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Summary

Th e traditional linear economic growth 
model pursues solely the GDP growth, and 
economic development is achieved at the 
expense of the environment and the re-
sources. Th is model has obvious ethical 
fl aws and has been viewed as a “from cradle 
to grave” approach. Diff erently, the circular 
economy development model establishes 
the principles of “Reduce, Reuse and Recy-
cle” as its core contents in order to achieve 
sustainable development, which has been 
viewed as a "from cradle to cradle" approach. 
Circular economy engenders new ethical re-
lationships, and proposes new ethics of pro-

duction and consumption. Circular econo-
my implies the holistic value principle and 
sustainable value principle, which can rem-
edy the ethical fl aws of the traditional linear 
model. As an ethical and sustainable devel-
opment approach, circular economy con-
tributes to the Copernican change in the 
fi eld of economic ethics.

K e y  w o r d s :  t r a d i t i o n a l  l i n e a r 
e c o n o m y ,  e c o n o m i c  e t h i c s , 
c i r c u l a r  e c o n o m y ,  h o l i s t i c 
v a l u e  p r i n c i p l e ,  s u s t a i n a b l e 
v a l u e  p r i n c i p l e ,  p r o d u c t i o n 
e t h i c s ,  c o n s u m p t i o n  e t h i c s
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Historically, the modes of economic growth manifest an evolu-
tionary process, which are the crystallization of human’s deepening 
understanding of and self-conscious choice for the relationships be-
tween economic development and environment, between economy 
and society, and between economy and human themselves. Th e pur-
suit of exclusive economic growth has been criticized, and the de-
velopment of circular economy has become the consensus about 
economic development across the world nowadays. As a new eco-
nomic development model, circular economy will engender new val-
ues of economic ethics. Th is paper will proceed along the following 
courses: 1) circular economy is a  revolution in the history of the 
evolution of economic development models; 2) circular economy 
engenders new ethical relationships and moral appeals; and 3) cir-
cular economy implies value principles.

Circular Economy is a Revolution in the History 
of the Evolution of Economic Development Models

Th e circular economy concept was fi rst introduced in the 1960s by 
American economist K. Boulding (1966), for addressing the deterio-
rating environmental conditions. Circular economy proposes that 
within the large-scale system of people, natural resources and sci-
ence and technology, and in the whole process of resource input, 
corporate production, product consumption and disposal, the tradi-
tional linear economy whose development depends on resource 
consumption is transformed into an economy whose development 
depends on the recycling of ecological resources. Boulding (1966) 
analyzed the underlying causes of environmental problems and pro-
posed that the economic development model should be transformed 
from one-way linear economy to a circular economy. With the con-
cept of sustainable development put forward, people began to thor-
oughly explore this new economic development model. Th us, the 
essence of the circular economy (development model) is to alleviate 
environmental pollution, resource scarcity, and other confl icts as-
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sociated with economic development under the traditional way. Cir-
cular economy is based on the “3R” principles, namely “reduce, re-
use, and recycle”. “Reduce” principle aims to reduce the input 
materials and energy in the production and consumption processes. 
“Reuse” is the principle concerned with process, which aims to ex-
tend the life span of products and services in the production and 
consumption processes. “Recycle” is the principle concerned with 
output, which aims to reduce the amount of wastes requiring fi nal 
disposal by turning wastes to secondary resources. “3R” principles 
are core contents of the circular economy. Circular economy is based 
on ecological principles and requires organizing economic activities 
into a feedback process of “resources – manufactured products – re-
newable resources”, so that resources can be rationally recycled and 
reused to protect the environment, reduce pollution, and achieve 
sustainable economic and social development. Compared with the 
traditional linear economy, circular economy is a revolution in the 
history of the evolution of economic development models.

First of all, the circular economy advocates an economic develop-
ment model harmonious with the earth. Th e traditional linear eco-
nomic development is a one-way linear process of “resources – man-
ufactured products – pollution emissions”. With the industrial 
development, the expansion of production scale, the increase of 
population, and the weakened self-purifi cation capacity of the envi-
ronment, environmental problems and the resource shortage crisis 
have become increasingly aggravated. Th e traditional linear econo-
my achieves the “extensive pattern” of economic growth through 
the process of turning resources into wastes, at the expense of the 
environment and resources (Zhu 2007). In contrast, the circular 
economy follows the laws of ecology, and promotes the rational use 
of natural resources and environmental bearing capacity. Further, 
the circular economy approach adopts the feedback process of “nat-
ural resources – products and services – renewable resources,” 
achieves economic development on the basis of continuous recy-
cling and reuse of materials, and harmoniously integrates economic 
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system into the natural ecosystem (Des Jardins 2002: 68). Th e cir-
cular economy principle reveals that the economy is not the entire 
contents of human activities, but only a subsystem of the natural 
ecosystem; in this way, economic activities are ecologically imple-
mented.

