
Literature	  of	  the	  Muckrakers	  

Directions:	  Read	  through	  each	  document	  and	  for	  each	  one:	  

a. Write	  down	  the	  author,	  title,	  and	  date	  of	  the	  document.	  

b. List	  the	  problems	  that	  the	  author	  is	  exposing.	  

c. Where	  does	  the	  problem	  seem	  to	  be	  happening?	  In	  specific	  location,	  industry,	  or	  region?	  

d. How	  might	  this	  literature	  motivate	  people	  to	  make	  or	  call	  for	  reforms?	  Explain.	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

Excerpt	  from:	  The	  Octopus	  by	  Frank	  Norris	  (1901)	  
	  
“Fired!	  You!”	  exclaimed	  Presley,	  turning	  abruptly	  toward	  him.	  “That’s	  what	  I’m	  telling	  you,”	  returned	  Dyke	  grimly.	  

“You	  don’t	  mean	  it.	  Why,	  what	  for,	  Dyke?”	  

“Now,	  YOU	  tell	  me	  what	  for,”	  growled	  the	  other	  savagely.	  “Boy	  and	  man,	  I’ve	  worked	  for	  the	  P.	  and	  S.W.	  [rail	  company]	  over	  ten	  years,	  and	  
never	  one	  yelp	  of	  a	  complaint	  did	  I	  ever	  hear	  from	  them.	  They	  know	  damn	  well	  they’ve	  not	  got	  a	  steadier	  man	  on	  the	  road.	  And	  more	  than	  that,	  
more	  than	  that,	  I	  don’t	  belong	  to	  the	  Brotherhood.	  And	  when	  the	  strike	  came	  along,	  I	  stood	  by	  them—stood	  by	  the	  company.	  You	  know	  that.	  
And	  you	  know,	  and	  they	  know,	  that	  at	  Sacramento	  that	  time,	  I	  ran	  my	  train	  according	  to	  schedule,	  with	  a	  gun	  in	  each	  hand,	  never	  knowing	  
when	  I	  was	  going	  over	  a	  mined	  culvert	  [gutter],	  and	  there	  was	  talk	  of	  giving	  me	  a	  gold	  watch	  at	  the	  time.	  To	  hell	  with	  their	  gold	  watches!	  I	  want	  
ordinary	  justice	  and	  fair	  treatment.	  And	  now,	  when	  hard	  times	  come	  along,	  and	  they	  are	  cutting	  wages,	  what	  do	  they	  do?	  Do	  they	  make	  any	  
discrimination	  [favoritism]	  in	  my	  case?	  Do	  they	  remember	  the	  man	  that	  stood	  by	  them	  and	  risked	  his	  life	  in	  their	  service?	  No.	  They	  cut	  my	  pay	  
down	  just	  as	  off-‐hand	  as	  they	  do	  the	  pay	  of	  any	  dirty	  little	  wider	  in	  the	  yard.	  Cut	  me	  along	  with	  –listen	  to	  this—cut	  me	  along	  with	  men	  that	  they	  
had	  black-‐listed;	  strikers	  that	  they	  took	  back	  because	  they	  were	  short	  of	  hands.”	  He	  drew	  fiercely	  on	  his	  pipe.	  “I	  went	  to	  them,	  yes,	  I	  did;	  I	  went	  
to	  the	  General	  Office,	  and	  ate	  dirt.	  I	  told	  them	  I	  was	  a	  family	  man,	  and	  that	  I	  didn’t	  see	  how	  I	  was	  going	  to	  get	  along	  on	  the	  new	  scale	  [salary],	  
and	  I	  reminded	  them	  of	  my	  service	  during	  the	  strike.	  The	  swine	  [pig]	  told	  me	  that	  it	  wouldn’t	  be	  fair	  to	  discriminate	  in	  favor	  of	  one	  man,	  and	  
that	  the	  cut	  must	  apply	  to	  all	  their	  employees	  alike.	  Fair!”	  he	  shouted	  with	  laughter.	  “Fair!	  Hear	  the	  P.	  and	  S.W.	  talking	  about	  fairness	  and	  
discrimination	  [favoritism].	  That’s	  good,	  that	  is.	  Well,	  I	  got	  furious.	  I	  was	  a	  fool,	  I	  suppose.	  I	  told	  them	  that,	  in	  justice	  to	  myself,	  I	  wouldn’t	  do	  
first-‐class	  work	  for	  third-‐class	  pay.	  And	  they	  said,	  ‘Well,	  Mr.	  Dyke,	  you	  know	  what	  you	  can	  do.’	  Well,	  I	  did	  know.	  I	  said,	  ‘I’ll	  ask	  for	  my	  time,	  if	  you	  
please,’	  and	  they	  gave	  it	  to	  me	  just	  as	  if	  they	  were	  glad	  to	  be	  shut	  of	  me.	  So	  there	  you	  are,	  Presley.	  That’s	  the	  P.	  and	  S.W.	  Railroad	  Company	  of	  
California.	  I	  am	  on	  my	  last	  run	  now.”	  

