Assignment 1 Question:
Using one of the given assemblages, what social patterns might be inferred?

Garbology is the study of rubbish to see what people have consumed and how they consumed it through the material waste, pioneered by William Rathje in the 1970s. Our goal with the materials given to us was to use Garbology as a group to examine social patterns and patterns of use and consumption, which we did through a process of sorting the materials and then analysing them and then resorting them in a different way to learn different things from them.
The materials we examined were the contents of two recycling bags. There were around 183 individual items (84 if you group the same items together) comprised of paper, plastic, tin foil and carboard.
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Out of these materials 47 were non-food related and 136 were food and drink related packaging. The most recurring items were 29 Jakemans Cough Sweet wrappers, 12 Rizla Cigarette Paper packets and 9 two litre diet coke bottles. However, it was most common for items to only have quantities of 1 with 67 items being completely unique from each other. The condition of the materials was somewhat uniform being neither destroyed nor pristine. The majority of items are shaped to fit into the bags, such as the paper being scrunched up rather than shredded. 
There are exceptions like the Christian Halloween Paper which was water damaged and the Women’s Institute envelope which contents seemed to be the only item that had not been touched. There were certain objects which all had the same damage, such as the tin foils which were all scrunched into balls and the cokes which had been crushed in the middle.  
To work out the time frame of when the items were thrown away, we used the schedule of the recycling bin and the used by dates on some of the containers. One important piece of evidence for our speculation was an envelope we found with ‘DON’T FORGET THE BLOODY RUBBISH – ITS EVERYTHING ON THURS!’ written on it with pen, which allowed us to narrow down our timeframe as most likely being from one Thursday to the next Thursday. Once we had this seven-day time frame, we were able to look at the use by dates of items to work out when they were purchased and used. Will was able to make a bar chart of expiry dates to work out that the most likely time window was from the 16th to the 23rd of October 2025. 
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More evidence for this a receipt with the date 18/10/25 on it and copies of the Radio Times for the 11th-17th of October 2025 and the 18th to the 24th of October 2025. This is useful as it allows us to see the smaller, more routine social patterns based on what the household was consuming and throwing away over (what we assume is) the average week-long period. However certain items did not fit this time frame such as a package from the summer and a piece of paper about Children’s Hospice Week from the 16th -22nd June which led us to speculate that not all of the items were immediately used and thrown away. This led to the speculation that while some of the items had a much longer lifespan in the house than others and that certain materials were the result of a cleaning out that doesn’t happen as often. 
The different lifespans of the items connect to the concept of Taphonomy within Garbology which is the process by which objects are passed around. Using this concept, we asked questions like where do the items come from and where do they go? Where are they kept and for how long? Firstly, Melissa looked at the information on the packaging to see where in the world the items had come from which Will made into a pie chart which show that the majority of the items looked at came from the UK. However, this may not reflect the rest of the objects which were more difficult or impossible to trace back on this level.
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Secondly, we looked at what shops the items came from, with the majority of the items being from (what we assume is the Lampeter) Sainsburys and Co-op. We know the people have a Co-op and Sainsburys membership from two pieces of paper we found, one being a receipt from the Co-op on the 18th of October that has their membership card mentioned at the bottom and the other being a piece of paper which had Nectar Points on it. This evidence of membership reinforces the idea that they are going to local shops, and they do so every week like the one in our time frame. A lot of the stuff from the Co-op seems to have a shorter lifespan such as the number of Co-op bags we found which seem to suggest they are used once to collect shopping and then discarded. We know from the receipt that a significant amount of the Diet Coke bottles was also bought in bulk from the Co-op which suggests that the household goes through them very quickly every week. This also suggests the social pattern that the Co-op is where they go to when they crave specific things, rather than it being where they go to for a planned out weekly shop. However, a lot of ready-meals and quick snacks were bought from both the Co-op and Sainsburys which would’ve also had a short lifespan such as a Co-op All Day Breakfast Sandwich box and a Sainsburys Breakfast Sandwich box. We also have several other sources for the materials, such as the ones that have come from the post rather than a shop, a single T.G JONES bag and several takeaway boxes which we believe to be from both a Chinese and an Indian takeaway based on their features, a piece of paper that says ‘Sweet Chilli’ and smell. All of the ready-meals and takeaway boxes also suggest a social pattern of the people in the household preferring more low effort meals that don’t require a lot of cooking and that they might have busy lifestyles which require them to eat on the go or quickly. An example of this would be the sandwiches and the Ready Brek which suggest they don’t spend a lot of time on breakfast. However, since we can only see what’s in their recycling, we have incredibly limited knowledge of if they might be buying cooking ingredients as well, and there is some evidence which suggests they do such as the one flour bag we found and a shopping list that had pasta on it. We also have no way of knowing if they eat all the ready meals in one go or if they portion them out which limits our knowledge of their potential lifespan.
