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the united states was the wealthiest and most powerful soci-
ety of the twentieth century and remains so at the start of the twenty-fi rst. It 
is also the most wasteful in world history. Every day, seemingly without end, 
a wide variety of waste is collected and hauled away from businesses, govern-
ment facilities, households, and communities—some to be recycled or 
incinerated, but most sent to landfi lls located elsewhere. Th is story of waste-
fulness is by now a familiar one, but landfi lls remain misunderstood, even 
mysterious.

Th is book seeks to reconnect waste producers to our landfi lls—to show 
the many ways in which we are already connected without being aware of it. 
Some people (a relatively small number) are already well acquainted with 
landfi lls. Th e lives of those who do waste work and/or dwell in the places to 
which it is transported become entangled with waste collection, transport, 
and disposal in various ways. To understand their experiences, I conducted 
interviews with waste workers and activists and visited landfi ll sites in the 
United States and Canada from 2004 to 2007. At a large Michigan landfi ll 
I call “Four Corners,”1 I also worked as a paper picker—a common laborer 
paid to keep things tidy and perform odd jobs. I not only wanted to know 
how waste had aff ected other people’s lives—I also wanted it to aff ect mine.2 
For nine months I touched it, walked through it, breathed it in, and brought 
it home. Aft erward, I associated with local activists opposed to Four Corners. 
I attended get-togethers, meetings, and actions targeting the landfi ll’s contro-
versial burial of Canadian waste. Th is international traffi  c brought long-
distance waste transport and disposal to public attention; it therefore enabled 
some Michiganders to openly politicize the separation from waste that most 
of us take for granted as a presumed right. Documenting these diff erent ways 
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2 • I n t roduc t ion

of relating to North American waste, I explore the unexpected importance 
that landfi lls have for us all.3

It might seem strange to study one U.S. landfi ll so closely. Aft er all, any 
one landfi ll, even a very big one, only has room for a tiny slice of the mass 
waste of mass production and mass consumption. Type II landfi lls like Four 
Corners receive most of our municipal solid waste, the rubbish left  on the 
curb for public collection and disposal.4 From one perspective, such waste is 
merely the fi nal act in a process of resource extraction and commodity manu-
facture that is related to, but ultimately much bigger than, mere household 
consumption. It is these other kinds of industrial activity, in fact, that are 
responsible for most of the waste produced worldwide.5

Examining all of this waste in its totality can be useful but may leave us none 
the wiser about what waste circulation does to us and for us. Within environ-
mentalist discourse, in particular, there is a prevailing tendency to aestheticize 
and moralize our problems with waste. Portrayed as a dirty secret that must be 
exposed, North American waste is most oft en used to provoke concern about 
human exploitation and pollution of the Earth as a whole. Th is book explores 
waste disposal as a social relationship, and not simply as a form of environmen-
tal abuse. Follow the contents of your garbage bag, recycling bin, or toilet and 
they will lead you to people and places to whom you are unknowingly con-
nected, but never to an abstract and impersonal Nature. Th is social relationship 
is part of a waste regime that implicates consumers and producers, industrial 
and municipal waste alike.6 Th e challenge of this book is to demonstrate how 
landfi lls and waste producers are mutually associated, how something absent 
from our everyday lives can still shape our experiences and imaginations.

Th e fi rst story I heard when I began my research was from the man who 
would later become my boss: Bob, the operations manager at Four Corners. 
During this conversation, we were in the white Ford F-150 he called his offi  ce, 
perched atop the bloated mountain of waste he had been constructing over 
the past twelve years, fi rst as an operator, then as a high-ranking manager. 
Bob was married, approaching middle age, and had one stepson he loved 
dearly. Like a signifi cant number of his employees, he grew up on farmland 
in the rural outskirts of the Detroit metropolitan area; but he had given up 
his dream of working that land, for a steady, middle-class income in the waste 
industry. Like all his employees at the time, he was white. I’d begun to ask 
Bob questions about what landfi ll labor was like and the challenges it pre-
sented that other kinds of work did not. In response, he decided to tell me 
about one of the worst days of his life.
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Landfi lls are a lot like other construction sites, which means they can be 
dangerous places to work. Aft er the large, transnational fi rm I call “America 
Waste” acquired Four Corners in 1999, the site developed a company-wide 
reputation for a low accident rate. But in the fall of 2003, Four Corners had 
its fi rst accidental death. Th e man had been hauling waste for only two days, 
which is why many landfi ll personnel blamed the accident on inexperience. 
According to the police report, he had stood in the wrong position while 
preparing to dump the contents of his sludge tanker into the fi ft een-foot-
deep trench known as the “sludge hole.” In the process, he was knocked head 
fi rst into the trench and began suff ocating underneath the thirty-fi ve tons of 
processed Canadian sewage he had just fi nished hauling across the border. 
Another truck driver spotted the incident from a distance and signaled land-
fi ll management. Bob described to me the events that followed:

