The social patterns found within societies refuse – How garbology highlights the everyday life of common people in unexpected ways
Digging through another person’s weekly household waste may seem an unconventional method to observe their daily lives, however the practise of garbology, brought into popular culture by William Rathje (Schiffer & Reid, Encyclopaedia of Global Archaeology, 2020), combining more typically scientific research methods with an archaeological approach to the study of our everyday waste. Through the observation and careful analysis of a singular households recycling bag for one week, it has been possible to infer some social patterns from this particular household, which offer archaeologists a contemporary insight into typical eating or living habits of the observed people.
The chosen assemblage consisted of the household waste of a small home, which can be observed through the smaller quantities of items such as toilet rolls and quantities of drinks such as apple juice of which there was one carton. Within the assemblage, there was a combination of both consumable items packaging, and usable items within the household such as an open box a scarf. Given the higher quality brand for this particular scarf, it is likely that the item was given as a gift signifying the cultural significance laid upon an event such as a birthday within this household. Alongside this scarf, there were also two boxes of chocolate, one of the Lindor brand and another Thorntons.  With a singular box of Lindor chocolate costing £12.50, it is unlikely that these items will be purchased on a regular basis signifying the emphasis placed upon such an event as a birthday and the potential inclination to spend more money when giving gifts to a significant individual, and even the lack of a gift box or wrapping these items may have been given from one member of the household to another, suggesting patterns of affection and close connection between the occupants of the house. Offers some insight into the social patterns of this household, the destructive method in which the items were opened – neither had been correctly opened from the top instead ripped open, personality and habits of the users. In contrast to other items such as the tins of lentils, the chocolates were shown to be an anomaly within the typical recycling behaviours of this person, as every single tin found within the assemblage were each carefully washed and crushed to create smaller waste, as opposed to the chocolate boxes which were rather haphazardly opened. The primary items found within the assemblage were household food items, such as tins of chopped tomato, of which there were several, all the same brands. Loyalty to one particular brand or manufacturer is a repeated pattern within this assemblage but was not solely confined to one food item; various types of canned food each came from Lidl, and several of the branded boxed items such as Scotch porridge oats could also be found within the same shop, demonstrating brand loyalty from the owners of the assemblage. 
Observation of the cleanliness patterns and significance of hygiene to numbers of households can be seen throughout the assemblage, as there are very few nonrecyclable items found within this bag which was noted on the outside to have been a recycling waste only bag from the county of Ceredigion. While there were some items which could not be recycled, such as a crisp packet which had been found within the assemblage, the attention taken to clean empty items such as food pots and correctly organise the items into their recyclable and non-recyclable bags shows the significance placed by this household on correct disposal of their waste, and potentially a care for the environment through this. Many of the items found within the assemblage such as empty pizza boxes were also made of recyclable materials – notably cardboard, however the quantity of nonrecyclable items consumed and thrown away cannot be determined general waste bin of this household was not present as an aspect of the research.
Sustainability a concern of the members of this household, shown through the materials found, and the smaller quantity of non-organic items. Foods such as yoghurt were particularly noted to be of organic brand, alongside healthier lifestyle options such as dairy free or vegetarian pizzas. While these items may provide some health or environmental benefits through their consumption and creation, the question of sustainability is raised due to the fact that a number of these items come from a shop such as Lidl, which are of a far greater distance away from the University and therefore the local area of residence, therefore any potential environmental benefits created by eating plant-based meals is at risk of being nullified by the additional fuel used to source these items. Loyalty to such brands, could be further demonstrated through a longer-term observation of the household waste however from this assemblage alone it would be a fair assumption to believe that the household were more inclined to travel further to purchase items of their favourite brands regardless of the implications of this additional travel.
