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Process Paper 

I discovered the topic of Upton Sinclair’s The Jungle while reading through a novel that 

addressed environmental issues in the 20th century. Upon reading an introduction of the general 

topic, I wondered how one novel could have such an immense impact on legislation and the 

health of consumers. Considering this inquiry, I researched and developed a thesis; One of the 

first exposés that directly addressed the wrongs of a large corporation, Upton Sinclair’s novel, 

The Jungle, paved the way for legislational change in the meat production industry, affecting the 

modern health and labor laws of today. 

In order to achieve a general understanding of the topic, my research began through a 

search of secondary sources. Through this research, I narrowed down the focus of my topic and 

developed my thesis. Once I had collected an adequate amount of secondary sources, I 

researched further by exploring the National Archives and Library of Congress for primary 

sources that would deepen my understanding of the topic past an initial search. Through these 

archives, I found a wide variety of exchanged letters, newspaper clippings, and images that 

directly supported my thesis and research points. These primary sources were key in developing 

a thesis about how influential Sinclair’s novel was in society. During my period of research I 

also visited a local library and read sections of The Jungle in order to further understand the 

topic. From this, I took note of pages that would give context to and deepen the viewer’s 

understanding of the novel itself. 
 

After much thought and consideration, I concluded that an exhibit would be the most 

effective way to show the information I found. Through my research, I found a variety of 

primary sources such as letters that had connected to each other in a chronological order. 

 



 

Because of this, I had decided that it would best show the exchangement of letters through a 

physical representation in an exhibit. Along with this, I concluded that splitting the various 

aspects of my topic into sections within an exhibit would be the most effective way to display 

my research, as the organization of the information is easy for a viewer to follow. The press was 

very active in this period of time, therefore there were many political cartoons and images from 

newspapers available in the archives. I concluded that an exhibit would be the most effective 

way to display these sources because it allows the viewer to relate more personally to the 

information. 
 

The Jungle was major in its recognition for breaking barriers in the 20th century. It was 

the first novel and text that directly addressed conditions within a corrupt industry without 

sugarcoating the details, a feat that was unheard of before this because of the societal standards 

of the time. By breaking this barrier, it had opened the eyes of the public and paved the way for 

new reforms, inspections, environmental protections, and modern working rights from the 

Agriculture Appropriations Act, not to mention the overall consumer health of today. 
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Thesis/Historical Argument

One of the first exposés that directly addressed the wrongs of a large corporation, Upton Sinclair’s novel, 

The Jungle, paved the way for legislational change in the meat production industry, affecting the modern health 

and labor laws of today.
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Public Reaction
“It is impossible to get a man to understand something if his 
livelihood depends on him not understanding.” - Upton 
Sinclair

Icp.org, Gorden Coster. (citation)

Study.com, Ivy Roberts. (citation)

“It is a great work of journalism. And whether or not his 
readers got the message he wanted them to get, they 
understood it the novel as a work of social realism: as 
describing actual conditions in the real world, not simply in a 
fictional one. Appearing first as a serial in a Socialist weekly, 
The Jungle became a bestseller once it was published in 
book form.” - Karen Olsson, journalist for Slate.
Many newspapers, especially ones that focused on society 
and socialism, were appalled by the horrific descriptions and 
conditions within the meat-packing industry, and began to 
follow Sinclair’s footsteps in muckraking of their own in order 
to further inform the public.

Photographs of public outrage in response to Sinclair’s novel, 
The Jungle, 1906.
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Making Headlines
Library of Congress, Appeal to Reason. (citation)

Library of Congress, J.O. Lith. (citation)

Library of Congress, Carl Hassman. (citation)

A newspaper clipping from Appeal to Reason and cartoons written in 1905 that 
comment on Sinclair’s novel.

Progressivism

Slate Magazine, Karen Olsson. (citation)

Instances of progressivism in the early 1900s.

“Sinclair got the American people up in arms that congress passed a bill within 
weeks to try and address some of the issues that people saw in The Jungle. This is one of 
many things that Progressives wanted to accomplish. Progressives believed that by having 
a safe environment and a good workplace that the problems in society could effectively be 
handled. Through the story told in The Jungle, Progressives were able to take a huge leap 
forward as government took a much larger role in businesses. 

This wasn't something that could be simply ignored and the public cried out 
because of this. This is what made The Jungle so important to the Progressive Era. Even 
some Progressives didn't want to believe that things were this bad, so they tried their 
hardest to ignore it. But The Jungle was able to convince even those who were not 
politically-minded that something needed to be done.” -Laura Foist, Educator.
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Intent vs. Perception

“I aimed at the public’s heart and by accident I hit it in the stomach.” - Upton 
Sinclair

Intent

“Sinclair’s purpose was to expose the inhumane treatment of the working class 
and to precipitate change in American industry.”- Susan Corley, Literary Educator.

“‘The Jungle,’ aroused such great indignation — about bad meat, not about 
mistreated workers, as Sinclair had intended — that it helped secure passage of 
the country's first Pure Food and Drug laws.” - The New York Times.

Perception

“Shocked by his lurid descriptions of what went on inside the factories, his 
readers were more worried about the possibility that there might be rats in their 
sausage than about the plight of the immigrant laborer.” - Karen Olsson, journalist 
for Slate.