I come into work that morning and I was here about a little bit before six. I 
walked up to my offi  ce and they two-wayed me on my Nextel and said that, 
uh, somebody’d fell in the sludge hole. It was dark at that time so you know 
I asked ‘em again because it kinda startled me and didn’t sink in. I thought 
I heard what they said. So I ran downstairs, jumped in my truck, came fl y-
ing out back here. And of course we had light plants so I could see down in 
the hole and could see his legs stickin outta there. Uh, so I immediately, not 
thinking, I know at night the sludge hole isn’t completely full so we put a layer 
of autofl uff  so that there’s a little bit a layer to hold the stink down. I knew that 
was down there so I jumped down on that stuff  so there was probably fi ve, ten 
feet of sludge below me. I was standing on the autofl uff  and his legs were right 
there where I could reach them. So I grabbed hold of his legs but I couldn’t 
pull at all so I grabbed a hold of his pant leg and rolled it up in my hand to get 
a hold of something to pull on, so I was pullin’ on that, meanwhile a couple 
other guys came out there, they threw shovels down and couple other guys 
got down there with me and we tried pullin’ on it. But there’s like a suction in 
there once you’re surrounded with it and there’s no way we could get him out.

At this point, local police and fi refi ghters had arrived. Some climbed in the 
sludge hole with Bob and the other workers and tried to help (one fi reman 
would later check himself into a hospital to have his blood tested for infec-
tion from the sludge). Bob got out of the trench and focused on removing the 
body: “I tried to collect myself a little bit. We dug him out with a backhoe 
and laid him out on a board down there. Th ey told us we couldn’t get him 
outta the hole, otherwise it’d be a crime scene, so we laid him on a board 
down there.” Bob told me he stood there only a moment, covered with pun-
gent, grayish sludge and looking at the dead body of a truck driver he didn’t 
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4 • I n t roduc t ion

know, before he realized the landfi ll was going into disarray. At the time, 
Toronto was sending all of its processed sewage to Four Corners, which made 
up the majority of the two thousand tons a day of sludge buried at the site, 
the rest coming from wastewater treatment plants in the greater Detroit area. 
Without a trench for the morning’s incoming sludge, the fl ow of truck traffi  c 
was disrupted. “All the sludge trucks were parking out back, so we had 
twenty, thirty sludge trucks. We had to get the operator and get him on 
another backhoe so we could start digging another sludge hole.”

Th ough order was soon restored, Bob said the experience gave him a 
glimpse of Four Corners that he’d never forget:

It’s one thing about this business: the garbage never stops for nothing. Trucks 
keep comin’. It made me think a little bit about it that time, if I died now this 
place wouldn’t stop for nothing. Garbage is coming here no matter what, hell 
or high water. We’ve never closed down here for nothing and it’s just the sheer 
volume. Th is place keeps still rollin’. You gotta fi gure out why it happened. 
It wasn’t only his second load and he wasn’t trained properly. But this place 
won’t stop for nothing. Th e garbage keeps coming.

Th e fi rst time I heard this story from Bob, sitting at the top of the landfi ll, he 
repeated this last line several times in succession, pausing in between:

 figure 1. Th e sludge hole.
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Th e garbage keeps coming.
Th e garbage keeps coming.
Th e garbage keeps coming.

Th e repetition of this phrase partially served to emphasize the signifi cance of 
what Bob was saying, but it also interrupted his narrative and shift ed focus 
back to the context of our interview, as we sat there in his truck, watching 
some of those same waste haulers arriving from across the border, one aft er 
another, waiting for their turn to dump. I take “Th e garbage keeps coming” 
not as a moralizing statement about the wastefulness or the environmental 
destructiveness of North American consumers, but rather as a critical clue 
about the material conditions that make possible their particular way of life. 
Th is way of life happened to be one that Bob and I shared, but he did not say 
something to index our collective culpability either, such as “We keep send-
ing garbage to the landfi ll.” Nor did he try to hold Canadians responsible for 
the sludge that had claimed the man’s life by saying, for example: “Th ey keep 
sending garbage.” Instead, Bob had made waste itself the subject of his sen-
tence, suggesting through repetition that the movement of the garbage else-
where is somehow inescapable. It was as if all this waste had a life of its own. 
For the same reason that it off ered steady employment to Bob and his employ-
ees, the garbage could swallow up a truck driver and keep coming as if noth-
ing had happened.

Why should Bob describe his job in this way? How does it happen that 
ordinary things we casually throw away take on new properties and mean-
ings when collected together? How is it that we have become disconnected 
from our waste, such that we bear no responsibility for what becomes of it 
and whom it aff ects? Addressing these questions means getting closer to 
landfi lls to understand what they do and why. As many have noted, the 
movement of waste elsewhere creates a distancing eff ect—a separation 
between waste workers and waste makers—yet what goes on at landfi lls con-
tinues to shape our lives, behind our backs and beneath our notice. Waste is 
not only made by us; learning about the particular people who live with land-
fi lls (sometimes by choice, sometimes not) brings into relief the many ways 
that waste makes all of us, even as it is buried further and further out of sight.

