Planning” section) and a historical overview of spatiality in circularity discourse in Japan
(the “Results”). The limitation of a narrative literature review is that we possibly overlook
important papers or parts of concepts in favour of a focused analysis. The keywords of
this narrative search were combinations of a circular economy (or circularity) and concepts
such as territorial, cities, areas, and spatial planning. Notably, some evidence originated
in debates and conversations we had with landscape designers, urban planners, and rural
revitalisation experts in Japan and Europe during the past four years that we have been
conducting research on circularity. We also acknowledge additional research that has been
suggested by reviewers.

A narrative literature review is often followed by a qualitative analysis [25], and this
manuscript is structured accordingly. We draw on field work from Japan and northwestern
Europe. One of us specifically researched circularity and rural revitalisation in Honshu,
the main island of Japan. The case study is Onomichi, a place this researcher visited sev-
eral times in 2018 and 2019. She interviewed more than a dozen activists and architects
involved in tactical urbanism, followed them on social media, attended several commu-
nity meetings, and observed social practices. She walked in different places as much as
possible, had conversations with locals and was a passive observer to be receptive to new
insights about lived experiences of circularity. Walking as a method, often in combination
with stakeholder analysis, is not often reported in academic publications, but has recently
become more acknowledged by urban geographers to be an inductive method that might
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be less subjective and, especially if combined with other methods, that might add rigor to
findings collected by other methods [26].

Notably, the title of this manuscript includes a reference to ‘Tokyo Story’, a famous
movie by Ozu [27] about the lived experiences of an elder couple from Onomichi visiting
their overworked children in Tokyo. The movie is a reflection on how traditional values and
social structures in postwar Japan have changed because of urbanisation. The case study
that we highlight is a kind of ‘reverse story’ because it is about an opposite movement,
i.e. decentralisation, and does not only concentrate on megacities. The normative stance
of this paper is to advocate the design of a circular economy that is place-specific, socially
robust, and just, both for human and nonhuman stakeholders. If circular economy policies
encourage only market solutions and the commodification of spaces and social needs, such
as food, they can affect whole urban systems that, for example, support and sustain vul-
nerable populations (homeless individuals, people without property, unemployed people,
etc.) [28]. A territorial approach fits this stance because it examines dimensions other than
materiality, such as the even distribution of resources, products, and services, as well as the
associated risks and costs. It evaluates circularity instrumentally to achieve higher well-
being, rather than expressing a goal (of being efficient and increasing profit) that does not
prioritise other (social) dimensions including safety or justice.

A Territorial Approach to Circularity Discourse and Planning
Critique of Circularity as the Panacea for Sustainable Economic Growth

Today, a circular economy remains a contested and ambiguous concept [29, 30]. Recent
studies have highlighted how interpretations of a circular economy are often embedded in
particular worldviews and political positions, which usually lead to the diverging paths that
circular transitions take in practice [14]. Moreover, in both academic and policy debates,
a variety of circular imaginaries have been put forwards, ranging from segmented circular
economy perspectives, which focus only on largely economic and technical components of
circular systems, to more holistic visions of a circular society that comprehensively inte-
grate the social, ecological, and political considerations of circularity [31]. At the same
time, the question of whether sustainable circular transitions are possible within the frame-
work of a capitalist economy has generated further discussions on the need to completely
transform a socio-political system to enable ecologic-economic decoupling and a achieve
fully circular society [31]. In fact, many contemporary scholars argue that a circular econ-
omy and economic growth are incompatible [10, 20, 32]. However, while some of them
claim that the various extant circular business strategies and models are neither economi-
cally profitable nor practically feasible, calling for ‘post-growth’ circularity [20], others
point out some important fallacies in considerations of a circular economy and its relation
to sustainable development. For instance, Skene [32] elaborates on the attempts of circular
economy scholars to model circular systems by mimicking the functioning of natural eco-
systems and their biological principles, but only to show that ‘the biosphere works very dif-
ferently from any notion of a circular economy’ (p. 486). Thus, circular principles, such as
tight loops, zero waste, extended lifetimes, and closed systems, would be unable to deliver
economic growth and could also be detrimental to many global natural systems. In other
words, a CE could undermine all efforts to achieve sustainable development. Moreover, the
weak integration of sustainable development principles in contemporary circular economy
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discourses has been widely criticised. The principal concern is that a circular economy
cannot support economic growth and prevent the degradation of natural ecosystems while
simultaneously promoting social equity and a just distribution of the social benefits that it
generates [33]. This critique even suggests that a circular economy may not offer a more
sustainable model than a linear economy [32, 33]. For that reason, some scholars have
proposed alternative approaches to circular development that better integrate the aim of
achieving economic progress and the necessity to address environmental concerns. For
example, the notion of ‘circular ecology’ has been promoted as an alternative and more
integrated interpretation of circularity. Drawing on evidence from different circular waste
management practices worldwide, Adami and Schiavon [34] present circular ecology as
a potential solution for various environmental problems while highlighting its economic
benefits [33]. However, these alternative definitions have also been contested, and some
authors advocate a deliberately vague and ambiguous discourse and consider circularity a
boundary object that could enable a circular economy to gain widespread support relatively
quickly [31, 35].

This is particularly evident in local translations of a CE’s bundled ideas and principles,
i.e. in their common lack of a territorial approach. Policy-makers usually look to (best prac-
tices in) other countries to draw inspiration. Both the Ellen MacArthur Foundation (EMF)
and the industrial ecology school are major influencers in the development of circularity
discourse [2] and the primary sources of inspiration for many cities and countries [36]. The
legacy of industrial ecology stems from its focus on the optimisation of material stocks
and flows [14]. Industrial ecology is gaining traction with respect to a circular economy
because it provides evidence that legitimises the development of the concept of a circular
economy and of its technocratic path in particular [30].

Some scholars argue that CE transitions will evolve through territorially differentiated
strategies and pathways [37] because of different policies, regulatory frameworks, and geo-
graphical features. However, globally, capitalism’s use of efficiency as a herald of market
economies might lead to greater convergence and preferences for a capitalist circular econ-
omy. We can observe this in the cases of the European Union (EU) and China, where the
adoption of circular practices has been particularly prominent.

