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Fig. 1 Advertisment for Crosley Radio. 
Copyright holder unknown. All rights reserved

Fig. 2 Advertisement for Victor Talking Machine.  

Copyright holder unknown. All rights reserved
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Clara Latham traces the chronological evolution of the marketing 
rhetoric associated with domestic technologies, marking the significant 
transition of domestic labor into a sweeping commercial enterprise 
during the mid-twentieth century. From the rise of domestic music 
technologies, such as phonographs and radios in the late nineteenth 
century, to the broader electrification of American middle-class homes 
in the early twentieth century, marketing these technologies contributed 
to creating a widespread positive electrical consciousness within  
the home while creating a gendered aspect of these devices. Latham 
draws connections to the paradox of household appliances that were 
marketed to white middle-class women by promising as labor-saving 
and creative endeavors. Settled within the historicized relationship 
between technology and gender roles, Latham tells the history of the 
various examples of marketing electrified labor, as they shape the image 
of labor itself. 
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In Céleste Boursier-Mougenot’s 2006 sound installation 
at Paula Cooper Gallery titled harmonichaos, thirteen 
vacuum cleaners were arranged and outfitted with a 
sound-frequency analyzer, harmonica, and lightbulb. As 
the vacuums were turned on and off, the suction of air 
into the harmonicas produced musical tones. According 
to the gallery’s press release, the artist aimed to »use 
nature and the rhythms of everyday life to investigate the 
relationship between sound, space and movement.«1 The 
work challenges listeners to reconsider the boundary 
between noise and music by rendering a banal domes-
tic appliance as an avant-garde musical instrument. 
The sonic manifestation of these hybrid instruments, an 
unwieldy drone modulated by random changes in the 
intensity of the air flow, highlights their functional incom-
patibility: the vacuums fail to clean, the harmonicas fail 
to sing. We might, however, ask how a vacuum cleaner 
came to occupy such a distant conceptual space from a 
harmonica in the first place, such that Boursier-Mougen-
ot’s signifying combination elicits artistic provocation. 

When we look at vacuum cleaners alongside other 
commercial appliances that were marketed to mid-
dle-class homes in the same historical period, we find 
a shared commitment to reducing domestic labor 
through technological innovation. Novel devices of the 
home such as vacuum cleaners, radios, phonographs, 
player pianos, washing machines, and electric lamps 
were marketed to middle-class American homes during 
the twentieth century’s first decades, a period of rapid 
industrial growth. The marketing rhetoric surrounding 
the commercialization of household appliances was 
also applied to domestic musical devices, consistently 
claiming that such technologies performed labor for the 
consumer, capable of carrying out tasks or work on the 
consumer’s behalf.  

For example, an 1896 advertisement for the National 
Gramophone Company claimed that »It’s expensive to 
hire an orchestra to come to your home and play for 
you, or a famous singer to sing for you, but if you buy a 
GRAMOPHONE you can buy a ›Record‹ of that orchestra’s 
playing or that singer’s singing for fifty cents,« as though 
the gramophone rendered one’s journey to and from 
Carnegie Hall2 for a fraction of the cost, not to mention 
the time. The advertisement for the Crosley Radio shown 
in Figure 1 paints a picture of a lonely, housebound »dear 
old mother« whose life will be brightened by »the imme-
diate response to the turn of the dials; the clearness of 
reception from far distant points.« The ad promises effi-
ciency, that the radio will work on behalf of the consumer 
by amusing her in the comfort of her home.  

Similarly, the Victrola ad shown in Figure 2 shows a 
group of people waiting in the rain, capturing the sense 
that accompanies the movement to and from musical 
events. The ad states, »On a stormy evening, how you 
will enjoy hearing the great artists through the medium 
of the Victrola and Victor Records in the comfort of your 
own home!« implying that the phonograph can save 
the consumer a trip out into the rain by bringing the 
orchestra directly to the home.  

Certain advertisements for household music tech-
nologies aimed toward the white middle-class woman 
consumer promised that these products would save 
her the labor of traveling to live musical concerts in 
the same way washing machines meant she wouldn’t 
have to scrub clothes by hand, and electric lightbulbs 
meant she didn’t have to light the house with gas lamps. 
We find similar rhetoric in the ad shown in Figure 3 as 
those in Figures 1 and 2. The Air-Way Electric Cleaner 
is described as a »quick and easy way to free yourself 
from the burden of housecleaning,« just as the Victrola 
will save you the burdensome journey to the concert hall. 

The player piano and phonograph afforded house-
wives the convenience of playing famous musical works 
for their children, and popular classics for their guests, 
without practicing the piano, just as the example with 
the electric washing machine saved the time and effort 
of doing domestic work by hand. This promise implicitly 
reveals the labor required for domestic music making, 
which, like other forms of domestic labor, has been his-
torically rendered invisible within a capitalistic system 
that has historically valued productive labor over repro-
ductive and artistic/creative labor.  