Th e garbage that keeps coming, to which Bob referred, is specifi c to North 
Americans and to other people who treat waste the way North Americans 
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do. In a sense, landfi lling represents only the latest expression of a century-
old revolution in engineering and governance that has progressively divided 
people from their waste. How we defi ne waste is relative—diff erent people 
and places evaluate materials diff erently—but equally variable is what people 
do with the things they consider waste, and that diff erence that makes a dif-
ference is the focus of this book. I characterize “the garbage” that Bob refers 
to and that I labored upon as mass waste in order to address the historical 
specifi city of North American waste disposal and the particular way of con-
ceiving disposability to which it leads. In this sense, mass waste is what we 
think about waste as a consequence of what we do with it, not the other way 
around.

When a man dies while trying to bury material that others have cast aside, 
why is it that none of them are held morally accountable? Part of the reason, 
perhaps, is that the sludges that come from wastewater treatment facilities 
bear little resemblance to what any one person sends down the toilet or drain. 
Modern waste-management systems physically transform materials as they 
move and gather elsewhere. Th is transformation separates sludge and other 
waste from our everyday lives and forecloses the possibility of further moral 
refl ection. In other words, that no one is morally culpable for the death of a 
man drowned in sewage sludge is due to the very work that landfi lls and 
waste workers perform. By hauling the anonymous excrement of Canadians 
across the border, that doomed driver delivered the instrument of his demise 
and ensured its depoliticization as nothing more than an amoral workplace 
accident. In other words, it is not only that the long-distance transport of 
waste creates potential hazards where it comes to rest, but that this process 
limits our ability to imagine ourselves as connected to what we discard. How 
could we bear responsibility for the unforeseen consequences of waste dis-
posal when few of us even know where our waste ends up?

Most of us are never confronted with substances like sewage sludge 
because of the labor of waste removal and disposal, which reduces the range 
of experiences and relationships we can develop with material things and 
with each other. Landfi lls have made possible the cheap and effi  cient separa-
tion of people from their discards, the absence of which changes our very 
ideas of disposability. Th e ideal landfi ll not only hides our waste from us, but 
is itself hidden elsewhere, designed to blend seamlessly into an out-of-the-way 
landscape. And increasingly, North American landfi lls are not only out of 
sight but out of state, as waste travels ever greater distances to privately owned 
mega-landfi lls like Four Corners. Waste sites remain relatively inconspicuous 
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to all but those who know what to look for, or who live close enough that 
they cannot help but take notice. But mass waste disposal does not simply put 
things where people think they belong; it leaves behind a constitutive absence 
through this act of subtraction. Th e power of this absence over our lives 
becomes clear if we resist the infrastructural and ideological pull of waste 
materials out of our everyday orbit and immerse ourselves in landfi lls and the 
lives of people who work and dwell with them.

Such resistance and immersion are not pleasant. During my fi rst weeks as 
a paper picker at Four Corners, I was always relieved to return home, where 
I could take off  my fi lthy clothes, shower, and enjoy being removed from the 
potent sights and smells of landfi lled waste. Eager as I was to begin my 
research, what I carried home with me, day aft er day, was disconcerting to say 
the least. Among other things, my early fi eld notes are fi lled with descriptions 
of my inability to empty all of the dust from my wallet, my pockets, my bod-
ily apertures:

It gets everywhere. Used four Q-tips today and ears were still dirty. Dirt in 
my mouth from dust blown by trucks, by gusts [of wind], by small dust devils 
. . . it makes me spit quite oft en.

As I came to embrace my aft er-work purifi cation rituals, I also began to worry 
that I was not getting close enough to the landfi ll. For one thing, my apart-
ment was in the same county, but outside of town; I did not live on the land-
fi ll property, as two employees did, or across the street, as did one other cur-
rent employee and two former employees. My home life remained unaff ected 
when the open face of the landfi ll belched up odors or dust carried on 
the wind. My education in anthropology had taught me to seek out challeng-
ing forms of diff erence, and I worried that the temporary freedom from 
fi lth I enjoyed was keeping me out of touch with what it really meant to 
work at a landfi ll, which I believed meant being constantly confronted with 
waste.