“Despite Sinclair’s intention to reveal the plight of laborers at the meatpacking 
plants, his vivid descriptions of the cruelty to animals and unsanitary conditions 
there caused a great public outcry and ultimately changed the way people 
shopped for food.” - Constitutional Rights Foundation.
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The Jungle
A photograph of Upton Sinclair in 1905.
A page from The Jungle, describing conditions within Chicago Packingtown.
The cover to The Jungle, published in 1905.

Biography.com, Biography Editors. (citation)
L.W. Curry, Inc, Doubleday. (citation)

An Overview
In 1905, Sinclair published his novel, The Jungle, after conducting an 

exposé that heavily researched the conditions of the meat-packing industry, his 
focus on the largest meat-producer, Chicago Packingtown. Along with his 
portrayal of the exploitation of immigrant lives, the novel exposed the dark side 
of industry and the abhorrent conditions that the meat-packing industry was 
responsible for. He is infamous for his title as a “muckraker,” a journalist that 
exposes the wrongdoings of industries. The novel uses the fictional character of 
Jurgis Rudkus as a vehicle to show the graphic sights and harsh conditions 
within Chicago Packingtown.

Breaking Barriers
The Jungle was the first novel and text that directly addressed 

conditions within a corrupt industry such as Chicago Packingtown without hiding 
any details. Because Upton Sinclair was courageous enough to publish this 
book that targeted himself to the meat corporations, he affected the rights of 
today. It opened the eyes of the public and paved the way for new reforms, 
inspections, environmental protections, and modern working rights from the 
Agriculture Appropriations Act, not to mention the consumer health of today. 
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Then vs. Now

Library of Congress, Unknown. (citation)

Alamy, David Clynch. (citation)

Processing of meat in 1905 vs. processing in 2013.

Library of Congress, Unknown.     (citation)

Global Meat, Vladislav Vorotnikov.   (citation)

Containment of meat in 1894 vs. containment in 2016.

Library of Congress, H.C. White Co. (citation)

The Tab, Alexander Deeley.  (citation)

Separating meat in 1904 vs. separating in 2017.
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What did this Accomplish

1) Pushed Boundaries for Free Speech.
Upton Sinclair’s novel was a pivotal step towards progressivism 
in the early 1900s, pushing the boundaries of free speech and 
shaping the era of expository writing to what is today.

Museumca.org, Chris Kjobech. (citation)

2) Advanced Working Rights
Along with the improved general health of the public, the 
Agriculture Appropriations Act advanced the working conditions 
of laborers, benefiting today’s industrial society.

Washington Workers’ Advisor, Kit Case. (citation)

3) Improvement of Consumer Health
Sinclair shed a light on the outrageous conditions that common 
meat was processed in, leading to the improved health of 
consumers from the Meat Inspection Act.

Premier Foods Group, Framework Studios. (citation)



Picture of Right Panel of Exhibit



Picture & Text on Right Panel 1 of 3

Call to Action

“...let him go to Packingtown as I did, as a working-man; live with 
the men, get a job in the yards, and use his eyes and ears; and 
see if he does not come out at the end of a few weeks 
feeling...that the conditions in the packing-houses constitute a 
‘menace to the health of the civilized world.” - Upton Sinclair, The 
Jungle

Upton Sinclair wrote this letter to Theodore Roosevelt 
regarding his recommendation to take legislative action in 
response to his book, The Jungle. He discussed his points of the 
importance of the meat-packing conflict, describing the disturbing 
conditions within the industry. He recommended that Roosevelt 
finds a trusted inside source to send to the Packingtown as 
further evidence of its cruelty, then after, to discuss legislation in 
the Department of Agriculture.

National Archives Catalog, Upton Sinclair. (citation)

Library of Congress, Pach Brothers. (citation)

A portrait of Theodore Roosevelt, composed in 1902.

Pages from a letter written by Upton Sinclair addressed to 
Theodore Roosevelt in March of 1906.

Link to document here

https://catalog.archives.gov/id/301981
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Theodore Roosevelt
“A law is needed which will enable the inspectors of the General 
Government to inspect and supervise from the hoof to the can the 
preparation of the meat food product.” - Theodore Roosevelt, Letter 1906

Theodore Roosevelt wrote a letter to legislation that appealed for 
an important law be passed, as well as an immediate investigation to be 
conducted. The law would allow government inspection in the meatpacking 
industry in order to protect the health of consumers. The inspection would 
include supervising the process and preparation to ensure the safety of the 
meat for consumers.

National Archives Catalog, Theodore Roosevelt. (citation)

Hulton Archive, Unknown. (citation)

A photo of Roosevelt composing a letter, 1903.

A page from a letter written by Theodore Roosevelt to the U.S House of 
Representatives in June of 1906.

Link to document here

https://catalog.archives.gov/id/595294/1/public?contributionType=tag
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Legislation

This document, passed in 1906, is from the 
Department of Agriculture, specifying appropriations 
and agricultural regulations. It’s an official document 
that institutes the requirement of inspection from 
government officials before packaging meat in the 
packing industry. It addresses the importance of 
correct labeling, requiring inspection for that 
component as well as the meat itself. Roosevelt, 
influenced by Sinclair, was key in the creation of this 
legislation.

Library of Congress. (citation)

Library of Congress, Unknown (citation)

Pages from official legislation, passed in 1906, from 
the Department of Agriculture.

A photograph of Roosevelt’s cabinet, 1909.

Link to document here

https://www.loc.gov/law/help/statutes-at-large/59th-congress/session-1/c59s1ch3913.pdf