In regard to the EU, a CE represents a ‘nexus policy’ that legitimises similar ambitions
of economic growth but with a kind of sustainability that does not challenge the cultures,
identities, and practices that might need to be renewed [30]. The most notable circular ini-
tiatives, apart from communication and continuous indicator developments, indicate that
the EU is taking a mostly technocratic path [30]. Even the choice of indicators illustrates
a tendency to invest in efficiency improvement [30]. In addition, the EU appears to have
only ‘nudged’ CE practices by financing demonstration and pilot projects without strong
integrations of spatial and political dimensions [22].

Another territory that has spearheaded circularity is China. China’s mode is inspired by
the modes in Germany, e.g. its 1996 ‘Closed Substance Cycle and Waste Management Act’
[38], and in Japan, e.g. its ecotown planning in 1997 [39] and recycling-oriented society
legislative system, based upon its 2001 Basic Law for the Promotion of the Creation of a
Recycling-Oriented Society [40]. Compared to the EU, the Chinese government takes a
more planned and coordinated approach with its top-down Five Year Plans and economic
concepts, including circularity [22, 41]. According to [41], there were three phases of CE
adoption in China; concept advocacy (late twentieth century-2002), action (2002-2009)
and full promotion (2009-present).

The Chinese CE is a legacy of China’s eco-industrial parks and promotion of indus-
trial symbiosis [42], which evolved with the Japanese ecotown programme beginning in
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1997 [39]. It is based on the idea of maximising the benefits of a proximity to industrial
and urban areas but does not necessarily advocate a holistic integration of social impacts.
Wang et al. [41] have evaluated 40 pioneering CE cities in China during 2012-2016 by
using indicators and targets, which were focused mostly on recycling and imposed by the
national government, echoing the value of economic growth. Guo et al. [43] evaluated four
cities but mostly addressed their limited waste management efforts. The choice of indica-
tors in both national policy and the research demonstrates a focus on efficiency [44], and
the overall approach appears to remain largely technocratic.

Turning to academia, publications on the circular economy have been exponentially
increasing since 2015 [45]. However, most research on the issue has taken a deterritorial-
ised approach without translating what circularity means in local contexts. Although sev-
eral works have explored the roles of space and context in circularity transitions (cf. [1, 4])
or evaluated developments mostly related to waste management (cf. [41]), spatial circular
economy discourse is still relatively underdeveloped.

Recently, various publications have assessed implementation designs at local levels [46]
or have described tools for CE design [47], approaches that local governments have taken
[48] and monitoring systems [41, 49, 50], though these have mostly focused on European
or Chinese cases. An interesting group of publications has recently discussed territorial
approaches to circularity, mostly among French and Italian communities [3, 14, 51, 52].
This reflects how older theories of territorialism, regionalism, and spatial planning (espe-
cially in Western science) have not been sufficiently connected to circularity. This is partly
because circularity has emerged from the recent period of deterritorialisation and despa-
tialisation, as observed by several elite researchers, such as Magnaghi [19]. The following
subsections provide a short overview of established theories, some of which are hundreds
of years old, to better ground the emerging literature on territorial approaches to circularity.

What Is a Territorial Approach?

To understand what a territorial approach means, it is important to grasp the current mean-
ings of territorialism, regionalism, and Geddessian thinking.

In the early twentieth century, the botanist, urban planner, and social scientist Patrick
Geddes introduced interesting concepts, such as the valley plan, which called for consid-
ering valleys as specific units for design, planning, and research [16—-18]. In his view, a
river represents the core of a study exploring relationships between lands, settlement types,
human lived experiences, and materials. Geddes [53, 54]

was in turn inspired by ideas of harmony with nature, which were prevalent in Europe
as early as three hundred years ago. Humboldt developed the concept of Zusammenhang,
central to any idea of harmony with nature [55], which greatly influenced the great town
planner Geddes. These ideas clearly call for integrating circularity with agendas that value
cooperation, sharing, sharing, community, and solidarity, and that value nonhuman life and
its well-being [56, 57].

One important aspect of territorialism is that it challenges the divide between the rural
and the urban. Often, urban circularity researchers focus on city boundaries for analysis.
However, from a territorial approach, this seems senseless. Circular cities (and cities in
general) are made of resources from rural areas and are dependent on mountains, rivers
and fields, and the living beings who are there. Friedmann [58] puts forwards the concept
of modular cities as ways to bridge urban—rural divides, implying that spatial divisions of
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labour between urban and rural areas are not sharp, but more intricate, with fluid borders
and considerable overlaps.

A final important name we want to briefly discuss is Magnaghi [19, 59, 60]. In his draft
of the Territorialists’ Society Manifesto [60], he advocates a culture-sensitive and place-
based approach to circularity and criticises hegemonic political economies that are not
able to organically integrate territorial challenges, globalization trends, and decentralisa-
tion policies, all of which contribute to ‘the elimination, marginalisation, degradation and
decontextualization of places, landscapes, people’s living environments, and close conviv-
ial relations’. This risk of a deterriorialised approach in a circular economy is the basis of
our own concern for the social impacts and uneven distributions of local environmental and
economic impacts.

Please refer to the recent reviews [51, 52, 60] for a very robust overview of the French
and Italian traditions and schools and of how circularity is integrated in them. Some of the
more recent research by Marin [6, 14, 50] and Barles [72], scholars whose work influenced
us in our studies on circular cities and territories, is rooted in ideas of territorial ecology
and the French school of territory studies.

The Recent Territorial Approach to Circularity

The territorial approach to circularity is most often demonstrated through the concept of a
‘circular city’. Similar to definitions of a circular economy [5], the definitions of circular
cities vary. Among the most notable is the one provided by Paiho and her colleagues: ‘[a]
city [that] is based on closing, slowing, and narrowing the resource loops as far as possible
after the potential for conservation, efficiency improvements, resource sharing, servitisa-
tion, and virtualisation has been exhausted, with remaining needs for fresh material and
energy being covered as far as possible based on local production using renewable natural
resources’ [61].

