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ABSTRACT:

In the 1980s, access to low-wage overseas labor, and the introduction of automated manufacturing and engineered materials, led to a flood of low-cost furniture in the United States. Durable, mid-priced furniture dwindled in the American market, replaced by cheap, disposable furniture. The result has been a rise in consumption and waste with significant detrimental social and environmental impact. But the application of new construction techniques does not have to result in cheap furniture if the techniques are applied within an integrated business model.
During the nineteenth century industrialization increased supply and demand for lower priced, durable, consumer goods. American furniture manufacturers experimented with business strategies that lowered production costs by integrating design, manufacturing, marketing and retailing 
This paper reconstructs and summarizes the business organization of John Hewitt, John Henry Belter, Lambert Hitchcock, Mitchell & Rammelsberg, and Berkey & Gay that are case studies in the production of good quality affordable furniture. These companies worked at a variety of scales and price points, and incorporated various levels of mechanization. Conclusions are drawn from the visual deconstruction of furniture pieces, illustrations and account books.

Contemporary furniture historians have moved beyond attributing significance to nineteenth century furniture primarily based on maker and style, to a more multi-disciplinary approach that considers consumer demands, business structure, construction, function, costs, and technology. The historiography of economic theories related to craft production is explored and interrogated within the context of emerging modern production methods that meld the scale and volume of craft production with the business practices of factory production. 

