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What is in a Name?  Trash By Any Other Name Would Still Be Trash, Right? 

 What exactly is trash to us?  I found myself wondering this question as I dug through 

garbage cans and recycling bins on Millsaps' campus.  Is trash simply a reflection of our waste, 

or, more importantly, our behavior?  And finally, what exactly can our definitions of trash reveal 

about us?  In the class assessment, I found that students' idea of trash is very broad and inclusive 

of many items such as recyclables, organic items, and even items that are in perfect condition 

and can be reused. 

 Trash, as Robin Nagel put it, is the material remains that survive us, the remains that we 

cast aside because we feel encumbered by it (www.gelconference.com).  Because trash survives 

us, it can, furthermore, be considered a legacy of our culture.  One day in the future (and even 

now), archaeologists will dig through our landfills and find a multitude of items that will serve to 

represent our culture.  What will those archaeologists think about us based on our trash?   

 In a way, by doing this sustainability assessment, our class was participating in an 

archaeological assessment of our recycling bins and trash cans on Millsaps campus.  By looking 

through the campus trash, we were uncovering the material remains of fellow students and 

faculty.  According to Harrison, Rathje, and Hughes, our trash is a measure of our behavior (90).    

“What goes into the trash can is evidence of behavior which has already occurred” (Harrison, et 

all 90).  In other words, one should be able to tell, based on a person's trash, what activities that 

person was most likely participating in at the time, what types of food this person may prefer 



eating, and even what is not important to him/her.    

 Looking through the trash on campus, especially in student sectors, there always appeared 

to be some type of recycling located in the trash cans.  What does this say about Millsaps' 

students?  What I gather from this finding is that students do not really think about recycling.  On 

Millsaps, we do not make it our priority to recycle.  I know, for a fact, that I myself am guilty of 

throwing away plastic bottles and aluminum cans because recycling is not apart of a Millsaps 

mindset.   

 To students here, I feel that recyclable, organic, non-organic items are all considered 

trash.  This is shocking.  I feel that being apart of a modern, academic and liberal arts college, we 

should be encouraging our students to think of ways to creatively save the environment, starting 

with our campus.  Recycling is one of the simplest ways to begin this process and it is clearly not 

important on this campus.  Honestly, I never really thought twice about throwing away 

recyclable items until I took this Applied Anthropology class.   

 However, on the bright side, our trash appears to be in good hands.  I've personally 

witnessed the staff here go through our garbage to see if any recyclable items had been thrown 

away. This gives me hope that someone on our campus cares enough to make it apart of their job 

to sort the recyclable items out of the trash.  What does this say about our staff?  To me, this says 

that the staff and the students obviously have different views of trash. 

 Ernestine, the Bacot housekeeper, demonstrated her views on trash when I was 

participant observing.  Every morning she gets to campus before 8am and begins her day by 

emptying all the trash cans.  I also noticed that she would dig through them to see if there was 

any recyclable items located on the top.  She did this not only for recyclable items but also for 

usable items such as a pair of shoes.  To me, this clearly demonstrates what is trash and not trash 



in the eyes of the staff.  From this ritual, I can tell that recyclable items and and certain other 

items that students throw away are not considered trash.   

 What are students throwing away?  Here are a few things that I've noticed in the past:  

clothes, shoes, TV's, microwaves, cabinets, shelves, etc.  In lieu of recyclable items, student are 

also guilty of throwing away perfectly good appliances that would serve as a good addition to 

any household.  The housekeeping staff recognizes this and makes sure to salvage the items that 

can be reused in some way.  Furthermore, this also says a great deal about the students of 

Millsaps.  Obviously, students idea of trash extends to items that can not only be recycled but 

items that are in perfectly good condition. 

 But is this idea of trash the fault of the student?  From data collected through the trash 

and recycling analysis data, I know that the college administration also plays a part in this.  

While surveying the New Dorms, I found that there were no recycling bins for students to even 

recycle.  So not only is recycling de-emphasized throughout the student body but also through 

the campus itself.  Even if students wanted to recycle individually, they are prevented from doing 

so because of a lack resources spent on recycling bins.   

 Jennifer Bhatia, a previous Millsaps student, when conducting her environmental audit of 

the college, found that “the environment will be considered only if their allotted budget allows 

this kind of freedom” (12).  In other words, recycling is only considered a priority when and if 

the college has the funds to consider it a priority.  Bhatia also mentioned in her audit that a new 

committee called “Millsaps Recycles!” was formed in 1993 to deal with the issue of recycling; 

however, it did not save the college much money and as a result, the expansion of the program 

received low priority.  The program became to much work for its members and the college, 

resulting in its disbandment later on.   



 Based on prior recycling habits, the lack of recycling habits at Millsaps, and the 

Administration's lack of funding for recycling, students have learned to encompass recyclable 

items and even other usable items as trash.  Recycling is not a priority at Millsaps right now, but, 

in the future, with the right amount of effort on the students' and administrations' part, recycling 

can be.  However, first the term “trash” will need to be redefined by students.  With the new 

meaning, we'll hopefully be able to band together and make a greener Millsaps. 
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