“Shameful,”	  declared	  Presley,	  his	  sympathies	  all	  aroused,	  now	  that	  the	  trouble	  concerned	  a	  friend	  of	  his.	  “It’s	  shameful,	  Dyke.	  But,	  “he	  added,	  
an	  idea	  occurring	  to	  him,	  “that	  don’t	  shut	  you	  out	  from	  work.	  There	  are	  other	  railroads	  in	  the	  State	  that	  are	  not	  controlled	  by	  the	  P.	  and	  S.W.”	  

Dyke	  smote	  his	  knee	  with	  his	  clenched	  fist.	  “Name	  one.”	  	  

	  

Excerpt	  from:	  How	  the	  Other	  Half	  Lives,	  by	  Jacob	  Riis	  (1890)	  
	  
Be	  a	  little	  careful,	  please!	  The	  hall	  is	  dark	  and	  you	  might	  stumble	  over	  the	  children	  pitching	  pennies	  back	  there.	  Not	  that	  it	  would	  hurt	  them;	  
kicks	  and	  cuffs	  are	  their	  daily	  diet.	  They	  have	  little	  else.	  Here	  where	  the	  hall	  turns	  and	  dives	  into	  utter	  darkness	  is	  a	  step,	  and	  another,	  another.	  
A	  flight	  of	  stairs.	  You	  can	  feel	  your	  way,	  if	  you	  cannot	  see	  it.	  Close?	  Yes!	  What	  would	  you	  have?	  All	  the	  fresh	  air	  that	  ever	  enters	  these	  stairs	  
comes	  from	  the	  hall-‐door	  that	  is	  forever	  slamming,	  and	  from	  the	  windows	  of	  dark	  bedrooms	  that	  in	  turn	  receive	  from	  the	  stairs	  their	  sole	  
supply	  of	  the	  elements	  God	  meant	  to	  be	  free.	  That	  was	  a	  woman	  filling	  her	  pail	  by	  the	  hydrant	  you	  just	  bumped	  against.	  The	  sinks	  are	  in	  the	  
hallway,	  that	  all	  the	  tenants	  may	  have	  access-‐-‐and	  all	  be	  poisoned	  alike	  by	  their	  summer	  stenches.	  Hear	  the	  pump	  squeak!	  It	  is	  the	  lullaby	  of	  
tenement-‐house	  babes.	  In	  summer,	  when	  a	  thousand	  thirsty	  throats	  pant	  for	  a	  cooling	  drink	  in	  this	  block,	  it	  is	  worked	  in	  vain.	  But	  the	  saloon,	  
whose	  open	  door	  you	  passed	  in	  the	  hall,	  is	  always	  there.	  The	  smell	  of	  it	  has	  followed	  you	  up.	  Here	  is	  a	  door.	  Listen!	  That	  short	  hacking	  cough,	  
that	  tiny,	  helpless	  wail-‐-‐what	  do	  they	  mean?	  They	  mean	  that	  the	  soiled	  bow	  of	  white	  [a	  sign	  of	  a	  recent	  birth]	  you	  saw	  on	  the	  door	  downstairs	  
will	  have	  another	  story	  to	  tell-‐-‐Oh!	  a	  sadly	  familiar	  story-‐-‐before	  the	  day	  is	  at	  an	  end.	  The	  child	  is	  dying	  with	  measles.	  With	  half	  a	  chance	  it	  might	  
have	  lived;	  but	  it	  had	  none.	  That	  dark	  bedroom	  killed	  it.	  	  
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Excerpt	  from:	  The	  Shame	  of	  the	  Cities	  by	  Lincoln	  Steffens	  (1904)	  