In addition, a circular city is a social, economic, and political construction. Social
impacts are often overlooked in urban or regional ecosystems [62]. A more just perspective
would also focus more on the social groups that live and work within the boundaries of a
city [63] than on urban innovations. This implies, as advocated by territorialist thinkers,
such as Magnaghi, a place-based study of processes, specifically, of the power relations
and socioenvironmental conditions that determine which social groups gain or lose from
the adoption of a circular city [64]. It is important to identify the winners and losers in the
discourse and design of a circular economy. Market-oriented economies, even if they serve
‘circularity’, do not value and benefit everyone [30, 65]. One way circularity can manifest
itself is by promotions of ‘newness’, such as new (circular) constructions and new innova-
tions that capitalists may actually perceive to be delays in diminishing returns [22]. More-
over, circular new constructions can replace functions, such as urban manufacturing, to
enable circular activities [15, 66]. The integration of green areas and reclamation of aban-
doned spaces also have environmental justice aspects. Environmental gentrification can
lead to an increase in land and housing prices and to the displacement of people with low
incomes [67-69]. As some so-called circular jobs (waste pickers, repairers, farmers, etc.)
are not highly valued, e.g. in the income they receive, they cannot pay increased land and
home prices and must relocate to less healthy places (slums) or locations further from their
workplaces. However, their roles and conditions can be overlooked by certain framings.
Aiming to make planners and policy-makers aware of different theories and values, Marin
& De Meulder differentiate between four theoretical agendas in an urban circular economy
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that are based on urban landscape theories and conclude, ‘with an agenda for multiper-
spective and multidimensional circular city design, which is anchored in place specific and
multiscalar transition relations’ [14]. One of the four agendas includes a democratisation
aspect that implies an extension of the narrow concept of circularity beyond its extant focus
on waste and businesses to encompass the human and logistical resources needed to enable
circularity. For example, a company can create zero waste products but cannot be discon-
nected from or is dependent on a carbon-intensive infrastructure, while the people who
need its products or the hinterland that might supply its inputs and/or this company could
be too far from the labour pool. The authors advocate integrating all four agendas, which
also means integrating the ideas of bottom-up and nonmarket practices. Moreover, other
researchers advocate a social dimension and the integration of existing ideas, practices, and
different types of knowledge in the development of what they call a circular society [31].
These ideas are all familiar to territorial scientists, who consider territory a common good
and criticize the currently dominant political economy of economic growth and the eco-
modernist focus on technological fixes, deeming them incapable of integrating territorial
problems [60].

Results

Some Historical Context on Japan’s Environmental Management Since
Industrialisation

In Japan, a territorial approach to the circularity or metabolism of materials has existed for
many centuries. The ideas behind the concept were all present in Japan before circularity,
as a concept, became popular and adopted globally. While the main focus of this research
is on contemporary developments, this section provides a brief historical overview of con-
cepts, ideas, and practices of circularity in Japan.

Japanese Edo-Period (1603-1847)

In his Gaia Atlas for sustainable cities, Girardet [70] divided cities into biocidic and bio-
genic cities. Biocidic cities have a linear economy; they take resources from nature but do
not invest in their regeneration, resulting in the collapse of these cities [70]. In contrast,
biogenic cities are in balance with the rest of their environments, taking care to maintain
their lands and returning human and animal waste to their ecosystems [70]. The towns,
villages, and cities in the Japanese Edo period (1603-1847), when Japan’s borders were
closed to the rest of the world, could be considered biogenic cities. A circular metabo-
lism was spatially present, linking ‘night soil’ to agricultural systems and repurposing bath
water [71]. Waste did not exist in Edo-Japan [71], which was also the case in European
countries and cities in earlier times [6]. Outflows were appreciated as bioresources at these
times. As the material cycles were also very localised, everyday resource management
was easy. Amidst early industrial revolutions, byproducts were valued. It was only with
the introduction of artificial fertilizer, petroleum, and other technical innovations that some
biobased byproducts, such as ‘night soil’, became waste or obsolete and thus a burden to
society [72]. In Japan, people often refer to satoyama (landscapes embedded with forests
and mountainous villages) (Fig. 1) and satoumi (landscapes located near a sea). These are
traditional cultural production landscapes that are created through human and nonhuman
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Fig. 1 Photo collage of visits to actors in various agricultural, forestry and processing sectors in satoyama
landscapes, Gifu Prefecture, which were part of a transdisciplinary research project about rural revitalisa-
tion. Source: by first author, May—June 2018

interactions, fostering biodiversity and local cyclical uses of bioresources [73]. The satoy-
ama landscapes maintain ecosystem services that benefit local natural human and nonhu-
man well-being [74].

Rapid Industrialisation, Technological Evolution, and Introduction of Public Hygiene
and Safety Approaches (1847-1945)

After the Industrial Revolution reached Japan, more infectious diseases started to plague
the country (as in other parts of the world). The sources were unsanitary water channels
and disease-bearing animals, which led to the initiation of laws, such as the Dirt Removal
Law in 1900, and improvement measures for night soil management [75]. Public hygiene
became an important topic in management and policy responses [75]. In the Meiji Era
(1847-1912), Japan changed from an isolated feudal society to a modern industrialised
nation state characterized by rapid industrialisation and technological advancements [75].
During this time, the effects of earthquakes and other natural disasters became more
profound, as citizens started to concentrate in cities. For example, Yokohama City is the
second-largest city by population and the most populous municipality in Japan. It lies in
Tokyo Bay and has experienced rapid development since the mid-nineteenth century (fol-
lowing the end of Japan’s relative isolation) because of its port infrastructure. Yokohama
experienced the 1923 earthquake, which originated in the Kanto region and destroyed most
of Yokohama’s buildings. The memory of this still informs how the city copes with dis-
asters and emergencies and an awareness that we find in social businesses (e.g. Solarcrew
business [76]) regarding strategic developments in the area (FutureCities policy [77]). For
instance, Solarcrew aims to reclaim vacant houses as spaces for connection in times of
peace and as shelters in times of emergency [76]. In summary, rapid industrialisation and
urbanisation—in combination with a geography with a high frequency of natural disasters
and compact living—generated the need to adopt a security and public hygiene approach
in Japan’s urban management, which still frames national policies, standards, and concepts.
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Public Health in Postwar Environmental Policies (1945-1999)

