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I would greatly appreciate any further information on this matter; I may 

be contacted at the Institute. 

 

 

F. "A Social History of Household Trash in the United States." (Susan 

Strasser) 

 

In this project, I am inquiring about the afterlives of objects of everyday life, 

studying disposal as part of the larger process that encompasses production, 

distribution, purchase, and use. As such, it involves—in addition to putting 

things in the garbage or taking them to the dump—a set of choices with both 

economic and social dimensions that has included reuse, recycling, 

remodeling, fixing, using leftovers, and giving things away. 

My earlier work provides me with a distinctive perspective on this 

social and cultural history of household refuse. In Never Done: A History of 

American Housework (1982) and Satisfaction Guaranteed: The Making of 

the American Mass Market (1989), I explored complementary aspects of a 

fundamental transition in the American everyday experience. During the 

decades around the turn of the twentieth century, products manufactured, 

packaged, and advertised by large corporations replaced locally produced, 

often handmade and homemade goods. Along with new products that had 

never been made by hand, these objects transformed the ways in which 

people commonly fed, clothed, and sheltered themselves. Never Done 

studied housework as an economic activity, with an eye on technology, the 

labor process, and the broad scope of American capitalist development. 

Satisfaction Guaranteed examined the creation of markets for household 

products, concentrating on the new kinds of relationships between 

producers, middlemen, and consumers that were represented by the new 

products, their packaging, and their brand names. Like both of these books, 

my current project will focus on the interface between the private and the 

public, the economic (but not necessarily monetary) relationships of the 

household, and the domestic consequences of economic activity. 

In the project's first stage, which culminated in my Annual Lecture at 

the Institute in the fall of 1991, I surveyed secondary literature in a number 

of fields and a smattering of primary sources, in the process discovering both 

the breadth of the subject and its novelty. I found in nineteenth-century 

America a highly developed recycling system—a producers' market in rags, 

paper, bottles, bones, metal, and grease for 
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which households had no further use. I also developed a theoretical and 

conceptual base that rested on the work of Mary Douglas, Michael 

Thompson, and Kevin Lynch. 

Using these writers' focus on process, trash may be understood as part 

of the normal functioning of the household and the economy. The economic 

proposition is straightforward: the growth of markets in new products 

depends on the continuous disposal of old things. In the household, the 

creation of trash is part of the creation of living, and the sorting process that 

determines whether something is trash is part of the housework. As the 

production and distribution processes changed during the late nineteenth and 

twentieth centuries, so did disposal and Americans' relationships to waste. 

Like the other aspects of the cycle, disposal became more commercialized 

and more subject to the profit motive, economies of scale, and other dictates 

of capitalism. And it emerged as a public issue, a problem of poverty during 

the early years of the twentieth century, and a problem of affluence at its 

end. 

Except for limiting my primary source investigations to the United 

States, I have deliberately kept my definition of this topic broad in scope; 

like my previous work, this project encompasses many potential 

monographs on which work has not yet been done. Moreover, there is no 

obvious research strategy; no single source or archive provides a basis for 

other research or a vantage point from which to examine other documents. 

Instead, the current stage of this project requires further work on a wide 

range of specific topics, such as scavenging, electric garbage disposers, 

product packaging, leftovers, disposable products, yard waste, and the 

marketing of products, such as pet food, that have substituted purchased 

goods for waste products. I am, for the most part, using published sources at 

the Library of Congress, such as trade journals, women's magazines, 

domestic manuals, home economics textbooks, city directories, government 

documents, and the writings of reformers. 

 

 

G. "The Edition of the Diaries of David Zeisberger." (Carola Wessel) 

As part of the effort of the German Historical Institute to make German 

sources in American archives available to scholars, Professor Hermann 

Wellenreuther and I are currently producing an annotated edition of the 

diaries of David Zeisberger, a Moravian missionary who lived among 


