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Source: Modern Plastics, 1940 (based on US Tariff Commission Data, 1939) 

200% increase 
1940-1945
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Source: Modern Plastics, 1940 (based on US Tariff Commission Data, 1939) 
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Source: NMAH, Atlantic Cable, 1866



Source: NMAH, Atlantic Cable, 1866;Whale images courtesy of Anja Krieger



"So accustomed a companion as rarely 
to cause notice..."

…"One of the great necessities of life."

Source: U.S. Rubber, National Geographic, July 1916

“I ought to have chosen 
rubber instead.”

Steel’s Andrew Carnegie



1850s

Vulcanized RUBBER 
& GUTTA PERCHA

Early Cellulosics 
(Parkesine, UK)

1871 (production began)

Celluloid Co. (JW 
Hyatt, Newark, NJ)

Source: Paul Blanc, MD

1880s/90s

Viscose Rayon 
developed (UK)

Moulded goods
Fibers
Films
Coatings & Paints





1850s

Vulcanized Rubber & 
Gutta Percha

Early Cellulosics 
(Parkesine, UK)

Industrialization of 
Coal-Tar Chemistry 

(Dyes & Drugs)
THEORETICAL DEVELOPMENT

EMPIRICAL DEVELOPMENT

Source: Science Museum (UK)



Source: Smithsonian, Reindert Groot, Amsterdam Bakelite Collection 



1939

1920

Sources:  Albert Ludwigs University of Freiburg. WV State Archives, Library of Congress

petroleum + chemistry = petrochemistry 

polymer theory (but controversial)

“Plastic” nomenclature 



Kanawha River Valley, So. Charleston, WV 

Source: Fortune, 1941 photos, Ansel Adams; WV State Archives



Union Carbide, Co-location – 1930s – Buy Bakelite 
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*1950s are an 
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Breskin, editor Modern Plastics, in Scientific American (1947)
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Source: Plastics, April 1947, 1948

“...a 10-year tax exemption 
plan…” 

“...friendly taxation…”
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Institutionalization, application of polymer theory  

*1950s are an inflection 
point
*1950s are an inflection 
point

More countries, new corridors (e.g., Mississippi Corridor), bigger plants

Post-war (re)building boom, construction & appliances
Packaging

Self-service supermarkets, replacement of glass, paper, tin
Highways, cars, and fast food culture

Durables, Recyclables (Bottles) >>> Disposables 



Source: Nat’l Plastics Conference, 1963, courtesy of Dr. Max Liboiron

“...the future of plastics is in the trash can…” 
(1955)

“The happy day has arrived when nobody any 
longer considers the plastics package too good 

to throw away.” (1963)



Source: Geyer, Jambeck & Lavender Law, 2017





1878

Source: Smithsonian; Xylonite Co Archives; U of Michigan Archives, Dental Historic Collection.



Source: NYPL

Camphor Works, built 1899

Source: National Taiwan Museum; J.W. Davidson, 1903, 
reprinted in Pei-Hsi Lin, 2016 dissertation. 



Source:  Alice Hamilton Collection, Linda Lear Archives, Conn College;  Blanc, 2006 (Yale Press). 





Source: Fortune 1954, Tupper/Tupperware archives, 
Smithsonian (1951)



Source: US Tariff Commission, Dow, 1944 via the Science History Institute. 

…awaiting “honorable 
discharge” to “serve a world 
at peace…”



Source: U.S. Tariff Comm: Rubber, War Changes in Industry, 1945


