
PAPER 2 PROMPT – LABOR AT THE CROSSROADS 

Strategizing the Future of Organized Labor in Gilded Age America 

Due by the beginning of class on Thursday, 9 April 2015. 

(4-6 typed pages, 1” margins, 12-pt. Times New Roman, double-spaced)  

Please submit in both HARD and ELECTRONIC copy (.doc or .docx ONLY) via ANGEL. 

For your second paper assignment, you will consider whether the problem with Gilded Age 

industrial labor, as represented in Upton Sinclair’s The Jungle, was workers’ lack of control over their 

workplaces, their lack of workplace protections, or their low wages. This was an urgent question for 

Gilded Age workers. How they answered – both individually and collectively – had important 

implications for the future goals (and achievements) of the labor movement, both in the U.S. and 

abroad. And it remains an urgent questions today as workers around the world confront conditions 

that have been described as emblematic of a ‘New Gilded Age.’ 

Your source for this paper will be as follows: 

 Upton Sinclair, The Jungle. 

In a 4-6 page essay, you must:  

 Provide 2-4 reasons why either lack of control, inadequate workplace protections, or low 

wages constituted the main problem for Gilded Age workers. You may also argue that, while 

conditions in Chicago’s working-class labor market were deplorable, they could not have 

been altered without causing far greater harm to workers and society at large. 

 Take a definitive stand. While I expect your argument to be nuanced, you must ultimately 

argue for one of the four positions above.  

 Describe how, if you were granted unlimited power, you would choose to organize work, 

authority, and compensation in one of the workplaces described in The Jungle. You must 

clearly state and define the values (justice, control, output, efficiency) around which you have 

built your model organization of labor. Please note: this is an exercise in utopian 

thinking. There is no wrong answer; but some answers will be more thoughtful or better 

justified than others. 

 Discuss the implications of your conclusions for the present. Do not overstate your case. 

The past always speaks to the present, but it rarely speaks directly.  

To support your claims, please cite course texts and/or lectures using simple parenthetical citations, 

e.g. (Sinclair, 36). 

A successful essay will: 

 have a title that addresses / summarizes the argument and themes of the paper; 

 have a strong, incisive, and well-defined thesis; 

 have a graceful, well-crafted introduction and conclusion; 



 have strong paragraph topic sentences that summarize the content of the following 

paragraph, and demonstrate strong, clear links to the overall argument of the paper; 

 demonstrate mastery of the ideas and concepts described in the books and lectures above; 

 include meaningful citations of course materials; 

 be effectively organized; 

 show signs of close and careful proofreading. 

While I will not take off points for spelling and grammar mistakes, inappropriate word choice, or 

poor writing style, I do smile upon well-crafted essays. With that in mind, I’d like to offer several 

tips for writing and organizing your papers effectively:  

1. Do not try to sound smart (i.e. write in an affected academic fashion). You are smart. And 

that will come across. Bloated vocabulary will only make you sound desperate (and more 

often than not, students who try to inflate their vocabulary end up using such words 

incorrectly). You may even consider writing your essays by hand before typing them. I find 

that many undergraduates write more clearly and effectively when they trade in the 

keyboard-and-screen for pen-and-paper.  

 

2. Outline your argument first, then translate it into prose. This will help you figure out the 

structure of your essay before you have to worry about word choice, grammar, and spelling. 

Please do not dismiss this as a juvenile exercise! Many, if not most, books and dissertations 

begin with detailed outlines.  

 

3. Read your essay aloud to yourself. If and when you stumble over a sentence or phrase, 

rewrite it. Repeat this process until you stop stumbling. 

 

4. Most importantly, consider making use of Penn State’s many writing-related resources 

(including making an appointment with a Boucke writing tutor: 

https://pennstatelearning.psu.edu/tutoring/writing). 

Please aim to have a complete draft of your paper ready by Thursday, 2 Apr. This will give 

you an opportunity to discuss your argument in class. I will also be happy to discuss the contents of 

your papers and read polished drafts during office hours (see syllabus for details).  

Paper 2 will be worth 10% of the final grade. The grading scale is available on the course syllabus. 

 

 

https://pennstatelearning.psu.edu/tutoring/writing

