[bookmark: _Int_CONnw0zQ]Garbology is the study of human trash and waste materials, and it began as a way for anthropologists to learn more about modern society. The term became more widely known in the 1970s thanks to archaeologist William Rathje, who started the “Garbology Project” at the University of Arizona. His aim was to use archaeological tools and methods, normally used to study ancient cultures, to explore what our modern garbage says about us. At first, many people doubted the idea, since it seemed unusual to study today’s society through its trash. But Rathje’s research proved otherwise. By digging through landfills and carefully sorting and analysing the waste, he discovered that people often say one thing about their habits, but their trash shows something different. For example, many underestimated how much food they wasted or thought they threw away less paper than they actually did. Rathje’s work offered useful data about consumer behaviour, which helped inform decisions in areas like environmental policy, public health, and economics.
Since Rathje’s early work, garbology has grown to include much more than just digging through landfills. Today, it covers a wide range of topics like recycling habits, how waste is managed, and efforts to protect the environment. Researchers in this field now look at how different groups of people throw things away and what that can tell us about their income level, culture, and way of life. Garbology also explores the environmental effects of waste, paying close attention to major problems like plastic pollution, food being thrown out, and harmful gases released by landfills, such as methane.
Garbology has increasingly played a vital role today with the global community facing major challenges like climate change and limited natural resources. Trash, when understood, can help us identify patterns that guide us on how to make improved decisions when it comes to material reuse and utilization. Such findings guide sustainable behaviours and shape policies aimed at reducing waste and recycling as much as possible. For example, data gained from garbology can help cities design improved waste collection systems or have public campaigns that discourage people from wasting food. It also helps businesses and policymakers understand the change in consumer behaviour. The study of what people throw away with care, garbology, offers an enlightening glimpse into how modern society works, what we value, and what our choices do to the planet.
The hands-on garbology sessions gave us a new perspective on archaeology by showing how it can connect with sociology and everyday life. Using traditional archaeological methods to study modern waste felt unusual at first, but surprisingly powerful. As we sorted through the bag of rubbish, it quickly became clear how personal and detailed this kind of analysis could be. It felt like we were getting a glimpse into someone’s life, almost like reading a story told through objects most people would ignore. We started to see how even ordinary trash could reveal things about a person’s age, income, habits, education level, or even their emotional state.
[bookmark: _Int_MzxeNIAA]Items like food packaging hinted at diet and budget, while things like receipts, medication labels, or event flyers gave us clues about travel, health, or special occasions. One bag even included a birthday card, which added an unexpected emotional layer to what we were examining. This experience showed us that waste isn’t just something to be thrown away, it holds meaning. Every item discarded carry traces of someone’s routine, priorities, and lifestyle. The activity helped us understand that archaeology doesn't just belong in the past; it can be used to understand the present in rich and meaningful ways. It was a reminder that what people leave behind, no matter how small or messy, always tells a story.
By examining modern household waste, we came to see archaeology as more than just a tool for exploring the distant past, it became a way to understand the present. This approach helped broaden our view of archaeology as a field that’s deeply tied to human behaviour and everyday life, no matter the period. Analysing contemporary rubbish showed how discarded items can reflect personal choices, social patterns, and lifestyle habits, offering insights that are just as valuable as ancient artefacts.
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FIG 1 – Nespresso pods – Kip williams

