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1. All we produce and buy will be 
waste 

2. We live in Italo Calvino’s Leonia 
3. The Anthropocene is the age of 

waste 
4. The circular economy comes with a 

promise to make waste disappear 
but this promise is illusory

5. Waste is not a material but a moral 
issue 

6. What can we do, then, about waste?
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Waste? 
Garbage and rubbish, of course



But also…





CO2

Ghost nets

By-catches

Urks



Mining waste Light waste



“Wasted lives” – “Human waste”*

* Zigmunt Bauman
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The city of Leonia refashions itself every day: every morning the people wake 
between fresh sheets, wash with just-unwrapped cakes of soap, wear brand-
new clothing, take from the latest model refrigerator still unopened tins, 
listening to the last-minute jingles from the most up-to-date radio. 

On the sidewalks, encased in spotless plastic bags, the remains of 
yesterday's Leonia await the garbage truck. Not only squeezed rubes of 
toothpaste, blown-out light bulbes, newspapers, containers, wrappings, but 
also boilers, encyclopedias, pianos, porcelain dinner services. It is not so 
much by the things that each day are manufactured, sold, bought that you 
can measure Leonia's opulence, but rather by the things that each day are 
thrown out to make room for the new. So you begin to wonder if Leonia's 
true passion is really, as they say, the enjoyment of new and different things, 
and not, instead, the joy of expelling, discarding, cleansing itself of a recurrent 
impurity. The fact is that street cleaners are welcomed like angels, and their 
task of removing the residue of yesterday's existence is surrounded by a 
respectful silence, like a ritual that inspires devotion, perhaps only
because once things have been cast off nobody wants to have 
to think about them further. 
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Nobody wonders where, each day, they carry their load of refuse. Outside 
the city, surely; but each year the city expands, and the street cleaners have 
to fall farther back. The bulk of the outflow increases and the piles rise 
higher, become stratified, extend over a wider perimeter. Besides, the more 
Leonia's talent for making new materials excels, the more the rubbish 
improves in quality, resists time, the elements, fermentations, 
combustions. A fortress of indestructible leftovers surrounds Leonia, 
dominating it on every side, like a chain of mountains. 

This is the result: the more Leonia expels goods, the more it accumulates 
them; the scales of its past are soldered into a cuirass that cannot be 
removed. As the city is renewed each day, it preserves all of itself in its only 
definitive form: yesterday's sweepings piled up on the sweepings of the day 
before yesterday and of all its days and years and decades. 
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Leonia's rubbish little by little would invade the world, if, from 
beyond the final crest of its boundless rubbish heap, the street 
cleaners of other cities were not pressing, also pushing mountains 
of refuse in front of themselves. Perhaps the whole world, beyond 
Leonia's boundaries, is covered by craters of rubbish, each 
surrounding a metropolis in constant eruption. The boundaries 
between the alien, hostile cities are infected ramparts where the 
detritus of both support each other, overlap, mingle. 

The greater its height grows, the more the danger of a landslide 
looms: a tin can, an old tire, an unraveled wine flask, if it rolls 
toward Leonia, is enough to bring with it an avalanche of unmated 
shoes, calendars of bygone years, withered flowers, submerging 
the city in its own past, which it had tried in vain to reject, mingling 
with the past of the neighboring cities, finally clean. A cataclysm 
will flatten the sordid mountain range, canceling every trace of the 
metropolis always dressed in new clothes. In the nearby cities 
they are all ready, waiting with bulldozers to flatten the 
terrain, to push into the new territory, expand, and drive 
the new street cleaners still farther out.
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Exposing the Leonian illusion
• Discarding connects
• Bins are tresholds
• Inwastements remain

(Jens Kersten)
• Waste returns
• Dissociation is not 

possible

Drawing: Gérard Trignac



Conventional understandings 
of waste

• Underused or overused
matter (US legislation)

• Discarded matter
(EU legislation)

• Matter out of place
(Mary Douglas / 
William James)

Mary Douglas



Conspicuous
consumption

Conspicuous
wasting





On the whole a society always 
produces more than is necessary 
for its survival; it has a surplus at 
its disposal. It is precisely the use 
it makes of this surplus that 
determines it: The surplus is the 
cause of the agitation, of the 
structural changes and of the 
entire history of society. (Bataille, 
1988 [1949], p.106) Eng: 

The accursed share



We are our 
waste ! 

J. Hultman

Installation by 
Tim Noble 
and 
Sue Webster 
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Waste strikes back
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Endorsements

• People’s Republic of China
• European Union
• World Commission on Environment 

and Development
• World Economic Forum
• IKEA, H&M, Renault, Danone, Philips, 

Google, Unilever, Sun, Nike, Intesa 
Sao Paolo, …



“An industrial system that is 
restorative by design”



Kind of a “positive” 
alternative to sustainability



Replacing an economic rationale 
by a material rationale

• Whereas money has a virtually 
endless capacity to move, add, and 
renew itself 

• Material is situated in time and 
space, needing energy to move and 
getting old

• CE assumes that one builds a
perfect match of the two



Silences of the Circular Economy

• Where are dispersion and space? 
• Where are frictions?
• Where is energy?
• Where are spills?
• Where is the need for new inputs to 

fuel growth?
• Does anyone believe in the 

disappearance of waste? 



The circle metaphor

• Something that is closed
• The symbol of perfection
• Metaphysics of totality
• Eternal return
• Mystical protection



An incantation 

• A promise of endless material welfare 
within environmental boundaries

• An ideological defense of material-energy-
and-waste intensive business models 

• A material economy that ignores the 
material rationales of time, space, and 
energy

• Yet a model of endless growth



Nothing is circular before it 
has been re-something

Circularity is a bet on the 
future

And how many laps are we 
speaking of? 
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Beyond developing a recycling competence



A matter of material 
responsibility, 

in space and time



Is it worth the waste? 
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• Adopt a comprehensive definition of waste
• Stop dissociating from waste
• Shift focus from waste as material to wasting 

practices
• Forget about an ideal no-waste society

• Criminalize planned obsolescence
• Generalize design for disassembly
• Promote modular conception
• Introduce a right to repair
• De-legalize waste intensive practices



• Introduce a waste declaration of products and 
services

• Introduce a waste-prevention clause in public 
procurements

• Systematize waste collection
• Improve waste management
• Re-localize waste – see to keep waste 

spatially close to consumption
• Make it expensive to waste

• Make waste part of consumption
• Moralize inwastments, in time and space



Thank you for your kind attention

http://www.ism.lu.se/mtp

Herve.Corvellec@ism.lu.se

http://www.ism.lu.se/mtp
mailto:Herve.Corvellec@ism.lu.se
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