Secondly, the circular economy is an economic development 
model that pays all its attention to the quality of development, use 
of science and technology, resource savings and clean production. 
Th e traditional linear economy is quantity-oriented economic 
growth model. Concerning the relationship between exploitation 
and conservation, more importance is attached to exploitation 
while conservation is ignored, with the sole aim of pursuing GDP 
growth. Given the relationship between speed and effi  ciency, more 
importance is attached to speed while effi  ciency is ignored. Given 
the relationship between quantity and quality of development, 
more importance is attached to quantity while quality is ignored. 
“Th ree High and One Low” (high exploitation, high consumption, 
high waste emissions, and low effi  ciency) is the characteristic of this 
economic growth model. Concerning the relationship between the 
economy and the environment, the traditional linear economy is an 
environmentally unfriendly economic growth model. In contrast, 
the circular economy promotes scientifi c, resource-saving, and 
clean economic development. It emphasizes low input and high uti-
lization of natural resources, and low waste emissions, which is ben-
efi cial to promote pollution prevention and the control of whole 
production process. Th e circular economy is an environment-friend-
ly economic development model and may fundamentally eradicate 
the long-term sharp confl icts between the environment and eco-
nomic development.

Finally, the circular economy adopts “green” evaluation system 
and indicators, such as the green GDP. In accounting and evaluat-
ing economic development, the traditional linear economy adopts 
pure economic indicators such as the GDP and GNP. Such evalua-
tion system fails to capture the negative impact of economic growth 
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on the environment. On May 20, 2011, “China Youth Daily” re-
ported a piece of news titled “GDP Giant caused Lead Poisoning”. 
According to the report, 332 people lived in Deqing County, Hu-
zhou City, Zhejiang Province, suff ered from lead poisoning due to 
pollution. Th e cause lies in that the local government approved 
a large number of high-polluting enterprises into operation in or-
der to gain GDP growth, while ignored the consequent environ-
mental problems. Th is pollution incident is caused by Zhejiang 
Haijiu Battery Co. Ltd., which has 1,000 employees and generates 
an annual output value of 450 million RMB. According to local me-
dia reports, this company was the largest enterprise in Deqing 
County and passed the inspection of environmental protection be-
fore it went public in 2010. Apart from this case, several other no-
table lead poisoning incidents were reported by the media in 2011, 
including the incident of lead poisoning in children in Huaining, 
Anhui province, and the lead poisoning case in Taizhou, Zhejiang 
province. In recent years, lead poisoning incidents with relatively 
large impact continued to occur across China. Most of these hap-
penings were closely related to the pollution caused by Lead-acid 
battery industry and Secondary Lead industry, with children at 
a greater risk. Th ese evidences indicate that the traditional linear 
economy not only brings negative impact on the sustainable devel-
opment of the national economy, but also causes serious physical 
and psychological harm to the people. Th is economic growth ap-
proach harms people’s health and damages the environment; thus, 
it must be changed. Th e circular economy promotes a green evalua-
tion system (e.g., green GDP). Th e term “green GDP’’ represents 
the value of GDP after deducting the costs of environmental re-
sources and costs for environmental resources protection. Such ac-
counting and evaluation method can promote repeated and ration-
al use of the resources, and achieve the optimization of industrial 
portfolio and maximization of economic effi  ciency. Meanwhile, it 
will encourage consumers’ green consumption and promote green 
production of the industry. However, currently consensus has not 
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been reached on the calculating system for green GDP across the 
globe (Feng and Yan 2007).

To sum up, the circular economy advocates the harmonious rela-
tionships between economy and environment, economy and ecolo-
gy, and economy and society in order to alleviate the constraints of 
natural resources on economic growth and human welfare develop-
ment, and to achieve sound mutually supporting development rela-
tionship among economy, society, and environment. Th erefore, the 
circular economy provides a  strategic development model for the 
transformation from traditional economy to sustainable economy 
since the industrialization. It may fundamentally eradicate the 
long-term sharp contradictions and confl icts between economic de-
velopment and, resources, environment, and society, which can 
meet both natural laws and economic laws.

