Assignment 1: What social patterns can be inferred from an assemblage of waste?
[bookmark: _Int_59yjSRGH]The study of rubbish, the investigation of human behaviour ‘from the back end...[is]...known as garbology’ (Rathje and Murphy, 2001, p. 14). Rathje and Murphy (2001) discuss how there is a refuse output of much human activity and how understanding the material evidence in those discards and the associated discard patterns can be used to infer the behaviour of the people who created the waste. Smith and Bolton (2018) discuss the politics of how and why, in the United Kingdom, waste disposal is highly regulated, controlled and devolved. The Welsh Assembly Government (2010) waste strategy provides local authority recycling guidance and targets, permitting individual local authorities publish recycling requirements. Under controlled conditions items of discarded waste in a Ceredigion Council waste recycling bag were individually examined. Discard limitations were considered, established and disapplied. The assemblage of individual elements of recycled waste were considered and used to infer knowledge about the creator(s), concluding that clear inferences on individual, communal and cultural identities could be drawn. 
‘Garbage coming out of a household rarely represents all of the garbage that household produces...[for] an infinite variety of reasons’ (Rathje and Murphy, 2001, p. 171). Ceredigion Council (2024) process, in different colour bags, non-recyclable waste, food waste, other waste is disposed outside the household, for example meals created in the house but eaten elsewhere. There is a recognised disconnect between consumption surveys ‘self-reported and actual behaviours’ (Lehman, 2015, 6997) where consumers may seek to hide evidence of, for example, alcohol consumption or overstate the quantity of healthy food consumed. Schiffer (2012) discusses behavioural archaeology and the human sensorial response through the life history of artefacts and how in turn this integrates artefacts into human behaviour. Sensorial responses to colour, taste, smell, size and feel, texture and presentation of the waste will not be discussed in any detail here due to the wealth of other evidence.
Ceredigion Council (2024) recycle only clear waste bags overprinted with their name, the recycling bags are collected weekly, so a basic premise of the waste examination is it represents the output of a single household for a period of one week.
[image: ]
Kay Woodhouse (2024) Ceredigion Council recycling bag [Photograph]
[bookmark: _Int_91UBYI69][bookmark: _Int_KYmxQ1Xl]The bag examined was full and double knotted, inside were seventy seven individual items of waste the volume could be demonstrative of ‘high standing and good reputation...[for]...the public to recognise...[the household] as having the capacity to produce lots of...stuff’ (Spelman, 2016, p. 46). All of the waste had been meticulously cleaned, with no evidence of food or other detritus or smell. In all but one instance waste comprised of different recyclable materials had been separated. Comparison between the waste and the Ceredigion Council (2024) published guidance for eligible recycling indicated a high level of compliance with recycling regulations. This could be indicative of individual(s) who are actively compliant with regulation governing the community they are members of, a quest for social acceptability or a visual demonstration of social compliance to neighbours who can see the waste through the clear bag. The bag printing is in English and Welsh indicating a multilingual community.
The waste was recorded on a spreadsheet to facilitate analysis (Appendix A). Examination of the waste identified that three were lids for another piece of waste, the base data was adjusted to take account of these elements.  The waste was sorted into types of material, all material types were recycled by the disposer, paper at a significantly lower percentage, this may reflect increasing use of technology for communication and access to information ie news where ‘former elements of ...garbage no longer exist’ (Rathje and Murphy, 2001, p. 50). The higher percentage of cardboard may be reflective of store-bought products, where retailers seek to protect products during transport and on the shelf, compared to home grown or market sourced products where packing may not exist or be reuseable. There is however no evidence of ‘source reduction’ sourcing products with less waste (Rathje and Murphy, 2001, p.216).
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Table 1: percentage of material recycled
Re-sorting the waste into product categories based on material and use of the contents indicated that products for physical consumption, food and drink, former the majority both within each recycling material category (Table 2) and by number, at 70% (Table 3).
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Table 2: Material type by product category
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Table 3: percentage of total recycling by product category.
The products category was divided into sub-categories to aid analysis, see Table 4.
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Table 4 – items of waste by subcategory
[bookmark: _Int_WbzJa4LX]In Personal Care, the Simple face cream which is marketed towards women (Simple website, 2024) along with specialist soap and face mask may be considered gender ‘suggestive products...[which]...come with a fairly good guess at the household’s demographic configuration’ (Rathje and Murphy, 2001, p.144) no other products have an overt gender indicator. The child's completable activity sheet may be considered a ‘proportional(s)...[products]...which tend to indicate the presence of a particular demographic group’ (Rathje and Murphy, 2001, p.145), however the absence of other child related products indicate a child is not present within the household on a regular basis. Confectionery and snack items in the waste are not marketed at children and may equally be consumed by an adult.
The health care items in Table 4 include preventative, monitoring and treatment products or activities, these may be indicative of a long-term health condition, reaction to a recent injury or a new health focus potentially because of aging. The new toothbrush and dental floss categorized as personal care may also be included within this category of increased focus on health.
Within the Books and magazines subcategory in Table 4 were printed pages of scanned academic journals or similar, the content indicates an educated person, potentially employed within the education system. Miller (1987) discusses how education is indictive of higher cultural capital.
Waste from the food and drink category formed 70% by number of the material examined – Table 5. 
