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      Context

      
      Upton Sinclair was born on
         September 20, 1878, in Baltimore, Maryland.
         His family had once belonged to the southern aristocracy but, at
         Sinclair’s birth, the family hovered near poverty. Sinclair graduated
         from high school early and enrolled in the City College of New York at
         the age of fourteen. When he was fifteen, he began writing
         to support himself and help pay his college expenses. During his
         college years, Sinclair encountered socialist philosophy, the influence
         of which is evident in his writing throughout his life, and became
         an avid supporter of the Socialist Party. After he graduated from
         college, he enrolled in Columbia University as a graduate student
         in 1897.

      
      Sinclair published five novels between 1901 and 1906, but
         none of them generated much income. Late in 1904, the
         editors of the popular socialist newspaper Appeal to Reason sent
         Sinclair to Chicago to examine the lives of stockyard workers. He
         spent seven weeks in the city’s meatpacking plants, learning every
         detail about the work itself, the home lives of workers, and the
         structure of the business. The Jungle was born
         from this research and was first published in serial form in Appeal
            to Reason. The first few publishers whom Sinclair approached
         told him that his novel was too shocking, and he financed a first
         publication of the book himself. Eventually, however, Sinclair did
         find a willing commercial publisher, and in 1906, The
            Jungle was published in its entirety.
      

      
      With the instant success of The Jungle, Sinclair
         took his place in the ranks of the “muckrakers,” a term that Theodore
         Roosevelt coined in 1906 to refer to a group
         of journalists who devoted themselves to exposing the ills of industrialization. The
            Jungle raised a public outcry against the unhealthy standards
         in the meatpacking industry and provoked the passage of The Pure
         Food and Drug Act of 1906. No novel since
         Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin, first
         published in 1851, had made such a social
         impact. The novel’s success satisfied Sinclair’s financial concerns
         but not his political motivations for writing it. Sinclair had intended
         the novel to elicit sympathy for the working class and build support
         for the Socialist movement. His readership, however, was more moved
         by the threat of tainted beef than the plight of the worker. Sinclair
         tried to translate the success of The Jungle into
         large-scale social change by building a utopian colony in New Jersey
         with the profits from the novel, but the colony burned down four
         months after its inception.
      

      
      In 1911, Sinclair divorced his
         first wife and married Mary Craig Kimbrough, a writer. They moved
         to California, where Sinclair continued to write in support of socialism.
         During the Great Depression, Sinclair organized the End Poverty
         in California movement. In 1934, he ran as
         a democrat in an unsuccessful campaign to become California’s governor.
         During the 1940s, he returned to writing
         fiction. He enjoyed a revival in popularity and won a Pulitzer Prize
         for Dragon’s Teeth, a novel dealing with Nazism
         in Germany.
      

      
      Sinclair and his wife moved to a small town in Arizona
         in the 1950s. After Kimbrough died in 1961, Sinclair
         married again. His third wife died in 1967, and
         Sinclair died in 1968. Though he published
         more than eighty books after The Jungle, he is
         most remembered for this novel. In the aftermath of the Soviet Union,
         the Warsaw Pact, and the Berlin Wall, the novel’s idealistic glorification of
         socialism may seem naïve, but the novel remains an important social
         record of the psychology of American capitalism in the early twentieth
         century.
      

   
      Plot Overview

      
      Jurgis Rudkus and Ona Lukoszaite, a
         young man and woman who have recently immigrated to Chicago from Lithuania,
         hold their wedding feast at a bar in an area of Chicago known as
         Packingtown. The couple and several relatives have come to Chicago
         in search of a better life, but Packingtown, the center of Lithuanian
         immigration and of Chicago’s meatpacking industry, is a hard, dangerous,
         and filthy place where it is difficult to find a job. After the
         reception, Jurgis and Ona discover that they are more than a hundred
         dollars in debt to the saloonkeeper. In Lithuania, custom dictates
         that guests at a wedding-feast leave money to cover the cost, but
         in America, many of the impoverished immigrants depart from the feast
         without leaving any money. Jurgis, who has great faith in the American
         Dream, vows that he will simply work harder to make more money.
      