Circular Economy Engenders New Ethical Relationships 
and Moral Appeals

Th e operational structure of circular economy comprises three lev-
els: the corporate-level (micro-level), the inter-fi rm level (meso-lev-
el), and the social level (macro-level). Th ere are interlocking indus-
trial chains across these levels. In this way, the integrated whole of 
the economic operation as well as new ethical relations and moral 
appeals diff erent from traditional linear economy are formed. Th e 
three operational levels not only reconstruct industrial relations, 
but also rebuild new ethical relationships within a corporation, be-
tween corporations, and between the corporations and the society.

Internal micro-level cycle within a corporation

At the corporate-level, circular economy concept requires cleaner 
production process, green management, “zero waste”, and “zero 
pollution”. Also, it requires the implementation of the “closed loop 
of materials fl ow” and multi-level energy use, transformation of 
wastes generated by the manufacture of one product to raw materi-
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als for another product, and, according to diff erent objects, estab-
lishes water cycle, multi-level use and recycling of raw materials, 
energy conservation and energy reuse, and control and comprehen-
sive utilization of “three wastes” and other sound circulation sys-
tems. Cleaner production is a new development strategy and is the 
cornerstone for the development of circular economy at the corpo-
rate level.

Circular Economy Chart

Regional meso-level cycle between corporations

“At the regional level, the circular economy is mainly represented 
as eco-industrial network of symbiotic enterprises or industries, 
namely wastes will be interchanged between enterprises within re-
gional eco-industrial park” (Dai 2006: 11). Th e eco-industrial park is 
an important carrier for the development of the eco-industry and 
circular economy at the inter-fi rm level (meso-level). Based on 
proper design of logistics and energy within the industrial park, it 
simulates natural ecosystems, forms symbiosis networks between 
enterprises, transforms wastes of one enterprise to raw materials of 
another, makes cascade use of energy and water resources, and has 
apparent characteristics to fully use resources and energies to pro-
tect and improve the quality of ecological environment.

Taking Henan Shangdianlvye Group, a circular economy demon-
stration project of Henan province, China as an example, the group 
follows the circular economy principle and constructs the eco-in-
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dustrial chain of “aluminum – electricity – heat – fertilizer”, it is 
a  new form of industrial organization which combines circular 
economy principles and industrial ecology principles. Th e Group 
has several subsidiaries and places Th ermal Power Plant at the cen-
tral importance, supported by the aluminum plant, fertilizer plant, 
cement plant, and other related divisions, through the circulation 
and fl ow of materials and energy along the industrial chain within 
a  relatively fi xed area. Also, the Group transforms the secondary 
energy from previous link to primary energy of the next link and to 
achieve maximization of materials and energy use and minimiza-
tion of wastes emission. In this way, a relatively closed energy circu-
lation chain and environmental protection industrial chain are 
formed to improve energy effi  ciency, reduce environmental pollu-
tion. Th us, the effi  ciency of circular economy is refl ected.

“Aluminum – Electricity – Heat – Fertilizer” Ecological Flow Chart

Major cycle at the socio-economic level

Th e practice of circular economy at the socio-economic level in 
China is mainly represented as several nationwide ecological circula-
tion systems, such as the treatment of water pollution in the “three 
rivers” and “three lakes”, the project of returning farmland to forests 
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and grassland, desertifi cation and solodization control project, ener-
gy structure optimization project, and ecological agriculture develop-
ment project. Construction of national circular economy demonstra-
tion regions at Tianjin and Shanxi provinces provide some other 
examples. Th e industrial chain which takes “resources – products – 
renewable resources” at its core is an important guarantee to achieve 
the major circulation of resources at the social level. Th e circular econ-
omy development at the social level is mainly led by the national and 
local governments.

It can be seen that the three levels of circular economy model are 
essentially an industrial structure and its integrated circulation sys-
tem, which promote the clustering of corporations and fi nally 
a  combination of corporations and the society. Correspondingly, 
mutual-connection, mutual-restraint, and mutual-promotion eco-
nomic relationship chains and ethical relationship ties are formed. 
Accordingly, circular economy ethics have many new moral appeals 
which are explained in details as below.