In the immediate aftermath of World War II, the links between different health impacts and
industrial activities became clearer. For example, the itai-itai disease was the consequence
of cadmium pollution of waters through mining activities in Toyama prefecture [78], and
there was air and water pollution in heavily industrial areas and cities, such as Kitakyushu
in Fukuoka Prefecture [79]. Additionally, in the late 1950s and early 1960s, the satoyama
landscapes started to decay as a result of imports of external foods, energy sources, and
fertilizers that broke their cyclical use of local bioresources and of depopulation [80, 81].
Various waste and public cleaning acts were established in the second half of the twen-
tieth century, such as the Public Cleansing Act of 1954 and the Waste Management and
Public Cleansing Act of 1970 [80], as policy responses to the environmental pollution
problems resulting from rapid reindustrialisation in the postwar period. There was also
a growing awareness of waste production, which resulted in laws and policies to stimu-
late sorting and recycling, starting with the First Recycling Act in 1999 [75]. Recycling
and incineration are currently very efficient in Japan. The problem, perhaps, is that Japan
became a victim of its own past successes (lock-in effect) (Fig. 2). When recycling regimes
become ‘too’ efficient, they reduce the incentives phase out extant waste recycling and
incineration regimes for more desirable circular strategies (preventing waste production)

[82].

The Fukushima Nuclear Disaster: Revamping Traditional Socioecological
Landscapes, Connecting Rural and Urban Components and Calls for Decentralisation
(2000-present)

In the early 1990s, the destruction and mismanagement of forests and satochi-satoyama
(socioecological production) landscapes was acknowledged together with the need for bio-
conservation. Early research efforts on watershed management comprised the pioneering
activities that led to the creation of the concept of Society in Harmony with Nature [81].

Fig.2 Visit to a waste man-
agement plant facility in the
Yokohama region. Source: First
author, March 2018
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In 2010, the Satoyama Initiative was established to promote the importance of traditional
knowledge regarding these landscape systems [83].

In 2008, the Japanese government put forwards the idea of the Regional Circular
Sphere, but similar concepts had already appeared in the actions of local governments,
civic organisations and academic researchers [81]. Together with the concept of the Soci-
ety in Harmony with Nature, the Regional Circular Sphere would become the basis for the
Circulating and Ecological Economy (CEE), launched ten years later [81] (and elaborated
on in the next section). After the Great East Japanese earthquake in 2011, which revealed
weaknesses in centralisation, actors began to see these ideas in light of local societies’
opportunities for revitalisation [81].

Circularity Concepts in Japan

Even before the launch of the Basic Laws that inspired, for example, the Chinese mode of
circularity, Japan had launched the Eco-Town Programme in 1997, focusing on industrial
symbiosis and urban symbiosis to optimise the economic and environmental benefits from
the proximities of industrial and urban areas, with an emphasis on waste disposal [39, 84].

Four years later,the Japanese government launched the Basic Act for Establishing a
Sound Material-Cycle Society [23], which can be considered a call to transition towards
a circular economy. Article 2 states the following: ‘a society in which the consumption
of natural resources will be conserved and the environmental load will be reduced to the
greatest extent possible, by preventing or reducing the generation of wastes, etc. from
products, etc., by promoting the proper cyclical use of products, etc. when these products,
etc. have become circulative resources, and by ensuring the proper disposal of circulative
resources that are not put into cyclical use (i.e. disposal as wastes)’ [23]. It provides quanti-
tative targets for recycling and dematerialization in Japanese society [39].

In 2003, the Fundamental Plan for a Sound Material-Cycle Society (FPSMCS) was
adopted by the Japanese government, and a set of three economy-wide material flow indi-
cators and numerical targets were introduced [85]. In 2004, the Basic Law for Establishing
a Recycling-Based Society was adopted through national legislation [40].

Meanwhile, bottom-up initiatives started to expand, including the famous Zero Waste
Initiatives and their known example of Kamikatsu, which had 20 years of experience [86].
All these practices and policy responses reflect a waste approach and a call to optimise
recycling regimes.

In 2018, the Fifth Basic Environment Plan of the Government of Japan was published,
institutionalising the Circulating and Ecological Economy (CEE) and Circulating and Eco-
logical Sphere (CES) ‘to localize the flow of resources between urban and rural areas’ [81].
Notably, CEE and CES were based on existing traditions and were built on Japanese con-
cepts and ideas, such as satoyama and satoumi [73, 81]. Some cities have been adopting
(or have at least planned to adopt) circularity in their policies (e.g. Kitakyushu, Toyama,
Shimokawa, etc.) [87]. This is a particular kind of circularity that places great emphasis on
the integration of urban ecosystems with their rural hinterlands (to promote regional revi-
talisation), on the shift to a renewable energy and natural resource-based economy (agri-
culture and forestry), and on the primacy of local/regional landscapes [81, 88, 89]. These
concepts have also been exported to other cities and regions in Asia, such as Nagpur in
India [90], and other practices outside Japan have been labelled CEE [81]. In addition, CEE
aims to foster the goals of a sound material-cycle society [83]. In the Yokohama region, for
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example, local seaweed farms in coastal areas found different resource uses (such as ferti-
lizers and foods) by cooperating with citizens and teachers [91].

