Study Questions for The Jungle

1. What meaning does Sinclair intend to convey with his title, The Jungle? 
Why do you think this realist novel about immigrant life in turn-of-the-century Chicago was such a sensation, and such a major influence on the social conscience of American progressives? 

2. Who was Jurgis Rudkus? What did he “represent?” Why did he leave his homeland and bring his family to the United States, and to Chicago? What sort of life did they expect to find? 

3. What view does Sinclair give us of early twentieth century capitalism? What was working in the packing industry like for Jurgis and his fellow casual laborers? Describe the work process there. What goals were the managers pursuing? How did the big meat packing firms treat workers?


4. What special problems did women, children, and the elderly face in the stockyards neighborhood? on the job? Describe conditions of housing, sanitation, and streets near the stockyards. What happened to little Antanas? to Stanislaus? to Ona’s second pregnancy? How did these family tragedies affect Jurgis? Do you think he understood Ona’s feelings and concerns?

5. Did the big meat packers and Chicago city officials show any concern for the welfare of workers and their families? How did Sinclair treat the role of the packers? city government? social organizations such as settlement houses? neighborhood saloons? local and national politics, e. g., the Scully machine? 

6. In this story, what could the workers do to better their conditions? What role did labor unions, strikes, and labor politics play? What factors limited the success of their organizing efforts? Do you think Sinclair underestimates the resourcefulness of the workers? cooperation between them, and their access to power?

7. How well did Jurgis cope with the misfortunes faced by his family? What jobs did he try besides meat work? What did his contact with Chicago wealth teach him? Did he bring some of his troubles on himself? What was Sinclair trying to show there? Do you feel sorry for Jurgis? 

8. How do you feel about Sinclair’s conclusion? Why did the socialist message and organization have such a powerful appeal for Jurgis? Do you think Jurgis eventually found salvation? What lesson did Sinclair hope to convey? Do you think he expected much help from progressive reformers?

9. What does this book say about citizenship?  Why do you think it was one of the most influential books in U.S. social thought ever?