Cleaner production, emission reduction 

and resource savings

Th e cleaner production concept required by the circular economy is 
an ecological and green pollution-control method for the whole pro-
duction process. It continuously applies the environmental strategy 
of overall prevention to production process, products, and services, 
so as to increase eco-effi  ciency and reduce human and environmen-
tal risks. Cleaner production concept adopts “prevention” as the pri-
mary guideline and requires enterprises to prevent from the source 
of pollution, take the responsibility to promote clean production 
and reduce emissions. It also requires enterprises to start from sev-
eral aspects (such as product design, raw material selection, reform 
and optimization of production processes and technical equip-
ments, materials recycle and wastes utilization) to comprehensively 
consider economic effi  ciency and environmental protection and 
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strive to achieve maximum economic effi  ciency with minimum re-
sources. By strengthening management and technological innova-
tion, and actively adopting harmless or less-harmful new produc-
tion processes and technologies, “cleaner production” eff ectively 
reduces the consumption of raw materials and energies, achieves 
“less input, more output and lower pollution”, eliminates environ-
mental pollutants as much as possible in the production process, 
and achieves the goal of “energy saving, consumption reduction, 
pollution reduction and effi  ciency improvement”. Th e corporation 
should give priority to the principle of “reduce”. In short, cleaner 
production should be promoted according to the concept of eco-ef-
fi ciency in order to effi  ciently utilize all resources and energy, and 
ultimately achieve the economic operation model of harmless pollu-
tion emission or zero emission.

Consistency of environmental protection 

and business development

Natural resources are not inexhaustible. Th e absorbance and pu-
rifi cation capacity of the natural environment for human wastes is 
also limited. Th e development achieved at the expense of resources 
and environment is not sustainable. Th e circular economy aims to 
pursue the harmony and unity between development and environ-
ment, which values the overall and long-term interests of human 
development and achieves leaping economic development with 
minimal environmental costs. Natural resources and ecological en-
vironment are the cornerstones of a country’s economic and social 
development. All raw materials supplied for essential human living 
needs and construction demands are the gifts of nature. For a cor-
poration, environmental protection is its most important and ob-
ligatory social responsibility, especially for China, a  developing 
country undergone rapid development of industrialization and ur-
banization, shortage of resources per capita, and the unimproved 
environmental degradation.
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Integration of short-term and long-term interests

With China’s rapid economic development in recent years, serious 
cases of environmental pollution and ecological destruction fre-
quently occur, mainly caused by short-term behaviors of corpora-
tions. In order to pursue profi t maximization, some companies 
overly exploit social and corporate resources and even cause eco-
logical destruction and environmental pollution. In terms of the 
development model, they value short-term output while overlook 
long-term investment, which not only harm the interests of our 
generation, but also excessively consume resources of future gen-
erations. Short-term behaviors bring harm to the society in many 
aspects: fi rstly, over-exploitation and over-use of resources, and 
environmental pollution cause “resource bottleneck” and the scar-
city of basic resources. Secondly, the scarcity of basic resources 
causes disconnection between macro and micro views of social de-
velopment. Short-term behaviors will inevitably lead to cata-
strophic damage to the natural and social resources, and restrict 
the optimization of the economic structure and the transforma-
tion of economic development model. Such value orientation that 
harms long-term development and the common interests of the 
whole society is undesirable and should be abandoned. For a cor-
poration, the important carrier for circular economy development 
at the micro-level, it is essential to correctly handle the relation-
ships between short-term and long-term interests, and between 
local and overall interests, and to adhere to the core concepts of 
environmental protection. Th e mutual interests are more impor-
tant than the interests of a  single corporation or an individual, 
and social value is more critical than corporate profi ts to realize 
the common development. Unsustainable short-term behaviors 
should be fi rmly abandoned. Only in this way can the sustainable 
development of a  corporation, the economy and the society be 
achieved.
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Co-existence and co-prosperity, mutual benefits 

