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Industrialization brought, among other things, the factory system: big
machines in large buildings where thousands of workers did special-
ized tasks under strict supervision. The factory system vastly increased
America’s output of such products as glass, machinery, newspapers,
soap, cigarettes, beef, and beer. Factories thus provided innumerable
new goods and millions of new jobs for Americans. But factories also
reduced workers’ control over their place of work, made the condi-
tions of labor more dangerous, and played no small part in destroying
the dignity of that labor. The first part of the following excerpt from
Upton Sinclair’s novel The Jungle offers a glimpse into the factory sys-
tem as it operated in a Chicago meatpacking plant around 1905.

Industrialization produced not only big factories but also big cities,
particularly in the Northeast and Midwest. Sinclair therefore took pains
to show the role of industry and new production techniques in creating
urban transportation and other services. The second part of the excerpt
suggests a few of the links between industrial growth and Chicago’s
leaders—the so-called gray wolves who controlled the city’s govern-
ment and businesses. Here again, Sinclair indicates the high toll in
human life exacted by unrestrained development.

The Jungle caused a sensation when it was first published. The pages
describing conditions in Chicago’s meatpacking plants aroused horror,
disgust, and fury, and sales of meat dropped precipitously. “I aimed at
the public’s heart,” said Sinclair ruefully, “and hit it in the stomach.”
President Theodore Roosevelt ordered a congressional investigation of
meatpacking plants in the nation, and Congress subsequently passed
the Meat Inspection Act. But Sinclair, a socialist, did not seek to inspire
reform legislation. He was concerned mainly with dramatizing the
misery of workers under the capitalist mode of production and with
winning recruits to socialism.

Upton Sinclair was born in Baltimore, Maryland, in 1878. After at-
tending college in New York City, he began to write essays and fiction,
experiencing his first real success with the publication of The Jungle in
1906. Dozens of novels on similar subjects—the coal and oil indus-
tries, newspapers, the liquor business, the persecution of radicals, the
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threat of dictatorship—poured from his pen in the following years,
though none had the immediate impact of The Jungle. Sinclair’s style,
with its emphasis on the details of everyday life, resembles the realism
of other writers of the time. But he also wrote as a “muckraker” (as
Theodore Roosevelt called journalists who wrote exposés), trying to
alert readers to the deceit and corruption then prevalent in American
life. Unlike most muckrakers, however, Sinclair was politically active,
running in California in the 1920s as a socialist candidate for the U.S.
Congress. In 1934 he won the Democratic nomination for governor
with the slogan “End Poverty in California”(EPIC), but he lost the elec-
tion. During World War Il he was a warm supporter of President
Franklin D. Roosevelt and wrote novels about the war, one of which
won a Pulitzer Prize. Not long before Sinclair’s death in 1968 in Bound
Brook, New Jersey, President Lyndon Johnson invited him to the White
House to be present at the signing of the Wholesome Meat Act.

Questions to Consider. The Jungle has been regarded as propaganda,
not literature, and has been placed second only to Harriet Beecher
Stowe’s Uncle Tom’ Cabin in its effectiveness as a propagandistic
novel. Why do you think the novel caused demands for reform rather
than converts to socialism? What seems more shocking in the passages
from the novel reprinted below, the life of immigrant workers in
Chicago in the early twentieth century or the filthy conditions under
which meat was prepared for America’s dining tables? What did
Sinclair reveal about the organization of the work force in Chicago’s
meatpacking plants? Sinclair centered his story on a Lithuanian worker
named Jurgis Rudkus and his wife, Ona. In what ways did he make
Jurgis’s plight seem typical of urban workers of his time? Why did Jurgis
deny that he had ever worked in Chicago before? What did Sinclair re-
veal about the attitude of employers toward labor unions at that time?
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There was another interesting set of statistics that a person might have gath-
ered in Packingtown—those of the various afflictions of the workers. When
Jurgis had first inspected the packing plants with Szedvilas, he had marveled
while he listened to the tale of all the things that were made out of the carcasses
of animals and of all the lesser industries that were maintained there; now he

Upton Sinclair, The Jungle (Doubleday, Page and Co., New York, 1906), 116-117, 265-269.
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A meatpacking house. Trimmers wielding razor-sharp knives in a Chicago packing
house in 1892, more than a decade before the publication of The jungle. (Chicago His-
torical Society)

found that each one of these lesser industries was a separate little inferno, in
its way as horrible as the killing-beds, the source and fountain of them all.
The workers in each of them had their own peculiar diseases. And the wan-
dering visitor might be skeptical about all the swindles, but he could not be
skeptical about these, for the worker bore the evidence of them about on his
own person—generally he had only to hold out his hand.