      
      Jurgis, who is young and energetic, quickly finds work,
         as do Marija Berczynskas, Ona’s cousin, and Jonas, the brother of
         Ona’s stepmother, Teta Elzbieta. The family signs an agreement to
         buy a house, but it turns out to be a swindle; the agreement is
         full of hidden costs, and the house is shoddy and poorly maintained.
         As the family’s living expenses increase, even Ona and young Stanislovas, one
         of Teta Elzbieta’s children, are forced to look for jobs. Jobs in Packingtown
         involve back-breaking labor, however, conducted in unsafe conditions
         with little regard for individual workers. Furthermore, the immigrant
         community is fraught with crime and corruption. Jurgis’s father,
         Dede Antanas, finds a job only after agreeing to pay another man
         a third of his wages for helping him obtain the job. But the job
         is too difficult for the old man, and it quickly kills him.
      

      
      Winter is the most dangerous season in Packingtown and
         even Jurgis, forced to work in an unheated slaughterhouse in which
         it is difficult to see, risks his life every day by simply going
         to work. Marija is courted by Tamoszius, a likable violinist, but
         the couple is never able to marry because they never have enough
         money to hold a wedding. Marija’s factory closes down and she loses
         her job. Distressed about the terrible conditions of his family
         members’ lives, Jurgis joins a union and slowly begins to understand
         the web of political corruption and bribery that makes Packingtown
         run. Hoping to improve his lot, Jurgis begins trying to learn English.
         Marija regains her job, but she is fired when she complains about
         being cheated out of some of her pay. Ona is now pregnant, and her
         job has become increasingly difficult for her. Her supervisor, Miss Henderson,
         oversees a prostitution ring, and most of the other girls at the
         factory are made to be prostitutes. Ona gives birth to a healthy boy,
         whom she and Jurgis name Antanas after Jurgis’s late father, but
         she is forced to return to work only seven days later.
      

      
      In Packingtown, any mishap can bring ruin upon a family.
         Jurgis sprains his ankle and is forced to spend nearly three months
         in bed, unable to work. Even though poor working conditions caused
         the accident, the factory simply cuts off Jurgis’s pay while he
         recuperates. Unable to tolerate the misery, Jonas abandons the family,
         disappearing without a word. Kristoforas, the youngest son of Teta Elzbieta,
         dies of food poisoning. Jurgis at last recovers and returns to work,
         but the factory refuses to give him his job back. After a long,
         frustrating search for employment, Jurgis is forced to take a job
         at the fertilizer plant, the foulest place in all of Packingtown.
         He begins to numb himself with alcohol.
      

      
      Ona is pregnant again. One night, she doesn’t return home
         from work, and Jurgis discovers that Phil Connor, her boss, kept
         her after work and forced her to sleep with him. Jurgis attacks
         Connor and is arrested. After an unfair trial, Jurgis is sentenced
         to a month in prison; the family will again be forced to scrape
         by without his wages. In prison, Jurgis befriends a criminal named
         Jack Duane. When he is released, Jurgis discovers that his family
         has been evicted from its home and is living at the run-down boardinghouse
         in which they first stayed when they arrived in Chicago. When he
         enters the boardinghouse, he finds Ona screaming; she is prematurely
         in labor, and the effort of giving birth kills her and the child.
         In agony, Jurgis disappears on a drinking binge.
      

      
      At last, Teta Elzbieta convinces Jurgis to think of his
         son, and he again begins searching for a job. Through the philanthropy
         of a wealthy woman who takes an interest in the family, Jurgis finds
         a good job at a steel mill. He dedicates himself to Antanas and
         feels renewed hope in life. But his hopes are shattered when Antanas drowns
         in the mud-logged street. In despair, Jurgis abandons his surviving
         family members and wanders the countryside as a tramp.
      

      
      In the winter, Jurgis returns to Chicago, where he finds
         a job digging freight tunnels. After injuring himself at work, he
         is forced to spend some time in the hospital. When he is released,
         he has no money and cannot find work, so he becomes a beggar. One
         night, a wealthy young man named Freddie Jones gives him a one-hundred-dollar
         bill, but when Jurgis asks a bartender to change it for him, the man
         cheats him, giving him ninety-five cents back. Jurgis attacks the man
         and is again sent to jail. In prison, he meets Jack Duane again. When
         the two men are released, Jurgis becomes Duane’s partner, and the
         two commit burglaries and muggings. Jurgis is eventually recruited
         to work for the corrupt political boss, Mike Scully. When a series
         of strikes hits Packingtown, Jurgis crosses the picket lines, undermining
         the efforts of the union but making a great deal of money as a scab.
      