The	  Philadelphia	  [political]	  machine	  isn't	  the	  best.	  It	  isn't	  sound,	  and	  I	  doubt	  if	  it	  would	  stand	  in	  New	  York	  or	  Chicago.	  The	  enduring	  strength	  of	  
the	  typical	  American	  political	  machine	  is	  that	  it	  is	  a	  natural	  growth-‐a	  sucker,	  but	  deep-‐rooted	  in	  the	  people.	  The	  New	  Yorkers	  vote	  for	  Tammany	  
Hall.	  The	  Philadelphians	  do	  not	  vote;	  they	  are	  disfranchised	  [deprived	  of	  the	  right	  to	  vote],	  and	  their	  disfranchisement	  is	  one	  anchor	  of	  the	  
foundation	  of	  the	  Philadelphia	  organization.	  This	  is	  no	  figure	  of	  speech.	  The	  honest	  citizens	  of	  Philadelphia	  have	  no	  more	  rights	  at	  the	  polls	  than	  
the	  negroes	  down	  South.	  Nor	  do	  they	  fight	  very	  hard	  for	  this	  basic	  privilege.	  You	  can	  arouse	  their	  Republican	  ire	  [anger]	  by	  talking	  about	  the	  
black	  Republican	  votes	  lost	  in	  the	  Southern	  States	  by	  white	  Democratic	  intimidation,	  but	  if	  you	  remind	  the	  average	  Philadelphian	  that	  he	  is	  in	  
the	  same	  position,	  he	  will	  look	  startled,	  then	  say,	  "That's	  so,	  that's	  literally	  true,	  only	  I	  never	  thought	  of	  it	  in	  just	  that	  way."	  And	  it	  is	  literally	  
true.	  

The	  machine	  controls	  the	  whole	  process	  of	  voting,	  and	  practices	  fraud	  at	  every	  stage.	  The	  assessor's	  [judge’s]	  list	  is	  the	  voting	  list,	  and	  the	  
assessor	  [judge]	  is	  the	  machine's	  man.	  .	  .	  .	  The	  assessor	  pads	  [fills]	  the	  list	  with	  the	  names	  of	  dead	  dogs,	  children,	  and	  non-‐existent	  persons.	  
One	  newspaper	  printed	  the	  picture	  of	  a	  dog,	  another	  that	  of	  a	  little	  four-‐year-‐old	  negro	  boy,	  down	  on	  such	  a	  list.	  

Excerpt	  from:	  The	  History	  of	  the	  Standard	  Oil	  Company	  by	  Ida	  Tarbell	  (1904)	  