Finally, we sorted the materials into piles based on where in the house they would be kept. The majority of items lived in the kitchen either refrigerated or in cupboards or even potentially in the freezer such as the bag of Aunt Bessie’s Roast Potatoes. We also have materials that came from different areas in the house such as the two toilet paper rolls, an empty bleach bottle and a piece of Oral B packaging which most likely come from a bathroom. Most bathroom items have a longer lifespan with toothpaste and bleach especially tending to last longer than a week, which is probably why there are a lot fewer of these items. There is also evidence of a third room in the house where the papers, letters and magazines live since they aren’t commonly kept in the kitchen, the print outs could come from an office or workspace in the house, and the Radio Times could be kept in the living room if they have a TV in there. Items like the papers and the post also support evidence of a space being cleaned out and this being done less regularly, since they seem to have accumulated in another bin and been moved into the main recycling bags later. The package from summer supports this as well due to its age. The 29 cough sweet wrappers and cigarette packaging also suggest a space that’s been cleaned out recently however this is more likely to be a car where they’ve been used and then been left in a glove box or pocket.
We also looked into who it is who has been consuming these items and who the items represent. We have two names from the envelopes addressed to them such as the WI Life envelope for a Dr Kathryn Fewster and a ForteanTimes envelope for a Lord Quentin Drew. Another package is addressed to a Kathryn Drew so we can assume that this is the same person who got a doctorate before changing her last name. We also know for certain that they live in Lampeter which is why we assume it is the Lampeter Co-op and Sainsburys they are going to. The envelopes also suggest that both people in the household have subscriptions to newspapers which suggests disposable income and potentially even age, since newspapers and choosing to spend money on them are less common with younger people. There is also evidence that they both have salaries in the food they are buying such as Haagen-Dazs ice cream, Fox’s Classic Biscuits and Beef Stroganoff. Further evidence for this is the Co-op receipt which shows they spent £19.25 on six diet cokes, two different types of Welsh cakes and fruits. Since we had their names from the envelopes, we were able to look into them and discover that they are both Archaeologists which proves this even further. There is no solid evidence for anyone else living with them and items like the Beef Stroganoff only serves two, which suggests there isn’t. There is also no evidence of pets with there being no very obvious pet food packaging or food items however this could be because its not going into the recycling so it can’t be completely ruled out. 
We can work out certain social patterns such as there being a smoker in the household and that they watch TV. Based on the packets of the Rizla cigarette paper and the Swan filter tips; Will worked out that there was evidence of at least 600 cigarettes which the smokers in our group verified was doable within the time period and potentially outside of it. The condition of the packets also showed a potential pattern that they were being kept together with the tobacco since there were traces of it, so they might’ve been in the same pocket for easy access. There is also evidence that only one of them is drinking a significant amount of the diet coke since they all have the same dent in them from being squeezed by an arm and a chest to get them in the bin. The fact that there’s nine of them also suggests that they are being used very frequently and each bottle is potentially used up in one go, with there being enough for more than one being used a day in our seven-day time frame. Another social pattern we are able to work out is that they probably watch TV based on the two copies of the Radio Times they had. The page for Friday the 24th was dog-eared which suggests they watch the TV on the weekends and potentially watch the same TV shows every Friday such as How Are You? It’s Alan (Partridge), Gardener’s World, Borderline or Gogglebox. 
We can work out what sorts of foods they are having for breakfast like the Ready Brek or dinner like the Meat Feast pizza we have the packaging for. However, since food preferences vary wildly between people and we do not know with certainty at what times things were consumed. One of the big flaws of Garbology is that its very difficult to accurately work out social patterns since a lot of it is assumption based on sparce evidence. This information is very limited further since we only saw what’s in the two recycling bags and not any other rubbish.
 In conclusion, from the materials we were able to explore what the household consumes in about a week. We looked at what they had consumed and how much and how quickly they did it such as through the expiry dates and collecting data on all of the materials. We were also able to look at who was doing this and how they went about doing it, such as through drinking large amounts of coke or through how much they were spending. However aside from the quantitative data and information we got from what was written or printed onto the materials, as well as what they were physically made out of, any information we got was based on inferring and assuming which means it can’t be relied upon to be accurate? Overall, we were successfully able to use Garbology in an Archaeological way to learn about the household and habits of people based on the materials we got from them, including trying to come up with potential social patterns for them based on our findings.
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