Since 2019, the national government has promoted the concepts of SDG FutureCities
and Eco-Model Cities. The former specifically addresses future challenges, such as age-
ing populations and environmental challenges; the latter has spearheaded the first com-
prehensive efforts to create a more sustainable, low-carbon society [77]. Cities that have
embraced these concepts have also integrated circularity principles and practices, as shown
in Yokohama. The Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry (METI) and Yokohama City
strongly engage in a circular economy through their policy practices. Yokohama City has
launched several smart-city projects (e.g. introducing home energy management systems
encouraging the sharing economy, such as sharing-mobility services called baybike and
electric vehicles) [77]. As an EcoTown and FutureCity, the city identified four model dis-
tricts. This pathway focuses on ‘optimising’, i.e. on building ‘new’ systems, technologies,
or cities by utilizing new materials or unoccupied lands.

In 2020, the Japanese Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry (METI) launched its
Circular Economy Vision 2020, calling for new business models, better evaluations of mar-
kets and establishing a resilient resource circulation system [92]. One year later, METI,
together with the Ministry of Environment, released guidance for companies [87] with a
focus on market solutions, monitoring through indicators, and plastic uses (pollution in
marine areas).

Circular Onomichi: a Demonstration of Practices, Lived Experiences
and Tensions

In Japan, demolition is often used to clear vacant structures, which are often seen as a prob-
lem rather than an opportunity [93]. Less attention is given to utilizing existing materials,
resulting in a fragile existing-stock market in Japan (i.e. generational transactions dominate
the existing housing market) [94]. To the authors’ current knowledge, there are no large-
scale ‘circular (utilizing existing resources to make a sustainable economy)’ developments
or related policies in Japan. This subsection focuses on opportunities in wastescapes articu-
late the practices and tensions that can arise in a circular built environment. Wastescapes
are landscapes that result from a linear economy and its spatial consequences, often visible
as abandoned areas and ineffectively used areas [95].

In many cities, different agendas, including job creation, housing demand, housing qual-
ity, housing affordability and climate change adaptation, produce land-use tensions and
barriers [96]. As many cities, including growing cities with rising land-use tensions, cope
with permanent/structural abandoned buildings and sites, such wastescapes could become
the cradles of circularity approaches to urban planning. Wastescapes could play both
a demonstrative role of certain practices in circular construction and an enabling role of
related non-construction practices, as already demonstrated in Europe [95].

Context of a Specific Case of Wastescapes in Japan
Postwar 20th-century Japan was characterised by the upward social mobility and geograph-

ical relocation of a majority of citizens, who shifted from rural areas to cities [97, 98].
This movement triggered issues such as erosions of local economies, losses of culture, and
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dispersals of residents across large areas, which induced loneliness and created difficulties
for providing good-quality public services [97, 98]. Currently, local government adminis-
trations compete to attract more (taxable) residents to revitalise their regions.

Empty and short-lived houses are thus symptoms of a combination of demographic
changes that began in the 1950s, including neoliberal housing policies, changes in peo-
ple’s lifestyle preferences, and women’s economic advancement [99]. These novel lifestyles
were car-oriented, gender-biased, family-oriented, and supported by a strong ideology of
home ownership [94]. However, due to the Vacant House Special Measures Act of 2015,
which gave local governments more power, different strategies have emerged, including
renovation subsidies or free housing, but these strategies will not revitalise wastescapes
(Interviews Onomichi 2018). Onomichi is a model town of the practices that transform
wastescapes in vital neighbourhoods, and an example of tactical urbanism that has been
visited by many grassroots organisations to study its governance regarding its use of vacant
houses and space.

Introduction to ‘Circular’ Onomichi

Onomichi is a town situated on an inland sea in the Hiroshima Prefecture with a population
of 150,000. Recently, Onomichi has been recognised as a ‘model town’ due to its preserva-
tion of kominka, traditional Japanese houses with a wooden structure. Spared from bomb-
ing during World War II, Onomichi contains a high number of old buildings, which have
been retrofitted as cafes, shops, galleries, and more by various communities. However, ten
years ago, it was a wastescape with a high percentage of vacant houses, an elderly popula-
tion and a monoculture. In the past ten years, newcomers moved to Onomichi to rebuild
not only houses but also their lives (interview May 2019, Onomichi). Onomichi is a place
of becoming with many meanings. The values of members of these communities of old
inhabitants and newcomers include the preservation and revival of both available resources
and existing structures. New actors are challenging the right to revitalise the small city. Not
only larger companies have invested in urban real estate, but also nonhuman animals, such
as cats, are occupying these wastescapes and transforming them according to their needs.
Their activities will be framed by the discourse of circular cities because the practices of
humans and nonhumans can be linked with principles of circularity and even with more
desirable CE strategies (as stated by Marin & De Meulder [100]). Although Onomichi does
not have an officially circular economy, this case study presents a pathway to a circular
city, contributing to the limited literature that investigates wastescapes as opportunities for
developing circular and vital towns.

The Most Circular Actions Are‘Passive’ from a Capitalist Perspective

As demonstrated in the hierarchy proposed by Marin & De Meulder [100] and supported
by critical examinations of circularity imaginaries [101], doing nothing can sometimes be
the best ‘action’. Often, we feel we must immediately act, construct, or create because of
an action bias, especially in capitalist societies [30]. This subsection describes what this
means practically and criticises the tensions that it produces.

Onomichi has an attractive setting for studying the ‘passiveness’ that a genuine ‘circular
society’ [31] requires: its hills are seen as ‘sacred spaces’ and the lands on the mountains
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are owned by several temples because they are full of cemeteries. It has always been for-
bidden to build houses there, except at the end of the nineteenth century. At that time,
railway construction displaced many households (Interviews February, August 2018). Con-
sequently, protests of the homeowners led to the approval of their houses being constructed
in the holy mountains (Interview, August 2018). Therefore, land in Onomichi is mainly
owned by temples and many middle-class families. Newer legislation forbids new con-
struction on places that exceed an inclination threshold, and a considerable part of the his-
torical district is built on steep hills (Interviews February, August 2018). The houses that
are still there were built in earlier times when such legislation did not exist. The danger to
them became apparent during heavy rainfall in the summer of 2018: a landslide destroyed
some housing in this hilly area. Currently, many spaces located on the hillsides are over-
grown by nonhuman nature. Some houses and gardens have been rewilded and thus their
houses cannot be restored to their original forms (Fig. 3).

