
245CHAPTER 11: THE ARCHAEOLOGY OF YESTERDAY, TODAY, AND TOMORROW

The most ardent supporter of disaster archaeology is Richard Gould, who outlines 
the 10 defining attributes of the field in his 2007 book Disaster Archaeology (see 
Table 11.1).

ARCHAEOLOGY AND CONTEMPORARY WASTE

Few would doubt that waste of all sorts is a major problem on several levels, including 
its sheer volume, the danger posed by chemicals and other toxic substances in it, the 
pollution it causes, the ill-effects and fatalities in animals feeding on polluted things 
and plastics, the environmental costs of wasting resources on packaging, the financial 
costs of satellites and space stations avoiding orbital debris and ships avoiding enor-
mous floating accumulations of trash in the Pacific and Atlantic Oceans, and the 
financial and labor costs of dealing with waste.

The enormity of the problem is described by Edward Humes (2012) in Garbology: 
Our Dirty Love Affair with Trash, as outlined in Table 11.2.

Although the initial archaeological studies of contemporary waste, described in 
Chapters 1 and 3, were popular and valued in the late twentieth century, they 
largely faded from popular perceptions of archaeology. In the early twenty-first 

SOME BASIC DATA AND COMMENTS ON AMERICAN TRASH

Total pounds of trash created per person, 
per day:

7.1 pounds

Yearly loads of garbage trucks: enough to fill a line of trucks that reaches 
halfway to the moon

Percentage of world’s waste created by 
Americans:

25%

Money spent on waste management: more than on fire protection, parks and 
recreation, libraries, and schoolbooks

Number of water bottles discarded each 
day:

about 60 million

Aluminum discarded each year: “enough to rebuild the entire commercial 
air fleet four times over” (Humes 2012)

Plastic wrap discarded each year: enough to shrink-wrap Texas

Wood deposited in landfills each year: enough to heat 50 million homes for 20 
years

TABLE 11.2 American Trash

Source: Based on Humes 2012.
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