      
      One day, Jurgis sees Phil Connor again and attacks him.
         He is again sent to prison and, because Connor is a crony of Mike
         Scully, Jurgis’s meager political connections do not help him. After
         being released, he is forced to live on charity. By this time, Jurgis
         has completely lost touch with his family. One day, however, he
         meets an old acquaintance who tells him how to find Marija. He learns
         that Marija has become a prostitute to help support Teta Elzbieta
         and the children. She is also addicted to morphine. Jurgis wants
         to see Teta Elzbieta again but not until he finds a good job.
      

      
      One night, his spirit all but crushed by privation and
         misery, Jurgis wanders into a socialist political rally, in which
         an orator delivers a speech that fills Jurgis with inspiration.
         Jurgis joins the socialist party and embraces its ideal that the
         workers—not a few wealthy capitalists—should own factories and plants.
         Jurgis finds a job as a porter at a socialist-run hotel and is reunited
         with Teta Elzbieta. He attends a socialist rally in which the speaker
         sums up Jurgis’s new beliefs: if more people convert to socialism,
         the speaker declares, then “Chicago will be ours!”
      

      
   
      Character List

      
      
         Jurgis Rudkus - A
            Lithuanian immigrant who comes to America with his wife, Ona. Jurgis
            is a strong, determined individual with a faith in the American
            Dream of self-betterment, but his health, family, and hopes are
            slowly destroyed by the miserable working and living conditions
            in Packingtown. Jurgis, who doesn’t elicit much more from the reader
            than pity, is an obvious instrument that Sinclair uses to express
            his vision of the exploitation of the worker by capitalism and his redemption
            by socialism.
         

      

      
      
         Ona Lukoszaite - Teta
            Elzbieta’s stepdaughter and Jurgis’s wife. A kind, lovely, and optimistic
            girl, Ona is ruined by the forces of capitalism that work against
            the family, particularly after she is raped by her boss, Phil Connor.
         

      

      
      
         Teta Elzbieta Lukoszaite - Ona’s stepmother and the mother of six others. A
            resilient, strong-willed old woman, Teta Elzbieta is one of the
            strongest and most important characters in The Jungle. Sinclair
            uses her to represent the redemptive power of family, home, and
            tradition.
         

      

      
      
         Marija Berczynskas - Ona’s cousin, who travels to America with the rest
            of the family because her employer in the old country is unkind
            to her. Marija is a large, strong woman, capable of standing up
            for herself; because she first tries to fight back against the corrupt
            bosses, she represents a spirit of defiance among the immigrants that
            is slowly crushed.
         

      

      
      
         Phil Connor - Ona’s
            boss, who sexually harasses her at the factory where she works.
            A bullying, depraved man, Connor represents the moral corruption
            of power in Chicago as well as the complicated relationship between
            politics, crime, and business. He has ties to all three and, thus, has
            the power to destroy Jurgis’s life.
         

      

      
      
         Dede Antanas Rudku - Jurgis’s father, who travels to America with the
            rest of the family. A proud man, Dede Antanas is prevented by his
            old age from obtaining a job through normal means. He has to resort
            to the humiliation of paying a man a third of his wages in return
            for a job, whose unsanitary and unsafe working conditions destroy
            his health.
         

      

      
      
         Antanas Rudkus - Ona
            and Jurgis’s son. Antanas is a strong, sturdy little boy, but he
            drowns in the mud in the street while Jurgis is at work. The death
            of Antanas signals the death of hope in Jurgis’s life.
         

      

      
      
         Grandmother Majauszkiene - The family’s Lithuanian neighbor when they move
            into their house. A concerned old woman, Grandmother Majauszkiene
            has lived in Packingtown for many years and has seen one generation
            after another of immigrants ground into ruin by the merciless labor
            practices of the factories. She became a socialist before she even
            came to America.
         

      

      
      
         Juozapas Lukoszaite - One of Teta Elzbieta’s two crippled children, injured
            when a wagon ran over one of his legs when he was a toddler. Juozapas
            unwittingly helps the family when he meets a rich lady while foraging
            for food in the local dump.
         

      

      
      
         Kotrina Lukoszaite - One of Teta Elzbieta’s children, who is forced to
            care for the children and do household chores. When Jurgis
            is sent to prison, Kotrina has to go to work selling newspapers
            on the streets with her able-bodied brothers.
         

