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A New World of
Synthetic Materials
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Since the late 19th century, plastics made of
polymers formed [rom «lements of carbon and
hydrogen have transiormed the world, The many
varieties of these synthetic materials have
revolutionized all aspects of human endcavor.
Lightweight and strong, flexible and easily
molded. these relatively cheap and ollen beautiful
materials have helped transtform agriculture and

Celluloid
Qne of the first plastic
materials, celluloid was.
easily shaped and used
as a substiute for ivory in
welry and billiard balls
Fras finding widar oppli-
cation in consumer goods
Jeombs, shirt collars
and then phota and mavie
Film stock.

industry;, medicine and

b ibles, and artificial joints that provide

life and even war. Often alfordable substitules
for costly matural materials—including baleen,
shell, and ivory from endangered species—
plastics are novel substances that enable mass
production of everyday items. Plastics also
make possible high-tech devices thal enable new
human activity—think of space suits, deep sea

Bakelite

The first plastic made

from synthetic compounds,
this "Qg:rmosening motericl
could be molded into rigid
shapes of wide ranging
colors and used as alactrical
insulators, household Ttams,
and fashionable jewalry.

millions with relicl and mobility. We live in an
age of plastics that is wondrous but also worrying.
Among Lhe tens of millions of Lons of plastics
produced cach year in the United States, a good
deal end up in landfills, polluting land and
watersays, and posing serious threats to wildlife.

Fiberglass

Combining resin with
gloss fibers, this mold-
abls, lightweight and high
strength matericl was used
in WWIl aircraft and
subsequently in all manner
of products such s boafs,
cors, and even swimming
pouls. The 1953 Chevy
Caorvette contoined o fiber-
glass body.

Cellophane

A Europecn invention

that inifiolly represented
luxury and glomour, these
thin transparent shesls of
plasfic cama to symbolize
the democratization of
mass consumption of
cellophane wrapped foods
and products of all sarfs.

2 uitivs Injection Molde:, 977

Plexiglass

A trade name matericl
made from cerylic,
because this plostic can be
made in elecr sheels that
resist weathering and erc-
sion i was used for WWII
aircioft windshields and
thereafter in 6 wide ronge
of consumer products.
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Nylon

Widely used today, this
syniheic fiber veas essen-
il for war material during
WWII but became best
known for revolutionizing
wornen's lashion as il prom-
ised o cheaper, stranger,
ond beautiful alternative

1o women's stockings made
trom fabrics of silk, cotton,
and wool.




Optimism

Age of Plastics

War ime odartsaments. high-
lighting he banafits of plosics

ibslow] advirhsments markshng
iow plastic sraducts availcblo
fo2 1he hame:

Cover of Lfa Magazine, 1953

Throwaway Living
DISPOSABLE, ITESS CLT DOWS HOUSIIOLD CHORES

1950

in the Early

1920s —
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IN TIIE LATE I19TII CENTURY, new and
synthetic materials began to change the way
luxury and household items were produced.
Celluloid was the most popular plastic at the
time. Cheap durable, and moldable, it could
be colored to mimic scarce and precious ma-
terials. Celluloid replaced elephant ivory in
billiard balls, tortoise shell in combs and eye
glass frames, and whale baleen in women’s
corsets and then brassieres,

Pressure on these endangered animals
declined at the same time that people gained
wider access to affordable consumer goods.
In the early 20th century, another revolution-
ary plastic— Bakelite— gained widespread
use in the electrical industry as well as for
radio and telephone casings, kitchenware,
Loys and jewelry.

THE CHEMICAL INDUSTRY and product
advertisers promoted rigid thermosetting
plastics like Celluloid and Bakelite as democ-
ratizing mass consumption for hard working
Americans. As new thermoplastics were in-
vented in the early 20th cenlury, these cheaper
and more [lexible malerials inspired many to
imagine a ulopian age ol mass American con-
sumerism. This was even true during

the Great Depression,

as ads used brilliantly colored and
attractively stvled plastic goods to highlight
the genius of American industry and
capitalism as well as the promisc of a revived
national cconomy. Advertisers sometimes
Largeted men when [eaturing plastic tools,
but usually marketed products to women—

ing Lhey were h kers exciled by
cellophane [ood wrap, plastic seal covers,
and vinyl kitchen countertops.

DURING THL SECOND World War, produc-
tion expanded as plastics offered alternatives.
for scarce metals and other natural substances
needed for war. New plastics appeared in mil-
ilary equipmenl — Plexiglass airplane wind-
shields and bomber windoyws; nylon parachute
cords and canopies; combs in soldiers” field
kits. After aiding soldiers fighting in the field
and supplementing rationed goods available
to homefront families,

NYLON HAIR
on “TONI” DOLL

Plast c was not just being vsed
For hore guads o worime of
forks b wes e Bela mafle
ko fays for ohildren

WEW/ buront

plastics became even more common in

all corners of American life in the 1950s.

As production expanded dramatically, the
plastics industry and media optimistically
declared the coming of a Plaslics Age

and even celebrated the coming of a
“Ihrowaway Society”— in which people
dressed in synthetic clothing, furnished their
homes with plastic items, and purchased
goods packaged in plastic.
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Plastics Come of Age

1960s—Present
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Growth of the Plastic Indusiry

Plastic production expanded dramatically

in the 1960s as the low-cost material was
more widely used in packaging and fucled
growing production of nearly every category
of consumer goods. Its resilient and
noncorrosive propertics made plastics ideal
for such new applications as industrial piping
and residential plumbing, surgical equipment
and body implants, medical films to protect
wounds, and filters to purify water and

(real sewage. As plastics have come of age,
the material is essential to agriculture

and industry, construction and trade,

and human health and material prosperity.
While production expanded dramatically
after the 1960, public attitudes about
plastics began to shift. As the material
became commonplace, many criticized
plastics as cheap and arlificial, a negalive
symbol of a materialistic socicty that had
become as cheap, flimsy and fake as the

worried that plastic trash was despoiling
Lhe environment, clogging waterways and
oceans, and overwhelming landfills.

Cumlofive Plostic Waste Genereion and Disposal
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Modern Environment Movement

As the modern environmental movement
crupted in the late 1960s, public demands
for a litter-free environment led many
municipalities to start plastic recycling
programs in Lhe 1970s and 80s. Environmental
concerns aboul the harmful elfect of pollution
on ccosystems, wildlife, and people, placed
plastics alongsidc other solid waste and
chemical pollutants as threats to the planetary
environment.

Public health officials further pointed to
the dangers of plastics—babies choking on
botlle tops and Loy pieces; children sullocaling
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on plastic bags; and plastic [actory workers
suffering clevated rates of cancer. Public
health concerns have multiplicd as researchers
found plastics in creatures throughout the
food chain—including people—and have
discovered that chemicals from those plaslics
are in food, air, and people’s bloodstreams,
where they disrupt human hormoncs that
govern healthy metabolism, growth, and
reproduction. Thus many epidemiologists
suspect that chemicals used in a wide range
of everyday plaslic products may contribute
Lo rising rates of infertilily and cancer.
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