The commercial music industry that came to define 
the twentieth century grew exponentially between 1900 
to 1930, and the phonograph and radio were central 
to its rise. While the phonograph was a well-estab-
lished feature of a middle-class home by the time radio 
appeared in the 1920s, and by 1930, 40.3 percent of all 
US households owned a radio.3 As a result, the wide-
spread adoption of phonographs and radios profoundly 
changed domestic life, these technologies were only 
part of the ubiquitous electrification of the American 
middle-class home in the first decades of the twentieth 
century. In 1910, only one in ten American homes had 
electricity; most urban homes were wired by the end of 
the 1920s.4 The advertising of phonographs and radios 
was part and parcel of vigorous campaigns selling all 
kinds of new household appliances throughout this rise 
of American electrification. Beginning in 1920, General 
Electric’s »advertising introduced a new objective: the 
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Fig. 4 Advertisement for Easy Washer  

Ladies’ Home Journal, 1928. Copyright 

ProQuest IC 2015. All rights reserved

Fig. 5 Advertisement for Cecilian Player Piano.  
Copyright holder unknown. All rights reserved

Fig. 3 Advertisment for Air-Way Electric Cleaner.  
Copyright holder unknown. All rights reserved
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creation and fostering throughout America of a positive 
electrical consciousness which would normally express 
itself in a certain fundamental ›want‹ – the desire of 
individual families to make their homes into electrified 
dwelling places.«5 Shortly after – between 1922 and 
1930 – the annual advertising budget for General Elec-
tric increased from two million to twelve million dollars.6  

These campaigns centered on rhetoric promoting a 
scientifically efficient home through electricity. Under the 
direction of Bruce Barton, General Electric campaigns 
such as »Make your House a Home« presented domestic 
labor-saving devices as essential for the housewife to 
excel in her role. Electrical manufacturing giants Gen-
eral Electric and Westinghouse asserted that electric 
machines could take on the burden of housework, and 
we see this idea echoed across popular women’s mag-
azines of the era. As historian Roland Marchand argues 
in Advertising the American Dream: Making Way for 
Modernity, 1920–1940, advertisements from this period 
sought to appeal to consumer fantasies of modern life, 
and the largest role in the advertising tableaux was a 
fantasy of the modern housewife.7 According to an ad 
that appeared in fifteen magazines between April and 
July 1925 including Saturday Evening Post, Cosmopoli-
tan, and Literary Digest, »This is the test of a successful 
mother – she puts first things first. She does not give to 
sweeping the time that belongs to her children.«8 Coin-
ciding with the scientific homemaking movement, the 
modern American housewife trope frequently appears 
in advertisements as the family’s general purchasing 
agent or G.P.A.9 The transformation of the American 
middle-class home into an electrified bungalow awash 
in domestic appliances cultivated a new figure of the 
middle-class housewife as the manager of the home.10 

The belief that domestic technologies would produce 
labor for the housewife involved a magical transforma-
tion of reproductive labor into productive labor.11 While 
the housewife’s domestic work of cleaning and preparing 
food did not generate wages, devices that promised to 
perform this labor in her place rendered that labor pro-
ductive. Ironically, the marketing rhetoric selling these 
technologies depended on the idea that unwaged labor 
was valuable. Historian Ruth Schwartz Cowan was one 
of the first to point out the irony that nineteenth and 
early twentieth-century domestic technologies falsely 
appeared to produce labor for the imaginary American 
housewife. In Schwartz Cowan’s book More Work for 
Mother: Ironies of Household Technology from the Open 
Hearth to the Microwave, she argued that the process 
of industrialization unfolded differently in the domestic 

sphere than in the realm of the market.12 While conven-
tion tells us that industrialization transformed the Ameri-
can household by turning it from a unit of production to a 
unit of consumption, Schwartz Cowan stated that some 
technological systems moved production out of the 
home and into factories, but others did not, arguing that 
while labor-saving devices reorganized the processes of 
housework, they did not save the labor of the average 
housewife.13

Like housework, musical labor is hard to define 
precisely because it often takes place outside of the 
market; instead it functions as social reproduction.14 

As Marxist feminist Leopoldina Fortunati pointed out in 
her 1981 book L’arcano della riproduzione: Casalinghe, 
prostitute, operai e capitale, domestic labor presents a 
quagmire for traditional Marxian analysis because it is 
both a necessary condition for the production of capital, 
yet occurs outside of the market.15 The repetitive claim in 
the marketing of phonographs, radios, autoharps, player 
pianos, and theremins in the first decades of the twen-
tieth century is that these technologies save labor and 
inadvertently reveals that domestic work is labor, despite 
the fact that it does not generate wages.  

Furthermore, there is a paradox in the connection 
made here between domestic music technologies and 
domestic technologies that are not musical. In Figure 
4, the Easy Washer is sold as a device that will grant 
the housewife time for leisure activities, claiming she is 
»ready to dance, to play bridge, or to see a show that 
same evening.« Similarly, in Figure 5, the player piano is 
presented with the claim that the housewife can »cre-
ate the sounds of Liszt or Rubenstein, with little or no 
mental effort.« Musical practice is sometimes included 
in household drudgery, while at other times it exemplifies 
leisure activities that are by definition the opposite of 
labor. This paradoxical understanding of musical labor 
resonates in sound works like harmonichaos, which call 
upon utilitarian devices to act as musical instruments. 
Indeed, perhaps Boursier-Mougenot’s 2006 installation 
not only compels us to hear resonances between a 
household appliance and a musical instrument, but also 
suggests an equivalence between domestic work and 
creative work. 
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