Sometimes, citizen communities organize clean ups of spaces to create safe playgrounds
for children that are far from motorized traffic (Interview Onomichi August 2018). The
infrastructure in these hills was designed when motorized vehicles were not common. Due
to legislative frameworks, its form is fixed; it still cannot allow motorized travel (Fig. 4).
This strategy of letting nature ‘overgrow’ is not the product of political will or activism
but a consequence of changing legislation and norms. Newcomers who live here purposely
choose a life of ‘less convenience and more slowness’. These designs create spaces of so-
called conviviality [22]. However, these aspects have disadvantages for elderly individuals
that are rooted there and increase labour costs for activities such as repair and maintenance.

Additionally, there are tensions between humans and nonhuman nature. Some peo-
ple are afraid of the more-than-human world (snakes and bugs) and are greatly con-
cerned with hygiene. Japanese people consider abandoned houses as ‘diseases’ [102]
because they perceive them to be places where hazardous pests can develop. In munici-
pality plans in Japan about the management of vacant housing, the indicators that deter-
mine the ranks of vacant housing are not based on potential but on risk, such as safety
(collapse) and hygiene (and, to a lesser extent, health) [47]. Some people dislike the

Fig.3 Collage of rewilding. Source: First author, January and February 2018
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Fig. 4 Material travels via non-
motorized transport. Source:
First author, May 2019

untidiness that street trees and animals can leave on their cars and other properties (con-
venience/comfort issues). There is also the problem of free-drivers in common areas (lit-
tering). However, in Japan, local communities engage in nonlegal social control mecha-
nisms to protect their areas [103], including conservation efforts in national nature parks
[104]. Litter or other symptoms of disrespect are seldom observed in Japan, including
Onomichi, except within some vacant spaces—which are not considered public spaces.
In Onomichi, some of them contain dumped waste and materials (observational notes
Onomichi January, February 2018, Fig. 5).

In urban places in Europe, one observes conflicts between utilities (such as under-
ground electricity networks) and root systems of trees. In Japan, however, many utili-
ties are aboveground because of earthquakes and other disasters. There are also some
nonhuman beings that can harm humans (e.g. mosquitoes and ticks that carry diseases).
Significantly, as climate change increases, diseases will spread more easily in warmer
urban heat islands [105]. Different residents of this greener area in Onomichi often

Fig.5 Peeking in empty houses, seeing a different Japan. Source: First author, February 2018
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complain about the number of bugs and the unbearable heat in the summertime. Never-
theless, these were not the reasons that people moved out of its vacant places.

Finally, regarding ‘regeneration’, abandoned places do not exist from a posthumanist
perspective [106]. There are other living beings that occupy these spaces, and thus certain
ideas, such as Louis Le Roy’s ecocathedrals or Escobar’s pluriverse designs, might help
initiate ‘green participation’ [107]. Unfortunately, in ‘market economies’, plants and ani-
mals are often overlooked; therefore, as CE discourse and policies only account for market
economies, the most desired CE practices, in terms of multispecies justice, might be over-
looked [22].

Working with Existing Structures

By adopting a circularity policy that focuses on existing structures, Japan would obtain the
means to reduce its international independence and reduce its global impact. ‘In circular
urbanism, as much is adapted as possible and as little is built as possible. At least, it is
dismantled, rearranged and adapted, repaired and, at best, overgrown’ [100]. This idea of
avoiding a tabula rasa approach is also present in territorial and Geddessian thinking [16,
53, 54].

Reclaiming and repurposing vacant houses can be driven by different reasons. Our
case studies in Onomichi are mostly related to historical preservation. In the interviews
in Onomichi, it was stated that environmental awareness was not the primary motivation
behind such reclamation activism. There are tensions between historical preservation and
different sustainability goals [108].

Interviews with frequent visitors and residents indicated that the landscape has visibly
transformed over the past decade. Ten years ago, an ageing population and abandoned
houses characterised the historic district. Now, however, the area thrives, with young fami-
lies occupying and renovating these houses and turning them into their homes or repur-
posing them as shops, art galleries, coffeehouses, and guesthouses. In Onomichi, the
governance of these vacant constructions has been managed by a Nonprofit Organisation
(NPO) for more than a decade; this NPO negotiated with the local government to control
the ‘akiya (Vacant house) databank’ (Interviews January February, August 2018). One rea-
son Japan has so many vacant houses is legislative frameworks: homeownership is highly
protected, and local governments have almost no power to claim vacant houses. Moreo-
ver, there are no records of who becomes the next owner after the previous owner dies
(Interviews February 2018, Onomichi). Due to the Vacant House Special Measures Act
of 2015, which gave local governments more power, local governments launched different
strategies, including renovation subsidies or free housing policies (ibid.). However, finding
subsequent owners or new buyers is a time-consuming process. Onomichi’s local govern-
ment trusted this NPO to fulfil this role; the fact that an NPO manages this is not common
in Japan.

This NPO, the Onomichi Abandoned House Reclamation Project, is strongly embedded
in local social networks and communities. One of this NPO’s roles is to enhance social
capital among people with and without skills, financial means, and tools. As the director
of the NPO said, ‘I do not have skills, but I am good at connecting people’ (Interview,
Onomichi, August 2018). Although some activists in Onomichi reclaim houses and reno-
vate them because of their affordability, the NPO’s leaders (the director, an architect) are
motivated by cultural preservation. They also actively promote cultural heritage protection
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on social media. These individuals are well known throughout the town; other interviewees
frequently mentioned the NPO’s director. Social capital is considered both a resource and
an enabler of goals such as mental health and well-being. Many interviewees stated that
they feel motivated to help in the community and have an authentic life that they cannot
find in other contexts. Thus, as an interviewee said, ‘it is not only about rebuilding houses
but also about rebuilding your life’. On the other hand, this close-knit society also has neg-
ative aspects, as mentioned by some interviewees.