Later I would learn diff erently. When I fi nally acquired a uniform and 
work boots, I began following my coworkers to the locker room aft er we 
clocked out. Th en I realized that purifi cation rituals were equally important 
for them as well, only they began at work. Soon I learned to change into fresh 
clothes and shoes at the end of my shift , leaving behind a soiled uniform to 
be laundered. As I discuss in chapter 1, many of my coworkers were just as 
invested in separating Four Corners from the rest of their lives as I had been, 
some even more so. Th ere were those who lived even farther away than I, in 
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neighboring counties, in subdivisions and small towns where they could 
conceal their occupation from their neighbors if they chose to (and some 
did). I discovered that not only was I similar to them, much to my relief, but 
that many of my coworkers aspired to benefi t from the same separation from 
waste that their labor provided for others.

My sense of being distant from landfi ll activity was also illusory. My body 
and bathroom were routinely sullied and cleaned, over and over again. What 
maintained my bathroom was the application of chemical agents, whose 
industrial production had generated landfi lled waste and whose fi nal use 
would leave me with disposable containers. Th e soap and water that carried 
away the dirt from my skin, down the drain, was bound for a wastewater 
treatment plant whose processes of water purifi cation regularly generate many 
tons of sludge, enough even to drown a man. Cleanliness is made possible 
because of all that is inconspicuously absent and landfi lled elsewhere.

My ideal conception of cleanliness was not of my own invention, moreover, 
but historically specifi c to and constitutive of social life in modern North 
America. I would perform similar acts even had I not just come from a land-
fi ll.7 In English, to dump or dispose of people and things means devaluing and 
bringing to an end a connection you once had. What and who we reject, in 
this sense, helps us become the people we aspire to be. Th is was the infl uential 
insight of anthropological analyses of impurity and pollution during the 
1960s and ‘70s. Mary Douglas, Louis Dumont, and Edmund Leach argued 
that the seemingly universal tendency for certain people and things to be 
classifi ed as polluting or taboo was a byproduct of a human demand for mean-
ing and order. Th e original thesis most associated with Douglas (1966) is that 
“dirt”—and, by extension, any form of fi lth or rejectamenta—is “matter out 
of place.” Aft er I fi nished a shift  working at Four Corners, my goal was to 
remove dirt from my person, my clothes, and my home, where it did not 
belong. Th is dirt would not exist, as such, if it did not off end some all-too-
human, moral sensibility about the way things ought to be. Understandings 
of cleanliness diff er according to cultural and socioeconomic backgrounds, 
but we all, by virtue of being human, seek to impose some sense of order and 
predictability on our bodies and surroundings.8

Th is raises a seemingly simple question: Why is it that people and things 
always have to be recleaned, over and over again? If “order” refers only to 
culturally specifi c and uniquely human descriptions of—and prescriptions 
for—the world, why does the world seem so persistently resistant to order, 
regardless of what specifi c kind of order that is? Th is is the question a young 
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Mary-Catherine Bateson asks her father, Gregory, in a dialogue at the start 
of his book Steps to an Ecology of Mind (1972: 3):

daughter: Daddy, why do things get in a muddle?
father: What do you mean? Th ings? Muddle?
d: Well, people spend a lot of time tidying things, but they never seem 

to spend time muddling them. Th ings just seem to get in a muddle by 
themselves. And the people have to tidy them up again.

Th e elder Bateson’s answer is that there are far more states for things to be in 
that people call “muddled” than “tidy,” which he uses to introduce the impor-
tant cybernetic concept of entropy. Entropy is oft en defi ned as “disorder,” but 
in classical thermodynamics it is considered a real condition of the universe, 
not an epiphenomenal and all-too-human gloss on material events. To avoid 
confusion, another way to defi ne “disorder” is as a state of open-ended rather 
than limited possibilities (Deacon 2012: 228).9

Th e inverse of entropy, in this sense, is constraint, or “the property of being 
restricted . . . less variable than possible” (Deacon 2012: 193). For the Batesons, 
tidying is a way of limiting the possible arrangements of things in the world, 
reducing them to states that are preferable. Let us imagine what would happen 
if the Batesons ceased tossing and fl ushing and no one came to remove their 
waste. Aft er a time, their home would gradually transform. Decaying food and 
bodily waste would break down and attract various nonhuman creatures, what 
we normally think of as pests, seeking nourishment and shelter. Increasing 
clutter would aff ord these invaders more opportunities to conceal themselves 
and build nests. Moreover, if elemental forces were allowed to act on the house 
and they never made repairs, it would gradually lose structural integrity as well, 
walls and fl oors would deteriorate, pipes would rust, furniture would mold. 
From the perspective of the Batesons, the house would indeed appear muddled 
and barely resemble the structure it once was, but it would have provided new 
growth out of decay. By tidying, cleaning, repairing, and refurbishing buildings, 
we actively constrain the kinds of places they might otherwise become. As a 
result, our offi  ces, hospitals, bedrooms, bathrooms, classrooms, and factories 
continue to last as the material settings they are from day to day.