      

      
      
         Stanislovas Lukoszaite - One of Teta Elzbieta’s children, a young boy of
            about fourteen. Stanislovas shirks his responsibilities as a wage
            earner because he is terrified of frostbite. Jurgis often has to
            beat him to make him go to work.
         

      

      
      
         Jonas - Teta
            Elzbieta’s brother, who first encourages the family to travel to
            America. After months of poverty in Packingtown, Jonas disappears,
            and the family never hears from him again. His absence deprives
            the family of a key wage earner and throws them into a greater financial
            crisis.
         

      

      
      
         Jack Duane  - A
            polished, charismatic criminal whom Jurgis meets during his first
            prison term. Jack later introduces Jurgis to Chicago’s criminal
            underworld, where money comes easily to Jurgis for the first time
            in America.
         

      

      
      
         Miss Henderson - The
            forelady in Ona’s factory. Cruel and bitter, Miss Henderson is the
            jilted mistress of one of the factory superintendents. She also
            runs a brothel and arranges to get jobs for some of the prostitutes
            who work for her. She hates Ona because Ona is a “decent married
            girl,” and she and her toadies try to make Ona as miserable as possible.
         

      

      
      
         Tommy Hinds - The
            proprietor of a small Chicago hotel and a well-known proponent of
            socialism. Jurgis obtains a job as Hinds’s porter not long after
            his conversion to socialism.
         

      

      
      
         Ostrinski - A
            Polish immigrant who speaks Lithuanian. After Jurgis hears a rousing
            speech at a socialist political meeting, Ostrinski is assigned the
            task of teaching Jurgis about socialism.
         

      

      
      
         Nicholas Schliemann - A spokesperson for socialism. Nicholas gives a long
            explanation of socialist philosophy to a magazine editor who has
            written against socialism in the past. He functions as a mouthpiece
            for Sinclair’s own political philosophy.
         

      

      
      
         Mike Scully - A
            corrupt, wealthy democrat in Chicago who owns the festering dump
            in which Juozapas and other children forage for food. Scully makes
            money off the housing scheme to which Jurgis’s family falls victim.
            He works at rigging elections, and Jurgis becomes one of his henchmen
            during his brief stint in the Chicago criminal underworld.
         

      

      
      
         Jokubas Szedvilas - The failing proprietor of a delicatessen in Packingtown
            who knows Jonas from the old country. A kind but troubled man, Jokubas
            represents the harsh reality of capitalism and reveals the naïveté
            of Jurgis’s dreams of success.
         

      

   
      Analysis of Major Characters

      
      
         Jurgis

         
         Throughout The Jungle, Sinclair’s characters
            are not so much well-rounded, believable characters as they are
            representative figures of the immigrant working class as a whole.
            The greatest evidence of Sinclair’s use of Jurgis to garner sympathy
            and admiration is that he doesn’t possess any true character flaw.
            When he acts immorally or selfishly, as when he goes out drinking
            after Ona’s death or abandons the family after Antanas’s death,
            we are always meant to understand that he does so out of the hurt
            and misery that his environment forces upon him. Jurgis’s characteristics
            are designed to make him appealing to the average American reader
            of 1906, and at the beginning of the novel,
            he has no unsympathetic traits. He is young, strong, optimistic,
            energetic, devoted to his family, and enthusiastic about his new
            country. He has a powerful belief in the American Dream—the idea
            that hard work will beget rewards. When Ona worries about the debt
            that their wedding feast will force them to assume, Jurgis earnestly
            promises, “I will work harder,” as though doing so will guarantee
            material success.
         

         
         As Jurgis’s idealism and naïveté are slowly ground into
            oblivion by the oppressive conditions of life in Packingtown, the
            pain causes Jurgis to act out of character for long periods of time.
            The values with which he first equips himself in his pursuit of
            happiness begin to seem irrelevant: he uses his earnings to drink
            heavily instead of saving, he abandons his family, and he turns
            to corruption and crime as a source of income. But at no point are
            we meant to judge Jurgis harshly or think that he is simply an immoral,
            uncaring person. On the contrary, we are supposed to bear in mind
            that he is the exact opposite sort of person. Jurgis
            presents an idealized portrait of the working poor; his degradation
            illustrates how capitalism fails the working class.
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