As a result of their efforts and their partner organisations, Onomichi has earned a repu-
tation for its DIY movement, as it provides many ‘teachers, free tools and empty houses’
(Interview Onomichi, August 2018) to individuals who do not have sufficient funds to
transform an empty house into a home and/or a small business (ibid.). Newcomers reported
how funds have been raised to aid their restoration efforts. For example, due to crowdfund-
ing organised by the NPO, one young carpenter learned traditional techniques to restore
Onomichi’s ‘Gaudi House’ (Fig. 6).

When houses in this district are determined to be obsolete for residential functions, the
NPO Onomichi Abandoned House Reclamation Project helps find the labour and other
necessary resources to empty and demolish the structures. Then, they assign new functions
to the land, plant trees, organise communal work, and create green spaces and playgrounds
(Interview, Onomichi, August 2018). They are not the only players. Recently, financial
capital-rich manufacturing industries have started to reclaim abandoned spaces or appar-
ently obsolete places to make them more attractive to and more convenient for visitors with
higher incomes. They have deconstructed completely or partially old buildings and recon-
structed aesthetically pleasing buildings for visitors (Interview, April 2019). They invite
globally renowned interior designers and request that they use local resources to upgrade
the spaces. They still promote the history and cultural identity of the city in their market-
ing, as well as the uses of the materials reclaimed from the vacant houses. For example,

Fig.6 ‘The Gaudi House’. Source: First author, February 2018

@ Springer



Circular Economy and Sustainability

tiles of an old house were repurposed in a garden design. Currently, there are no tensions,
as their activities attract potential newcomers to the reclaimed abandoned houses-turned-
partially into-businesses (Interviews, April 2019). These companies were also involved in
rebuilding the historic train station into a modern complex, which is ‘maybe more con-
venient, but does not represent Onomichi anymore’ (Interview, April 2019). On the other
hand, many residents born in Onomichi enjoy the new conveniences; dislike was expressed
mainly by the people who had moved there. As one immigrant observed: ‘There are two
camps. The gentrifiers and then the group of the NPO, a restaurant company and other
individual rescuers who reclaim because they want these houses and buildings to be there,
not to get profit.” (Interview, April 2019). It was also stated that tourists comprise sources
of extra income.

The recirculation of materials is not only performed by larger corporate organisations.
One of the partners of the NPO is a group of artistic researchers who harvest local materi-
als from abandoned houses that have deteriorated, store them in a community house, and
invite local and foreign visitors to repurpose these materials for their arts or other crafts
(Fig. 7). There is a mix of different actors engaged in this circular practice.

Discussion

Circularity is about both maximizing/optimising resource utilization and increasing the
capacity of urban ecosystems to regenerate or, to borrow the word from Genovese and
Pansera [22], conviviality. Japan is familiar with bottom-up projects, where local players
experiment with finding new purposes for materials and abandoned houses, other infra-
structure, and places (e.g. Nagano Rebuilding Center, Onomichi Empty House Reclaim-
ing Project). Nevertheless, these projects are tactical and temporary, limiting the scales
of these experiments and living circularity labs. These places are available for low-value
activities, which is also a precondition found in European cases of tactical urbanism [13].
Although bottom-up practices are examples of responses to current symptoms of the linear
economy and initiatives, such as Circular Yokohama’s platform, that showcase other ideas
aligned with the CEE concept [109], the Japanese discourse is oriented towards ‘new’ tech-
nologies, designs, cities, materials, and lands and less focused on the potentials of existing

Fig.7 A small mine (a, b) and a material bank (c) of secondary resources in Onomichi. Source: First
author, February 2018
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flows and stocks. The ‘planned eco-town’ pathway is present in Japanese cities, embodying
Japan’s ‘innovation discourse’.

On the other hand, CEE might provide another way, with different values that promote
interactions of humans and nonhuman nature, acknowledge the spatial range of operations,
and value traditional knowledge.

The primary difference between Europe and Japan might be that European research-
ers and practitioners typically focus more on manufacturing industries (e.g. construction,
industries in ports) and on circularity in urban economies than on interactions between
urban and rural components. The CEE concept acknowledges global urbanization and in
Japan but specifically emphasizes how this process and urban economic growth occur at
the expense of rural and peri-urban surroundings [88].

However, these differences between the European discourse of CE and Japanese CEE
are blurring, as European researchers continually integrate large-scale, urban greening, and
other regenerative economy strategies [13], investigate city-hinterland interactions regard-
ing nature-based resources [110] and reconnect research on territoriality and regionalism
with CE implementation [51, 52]. In practice, there are also initiatives in Europe to estab-
lish rural circularity, such as Zero Waste Scotland’s 2020 Circular Highlands and Islands
project [111]. Moreover, CEE is a concept instituted by Japan’s government. Some activi-
ties in Japan are identified or, rather, labelled CEE, as outlined in IGES reports [81], in
the cases of Nagano and Shimikawa. Often, these activities were previously labelled (or
remain) part of the Satoyama Initiative (cf. [83]). However, little is known (at least in Eng-
lish literature) about CEE’s possible tensions, barriers, preconditions, and spatial, techni-
cal, economic, and other requirements.

In the European context, the theories of circularity in urban planning have led to differ-
ent sets of best practices and development plans [3]. The same observation can be made for
Japan. The pathways in Japan are primarily about eco-town planning or symbiotic partner-
ships involving the renewable resources of a city and its hinterland. Nevertheless, there are
also bottom-up initiatives that could be labelled circular, from zero waste bottom-up town
initiatives to top-down and national concepts, such as the sound material-cycle society of
these more recent CEE and CES concepts. Additionally, some stakeholders use the label
‘circular’, as in bottom-up initiatives such as Circular Yokohama, to assemble smaller,
often isolated practices within a city (region).