and the win-win situation

Th e eco-industrial parks (EIPs) are an important carrier of the circu-
lar economy development at the meso-level. Companies within the 
same EIP share and exchange raw materials, energy, information, 
technology, personnel, and capital, and achieve the win-win situa-
tion of the ecological environment and the economy through inte-
grated management and cooperation systems of the above resourc-
es. Th e traditional linear economy only emphasizes certain exchange 
relationships between companies, without considering the specifi c 
contents of such exchange relationships, which is the major diff er-
ence between the EIP concept of the circular economy and the tradi-
tional economy. As demonstrated in the above chart of the ecologi-
cal chain of the Henan Shangdianlvye Group, the thermal power 
plant assumes the central role, supported by the aluminum plant, 
fertilizer plant and cement plant and other related industries. Dif-
ferent companies on the same eco-industrial chain or within the 
same EIP form a closed, inseparable, and interdependent economic 
relationship. Such relationship can be described as “bound together 
for prosperity or loss”. Th e companies within an EIP should prop-
erly deal with the economic relationship between companies in the 
same industry or diff erent industries with mutual cooperation and 
support, and create greater potential for their own development 
while taking the responsibility for other companies on the same in-
dustrial chain. In this way, a sound-developed ecological platform is 
established; the co-existence and co-prosperity, mutual benefi ts 
and win-win situation is realized.

Th e circular economy development model engenders new ethical 
relationships and moral requirements diff erent from the traditional 
linear economy, which, on the one hand, requires that corporations 
within an ecological region form mutually recognized values, and 
on the other hand, proposes new production methods, life styles, 
and behavior and ethical codes for the corporations and citizens.
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Value Principles Implied in Circular Economy

Distinguished from traditional linear economy, the circular econo-
my’s inherent ethical spirits are holistic and sustainable value prin-
ciples, which entail new understandings and due ethical attitudes to 
resources, environment, production, consumption, interests and 
justice, and embody human’s active spirits in terms of the ecological 
constraints and the sense of responsibility for future mankind. Th e 
value principles of circular economy are ethical spirits which intend 
to ease the tensions between economy and environment, as well as 
economy and society. As a result, these principles help to realize the 
harmonious co-existence of economy, resource, environment, and 
society.

Th e holistic value principle of circular economic ethics is based 
on the doctrine of worldwide universal connection and new recog-
nition of the economy. Engels said that dialectics is the science 
about “universal connection”. Th e world is a  unity formed by nu-
merous concrete things and their processes, and each of them is an 
organic component and link of such totality. In this way, from indi-
viduals to complicated systems, from non-life cycles to life cycles, to 
the society, to the infi nite universe, a universal connection network 
mutually connected and linked by infi nite layers and intermediate 
links is formed; and the existence, movement and change of each 
individual can be a concrete embodiment of the universal connec-
tion. Th erefore, the development of any specifi c thing must take 
into account relevant aspects of its connection; otherwise, it can 
only be abnormal development, and abnormal development is in-
evitable to be short-term. As a development model, circular econo-
my’s intrinsic, objective, and core requirement is to consider the 
structural infl uence of economic activities on relevant environ-
ments, resources, and society. In this sense, we can say that the eth-
ics of the circular economy has the value of “universal ethics”.

Specifi cally, the holistic value principle of circular economic eth-
ics is to deem the economy as an open subsystem of a large scale 
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global system, which is relatively independent, at the same time in-
teracts and mutually restricts with environment, ecology, society 
and the whole human system and relevant subsystems. Economic 
development must be in harmony with overall system. As men-
tioned above, the circular economy is focused on increasingly seri-
ous contemporary environmental issues and aims to fi nd a way to 
promote economic development with less resource consumption 
and non-deteriorated or even improved environment. Th erefore, it 
is critical that human beings give up the notion of one-way develop-
ment which only concerns economic effi  ciency and growth rate, and 
shall pay more attention to the carrying capacity of resources and 
the environment as well as the value of the ecological environment 
and human. Brown, a renowned American scholar, pointed out that: 
“Th e translation from ecology-destroying economy to sustainable 
economy depends on the Copernican change in the fi eld of econom-
ic ethics, understanding that the economy is only a part of the 
Earth’s ecological economy, and continuous economic development 
can be achieved only by adjusting the economy to be compatible 
with ecosystem” (Brown, 2003: 4). Daly, a well-known ecological 
economist stated that “existing dominant economic model com-
pletely rules out ecological costs” ( Daly, 2001: 7), which leads to the 
market’s failure to refl ect the truth of the ecology. Boulding, an 
American economist, published an article named A Science – Eco-
logical Economics, in which he fi rst proposed the concept of “Eco-
logical Economics”. Based on ecological principles, this theory holis-
tically studies the mutual infl uence and restraint between ecosystem 
and productivity system, and the combination of ecology and econ-
omy, reveals the essential connections between the nature and the 
society, changes traditional patterns of production and consump-
tion, and saves all available resources.