But what does it mean for something to last? Aft er all, there is a sense in 
which the same thing cannot exist over time because everything is always in 
the process of changing into something else.10 As Bateson argued, entropic 
change is irresistible for the simple reason that there are just too many states 
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for things to be in that are disorderly. And yet, the keyboard in front of me, 
my hands typing on them, and the room that now surrounds us . . . each of 
these things perdures from moment to moment, more or less independently 
from each other, from my conscious refl ection, and from the specifi c mole-
cules they happen to consist of. Any arrangement of matter that lasts in this 
way can be called a “form.”

Form, in this sense, can be contrasted with processes of (de)formation or 
becoming.11 When any actual thing does persist over time, whether a com-
modity, my body, or an enclosure, it is because its specifi c form withstands 
change in some way. And whether or not we are aware of it, many of our rou-
tine actions halt or slow down process and change. Th e durable form that now 
surrounds me—and, in a sense, is me—is sustained through active subtraction: 
dusting and replacing computer keys, shedding and regenerating skin cells, 
and regularly renovating and tidying my home. Most of the time, what we 
mean by “waste” is a necessarily unnecessary product of creating and maintain-
ing form—an expenditure that is lost so that durability can be gained, even if 
only for a short while.12

One simple way that we stave off  the deformation of our things, places, and 
bodies is by encasing them within relatively durable structures, such as build-
ings. Th ese structures are never fi nished, moreover, but are regularly recon-
structed or altogether replaced to remain stable containers for sameness. 
Sometimes, Four Corners would receive recently abandoned mobile homes still 
stuff ed with the possessions of prior occupants. On one occasion, I stood atop 
the landfi ll and watched with Eddy, a brash younger laborer, as a double-wide 
trailer was dragged to the dumping area, carved up by a bulldozer, and pushed 
into the sludge pit. We witnessed the accumulated memories of a household spill 
out of the structure—furniture and photos and clothing—as all were shoved 
into the liquid muck below. It seemed the former occupants had chosen to leave 
these items behind rather than make further payments on the lot, or they were 
forced to. Th e rentiers were likely concerned about maintaining the value of 
their property, which was the land such homes rested upon and not the enclo-
sures themselves.13 If the trailer were allowed to remain, it would likely attract 
unwanted human and nonhuman squatters, making the property harder to 
resell. By quickly and effi  ciently removing and burying unwanted trailers, mass 
waste disposal helps that land to last in a state of relative stability that forecloses 
other possible uses and limits its availability to paying customers only.

By underwriting our endless tidying and cleaning, mass waste disposal allows 
us to actively avoid alternative possibilities we would rather not experience 
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or imagine, such as disused buildings overrun by pests. Landfi lls accomplish 
this in a way unlike any other disposal method, however, and this exerts a pow-
erful infl uence on our lives. Th e availability of simple and cheap separation from 
our waste has, in turn, made possible new kinds of disposability, allowing yet 
more eventualities to be carefully avoided, in the service of private and public 
interest.

Here appears our fi rst apparent paradox. How could an attachment to 
sameness, to things that last, coincide with widespread disposability, which 
implies a lack of attachment to things? When it comes to our bodies and 
dwellings, it is easy to see how routine material expenditures provide them 
with enduring form. But what about the commodities we routinely consume 
and dispose of? Every specifi c iPad charger, bottle of Coke, or viewing of 
American Sniper may last only a short while, but each ideally provides the 
consumer an identical physical experience with a mechanically reproducible 
form. Yes, the charger will malfunction, the soda pop will eventually go fl at, 
the digital movie fi le will become corrupted as a result of entropic deforma-
tion . . . but you can just go buy an identical replacement. Th e perpetual 
reconstruction of sameness makes possible a consumer’s attachment to a 
suprasensible value that transcends each momentary encounter with an indi-
vidual purchase.14

And, as I discuss in greater detail in chapter 3, for commodities to satisfy 
our demand for reproducible sameness, abundant waste must be created. For 
example, Four Corners would occasionally receive the smoke-damaged con-
tents of a liquor store (known as a “party store” in the Midwest). Agents from 
the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives (ATF) would 
escort the contraband to the dumping site and watch, guns holstered, as 
operators covered the loads with garbage, enough to satisfy our armed visitors 
that the spoiled spirits were no longer available for public sale and consump-
tion, but not enough to prevent operators from digging it out once they were 
left  alone. Th e government’s involvement can be understood as a way of 
ensuring disposal in order to avoid unwanted possibilities, specifi cally the 
reuse of potentially harmful liquor and a threat to corporate liability. If waste 
collection and disposal constrain the range of experiences we are likely to 
encounter, this includes limiting our opportunities to scrounge for goods to 
use or recirculate. Th e absence of smoke-damaged liquor protects consumers 
from unnecessary risk, but it also promotes the purchase of alcohol new and, 
ideally, ensures that each drink will be the same as any past or future drink 
of the replicated commodity form.
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As with refurbishing or demolishing houses or spoiling unsold alcohol, 
North American waste management choreographs a redistribution of possi-
bilities such that things can be made to last in one domain by banishing the 
unruly elements subtracted from them. Sending waste away is a means of 
transcending inevitable process and change, however temporary or long-
lasting this eff ect may be. But continually reconstructing sameness comes at 
a cost. From a cybernetic perspective, an organism lasts only by “continually 
sucking orderliness from its environment” (Schrödinger 1944: 73). Th is is 
another way of saying that there is only so much form to go around: generally 
speaking, the more things we produce, the more we cling to both newness and 
sameness, the more waste we produce and the more unstable the world around 
us becomes. Th e chapters that follow demonstrate that wherever mass waste 
goes, it destabilizes environments, values, social relations, bodies, and lives in 
open-ended ways. Th e reconstructed sameness of our everyday life depends on 
sucking stability from the lives of people elsewhere, and in contemporary 
North America this has been accelerated by the perpetual rises and crises of 
industrial capitalism.15