Few English studies have been published about the contested discourse in Japan. This
discourse synthesises the trajectory of circularity in Japan and outlines the tensions among
different stakeholders. ‘Circularity’ practices, concepts, and policy responses could be
driven by various stakeholders and underpinned by different concerns including mate-
rial security, hygiene, public health and safety, biodiversity loss, etc. However, it is not
yet clear whether and how they create tensions and barriers during transitions. It is only
clear that circularity and sound material-cycle concepts are contested definitions in Japan,
leading to different pathways and approaches. The focus of Japanese stakeholders, such as
the national government, the Ministry of Environment, Ministry of Economy, Trade, and
Industry, and Yokohama City, on optimising and innovating flows and stocks demonstrates
that capitalist ecomodernist ideas are also present in the Japanese way of thinking. How-
ever, it might be challenged by indigenous concepts, such as satoyama initiatives, CEE, and
CES.

Japanese people circulate an economic policy that focuses mainly on building ‘new’
systems, technologies, or novel utilizations of new materials or lands. This is also visi-
ble in other policies: both governments and private companies prefer building new struc-
tures after destroying existing buildings or transforming rural lands into urban ones; less

@ Springer



Circular Economy and Sustainability

attention is given to utilising existing materials, resulting in a fragile existing-stock market
in Japan (specifically, among generational transactions that dominate the existing housing
market) [94]. This is partly because of Japan’s incredibly rapid urbanization and popula-
tion growth that began in the 1950s. Growth-oriented policies and building methodolo-
gies dominate Japanese society, as demonstrated in Tokyo [101]. No large-scale projects
or policies that focus on the utilisation of existing materials, knowledge, and practices are
known. Demolition in Japan is the primary solution for abandoned spaces [93], given the
national focus on newness, not revitalisation.

Although the Japanese land ownership tradition and its strong interrelationships of fam-
ily, housing, and welfare impede the actualisation of an essentially circulating economy,
future research can analyse the reasons from social-scientific perspectives (e.g. urban
geography, housing studies, or sociology) and evaluate more cases to provide a more accu-
rate picture of circularity discourse development and policy responses in Japanese spatial
planning.

Although our focus in the discussion is primarily on the differences between Europe and
Japan (as we studied Japan initially through Western glasses), we want to acknowledge the
wealth of literature on the Chinese approach, and the link between Chinese and Japanese
circularity since China based its approach on the Recycling-Based Society Law in Japan.

In 2021, the 14th Five-Year Plan was instituted, introducing the Dual Circulation Strat-
egy (DCS) Paradigm [112, 113]. Although DCS is not directly related with circular econ-
omy, as a more strategic reorientation towards domestic consumption, it is the notable
result of concerns about internal problems stemming from a lack of integrating territorial
problems. One of the major motivations behind DCS comprises food and energy security
concerns and, of course, concerns about environmental health, especially in the food sec-
tor. The focus on the domestic market (considering the macroeconomy a circular system)
might influence localisation and better serve local/national communities, but it is too early
to observe such effects. Future research can therefore investigate the impacts of DCS on
circularity policy and practices in China.

Conclusion

First, the differences between the circular economy concepts in Japan, China, and north-
western Europe are examined to explain the differences between a territorial and a deter-
ritorialised approach to circularity. We advocate a territorial approach by first elaborating
the criticisms and descriptions of the contested concept of circularity and then connect
circularity to established concepts like territories, regionalism, and Geddessian thinking,
specifically in the relevant Western academic literature.

Through a narrative literature review, we provided a historical perspective of circularity
discourse in Japan. In this paper, we argue that the Japanese approach to circular practices
can offer an example of a more place-bound and just pathway and act as a counterpart to
the European and Chinese ways. To support this, we first trace the roots of spatial circu-
larity in Japan from a historical standpoint before discussing some contemporary circular
concepts. We then presented a detailed analysis of lived experiences in the wastescapes in
Onomichi, which demonstrate that although more orthodox understandings of circularity
permeate Japanese discourse, alternative considerations can be found that promote inter-
actions of humans and nonhuman nature, acknowledge a spatial range of operations, and
value traditional knowledge.
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Although it seems that Japanese concepts like CEE and CES indicate a more territo-
rial approach in Japan than those in China or northwestern Europe, other concepts reveal
Japan’s rather ecomodernist approach. The same contesting discourses and approaches
are also present in China and northwestern Europe. Specifically, in the latter, new inter-
ests among researcher and practitioners in territoriality, regionalism, and urban plan-
ning for circularity seem promising and might revitalise (calibrated to the new contexts)
the circularity practices that were observed earlier in the histories of these places. This
manuscript contributed to this emerging research on territorialism in circularity by shar-
ing more knowledge about Japan.

The choice of Japan and of Onomichi as a specific case study created many limita-
tions for our research design. One of the biases and limits are our Western glasses. We
are both Western researchers with thinking that was initially formed by Western dis-
course and epistemology.

The first author did not speak Japanese when she arrived in Japan for the first time.
The results were limited because we were dependent on English research or voluntary
translations by peers. Additionally, few Japanese people speak fluent English, which
also limited our sample of participants for key expert interviews. There might be a bias
in this sample because we obtained only the views, opinions and knowledge of people
who already have the capacity to speak two languages. Another problem stems from the
risk of information getting ‘lost in translation’ [114]; some ideas and concepts are dif-
ficult to translate from Japanese to English, not only because of language barriers but
also because of disparate epistemologies and cultures. There have been occasions that
Japanese people who are fluent in English had trouble translating abstract ideas from
Japanese official documents into English for us. Some concepts and ideas, including
the ones related to circularity, are embedded in different epistemologies, cultures and
even normative stances. For example, even the words for nature and wild in Japanese do
not have the same connotations as in English or our mother tongues and their connota-
tions have changed over time, similar to how the relationships with nature changed in
our cultures [115]. In future research, we would like to engage with bilingual Japanese
researchers who are sensitive to the linguistic cultural and epistemological boundaries
to provide a more critical overview of answers to our research questions.

Second, we want to emphasize that the second part of the manuscript, which is
focused on a specific place that illustrates what abstract circularity concept can mean
in everyday practices and lived experiences, does not represent the whole of Japan. We
hope to see more future research on other cases and places in Japan that confirms or
challenges our idea that the approach in Japan, especially the more recent CEE and CES
concepts, which instantiate the values of care and cooperation, is primarily territorial
oriented and the most meaningful for local circularity development.
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