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Table 5 percentage by number of food and drink waste 
Three items of waste indicated purchases of pre-prepared ready food. Narrative on the waste indicated that this was in Aberystwyth and North Wales evidencing travel. At 6% of the total waste the incidence is low, neither supplier is a brand or high street name indicating highly selective choice when choosing pre-prepared ready food. Over 50% of waste relates to categories associated with meal preparation in the household, for example, ingredient-canned, indicating the household is not time or resource poor and has the capacity and capability to prepare meals from ingredients and the means of heating the food. 31% of waste indicates the product must be heated prior to consumption, this may be indicative of an assemblage from a changing season. The household appears to use Lidl as a primary source of food and drink with 32% of waste being Lidl own brand, this may indicate Lidl is the closest supermarket to the household or it is a preferred destination store. Sainsburys and Tesco own brands constitute 9% of waste, 75% of this waste is fresh food which may indicate Sainsburys is more readily accessible at certain times than Lidl for topping up supplies. The household sourced two reduced price items, one household from Lidl, the other a pizza from Sainsburys, this indicates disposable income for impulse buying or reflect, for the pizza, the inability at a certain time to make a meal from ingredients. The household does not appear brand loyal – for instance yoghurt and baked beans have been sourced branded and supermarket own brand. 
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Table 6: number of items by brand 
Diet has been considered from the perspective of food labelling, where the label indicates no salt, reduced fat or sugar, high in protein etc these have been classed as healthy products. 41% of all food waste is classed as healthy indicating a health-conscious household, this correlates with the health care related comments above. Rathje and Murphy (2001) correlate healthy products, store bought or generic goods with the affluent and status branded goods with the middle class ‘ branding policies, design, targeting of goods...[is the]...process of developing close links between social and community difference’ (Miller, 1987, p. 9). Three products are labelled vegan indicating potentially alternative dietary regimes, two of the personal care products are also vegan. Alternative dietary choices have a financial and resource cost indicating a high level of disposable income. Waste indicates sourcing for home storage namely multipack tuna wrappers where no cans of tuna have been disposed of, again this indicates sufficient disposable income to plan for the future versus for immediate consumption. Use by dates were identified on 47% of waste – on dairy products the dates indicated immediate consumption – in one instance evidence of monitoring was present with Sat(urday) handwritten on the pot. With two exceptions other useby dates ranged from 2025 to 2029 indicating long term storage on a first in first out basis is not routinely occurring. Some products, for example yoghurt are bought in large (1+ litre sizes), with four pots disposed of in the bag this indicates a regular high-level consumption and access to a fridge for storage. Rathje and Murphy (2001) discuss how the poor tend to buy smaller packs of products more frequently partly driven by absence of appropriate storage facilities also being ‘limited to food retail opportunities closest to their home’ (Lehman, 2015, p. 6994).  Portion sizes where stated are for two people. Both fresh and long-life milk cartons have been disposed of, again supporting the idea that some items are bought for home storage, this may also indicate a household who is distant from a store or who lacks opportunities in daily life to shop. There is evidence of low-level alcohol consumption from two wine bottle lids, however associating this with a scarf gift box, a box of chocolates, speciality soap and face mask may indicate a celebration such as a birthday, where the original products were not chosen or sourced by the household versus regular consumption.
Amongst the food and drink only the Wild About Honey indicates a potential expensive or exclusive purchase, where the ‘craft tradition...[is]...recognised as a quality or luxury product...[signifying]...monied elites’ (Miller, 1987, p. 140).
[bookmark: _Int_zVoeJqiv]The waste indicates global sourcing of raw material by manufacturers, who are based around Great Britain and Ireland. Where text appears on the waste it is solely in English with two exceptions, Chinese characters on a card and Polish on crisps. There is no strong association or affinity with a particular town, region or country. Likewise, the use of large supermarkets as opposed to independent local shops may be indicative of the absence of a regional cultural identity. 
All cans have been crushed, potentially to protect wildlife, combined with veganism indicates a wider environmental awareness. 
Much can be inferred from the presented assemblage despite it having limited evidence of Rathje and Murphy’s (2001) suggestive or proportional demographic markers. The assemblage indicates a household of two adults potentially one male and one female, no children live in the house. The household is educated, has the ability to transform ingredients into meals, sources mainly from a single supermarket and is not brand or supermarket loyal. Indicators of shopping for the store cupboard, impulse buying (reduced items), an alternative diet (vegan), food consumption away from the home and travelling to source products indicate a household with sufficient disposable income. The household is health conscious both through diet, personal care and health care products. The ‘concept of eating properly; materiality of proper food and its intersections with socio-temporal demands of everyday life’ (Lehman, 1987, p. 6997) is expressed through home cooking. Age cannot be identified from the assemblage. The sourcing of sustainable tuna, a vegan diet, crushing of cans indicate a wider concern with sustainability and the natural environment.  The household engages with politically based recycling requirements and displays a communal moral obligation or ‘adherence to an idealised form of cultural behaviour’ (Rathje and Murphy, 2001, p.137), where use of the provided recycling bag is a clear indicator to those encountering waste – neighbours, refuse collectors etc that the household is community focused, a good citizen with the ‘capacity to produce waste as evidence of...economic prowess or social status’ (Spelman, 2016, p.44). The application of archaeological methods to garbology can ‘teach us about the conditions of life, the reasons for cultural change and persistence, affinity and diversity, that manifested themselves in the gritty particulars of the archaeological record’ (Wylie, 2002, p.8).
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Appendix A. Waste analysis base data extract
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