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Economic and business historians have recently begun to take an unprecedented degree of interest in the history of waste, especially waste and the utilisation of waste products in the Victorian period. In the main, writers like Carl Zimring and Pierre Desrochers have generally taken an optimistic stance on the achievements of nineteenth century industrialists in promoting the recycling of industrial waste by-products; they have consequently drawn the conclusion that free markets and private property offer sufficient, or optimal, conditions under which to minimise waste and pollution in an industrial society. This paper takes issue with these conclusions and offers a different interpretation of the significance of the Victorian fascination with waste and the technologies of utilisation and recycling.

The main problem with assessing the effectiveness of Victorian industrial recycling is a lack of adequate means to quantify its success. There were certainly extensive waste trades and important industries built upon recycling, but it is far from clear that this was not as much symbolic of failure as of success. Industrial recycling did not succeed in eliminating polluting effluents, gases and smoke, for example, which often presented the most telling environmental problems for both residents and workers in industrial areas. At best displacement, rather than elimination, seems to have been the achievement of industrial recyclers.

Similarly, the evidence employed by historians like Desrochers, namely technical texts on the development of various means of employing waste products usefully - especially the work of Peter Lund Simmonds, Waste Products and Undeveloped Substances (1862) - is very far from conclusive. Simmonds did not himself manage to make a fortune from waste, and his work was more often an appeal for continued innovation than a paean to existing achievements. Nonetheless, Simmonds’ contributions were part of a larger Victorian fascination with the problem of waste and resources. On the one hand the ‘Waste Utilisation Question’ was partly a response to the apparent contradiction that economic progress brought with it environmental degradation, but it also reflected wider concerns with issues such as the exploitation of imperial environment and the sustainability of Victorian capitalism. 

The question of the sustainability of Victorian industrial and economic achievements was coming under considerable scrutiny in the 1860s and 1870s. The debate on the Coal Question had encouraged economists like Jevons and Marshall to contribute discussions of the finite nature of British natural mineral resources that were pessimistic about the ability to conserve resources and maintain industrial progress. They argued that resources should be expended without concern for the future in a heroic promethean effort to achieve the highest level of civilisation possible before the inevitable fall. In this context waste utilisation might be seen as an economic fallacy; indeed, Marshall suggested that as soon as an economy started to worry about resource use, it had already entered a stage of inevitable regression. Most discussion of the utilisation of waste products was far more optimistic than this, however. It owed much to scientific and enlightenment conceptions of improvement, especially the idea that the application of human ingenuity could produce ever more efficient uses of existing substances and by-products. Such a process was even seen as a law of nature, a fact reflecting the influence of ‘chemico-theological’ ideas in Victorian recycling conceptions.

The imperial context is also of great importance in assessing why waste utilisation was so important. Simmonds was widely involved in debates on the nature of unexplored and unexploited ‘waste’ lying in wait within the Empire. His work partly popularised the efforts of economic botanists and economic entomologists to ‘improve’ and extend the exploitation of imperial ecologies. This discussion provided a late nineteenth century variant to earlier debates on the improvement of waste-lands and legitimated capitalist development and imperial exploitation. The utilisation of waste thus presents an important link between the environmental challenges of imperial exploitation and those of the domestic British economy.

The debate surrounding waste utilisation therefore needs to be seen as far more than merely a reflection of the achievements of Victorian capitalism in sustaining its environmental base; it reflected wider arguments concerning the sustainability of industrial progress as a whole and the legitimacy of imperial economic and scientific interventions. Men like Simmonds were involved in the construction of a self-justificatory rhetoric designed to suggest that the existing methods of scientific progress and technological innovation were quite sufficient to solve questions of pollution and finite resources. They provided an interesting and important strand of economic discussion on how capitalism should respond to limits to growth and environmental challenges which arguably traces a line down to contemporary ideas of ‘ecological modernisation’.

