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OVERVIEW
Upton Sinclair’s graphic 1906 novel The Jungle was an enormously influential exposé of the
desperately poor lives of the workers and the unsanitary conditions of the meatpacking
industry in the stockyards of Chicago. The outcry resulting from the publication of the book
led to passage of the Pure Food and Drug Act and the Meat Inspection Act. Excerpts from
The Jungle follow.
GUIDED READING As you read, consider the following questions:
• Why were unsanitary practices taking place in the factory?
• What was the job of the government inspector in the factory? How was this job
handled?

E

NTERING ONE OF THE DURHAM BUILDINGS, they found a number of
other visitors waiting; and before long there came a guide to escort them
through the place. They make a great feature of showing strangers through the
packing plants, for it is a good advertisement. . . .
They climbed a long series of stairways outside of the building to the top
of its five or six stories. Here were the chute, with its river of hogs, all patiently
toiling upward; there was a place for them to rest to cool off, and then through
another passageway they went into a room from which there is no returning
for hogs.
It was a long, narrow room, with a gallery along it for visitors. At the head
there was a great iron wheel, about twenty feet in circumference, with rings
here and there along its edge. Upon both sides of this wheel there was a
narrow space, into which came the hogs at the end of their journey; . . . the
wheel . . . began slowly to revolve, and then the men upon each side of it
sprang to work. They had chains which they fastened about the leg of the
nearest hog, and the other end of the chain they hooked into one of the rings
upon the wheel. So, as the wheel turned, a hog was suddenly jerked off his feet
and borne aloft.
At the same instant the ear was assailed by a most terrifying shriek; the
visitors started in alarm, the women turned pale and shrank back. The shriek
was followed by another, louder and yet more agonizing—for once started
upon that journey, the hog never came back; at the top of the wheel he was
shunted off upon a trolley and went sailing down the room. And meantime
another was swung up, and then another, and another, until there was a
double line of them, each dangling by a foot and kicking in frenzy—and
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squealing. The uproar was appalling, perilous to the eardrums. . . . There were
high squeals and low squeals, grunts, and wails of agony; there would come a
momentary lull, and then a fresh outburst, louder than ever, surging up to a
deafening climax. . . .
Meantime, heedless of all these things, the men upon the floor were going
about their work. Neither squeals of hogs nor tears of visitors made any
difference to them; one by one they hooked up the hogs, and one by one with
a swift stroke they slit their throats. There was a long line of hogs, with squeals
and lifeblood ebbing away together; until at last each started again and
vanished with a splash into a huge vat of boiling water.
It was all so very businesslike that one watched it fascinated. It was porkmaking by machinery, pork-making by applied mathematics. And yet
somehow the most matter-of-fact person could not help thinking of the hogs;
they were so innocent, they came so very trustingly; and they were so very
human in their protests—and so perfectly within their rights! They had done
nothing to deserve it; and it was adding insult to injury, as the thing was done
here, swinging them up in this cold-blooded, impersonal way, without a
pretense at apology, without the homage of a tear. Now and then a visitor
wept, to be sure; but this slaughtering machine ran on, visitors or no visitors.
It was like some horrible crime committed in a dungeon, all unseen and
unheeded, buried out of sight and of memory. . . .
. . . At the end of this hog's progress every inch of the carcass had been
gone over several times; and then it was rolled into the chilling room, where it
stayed for twenty-four hours, and where a stranger might lose himself in a
forest of freezing hogs.
Before the carcass was admitted here, however, it had to pass a government
inspector, who sat in the doorway and felt of the glands in the neck for
tuberculosis. This government inspector did not have the manner of a man
who was worked to death; he was apparently not haunted by a fear that the
hog might get by him before he had finished his testing. If you were a sociable
person, he was quite willing to enter into conversation with you and to explain
to you the deadly nature of the ptomaines which are found in tubercular pork;
and while he was talking with you you could hardly be so ungrateful as to
notice that a dozen carcasses were passing him untouched. This inspector wore
a blue uniform with brass buttons, and he gave an atmosphere of authority to
the scene, and, as it were, put the stamp of official approval upon the things
which were done in Durham's. . . .
The visitors were taken there and shown them, all neatly hung in rows,
labeled conspicuously with the tags of the government inspectors—and some,
which had been killed by a special process, marked with the sign of the
"Kosher" rabbi, certifying that it was fit for sale to the Orthodox. And then
the visitors were taken to the other parts of the building to see what became of
each particle of the waste material that had vanished through the floor; and to
the pickling rooms, and the salting rooms, the canning rooms, and the
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packing rooms, where choice meat was prepared for shipping in refrigerator
cars, destined to be eaten in all the four corners of civilization. Afterward they
went outside, wandering about among the mazes of buildings in which was
done the work auxiliary to this great industry.
There was scarcely a thing needed in the business that Durham and
Company did not make for themselves. There was a great steam-power plant
and an electricity plant. There was a barrel factory, and a boiler-repair shop.
There was a building to which the grease was piped and made into soap and
lard; and then there was a factory for making lard cans, and another for
making soap boxes. There was a building in which the bristles were cleaned
and dried for the making of hair cushions and such things; there was a
building where the skins were dried and tanned; there was another where
heads and feet were made into glue, and another where bones were made into
fertilizer. No tiniest particle of organic matter was wasted in Durham’s.