When we studied the contents of the rubbish bag, we began piecing together a profile of the family it might have belonged to, using small but meaningful details. One of the most striking items was a set of Chinese Nespresso coffee pods. Their presence hinted at access to international products and possibly a global or well-travelled outlook. Choosing Nespresso suggested a household with disposable income, as the brand is often marketed as premium, stylish, and aspirational images reinforced by its high-end packaging and celebrity advertising. The matte black pods with gold accents and the sleek raised logo pointed to a taste for luxury and attention to detail. These items also implied the use of modern kitchen technology, suggesting the family is up to date with current trends and values convenience. The single-serve nature of the pods hinted at a fast-paced lifestyle, one that balances efficiency with the desire for quality. In this way, even a few discarded coffee pods allowed us to build a deeper understanding of the people behind the waste, reinforcing the idea that archaeology can offer powerful insight into both past and present lives.
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FIG 2 – bag of fruit muesli – Soli-Anne Green
During our group discussion, one small but telling detail caught our attention: most of the packaging had been torn open roughly, except for a bag of fruit muesli, which had been neatly cut with scissors. This contrast suggested a busy lifestyle, likely one where items are opened quickly and without much thought, possibly due to time constraints or frequent travel. The careful handling of the muesli, however, hinted at its regular use and importance in the household's routine. Given its long shelf life, muesli is a practical staple for those who may not be home consistently, reflecting a preference for foods that last and don’t spoil easily.
Another example reinforcing this pattern was a carton of Viva long-life milk. Although it had expired on August 28th, it appeared to have been discarded recently, suggesting it was used soon after the family returned from being away. This supports the idea that they rely on non-perishable items while travelling, using long-life products as a stopgap before restocking with fresh supplies. Choosing such items shows a focus on convenience and reducing wast, avoiding the risk of coming home to spoiled food.
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FIG 3 – UHT lomng life milk – Kip Williams
The design of the packaging also provided insight into the family’s consumption habits. Both the muesli and Nespresso coffee pods featured matte black backgrounds with gold accents and "premium" branding. While the Nespresso pods clearly represent a luxury purchase, the muesli, although also branded as premium, came from Lidl, a discount supermarket. This suggests a balance between quality and affordability, a preference for products that feel upscale without being excessively expensive. Altogether, these subtle clues painted a picture of a household that leads a fast-paced life, values practicality, and makes thoughtful, efficient choices when it comes to shopping.
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FIG 4 – Venison sausage packaging – Soli-Anne Green
The types of meat found in the waste, such as Wild Lakeland Venison Linked Sausage and Oxtail, stood out as unusual choices not commonly seen in the average household. These distinctive selections suggest that the family has a more adventurous or refined palate, potentially enjoying foods that reflect cultural heritage or culinary curiosity. Their preference for specialty items may also indicate that they travel frequently or come from a cultural background where such foods are more familiar. These aren't the kinds of meats typically bought out of convenience; they likely require a deliberate choice and point toward someone who enjoys cooking or experimenting with flavours.
Further evidence pointing to their heritage came from several items directly connected to Germany. A paper shopping bag from a German retailer, featuring a German-language website, along with a letter sent from Germany, strongly suggest that the family is either German or has close familial ties to the country. These details help explain not only their food choices but also their potential brand loyalties. For example, Lidl, a widely recognised German supermarket, appears to be a preferred store for the household. This could be due to familiarity with the brand, its affordability, or its variety of European products that may not be available elsewhere.
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FIG 5 – shopping bag – Soli-Anne Green
The presence of German shopping bags also suggests that the family travels regularly, either to visit relatives or to bring back items from abroad. Their consumer habits reflect a lifestyle influenced by both practicality and cultural identity. Altogether, these findings paint a picture of a household with strong cultural connections to Germany, a taste for unique and possibly nostalgic foods, and a lifestyle that incorporates frequent travel, intentional purchasing, and cross-cultural influences.
One of the most interesting finds in the rubbish was a JoJo Maman Bébé shopping bag, a store that mainly sells baby and children’s products. What made this stand out is that nothing else in the bin pointed to a child being part of the household. Most of the other rubbish, items with black, gold, beige, green, and navy packaging, suggested adult tastes. Inside the Jojo bag, we found receipts for pearl earrings, two baby dummies, and the plastic from wrapping paper. These clues suggest that the items weren’t bought for the household itself but were most likely a gift for someone expecting a baby. A letter promoting private healthcare for people over 50 added to this idea, hinting that the household may be made up of older adults, possibly grandparents buying for a new gradchild.
The jewellery receipt tells us something else too. Pearl earrings aren’t cheap, and this purchase hints at a concern for appearance and possibly a professional or social life that values looking put-together. However, the baby items were on sale, showing they’re not careless with spending and tend to be smart about how they shop for non-essentials. This mix of quality and practicality is also seen in their choice to shop at Lidl, a budget-friendly store that also carries more “premium” items, something reflected in the matte black and gold packaging of both the muesli and coffee pods.
Altogether, their rubbish gave us a surprisingly detailed picture. It points to a household that values quality but also keeps an eye on cost. Their food choices, along with German-branded packaging and some products sourced from China, suggest they may travel regularly or have international ties. Items like letters from The New York Review of Books show that someone in the home is likely well-educated and enjoys reading, while the presence of food remnants in containers and bugs in the bin suggest they aren’t always strict with recycling routines, though this might be more about being busy than a lack of care.
Overall, these little clues helped us build a surprisingly full profile of a family who live a busy, practical life with hints of luxury, a connection to culture, and a thoughtful, if sometimes imperfect, approach to everyday living.
these observations offer a glimpse into a well-travelled, culturally aware, and intellectually curious couple who take pride in their appearance and personal tastes. While they seem thoughtful and selective in what they buy, they may not be overly meticulous when it comes to household routines like cleaning or recycling, suggesting a busy lifestyle where some details occasionally slip through the cracks.












References
Rathje, W. and Cullen Murphy (1992) Rubbish! the archaeology of garbage. New York, Ny Harpercollins.
Márquez-Grant, N. (2017) ‘Archaeological and Environmental Forensic Science’, Archaeological and Environmental Forensic Science, 1(1), pp. 1–2. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1558/aefs.34203.













image4.jpg
HLD LAYELAYD
TENSON. LI
GE




image2.jpg




image.jpg




image3.jpg




image.png




