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Abstract: In my efforts to tread more lightly on this planet, I started living trash-free on 29

March 2010. The issues of waste quickly arise when thinking about trash. This paper is not

about the nitty-gritty of my everyday life, but about my consequent reflections on culture,

society, technology, and their effects on our environment. The tangibility of trash and waste

make them perfect lenses under which to think about the ethics and moralities that drive our

individual and collective choices, and the philosophy of our everyday lives. This paper explores

the relationship between two particular kinds of waste—the waste of materials, and the waste

of time. This relationship touches on the ecological, and consequently social and economic,

implications of trash and waste. In our effort to reduce waste of time, or because of our desire to

be elsewhere in time, we end up wasting and trashing material, material that results in ecological

degradation and definite unsustainability, now and into the future.



Trash, waste, and time

Let me start with a story. This is a story about a group of people called the Hadza that 
live the bush of Tanzania.  The Hadza are the last  full-time hunter-gatherer people in Africa. 
These are people with few possessions; they are constantly changing camp sites, and so meeting 
up with them can be a challenging proposition. Michael Finkel, a journalist and writer for the 
National Geographic, spent time with the Hadza, met up with them in the following way.

Merely getting this far, to a traditional Hadza encampment, is not an easy task. Years aren't the 

only unit of time the Hadza do not keep close track of—they also ignore hours and days and 

weeks and months.  The Hadza language (Hadzane)  doesn't  have numbers  past  three  or  four. 

Making an appointment can be a tricky matter. But I had contacted the owner of a tourist camp 

not far outside the Hadza territory to see if he could arrange for me to spend time with a remote  

Hadza group. While on a camping trip in the bush, the owner came across Onwas (the eldest  

member of the group) and asked him, in Swahili, if I might visit. The Hadza tend to be gregarious 

people, and Onwas readily agreed. He said I'd be the first foreigner to ever visit the camp. He 

promised to send this son to a particular tree at the edge of the bush to meet me when I was  

scheduled to arrive, in three weeks.

Sure enough, three weeks later, when my interpreter and I arrived by Land Rover in the 

bush, there was Onwas's son Ngoala waiting for us. Apparently, Onwas had noted stages of the 

moon, and when he felt enough time had passed, he sent his son to the tree. I asked Ngoala if he'd 

waited for a long time for me. “No,” he said. “…only a few days.” (Finkel, 2009)

The Hadza have been living in the same place for tens of thousands of years, and are 
successfully living there right now. They have not trashed or wasted their land or what the Earth 
provides for their lives. The story of the Hadza intrigues me as an environmentalist. I wonder, 
Does their relationship to the environment, the fact that they have not trashed their land, have 
anything to do with how they perceive time? Quite possibly. 

In my efforts to tread more lightly on this planet, I started living trash-free on 29 March 
2010.  The issues of waste quickly arise when thinking about trash. This paper is not about the 
nitty-gritty  of  my  everyday  life,  but  about  my  consequent  reflections  on  culture,  society, 
technology, and their effects on our environment. The tangibility of trash and waste make them 
perfect lenses under which to think about the ethics and moralities that drive our individual and 
collective choices, and the philosophy of our everyday lives. 



There is a profound interrelationship between two particular kinds of waste—the waste of 
materials, and the waste of time. This relationship touches on the ecological, and consequently 
social and economic, implications of trash and waste. In our effort to reduce waste of time, or 
because of our desire to be elsewhere in time, we end up wasting and trashing material, material 
that results in ecological degradation and definite unsustainability, now and into the future. 

Broadly speaking, waste is something we don’t make full use of. But different wastes 
have different impacts. Wasting time has no direct ecological impacts  per se, unless that time 
was passed doing something ecologically  degrading,  or  if  it  was passed doing something to 
counter the prevailing forces of ecological degradation. On the other hand, we have waste of 
materials,  which leaves  physical  scars on Earth.  This waste  is  created in a  variety of  ways. 
Sometimes we discard raw materials and material objects because we have converted them into a 
form that  is  unappealing  to  us.  We are  constantly  synthesizing  and  converting  natural  raw 
materials into forms that  don't necessarily exist in nature, in concentrations that don’t exist in 
nature. This is a defining feature of trash and many forms of waste. 

When we process metal ores, for example, we concentrate the metals, while at the same 
time concentrating the unusable part of the ore. This unusable material, now concentrated, can be 
as,  if  not  more,  ecologically  degrading  than  the  concentrated  metal  or  the  ore  extraction 
processes themselves. We have to store this waste somewhere, and that happens with potentially 
dire consequences.  (Just ask the people in Inez, Kentucky—on the night of the 11th of October, 
2000, a coal sludge impoundment in Martin County let loose more than three hundred million 
gallons of coal slurry and toxic sludge into two tributaries of the Tug Fork River. This toxic 
concoction of hazardous chemicals, arsenic and mercury oozed over people’s yards, and polluted 
water sources (Leung, 2009).) Sometimes we consider objects and materials waste because they 
are excessive and extraneous to our immediate wants and needs, while sometimes some new 
gizmo has hit the scene that makes the old gizmo we have obsolete. What makes material waste 
particularly interesting is the physical imprint it leaves on our world, capturing our momentary 
choices, and influencing the world for longer than we care to think about. 