Out of the horns of the cattle they made combs, buttons, hairpins, and
imitation ivory; out of the shinbones and other big bones they cut knife and
toothbrush handles, and mouthpieces for pipes; out of the hoofs they cut
hairpins and buttons before they made the rest into glue. From such things as
feet, knuckles, hide clippings, and sinews came such strange and unlikely
products as gelatin, isinglass, and phosphorus, bone-black, shoe-blacking, and
bone-oil. They had curled-hair works for the cattle tails, and a "wool pullery"
for the sheepskins; they made pepsin from the stomachs of the pigs, and
albumen from the blood, and violin strings from the ill-smelling entrails.
When there was nothing else to be done with a thing, they first put it into a
tank and got out of it all the tallow and grease, and then they made it into
fertilizer.
All these industries were gathered into buildings nearby, connected by
galleries and railroads with the main establishment; and it was estimated that
they had handled nearly a quarter of a billion of animals since the founding of
the plant by the elder Durham a generation and more ago. If you counted
with it the other big plants. . . it was . . . the greatest aggregation of labor and
capital ever gathered in one place. It employed 30,000 men; it supported
directly 250,000 people in its neighborhood, and indirectly it supported
500,000. It sent its products to every country in the civilized world, and it
furnished the food for no less than 30 million people! . . .
"Bubbly Creek" is an arm of the Chicago River and forms the southern
boundary of the yards; all the drainage of the square mile of packing houses
empties into it, so that it is really a great open sewer a hundred or two feet
wide. One long arm of it is blind, and the filth stays there forever and a day.
The grease and chemicals that are poured into it undergo all sorts of strange
transformations, which are the cause of its name; it is constantly in motion, as
if huge fish were feeding in it, or great leviathans were disporting themselves in
its depths. Bubbles of carbonic acid gas will rise to the surface and burst, and
make rings two or three feet wide.
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Here and there the grease and filth have caked solid, and the creek looks
like a bed of lava; chickens walk about on it, feeding, and many times an
unwary stranger has started to stroll across and vanished temporarily. The
packers used to leave the creek that way, till every now and then the surface
would catch on fire and burn furiously, and the Fire Department would have
to come and put it out. Once, however, an ingenious stranger came and
started to gather this filth in scows, to make lard out of; then the packers took
the cue, and got out an injunction to stop him, and afterwards gathered it
themselves. The banks of "Bubbly Creek" are plastered thick with hairs, and
this also the packers gather and clean.
And there were things ever stranger than this, according to the gossip of
the men. The packers had secret mains, through which they stole billions of
gallons of the city's water. The newspapers had been full of this scandal—and
once there had been an investigation and an actual uncovering of the pipes;
but nobody had been punished, and the thing went right on.
And then there was the condemned-meat industry, with its endless horrors.
The people of Chicago saw the government inspectors in Packingtown, and
they all took that to mean that they were protected from diseased meat; they
did not understand that these 163 inspectors had been appointed at the
request of the packers, and that they were paid by the United States
government to certify that all the diseased meat was kept in the state. They
had no authority beyond that; for the inspection of meat to be sold in the city
and state the whole force in Packingtown consisted of three henchmen of the
local political machine! . . .
It was only when the whole ham was spoiled that it came into the
department of Elzbieta [one of the workers]. Cut up by the two-thousandrevolutions-a-minute flyers, and mixed with half a ton of other meat, no odor
that ever was in a ham could make any difference. There was never the least
attention paid to what was cut up for sausage; there would come all the way
back from Europe old sausage that had been rejected, and that was moldy and
white—it would be dosed with borax and glycerine, and dumped into the
hoppers, and made over again for home consumption. There would be meat
that had tumbled out on the floor, in the dirt and sawdust, where the workers
had tramped and spit uncounted billions of consumption germs. There would
be meat stored in great piles in rooms; and the water from leaky roofs would
drip over it, and thousands of rats would race about on it.
It was too dark in these storage places to see well, but a man could run his
hand over these piles of meat and sweep off handfuls of the dried dung of rats.
These rats were nuisances, and the packers would put poisoned bread out for
them; they would die, and then rats, bread, and meat would go into the
hoppers together. This is no fairy story and no joke; the meat would be
shoveled into carts, and the man who did the shoveling would not trouble to
lift out a rat even when he saw one—there were things that went into the
sausage in comparison with which a poisoned rat was a tidbit.
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There was no place for the men to wash their hands before they ate their
dinner, and so they made a practice of washing them in the water that was to
be ladled into the sausage. There were the butt ends of smoked meat, and the
scraps of corned beef, and all the odds and ends of the waste of the plants that
would be dumped into old barrels in the cellar and left there.
Under the system of rigid economy which the packers enforced, there were
some jobs that it only paid to do once in a long time, and among these was the
cleaning out of the waste barrels. Every spring they did it; and in the barrels
would be dirt and rust and old nails and stale water—and cartload after
cartload of it would be taken up and dumped into the hoppers with fresh meat
and sent out to the public's breakfast. Some of it they would make into
"smoked" sausage—but as the smoking took time, and was therefore
expensive, they would call upon their chemistry department and preserve it
with borax and color it with gelatine to make it brown. All of their sausage
came out of the same bowl, but when they came to wrap it, they would stamp
some of it "special," and for this they would charge two cents more a pound.
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