Among elements of traditional linear economic operation, eco-
logical environment element is used as unlimited and unrestricted 
available resources, and this is the theoretical reason for people to 
pursue economic effi  ciency at the cost of deteriorated ecological en-
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vironment. Th e holistic value principle not only makes up previous 
lack of understanding for the value of the environment and natural 
resources, but also breaks through strict boundaries of ecological 
ethics and economic ethics, which require that economic develop-
ment must respect the law of ecology. From the perspective of spa-
tial dimension, holistic value principle also indicates that resources 
and environment problems have become a global topic. According 
to the requirement of holistic view of values, any country or nation 
shall be deemed as local. Th erefore, it is important for the contem-
porary people to have a global vision to correctly understand and 
transact the relationship between the local and the globe, comply 
with international conventions, fulfi ll moral obligations and under-
take global responsibilities. Th us, holistic value principle embodies 
inherent ethical spirits which aim at harmonious development of 
economy, society, environment and human, and advocate new sys-
temic and holistic ethics integrating economic value, ecological val-
ue, and human value.

Th e sustainable value principle of the circular economy ethics is 
also implied in this economic development model. Th e holistic value 
principle and the sustainable value principle refl ect the inherent 
ethical spirits of the circular economy based on spatial and time di-
mensions. Th e former refl ects the nature of universal connection of 
things, and the latter refl ects the nature of eternal development es-
sence of things. So, what is development? What kind of develop-
ment do human beings need?

Th e goal of circular economy is to achieve the sustainable devel-
opment of mankind. At present, whether developed countries, less 
developed countries, or developing countries, are all concerned 
about development issues. So, what is development? How to devel-
op? From the view of inherent requirements, the goal of the circular 
economy is sustainable development. Its essence is to, through 
cleaner production, emission reduction, and resource conservation, 
achieve economic growth and realize the goal for the sustainable 
development of natural ecology, society, and economy. Traditional 
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linear economic growth model is a GDP-oriented economic growth 
model. It has obvious ethical fl aws; for instance, it fails to consider 
quality and effi  ciency of economic growth, ignores the internal con-
sumption of economic “exterior” and ignores to fully consider hu-
man development demands and social welfares. Such fl aws make 
this economic growth model hardly achieve sustainable develop-
ment of economic society. Brown stated that “a  market-oriented 
economy should be turned into an ecology-oriented economy” 
(Brown 2003: 88). If we cannot achieve such translation, we will pay 
a heavy price. Reference to his book, the author quoted former vice 
president of Esso which is the company developed Norwegian and 
North Sea oil fi elds – Stein Dale’s view to express his viewpoints: 
“Th e centrally planned economy collapsed due to failing to make the 
price express the truth of economics, and free market economy may 
collapse due to failing to make the price express the truth of ecolo-
gy” (Brown 2003: 24). Th e circular economy is based on ecological 
economics and requires sustainable development of the resource, 
environment, and healthy life. For the selection of economic growth 
models, under the circumstance of severe resource shortages and 
environmental pollution, the understanding of human beings is 
continuously deepening. In 1990, a consensus is generally reached 
all over the world that sustainable human development is the full 
meaning of the development, and human beings must take a sus-
tainable development path. Th e sustainable value principle is peo-
ple-oriented, which can satisfy the needs of contemporary people 
without harming the capacity of future generations to meet their 
needs and thus can make the human beings have a continuous de-
velopment.

Th e sustainable value principle refl ects new ethical attitudes and 
requirements for production, consumption, nature, and other dif-
ferent aspects. Th e sustainable value principle of the circular econo-
my requires us to achieve sustainable development throughout all 
processes.
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Firstly, we should establish new production ethical codes. Th e 
value principle of sustainable development requires the main body 
of circular economy – enterprises, 1) to abandon the traditional 
production model of mass production, consumption, and wastes, 
2) to adopt a  sustainable economic growth model – the circular 
economy development model, and 3) according to the principles of 
industrial ecology, to combine the enterprises or divisions within 
certain regions, build industrial chains and ecological parks, and 
forms industrial symbiosis networks between enterprises. Th us, 
the enterprise must adhere to production ethics codes such as 
cleaner production, emission reduction and resource conservation, 
unify enterprise development and environmental protection, inte-
grate short-term and long-term interests, fully consider the bear-
ing capacity of ecosystems, and save and recycle natural resources, 
in order to maximize the economic effi  ciency.