There were the men in the pickle rooms, for instance, where old Antanas
had gotten his death; scarce a one of these had not some spot of horror on his
person. Let a man so much as scrape his finger pushing a truck in the pickle
rooms, and he might have a sore that would put him out of the world; all the
joints in his fingers might be eaten by the acid, one by one. Of the butchers
and floormen, the beef boners and trimmers, and all those who used knives,
you could scarcely find a person who had the use of his thumb; time and
time again the base of it had been slashed, till it was a mere lump of flesh
against which the man pressed the knife to hold it. The hands of these men
would be criss-crossed with cuts, until you could no longer pretend to count
them or to trace them. They would have no nails—they had worn them off
pulling hides; their knuckles were swollen so that their fingers spread out
like a fan. There were men who worked in the cooking rooms, in the midst
of steam and sickening odors, by artificial light; in these rooms the germs of
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tuberculosis might live for two years, but the supply was renewed every
hour. There were the beef luggers, who carried two-hundred-pound quarters
into the refrigerator cars, a fearful kind of work, that began at four o’clock in
the morning, and that wore out the most powerful man in a few years. There
were those who worked in the chilling rooms, and whose special disease was
rheumatism; the time limit that a man could work in the chilling rooms was
said to be five years. There were the wool pluckers, whose hands went to
pieces even sooner than the hands of the pickle men; for the pelts of the sheep
had to be painted with acid to loosen the wool, and then the pluckers had to
pull out this wool with their bare hands, till the acid had eaten their fingers
off. There were those who made the tins for the canned meat, and their
hands, too, were a maze of cuts, and each cut represented a chance for blood
poisoning. Some worked at the stamping machines, and it was very seldom
that one could work long there at the pace that was set, and not give out and
forget himself, and have a part of his hand chopped off. There were the
“hoisters,” as they were called, whose task it was to press the lever which
lifted the dead cattle off the floor. They ran along upon a rafter, peering down
through the damp and the steam, and as old Durham’s architects had not
built the killing room for the convenience of the hoisters, at every few feet
they would have to stoop under a beam, say four feet above the one they ran
on, which got them into the habit of stooping, so that in a few years they
would be walking like chimpanzees. Worst of any, however, were the fertil-
izer men, and those who served in the cooking rooms. These people could
not be shown to the visitor—for the odor of a fertilizer man would scare any
ordinary visitor at a hundred yards, and as for the other men, who worked in
tank rooms full of steam and in some of which there were open vats near the
level of the floor, their peculiar trouble was that they fell into the vats; and
when they were fished out, there was never enough of them left to be worth
exhibiting—sometimes they would be overlooked for days, till all but the
bones of them had gone out to the world as Durham'’s Pure Leaf Lard! . . .

Early in the fall Jurgis set out for Chicago again. All the joy went out of
tramping as soon as a man could not keep warm in the hay; and, like many
thousands of others, he deluded himself with the hope that by coming early
he could avoid the rush. He brought fifteen dollars with him, hidden away in
one of his shoes, a sum which had been saved from the saloon keepers, not
so much by his conscience, as by the fear which filled him at the thought of
being out of work in the city in the wintertime.

He traveled upon the railroad with several other men, hiding in freight
cars at night, and liable to be thrown off at any time, regardless of the speed
of the train. When he reached the city he left the rest, for he had money and
they did not, and he meant to save himself in this fight. He would bring to it
all the skill that practice had brought him, and he would stand, whoever fell.
On fair nights he would sleep in the park or on a truck or an empty barrel or
box, and when it was rainy or cold he would stow himself upon a shelf in a
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ten-cent lodging-house, or pay three cents for the privileges of a “squatter” in
a tenement hallway. He would eat at free lunches, five cents a meal, and
never a cent more—so he might keep alive for two months and more, and in
that time he would surely find a job. He would have to bid farewell to his
summer cleanliness, of course, for he would come out of the first night’s
lodging with his clothes alive with vermin. There was no place in the city
where he could wash even his face, unless he went down to the lake front—
and there it would soon be all ice.