But what is it about this material culture we live in that necessitates the creation of waste  
and trash? This culture and society tends only to account for the flow of materials from the 
extraction through the throw away stages of the life of the material. We generally do not care 
about what happens to the materials once they are thrown away. Yet unless all of the energy or 
mass stored in the material is fully “consumed” and reduced to heat, there will remain degraded 
forms of these materials in the form of matter. 

As you can likely tell, I arrive at the mutually dependent issues of waste and ecological 
degradation as an engineer, and an aerospace engineer at that. Aerospace engineering can be 
thought of as the most intricate and “efficient” branch of engineering. It takes a lot of money and 
material to send something into space. Consequently, the less the weight of the rocket and the 
objects the rocket is trying to get into space, the cheaper it is to send them up into space.  What 



we end up with are advances in structural design, electronics, remote sensing—new technologies 
that  are  more  efficient  that  existing  technologies,  new  technologies  that  make  existing 
technologies obsolete. With increasing efficiency of material progress, it is taking less and less to 
produce  more and more,  on a  unit  basis.  Take this  quote  from the computer-maker  Apple’s 
website:

Over  the  past  decade,  Apple’s  designers  and  engineers  have  pioneered  the  development  of  

smaller, thinner, and lighter products. As our products become more powerful, they’re using less 

material to produce and generating fewer carbon emissions. For example, although today’s 21.5-

inch iMac is more powerful and has a much larger screen than the first-generation, 15-inch iMac,  

it is designed with 50 percent less material and generates 50 percent fewer [carbon] emissions. 

Even the iPad became 33 percent thinner and up to 15 percent lighter in just one generation, 

producing 5 percent fewer carbon emissions. (http://www.apple.com/environment/)

Yet the overall trend is that efficiency gains—gains in time, gains in manufacturing—are 
quickly outdone by increases in our want for more and more. For example, the more lanes of a 
road we build to speed up traffic, the more cars end up on that road; we’re always stuck in traffic,  
no matter how efficient our highways seem to be. This is Jevon’s Paradox (Polimeni, Mayumi, 
Giampietro, Alcott, 2007). William Stanley Jevon, a British economist, wrote in 1866 about how 
increased efficiencies in utilizing coal lead to increased overall consumption of coal. 

Now the same principles apply, with even greater force and distinctness, to the use of such a 

general agent as coal. It is the very economy of its use which leads to its extensive consumption. 

It has been so in the past, and it will be so in the future. Nor is it difficult to see how this paradox  

arises.

The number of tons of coal used in any branch of industry is the product of the number of  

separate works, and the average number of tons consumed in each. Now, if the quantity of coal 

used in a blast-furnace, for instance, be diminished in comparison with the yield, the profits of the 

trade will increase, new capital will be attracted, the price of pig-iron will fall, but the demand for 

it will increase; and eventually the greater number of furnaces will more than make up for the 

diminished consumption of each (Jevon, 1866, pp. 124-125).

Efficiency  is  not  confined  to  engineering,  though.  It  pervades  our  materialistic  and 
technological culture much more diffusely. The whole world is participating in the efficiency of 

http://www.apple.com/environment/


material  progress.  Material  progress  is  the  indicator  that  the  world  uses  as  an  indicator  of 
happiness and progress. Of course, it  is much easier to account for the number of TVs each 
family has as opposed to surveying how “happy” the family is. This is not to say that materialism 
cannot provide happiness. But we seem compelled to figure out how to best get families and 
people around the world increasing amounts of material goods, or the things that come along 
with a Western-centric notion of “progress,” at the expense of local cultures, and at the expense 
of the environment (Davison, 2001).  

Efficiency,  or  reduced  waste,  also  translates  to  making  the  most  use  of  time. 
Mathematical calculations are performed faster than ever before today, stocks are traded several 
times per minute, and information is available at our fingertips, ever ready. Consequently, we 
expect the outcomes that used to take longer periods of time over shorter and shorter timescales. 
With the extra time, we do more and more things, only to find ourselves bumping up against the 
functional limitations of the objects we interact with. (For example, we demand more and more 
from our computers, to end up finding them too slow to handle all of our wants.) We make new 
objects then, but not by refurbishing or retooling older ones. They are not designed for such 
modification. The old objects consequently move from the pedestals of our materialistic homes 
and work spaces to pits of landfills. We make the new objects from virgin materials, materials  
whose extraction and processing again definitively wound the environment. So while making the 
most use of time is admirable, the increased use of material and the negative ecological impacts 
of this material may outweigh any supposed gains. 