Mr.	  Hanna	  had	  been	  refining	  since	  July,	  1869...	  Some	  time	  in	  February,	  1872,	  the	  Standard	  Oil	  Company	  asked	  [for]	  an	  interview	  with	  him	  and	  
his	  associates.	  They	  wanted	  to	  buy	  his	  works	  [oil	  company],	  they	  said.	  "But	  we	  don't	  want	  to	  sell,"	  objected	  Mr.	  Hanna.	  "You	  can	  never	  make	  
any	  more	  money,	  in	  my	  judgment,"	  said	  Mr.	  Rockefeller.	  "You	  can't	  compete	  with	  the	  Standard.	  We	  have	  all	  the	  large	  refineries	  now.	  If	  you	  
refuse	  to	  sell,	  it	  will	  end	  in	  your	  being	  crushed."	  Hanna	  and	  Baslington	  were	  not	  satisfied.	  They	  went	  to	  see	  Mr.	  Watson,	  president	  of	  the	  South	  
Improvement	  Company	  and	  an	  officer	  of	  the	  Lake	  Shore,	  and	  General	  Devereux,	  manager	  of	  the	  Lake	  Shore	  road.	  They	  were	  told	  that	  the	  
Standard	  had	  special	  rates;	  that	  it	  was	  useless	  to	  try	  to	  compete	  with	  them.	  General	  Devereux	  explained	  to	  the	  gentlemen	  that	  the	  privileges	  
granted	  the	  Standard	  were	  the	  legitimate	  and	  necessary	  advantage	  of	  the	  larger	  shipper	  over	  the	  smaller,	  and	  that	  if	  Hanna,	  Baslington	  and	  
Company	  could	  give	  the	  road	  as	  large	  a	  quantity	  of	  oil	  as	  the	  Standard	  did,	  with	  the	  same	  regularity,	  they	  could	  have	  the	  same	  rate.	  General	  
Devereux	  says	  they	  "recognised	  the	  propriety"	  of	  his	  excuse.	  They	  certainly	  recognised	  its	  authority.	  They	  say	  that	  they	  were	  satisfied	  they	  
could	  no	  longer	  get	  rates	  to	  and	  from	  Cleveland	  which	  would	  enable	  them	  to	  live,	  and	  "reluctantly"	  sold	  out.	  It	  must	  have	  been	  reluctantly,	  for	  
they	  had	  paid	  $75,000	  for	  their	  works,	  and	  had	  made	  thirty	  per	  cent	  a	  year	  on	  an	  average	  on	  their	  investment,	  and	  the	  Standard	  appraiser	  
allowed	  them	  $45,000.	  

Excerpt	  from:	  Bitter	  Cry	  of	  Children	  by	  John	  Spargo	  (1906)	  

Work	  in	  the	  coal	  breakers	  is	  exceedingly	  hard	  and	  dangerous.	  Crouched	  over	  the	  chutes,	  the	  boys	  sit	  hour	  after	  hour,	  picking	  out	  the	  pieces	  of	  
slate	  and	  other	  refuse	  from	  the	  coal	  as	  it	  rushes	  past	  to	  the	  washers.	  From	  the	  cramped	  position	  they	  have	  to	  assume,	  most	  of	  them	  become	  
more	  or	  less	  deformed	  and	  bent-‐backed	  like	  old	  men.	  When	  a	  boy	  has	  been	  working	  for	  some	  time	  and	  begins	  to	  get	  round-‐shouldered,	  his	  
fellows	  say	  that	  “He’s	  got	  his	  boy	  to	  carry	  round	  wherever	  he	  goes.”	  

The	  coal	  is	  hard,	  and	  accidents	  to	  the	  hands,	  such	  as	  cut,	  broken,	  or	  crushed	  fingers,	  are	  common	  among	  the	  boys.	  Sometimes	  there	  is	  a	  worse	  
accident:	  a	  terrified	  shriek	  is	  heard,	  and	  a	  boy	  is	  mangled	  and	  torn	  in	  the	  machinery,	  or	  disappears	  in	  the	  chute	  to	  be	  picked	  out	  later	  
smothered	  and	  dead.	  Clouds	  of	  dust	  fill	  the	  breakers	  and	  are	  inhaled	  by	  the	  boys,	  laying	  the	  foundations	  for	  asthma	  and	  miners'	  consumption	  
[lung	  disease;	  tuberculosis].	  
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