Th e elimination of waste exists wherever there is life, which depends on a 
separation between a lasting bodily form and routine expenditures of tran-
sient solids, liquids, and gases. But North American landfi lls pursue this to 
an extreme degree, which is why they have contributed to the creation of the 
most wasteful society in history. To understand how this happened, one has 
to explain how making things last became embraced as a way of transcending 
the world entirely, rather than merely of surviving within it.

Four Corners is known as a modern sanitary landfi ll. “Modernity” and “mod-
ern” are notoriously diffi  cult to defi ne, precisely because they are not absolute 
but relational terms. Typically these words are deployed to separate some 
groups, forms, and practices from those that are considered classic, primitive, 
traditional, and/or passé by contrast. A modern X is thus thought to have 
come aft er, and somehow transcended, its nonmodern counterpart.16 For 
hundreds of years, people who considered themselves modern have demon-
strated such transcendence in part by showing themselves to be free of fi lth, 
decay, and disease—that is, free of signs of entropic process and change. From 
the Renaissance onward, European elites increasingly positioned themselves 
against the carnivalesque rituals and uncivilized behaviors of the lower 
classes. To conceal one’s grotesque animal nature, for example, disposable 
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objects like napkins, tissues, or toilet paper can mediate the removal of 
unsightly bodily expenditure. Th e result was social and political transforma-
tion born of the mutual diff erentiation of unequal groups.17 European colo-
nists brought these productive analogies between human kinds and material 
forms with them to the New World. Furthermore, as I discuss in chapter 5, 
North American waste disposal continues to serve as both practical enter-
prise and playful idiom for social diff erentiation.

Today, having reliable waste removal and disposal services has become a 
measure of modernity the world over. Among the things that people in so-
called developing (and hence nonmodern) countries typically lack is suffi  cient 
infrastructure to provide their people with adequate sanitation and access to 
clean water.18 Sanitary engineers in North America routinely describe contem-
porary landfi lls as “modern” to compare them favorably with the common 
dumps of poorer places and a previous era. Th e fi rst closed tips and landfi lls 
sought to standardize dumping in order to constrain what could be done with 
waste by humans, pets, and pests. Waste pickers, pigs, dogs, fl ies, fi res, disease, 
explosions, and odors were all very real possibilities associated with the lifeways 
that waste disposal fostered in Euro-American cities prior to the rise of sanitary 
engineering in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.

Th e fi rst incinerators and landfi lls represented a shift  away from waste 
disposal as an open-ended, multispecies enterprise and toward rational and 
technically sophisticated management. Prior to their introduction, North 
Americans had experimented with many ways of reusing waste. By the 1880s, 
many communities used a process called “waste reduction,” also known as 
the “Merz process,” which treated waste in order to produce fertilizer and 
grease. Many rural communities used hog-feeding methods well into the 
Great Depression. Th is declined when widespread cases of trichinosis in the 
United States were traced back to contaminated pork. Reduction also fell out 
of favor in the early twentieth century because it could not dispose of ash and 
other kinds of nonbiodegradable refuse, for which more expensive incinera-
tors were needed. Landfi lls were cheaper and did not discriminate between 
types of waste—it did not matter whether materials could be recovered as 
scrap, grease, fertilizer, or hog feed. As the sanitary landfi ll rose to promi-
nence during the postwar era, alternatives fell out of use. Arguably, this 
has only made the biosocial relations involved even stranger and less 
predictable.19

