Working Conditions in an Industrial Meat Packing Plant, 1906
Excerpts from The Jungle by Upton Sinclair 1906

The quality of the meat . . .
No one ever paid attention 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 machines, 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 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 (poop) of rats. These rats were pests, and the packers would put poisoned bread out for them; they would die, and then rats, bread, and meat would go into the machines together. This is no fairy story and no joke; the meat would he shov​eled 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. 

The working Conditions  . . . 

The new workers [mostly Lithuanian and Polish immigrants] came by the thousands.  All day long the gates of the meatpacking houses were overwhelmed and surrounded by starving and poor men and women; they came every morning, fighting with each other for a chance at life . . . 

In the factories, 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; all the joints in his fingers might be eaten by the acid, one by one. Of the butchers and floorsmen, 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 thumb 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 tuberculosis might live for two years, but the supply was renewed every hour. . .

Worst of any, however, were the fer​tilizer 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 ex​hibiting,—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!

Working Conditions in an Industrial Meat Packing Plant, 2002
Excerpts from Fast Food Nation by Eric Schlosser 2002
The quality of the meat . . . 

American meat production is very centralized: thirteen large packinghouses now slaughter most of the beef consumed in the US.  This has proved to be an extremely efficient system for providing massive amounts of uniform beef, but also for spreading disease through contaminated meat.  Though there are many types of bacteria that have been found in meat, E. coli 0157:H7 is one of the dangerous bacteria.  Meat can be contaminated if it comes in contact with an infected animal’s stomach contents or manure during slaughter.  In 1997, there was an outbreak of meat contaminated with E. coli 0157:H7 in Jack in the Box’s hamburgers.  Many people got sick because the meat was not properly cooked and some died, forcing Jack in the Box to recall the rest of the contaminated hamburger meat.  In the 8 years since the Jack in the Box outbreak, approximately half a million Americans, the majority of them children, have been made ill by E. coli, some hospitalized and some have died.  
Working conditions in the slaughterhouses . . . 

Meatpacking is now the most dangerous job in the United States.  The injury rate in a slaughterhouse is about three times higher than the rate in a typical American Factory.  Every year about one out of three meatpacking workers in this country – roughly 43,000 men and women – suffer an injury or a work-related illness that requires medical attention beyond first aid.  There is strong evidence that these numbers understate the number of meatpacking injuries that occur.  Thousands likely go unrecorded. 
Stab wounds are the most common injuries suffered by meatpackers, who often stab themselves or stab someone working nearby.  Tendinitis and cumulative trauma disorders are also quite common.  Meatpacking workers routinely develop back problems, shoulder problems, carpal tunnel syndrome, and “trigger finger.”
Some of the most dangerous jobs in meatpacking today are performed by the late-night cleaning crews.  A large proportion of these workers are undocumented immigrants.  Most are young men and women from Latin America.  Their hourly wages are about one-third lower than those of regular employee.  The men and women who now clean the nation’s slaughterhouses may arguably have the worst job in the United States.  The sanitation crew arrives at night to clean up after more than 4,000 cattle have been slaughtered there that day.  They use a high pressure hose that shoots water and chlorine heated to 180 degrees.  The plant fills with a thick fog and you can’t see more than 5 feet.  Workers climb on conveyer belts, get under tables and climb into the bloody muck, cleaning out grease, fat, manure, leftover scraps of meat.  Glasses and safety goggles fog up. The insides of the plant gets hotter than 100 degrees.  Since workers can’t see or hear each other they routinely spray each other with burning hot, chemical water.  They are sickened by the fumes.  The smell is so strong it doesn’t wash off.  
Discussion Questions for Meat Packing Industry Readings
Respond with 4 sentences for each question. 

1. Imagine you are telling your family what you are learning in this classroom.  Make a drawing of work in meat packing factories during the Industrial Revolution (review the Sinclair reading).  

2. Upton Sinclair titled his book on the meat packing industry The Jungle.  What do you think he was trying to say with that title about the meat packing industry and the work people had to do in meat factories in the early 1900s? (3 sentences)
3. Do you think meat factory owners make people work in these conditions because the owners are evil?  Why do you think they made people work in these terrible conditions (hint, mention capitalism)? (3 sentences)

4. Look at the dates of each article.  How have the working conditions changed and remained the same in the meat packing industry?   Is work in meat factories today similar to 100 years ago?  Make a Double Bubble Map of the two articles. 