This technological advancement, this culture of waste, is a large-scale phenomenon that 
we as individuals contribute to, and some individuals contribute more than others. What about 
the nature of trash on the scale of our daily lives then? Trash and waste are still produced because 
of our perceptions of time. For example, eating fast food is something many of us do to save 
time, especially if we don’t cook. During our half-hour lunch breaks, we find the nearest fast-
food joint, with food served wrapped in paper, plastic, and foil,  along with plastic forks and 
knives and paper napkins. In our effort to make the most use of our time, we create physical 
waste and trash—“one-time use, disposable” objects are used and discarded. Because we want 
food that is on-the-go, we condone the waste and trashing of materials on a scale closer to that of 
our daily lives. It is evident to me that trash is the most physical and visceral manifestation of our  
choices and of the fundamental problems plaguing our world. We feel trash, we smell it, touch it 
and hear it.

Moving from the daily to the seasonal, how do the movement of months affect trash 
generation?  Because  of  international  transportation  of  foods  and  the  centralization  of  our 
shopping experiences, seasons matter little nowadays. When it is summer, we want winter foods. 
When  it  is  winter,  we  long  for  summer’s  bounty.  Walking  through  the  aisles  of  a  box 
supermarket, we can get packaged strawberries, tomatoes in cans, and cereals packed air-tight 
any time of the year. If we don’t keep seasonality in mind when eating, we trash. 



Trash is formed then out of a lack of appreciation of what we have already, and the time 
we inhabit. The ecological and social impacts of this trash survive our immediate present, and 
our immediate future. Many of the impacts stretch indefinitely into the future; trash often sits in 
landfills undegraded. Consequently, along with polluting land and water, trash acts as a time 
capsule. It provides an archaeological record for those that will come along generations from 
now. They will be able to see how we indulged ourselves, what we thought was important, and 
what we thought was not. What do we choose to leave behind then (Jensen and McBay, 2009)? 
What would we want future generations to think of us? 

Legacy is something our parents and grandparents are constantly thinking of. Stories of 
people that survived the World Wars are riddled with their intentions of leaving the world a better  
place than they found it. I would hope that once we are gone, most all negative imprints of our 
physical existence would decay quickly, or just not be there at all. Of course I would choose to 
leave behind family photographs over surface-mined lands.  But more to the point, trash and 
waste then become a massive problem, because of their capacity to endure.  

This is a culture of instant gratification, one in which the long-term consequences of our 
present actions are barely considered. Viewed differently, our constant desire to be in the future 
makes it difficult to consider the impacts of our choices today. We are constantly distracted from 
what  surrounds  us  by  what  we  wish  surrounded  us.  Very  little  of  what  we  have already 
materially, and where we are already  is  appreciated.  We are made to feel wholly inadequate 
about almost everything - women aren't "beautiful" enough, our smiles aren't "perfect" enough, 
our shoes and bicycling parts aren't the very "latest." Many of us build our lives in the hope that 
the future will be better than the present; this is entirely what the notion of “progress” is. With  
trash and waste, all of these issues come to the fore, because when we use, and when we waste, 
and when we trash, we do not conserve. Therefore, the very future we intend for ourselves and 
our children and grandchildren is degraded.  The potential negative impacts have much longer 
time scales for their emergence and recognition. But the “positive” impacts of “progress” (like 
increased GDP) are necessarily shorter term. 

The influence of our lives stretches far beyond our physical immediacy, although most of 
us think that it is our  immediate present that is most important, spatially and emotionally. We 
generally care more about where we live than where we don't live, now as opposed to the future,  
and those closest to us, our friends and family, than those we have never met. Just a few hundred 
years ago, the bounds of our influence were defined by our physical immediacy. If we couldn't 
interact with people that lived thousands of miles away, or even just a hundred miles away, there 
was likely no way to influence those lives. But in this “globalized” world, our individual and 
collective impacts span the world. The way to deal with these impacts is a change in perception 
about time, space, and progress. A mindfulness of our individual influences on the world through 
an  intentionality  of  our  choices  now can go a  long way in  reducing waste,  reducing trash, 
reducing our impacts on those far away from us in space and time, and reducing ecological 



degradation as a whole. The actions that preserve and care for this Earth now are those that 
ensure a bountiful Earth tomorrow. This is not a difficult task, for now is easier to comprehend 
and understand than the future. An appreciation of what we have already, an intention to make 
full use of what we have before looking to the new and to the next can result only in a deep 
satisfaction with our lives, and reduce the physical imprints we leave on the world. 
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