Th rough modern sanitation, wasted things are transformed twice over: 
thrown into a mass waste stream, each particular discard begins to lose its 
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symbolic and material identity and, thus, its connection to the particular 
people, places, and things to which it was formerly attached. Once detached, 
it adopts a new identity as part of the waste stream. Whether it is recycled, 
burned, or buried, mass waste partakes of a collective future wholly separate 
from its multiple past lives. Because of its alienation from the people, things, 
and places that produce it, mass waste acquires an indeterminate character—
anything could be in the waste. But there are diff erent ways of imagining 
such possibility. On one hand, this indeterminacy is attractive to those who 
would scavenge mass waste for usable and resalable items: anything could be 
in the waste! On the other hand, such uncertainty represents a threat that 
must be tamed by the stochastic techniques of risk assessment and mitigation 
that characterize modern environmental governance: anything could be in 
the waste! Th e modernization of waste management in North America has 
typically meant that the latter form of indeterminacy takes precedence over 
the former—mass waste is feared for the threat it poses to the health and 
well-being of communities and environments. Landfi lls may be durable, but 
their contents are highly unstable, as are the resulting relationships they 
develop with their surroundings. Th e movement and deformation of mass 
waste multiplies opportunities for profi t and protest in its wake—animated 
by diff erent ways of interpreting the idea that anything could be in the waste.

Given its relatively indeterminate status, mass waste is characterized by the 
fact that it must move and gather elsewhere—a material imperative of state-
craft  that routinely subjects a few people to the unstable waste of many.20 
Some bodies, things, and enclosures are routinely exposed to the open-ended 
possibilities of mass waste on our behalf. To see waste as a social relationship 
means recognizing the subtraction of unwanted material from our lives as a 
form of care provided by others. Th ey care for us by absorbing the unstable 
risks and benefi ts that mass waste proliferates. As David Graeber writes, “It is 
sometimes said that the central notion of modernism is that human beings are 
projects of self-creation. [W]e are indeed processes of creation, but . . . most of 
the creation is normally carried out by others” (2007: 100). Sanitary landfi lls 
are also modern in Graeber’s sense—they intensify the reliance of North 
Americans on others who make possible their continuous self-creation, while 
hiding this reliance from sight.

In the fi rst three chapters of this book, I focus on landfi ll labor as an 
example of modern care, considering both the dilemmas it creates for those 
who do it and the way it productively constrains possibilities for us all. 
Routine exposure to waste can result in stigma and suff ering: throughout the 
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world, “waste” is just as oft en used to refer to unwanted people as to things. 
Waste workers may worry about being mistaken for the object of their labor, 
seen as mere human waste. Yet, to be considered modern, North American 
waste work must involve machinery, mechanical skill, and higher wages. As 
a result, it has tended to become paradoxically stigmatized (as fi lthy) as well 
as privileged (as white and male), the eff ects of which are evident in the lives 
of contemporary waste workers.21

Such tensions are particularly acute for men in southeastern Michigan, 
where my research was primarily based. As the consolidated power of global 
capital has eroded opportunities for farm, factory, and construction labor in 
the region, waste work became an attractive substitute for some. Th is creates 
diffi  culties for which middle-class transcendence is seen as the cure. My cow-
orkers’ projects of self-creation typically involved having a home, a body, and 
possessions that not only last but will appreciate over time. Th is is precisely 
what landfi lling makes possible, as a type of care from which many benefi t—
and what it can also threaten, as a source of wage labor that a very few strug-
gle to earn.

Besides landfi ll workers and truck drivers hauling in waste from great 
distances, Four Corners received regular visitors from the surrounding com-
munities, hauling bulk waste to dump at the “Citizen’s Ramp”: two roll-off  
boxes with a cement ramp in between them, located near the entrance to the 
site. Residents and local businesses could drive in, park on the ramp, and toss 
any items they could not dispose of through regular trash pickup. At regular 
intervals, the roll-off  boxes were carried to the top of the landfi ll and dumped 
with the rest of the incoming garbage. Laborers were routinely sent to clean 
the Citizen’s Ramp, and this presented opportunities for scavenging as well 
as observation. Among the most common materials to be found at the 
Citizen’s Ramp were left overs from the construction and renovation of 
homes, including old shingles, scraps of wood, and dilapidated furniture and 
appliances.

My fi eldwork took place right at the peak of the U.S. housing bubble that 
would eventually precipitate the global fi nancial crisis of 2008. At the time, 
construction was a major source of employment in Michigan and the leading 
source of income for residents of Harrison, the town where Four Corners was 
located; it was also the former occupation of many landfi ll workers. What 
sustained this industry—and, by extension, what constituted one of the 
central premises of global fi nancial transactions—was the postulate that 
houses would continually grow in value at a predictable rate. Just as the early 
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Calvinist settlers described by Max Weber paradoxically worked hard to earn 
the salvation that predestination had already ordained, contemporary North 
American homeowners work hard to build equity through constant repair 
and refurbishment, despite a widespread belief in the guarantee of apprecia-
tion. Such activities account for one of the largest waste streams of moder-
nity: buildings remade, newly built, or left  to ruin. During the housing 
bubble, and still today, stripping away old materials and adding new ones is 
meant to secure the value of homes in perpetuity.