First he went to the steel mill and the harvester works, and found that his
places there had been filled long ago. He was careful to keep away from the
stockyards—he was a single man now, he told himself, and he meant to stay
one, to have his wages for his own when he got a job. He began the long,
weary round of factories and warehouses, tramping all day, from one end of
the city to the other, finding everywhere from ten to a hundred men ahead of
him. He watched the newspapers, too—but no longer was he to be taken in
by the smooth-spoken agents. He had been told of all those tricks while “on
the road.”

In the end it was through a newspaper that he got a job, after nearly a
month of seeking. It was a call for a hundred laborers, and though he thought
it was a “fake,” he went because the place was near by. He found a line of
men a block long, but as a wagon chanced to come out of an alley and break
the line, he saw his chance and sprang to seize a place. Men threatened him
and tried to throw him out, but he cursed and made a disturbance to attract
a policeman, upon which they subsided, knowing that if the latter interfered
it would be to “fire” them all.

An hour or two later he entered a room and confronted a big Irishman
behind a desk.

“Ever worked in Chicago before?” the man inquired; and whether it was
a good angel that put it into Jurgis’s mind, or an intuition of his sharpened
wits, he was moved to answer, “no, sir.”

“Where do you come from?”

“Kansas City, sir.”

“Any references?”

“No sir. I'm just an unskilled man, I've got good arms.”

“I'want men for hard work—it’s all underground, digging tunnels for tele-
phones. Maybe it won't suit you.”

“I'm willing, sir—anything for me. What's the pay?”

“Fifteen cents an hour.”

“I'm willing, sir.”

“All right; go back there and give your name.”

So within half an hour he was at work, far underneath the streets of the
city. The tunnel was a peculiar one for telephone wires; it was about eight feet
high, and with a level floor nearly as wide. It had innumerable branches—
a perfect spider-web beneath the city; Jurgis walked over half a mile with
his gang to the place where they were to work. Stranger yet, the tunnel
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was lighted by electricity, and upon it was laid a double-tracked, narrow
gauge railroad!

But Jurgis was not there to ask questions, and he did not give the matter a
thought. It was nearly a year afterward that he finally learned the meaning of
this whole affair. The City Council had passed a quiet and innocent little bill
allowing a company to construct telephone conduits under the city streets;
and upon the strength of this, a great corporation had proceeded to tunnel all
Chicago with a system of railway freight subways. In the city there was a
combination of employers, representing hundreds of millions of capital, and
formed for the purpose of crushing the labor unions. The chief union which
troubled it was the teamsters’; and when these freight tunnels were com-
pleted, connecting all the big factories and stores with the railroad depots,
they would have the teamsters’ union by the throat. Now and then there
were rumors and murmurs in the Board of Aldermen, and once there was a
committee to investigate—but each time another small fortune was paid
over, and the rumors died away; until at last the city woke up with a start to
find the work completed. There was a tremendous scandal, of course; it was
found that the city records had been falsified and other crimes committed,
and some of Chicago’s big capitalists got into jail—figuratively speaking.
The aldermen declared that they had had no idea of it all, in spite of the fact
that the main entrance to the work had been in the rear of the saloon of one
of them. . ..

In a work thus carried out, not much thought was given to the welfare of
the laborers. On an average, the tunneling cost a life a day and several man-
glings; it was seldom, however, that more than a dozen or two men heard of
any one accident. The work was all done by the new boring-machinery, with
as little blasting as possible; but there would be falling rocks and crushed
supports and premature explosions—and in addition all the dangers of rail-
roading. So it was that one night, as Jurgis was on his way out with his gang,
an engine and a loaded car dashed round one of the innumerable right-angle
branches and struck him upon the shoulder, hurling him against the concrete
wall and knocking him senseless.

When he opened his eyes again it was to the clanging of the bell of an am-
bulance. He was lying in it, covered by a blanket, and it was heading its way
slowly through the holiday-shopping crowds. They took him to the county
hospital, where a young surgeon set his arm, then he was washed and laid
upon a bed in a ward with a score or two more of maimed and mangled men.
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