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From Objects to Trash: Waste Perspectives on Millsaps College Campus 
 

 Overall, I think the sustainability assessment developed a human connection 

between the service staff of Millsaps and the students in our Applied Anthropology 

class.  Whether this connection began with the actual interviewing or reading the data, 

the people who cook our meals, clean up our messes, and take care of our campus are 

extremely hard working people.  Its not a secret that many Millsaps students forget to 

notice or thank the people who perform these jobs.  The service job is ignored through 

out society.   

 The uniform of the service worker seems to mask the person.  While performing 

my participant observation with Clarence Henderson, I decided from the beginning to go 

through the actions of his job as well.  When other people saw us, it was the lack of 

uniform and unfamiliar face that made me stand out from him.  While we were 

performing the same tasks, it was the representation of the uniform that made him 

different.   

 Like the beginning of Robin Nagel’s lecture on New York City Sanitation workers, 

there is confusion about the study of trash because, until very recently, most people in 

our society thought they understood trash.  Most likely, growing up they learned not to 

litter and to dispose of trash in garbage cans.  Of course, then other people came to 

empty the cans and it went to a garbage dump, but it could be assumed this part would 

be taken care of.  We would not need to concern ourselves with this, the disposal, our 



 

 

part, was finished.  With the influence of the green movement, these ideas have been 

reanalyzed.       

 While I may be missing a piece of why people are disinterested in trash, the 

major point is we are even less concerned with what happens to the trash, and then of 

course the people who physically and emotionally deal with our trash.   

 Within Nagel’s lecture is the well said phrase of “buy it, use it, discard it”.  In 

collegiate culture, where most students are moving into a residence in the late summer 

and moving out in late spring, there is a lot of using and discarding.  This extends into 

our day to day lives as well.   

 While most of the world moves fast paced, many college students want to believe 

this as well.  Nagel poses the questions of what endures.  For many students, this may 

be their writings, what they have read, their academics.  The items not remembered 

were throw away, discarded, and of course, the people who remove our discards are 

forgotten as well.   

 We dispose of things because these items remind us of our limits, Nagel 

highlights.  We are limited in years of life, we are limited in ability, and these items, like 

ourselves, do not hold a purpose forever.  This idea could seem too philosophical and 

unrealistic but it offers an explanation of college students’ behavior.   

 This idea emerged during the data collection.  While taking waste data in the 

cafeteria there were at least two students who refused to scrap their own plate.  While 

some students disliked the idea of touching their waste, and others had difficulty with 

the actual process of scraping, one student blatantly told me he was not going to scrap 

his plate and then placed in in the tray return.  It may be a slight stretch to decide he felt 



 

 

his extra food symbolized his lack of purpose but I think it highlights the idea, we are 

afraid of purposeless items.  An empty water bottle is thrown away because the water is 

gone.  The bottle, waterless, has lost its purpose.   

 To return to the service worker and the uniform, those who deal with our 

purposeless items, could in return seems purposeless.  Like the idea of the mirrored 

garbage truck within Nagel’s lecture, the acceptance of trash as apart of ourselves must 

be forced.  Its a difficult concept to accept.    

 For example, the newest dorms on campus do not have trash cans in hallways 

like previously built dorms.  The trash cans are in closets, properly labeled, yet unseen.  

The smells and appearance of the trash is hidden from view, only to be seen by those 

needing to quickly dispose of their own garbage or by those who carry our garbage 

away. The uniform of waste handlers becoming a symbol of ignoring, extending this 

concept from ignoring trash to ignoring those who handle trash.  

 The worth of our fellow human is a delicate subject, especially to those who 

could give unequal weights.  But this view of worth must be analyzed, when the 

problems of waste, from the abundance to the misunderstanding, continue.  Within 

greater Western society, the maintenance structure of Millsaps College is present.  

There are producers, consumers and those who carry away the garage of each.  These 

connections show there must be a similar view of trash and those who pick it up.  The 

people who handle our purposeless objects are seen with less purpose, either 

subconsciously or consciously, than those people who are more distanced from trash.   

 In order to consume less, society must acknowledge the consumption of 

purposeless items instead of quickly disposing of these items.  If we see the items we 



 

 

throw away as an actual extension of our actions, we then can acknowledge our 

wastefulness and can limit our consumption?   

 
 
 
 
 