Th e middle-class house is perhaps the greatest expression of reconstructed 
sameness, of a form made transcendent through disposability, in contempo-
rary North American capitalism. Th e logical endpoint of this middle-class 
dream was already apparent not far from Four Corners, in the depopulated 
and bankrupt city of Detroit. Today, nearly a quarter of the city’s housing 
stock has been abandoned, totaling over 70,000 units. Th is is not only a 
potent symbol of the “white fl ight” that followed the riots of the sixties; it is 
blamed for lost economic investment, routine squatting, fi res, vandalism, and 
violent crime (Kahn 2011). And yet here, too, a similar process of renovation 
through wasting is occurring on a grander scale. Demolition of homes has 
been, since before the housing bubble burst, actively politicized as a way of 
restoring or saving Detroit from ruin. By renewing their material founda-
tions and eliminating unwanted possibilities through subtraction, houses 
and cities are made to last. Maintaining form means having a future. As I 
discuss in chapter 4, moreover, the telling and recording of histories is reliant 
on form. For places to have historicity, for “what has happened” to be record-
able and narratable, traces of the past must be available to link up with mean-
ingful futures. Th e township I call “Harrison” faces an uncertain future, not 
only because it has an active landfi ll, its second, but because it was the kind 
of place to attract one to begin with, a place ripe for preemption by the 
designs and desires of other people and places.

For anyone or anything to be made and have lasting form requires resources 
and eff ort. If that seems counterintuitive, it is partly because many North 
American moderns now take for granted the labor of waste disposal. Studying 
landfi lling shows us that the redistribution of waste elsewhere helps make 
transcendence and transience salient features of everyday life in North 
America. By calling landfi lling a social relationship, my aim is to remind the 
reader of the active production of transcendence out of sight, as well as the 
material imbalances that inevitably result. It is a small minority who, like Bob, 
manage transience on behalf of others. Understanding their lives brings into 
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stark relief the absences that landfi lling so eff ortlessly provides for the rest of 
us. Th is is what makes exploring life (and death) at Four Corners landfi ll in 
the chapters that follow worthwhile.

We all encounter waste every day—excreting, cleaning, taking out the 
garbage—and we all anticipate and enact separation from our waste in some 
way. Waste relations at and around Four Corners vary from these ordinary 
experiences not in kind, but in intensity and duration. As my daily rites of 
purifi cation suggest, waste workers experience both immersion in waste and 
transcendence from it more intensely. Rather than employ cross-cultural com-
parisons (the traditional hallmark of anthropology) and thereby invoke 
notions of irreducible incommensurability, this book documents transub-
stantial homologies between life lived in and out of a landfi ll’s orbit. Th at is to 
say, I focus on similarities rooted in relative immersion in, and separation 
from, transient substance.22 At Four Corners, once our work boots and uni-
forms were beyond reuse or we acquired replacements, they were usually 
thrown away on site, thereby collapsing the complicated circuit by which 
most discards reach their destination. Similarly, when laborers fi nished bag-
ging litter on site for the day, to be picked up during the night shift  and hauled 
to the top of the open face, we would sometimes throw away our gloves in the 
last bag we fi lled. Th is act not only ritualistically ended our shift s, but allowed 
us to conspicuously partake of the convenient disposability that landfi lls 
inconspicuously provide for all. As I discuss in chapter 3, however, we would 
occasionally disrupt these circuits of disposal and scavenge things from the 
waste as well.

My coworkers’ eff orts to separate themselves from waste represent an 
amplifi ed version of ordinary experience. What North Americans tend to 
share in common, whether we work at a landfi ll or not, is that landfi lling 
actively makes possible our separation from some things and experiences 
while sustaining our connection to others. Th e movement of waste workers 
from Four Corners to their homes and back exposes them to collective waste 
so that most of us never have to know landfi lls. In this book, therefore, land-
fi ll workers are not presented only as people with a diffi  cult and unusual job. 
Like us but unlike us, landfi ll workers are diff erent in ways that reveal sug-
gestive homologies. To the extent that the observations and experiences of 
waste workers accentuate and distort the separation from waste that most 
people take for granted, they can help illustrate how landfi lls orchestrate our 
material lives even (and especially) as they are more and more absent from 
them. If many North Americans have thinner or less intense relations with 
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waste by comparison, examining the lives of people at Four Corners helps us 
appreciate these relations in a new way, as something that people like Bob 
make possible.

Our common reliance on waste labor and infrastructure need not lead to 
despair, moreover, but can be a starting point for us to reimagine environ-
mental action on the basis of our shared dependence on both our natural 
environment and the care of others. Understanding the contribution that 
waste workers make to our lives, that their activities are more than a symp-
tom of our reckless consumption of the Earth’s resources, it becomes clear 
why a form of waste disposal so disliked is still widely used, why it is we can-
not seem to do without landfi lls.
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