Secondly, we should establish new consumption moral values. 
How to consume? What kind of consumption concepts should be 
held? With regard to such questions, the sustainable value principle 
of the circular economy is totally diff erent from traditional linear 
economy. Marx once said that: “human will consume every day since 
appearing on the stage of the Earth, whether prior to the produc-
tion or in the process of the production” (Marx and Engels 1972: 
191). Diff erent models of economic development lead to diff erent 
consumption ethics. Compared to traditional linear economic mod-
el which pursues “hard production and exhaustive consumption” 
(also called “cradle-to-grave economy”); the circular economy devel-
opment model is essentially an ecological economy, which aims to 
increase recycling and re-utilization of the resource. Th erefore, it is 
also called “cradle-to-cradle economy” (Braungart and McDonough 
2002). From the view of consumption links, the former is an unsus-
tainable consumption pattern, while the latter is a sustainable con-
sumption pattern. Two kinds of consumption patterns show funda-
mental diff erences in terms of ethical dimensions and moral appeals. 
Th e circular economy development model requires enterprises and 



270

Farong Qiao,  Nan Qiao ,  Circular Economy: An Ethical  and Sustainable. . .

social members to consume (resources) according to moderate con-
sumption, green consumption, and other ethical guidelines, to con-
sider recycling of the wastes while consuming and select a  green 
lifestyle adapted to environmental bearing capacity, and to estab-
lish new concepts about recycling production and consumption. Th e 
consumption concept of circular economy implies sustainable value 
principles, refl ects inner unity of economic value, ecological value, 
and moral value, emphasizes the harmonious and sustainable de-
velopment of economy and society, and establishes an environ-
ment-friendly economic ethics under conscious social selection. Th e 
consumption ethics of circular economy is formed based on the 
theory of ecological ethics and people’s sense of social responsibili-
ty. We can say that the consumption ethics of circular economy is 
a forward-looking and advanced ethics.

Th irdly, we should establish new natural ethics. Th e circular 
economy is built on the basis of ecological principles and natural 
laws and is an economic development model co-evolving harmoni-
ously with the Earth. Opposed to traditional industrial economy 
which deems the natural environment as “materials taking fi eld” 
and “garbage dump”, the operation structure of circular economy 
not only regards environment as available resources, but also con-
siders it as the basis for human beings to survive and a benign circle 
ecosystem which must be properly maintained. Th e development of 
circular economy requires the improvement of science and technol-
ogy, which not only shall consider the bearing capacity of nature, 
but also must take into account relevant repair function for the eco-
system, to meet the demands of total value of human society, ben-
efi t the whole ecological environment of human beings, balance hu-
man interests and natural rights, and guarantee the justice of 
resource rights for contemporary and future generations. Th is is the 
ethical attitude of sustainable value principle towards the nature 
implied in the circular economy.

Th e sustainable development value principle of the circular 
economy takes the ability to promote sustainable development of 
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economic society as a standard to judge good and evil, advocates to 
obtain the interests based on the survival of human beings and 
sustainable development of long-term common interests of hu-
man beings, refuses the principle of economy priority and opposes 
to achieve quick success and get instant benefi ts by short-term be-
haviors. Th us, the existence of sustainable value principle is the dif-
ference between the circular economy ethics and the traditional 
linear economic ethics.

Th e circular economy ethics are a new theory of economic devel-
opment ethics and have very rich contents. Th e holistic value prin-
ciple and the sustainable development value principle contain the 
concept of environmental and ecological ethics, and new produc-
tion and consumption ethics, which reveal the internal ethical spir-
its of the relationships among economy, ecology, environment, and 
social development, refl ect the relationship of co-existence and co-
prosperity between the economy and the nature, and the economy 
and the society, embody people-oriented, comprehensive, coordi-
nated and sustainable scientifi c development concepts, and inte-
grate human’s economic demands and ecological laws, temporary 
needs of contemporary people and long-term interests of future 
generations. Based on development laws of economy, ecology and 
human beings, integrated with the thoughts from such disciplines 
as ecology, economics, environmental science and ethics, the doc-
trine of circular economy ethics organically unifi es economic values 
with ecological values and moral values. Th erefore, circular econo-
my ethics should not be understood within the mere scope of eco-
nomics. We should examine the signifi cance of the circular economy 
ethics from the perspective of the economic and social development 
in the 21st century and value it as a new doctrine of economic devel-
opment ethics for coordinating the relationship between economy 
and environment, economy and resources, as well as economy and 
society.
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