The analysis of these assemblages can offer a number of suggested connotations, such as for instance that the assemblage contained a large variety of beans, and its creator therefore may have preferred beans over another source of protein, however, this cannot be treated as an absolute truth, as  the assemblage also contained a large quantity of tuna cans, both real and artificial, notably the ‘Tuno‘ brand. It would be a reasonable assumption to make, that this household were primarily vegetarian, but given the number of yoghurt pots found within the assemblage, alongside several milk cartons, that the household do not restrict themselves to a vegan diet, and therefore may have some form of concern about the consumption of meat on a regular basis and may potentially lean towards a more animal friendly approach to their eating habits. However, we cannot be entirely certain of this as this may have been an abnormal week for such a household, extent to which these habits are routinely followed. Personal health as a general concept appears as a repeating pattern within this assemblage, shown through the choices of healthy items such as beans and lentils, but also through the evidence of use of medication and self-improvement. These can be seen by small slips of paper which show blood pressure and heart rate records which can be obtained through a hospital visit, implying that at least one occupant of the household cares for they are health on a regular basis, but the use of products such as Deep Heat further demonstrate this. Additional items such as health supplements and vitamins may also point towards the occupants being slightly older and therefore more concerned for their healthcare, but this cannot be determined for certain such a distinction from this singular bag of waste. Physical exercise can also be seen as a priority of this household, though in a more unconventional way than may be seen typically – pamphlets for Japanese drumming sessions were found within the assemblage, and the wear to the corners of the pages of the pamphlet may suggest that it was commonly used or viewed by the occupants and therefore an item of significance within the household. What these collective items imply is that the members of the household, whether one or multiple, showed great concern for themselves in addition to the environment and their own bodies, something which may not have been spoken about publicly or recorded any form of census and therefore gives a far deeper insight into the typical lives of these people than may have been previously known. As each household will inevitably generate some form of waste, observation of their refuse has the potential to reveal more about their daily lives than many people may be willing to share on a public census or survey.
Patterns may be inferred, but from the perspective of an outsider, the truth to each individual household may not be fully comprehended or seen, and in the case of an assemblage such as this. A lack of a continuity within the study greatly limits the information gathered from its contents – we cannot see if this is reflective of the long-term behaviours of such a household, as shown within the assemblage itself, containing what was confirmed to be a number of birthday gifts – it would be highly unlikely for a household’s weekly waste to contain such items, and instead this assemblage may show an abnormal consumption for the household. Lehmann discusses this at length, “As this is the first analysis of these waste streams it is not possible to consider trends in purchasing patterns” (Lehmann, The Garbage Project Revisited, 2015), emphasizing that such an issue is seen within a multitude of assemblages – while the scale itself of the assemblage may have been increased in the case of an area such as a landfill, the issue of a lack of observational continuity is still prevalent. Using these assemblages to infer social patterns, while at times is effective, can be greatly restricted by the length of the observation and the frequency of data collection. In the case of William Rathje’s Tucson ‘Garbage Project’, 15 landfill sites were observed from 1987 to 1995 (Rathje, The Garbage Project no date found), creating a far greater quantity of observable data, whereas the assemblage viewed here provided only one week of waste to infer social patterns from. Nonetheless, it is not to say that the collection was useless, the waste within this short week provided a range of materials and objects to use whilst attempting to decipher the everyday patterns and culture of the individual household. Patterns such as the daily diet and overall consumption of various food groups can be seen through the waste, in particular what has been found within the empty tins. The primary consumption of tinned vegetables may also imply a need for convenience while cooking, as there was very little evidence of any fresh fruit or veg being purchased given that such items are typically packaged within plastic wrap but there was none to be found within the assemblage.
While they are a staple of all homes, many people do not consider their bins beyond the typical questions surrounding which form of recycling should be put outside each night, but a household’s weekly disposal may allude to a far more in-depth view of the inhabitants of the home than many would think. As shown within the assemblage observed, typical cultural behaviours such as the elevated status given to a person’s birthday, shown through not only the objects purchased for the event, but also the quality of gifted items such as Thorntons chocolates, in comparison to what may be purchased on any ‘normal’ day for such household. Behaviours we may now perceive as common aspects of our life, may not be observed in the same manner by future generations, and such a project as the Garbology Project of Rathje and his students highlights the similarity between how our contemporary waste may be observed by future generations, and how we view the patterns of the past through ancient refuse. Even if a pattern of everyday life is not inferred from the modern waste, the practise itself of garbology stands as a testament to archaeological culture – that is, the application of an archaeological method of research that can be used in aid of historical research, and how it is repeated and mirrored within different sites, whether they be a landfill site or an archaeological dig site. 
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