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Introduction: A Muckraker's Warning 

In the early decades of the twentieth century, American industry remade the land and society, 

building prosperity with a cost in terms of humanity and the environment. Along with these 

changes came a group of writers called the muckrakers who attempted to reveal the 

corruption, exploitation, and hypocrisy that the name of progress entailed. Among the most 

successful writers of this school was Upton Sinclair. He employed the use of fiction as a 

means of entertainment as well as social commentary.His novel “Oil!” (1927) is best known 

as a work of fiction about the Teapot Dome Scandal. The scope of the novel is much broader 

than that. “Oil!” is a wide literary critique of the conflict between the expansive spirit of 

industry and the degradation of the environment that it engendered. Sinclair sets this 

ideological conflict in the life of J. Arnold Ross Jr., or Bunny, the son of a self-made oil 

baron. As the young man grows up, he is inducted into the world of oil leases, labor troubles, 

political corruption, and environmental degradation. The reader witnesses the allurement of 

money and its destructiveness through him. Sinclair's novel is far from an abstract didactic 

essay but a rich one that uses characterization, imagery, and satire to depict the corrosive 

impact of industrial capitalism. This essay examines how Oil! symbolizes the conflict 

between industrialization and environmentalism in its portrayal of Dad as personification of 

domination, its symbolic employment of concrete, machinery, and oil, its ecological 

symbolism of devastation, and its new structure as a Bildungsroman. It also examines 

characters like Paul Watkins as resistances to Dad, satirical portrayals of Hollywood spectacle 

and religious hypocrisy, and Sinclair's overall narrative strategy as literary warning. 

 

Dad and the Ideology of Domination that is Unknown 

Even in chapter one, Dad, J. Arnold Ross, is the epitome of the ideology of domination. His 

capital is irretrievably tied to his power, and he involves both the landscape and human beings 

in his ideology of domination, commodifying both. The "magic ribbon of grey concrete" 

highway has been conjured as having been "rolled out over the valley by a giant hand" (p. 7). 

Dad drives this neither as a civic achievement nor as an extension of his will: the highway is 

there to be conquered at fifty miles an hour, his "sharp and military" horn summoning others 

to "get out of the way, and do it quick" (p. 14). Nature itself does not possess beauty or 

transcendence. When Bunny inquires if the bird is an eagle, Dad waves it aside with a one-

word response: "Buzzard" (p. 16). When Bunny is upset about the death of a hit-and-run 

squirrel, Dad waves the feeling aside, saying squirrels are "carriers of plague" and tales about 

them are "bad for real estate" (p. 44). Value to Dad is always something that concerns 

usefulness or economic influence. As can be seen here, Sinclair turns Dad into a symbol of 

capitalist oppression. He is no longer merely a businessman but "one of the men of power" 

who "could do things like that" because "money had done it" (p. 22). His dominance extends 

to the family itself. Bunny is seen not as a child to be nurtured but as an heir to be shaped, a 

successor who must "follow in [his] footsteps" (p. 47). Dad therefore becomes a 

representation of capital's "evil Power" (p. 15), replicating his ideology in the mode of 

domination of family, labor, and land on an equal basis. Sinclair supports this with irony.  

Dad sees himself as kindly, a "good boss" dispensing work, but his universe is saturated with 

disdain: for workers, for beasts, for nature itself. His offhand racism and class snobbery serve 
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to naturalize domination, making inequality seem the natural order of things. This rhetorical 

sleight of hand-reducing exploitation to the language of efficiency-repeats the larger capitalist 

narrative that Sinclair seeks to condemn. The characterization of Dad utilizes synecdoche as 

well. He is not merely a man but a package of an ideology, the representative of "men of 

power" who built their empires by mastering machinery and men. His nature is the flesh-and-

blood face of institutional exploitation so that Sinclair's attack is based in character rather than 

abstract theory. 

 

The Symbolism of Oil, Concrete, and Machinery 

This is the role that Sinclair is using symbolically as an allusion to the way in which progress 

is a disguise for savagery. Not even the highway itself, with its shiny surface, escapes the role 

of symbolizing the dominance of capital. However, beneath its shiny surface is the savage 

labor that went into its construction: "...swarming Mexicans and Indians, bronze of skin, 

armed with shovels and picks" (p. 21). The highway is a symbol that disguises exploitation 

with the cloak of progress. Its metaphorical "magic ribbon" is a symbol that disguises the 

repression beneath it. This is enhanced by the role of technology. The "gigantic steam shovels 

with their swinging hanging lobsterclaws of steel" (p. 21) are imagined as monstrous 

machines with the capability to rend both earth and labor into subjugation. This use of the 

lobster-claw imagery places the machines in the role of the monstrous, redefining the role of 

technology as a monstrous-capital. By using animal imagery to symbolize machines, Sinclair 

is hinting at the unnatural mix found in capitalism; half human intelligence, half mechanical 

beast, ravenously hungry for more land, more material, more lives. Oil is the unifying 

metaphor in this novel. It is promise and disaster, repeatedly referred to as "black gold" (p. 

92). The oxymoron summarizes its dualism: "money that corrupts," "prosperity that poisons." 

Gushers spill oil into the world in "devastating floods," and Sinclair's "visualizing oil as 

flood" calls to mind biblical plague and apocalypse; but instead of purification, it's taint and 

pollution. The response to these events underscores the corruption of values. The horror of 

environmental destruction, rather than being expected, provides the chance for the viewer to 

"guffaw" at "curtains and clothes" destroyed by the spray (p. 98). Sinclair uses irony here: the 

sheer brutality of the earth opening up is diminished to slapstick comedy, with the 

environmental disaster being equated to something as mundane as a domestic inconvenience. 

The metaphor of "black gold" itself corrects this perversion, turning destruction into profit 

and tragedy into farce. Concrete, machinery, and oil are a symbolic trio. They represent order, 

power, and wealth but also hide the brutality of labor and the grime of earth. They are 

symbolic of Sinclair's view of industrial capitalism as an exploitative system masquerading as 

progress. Later on, in the novel, the symbolism becomes more obvious. Pipelines stretch 

along the ground like rivers of machinery. It is another beast of machinery being imposed 

upon the body of nature (p. 211). Derricks break out over hill sides, making the skyline a 

forest of wooden skeletons. Here Sinclair equates progress in industry with death and 

parasitism. The derrick is tree and scaffold, the pipeline river and vein sucking the lifeblood 

from the earth. 
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Ecological Imagery and the Undervaluation of Nature 

In Oil!, Sinclair employs imagery of nature to stress the theme of desecration of the world. 

Even the words oil "smear[s] all the landscape with crude petroleum" (p. 29), which transform 

the world into a desecrated body, disfigured by greed. The landscape has been feminized and 

defiled; its life force has been drained out by the derricks and gushers. The fields are 

blackened, waters polluted, and hilltops studded with skeleton spires. 

What is most striking in “Oil!” is the callous nature of the characters. When the well at 

Prospect Hill strikes oil and strikes a gusher, the spectators are struck with awe; the only thing 

they are concerned with is that they are dirty (p. 95).  The papers write about the occurrence 

as a triumph rather than tragedy. Such callous nature is indicative of the effect that capitalism 

has on the way one perceives the world. The destruction of the environment is trivialized or 

forgotten; only profit is actualized. Such imagery is thus used in a dual fashion: it is meant to 

show the destruction of the physical world while at the same time symbolizing the destruction 

of the world in the minds of men. *Oil!* thus suggests that there is a correlation between the 

exploitation of the land and the debasement of the cultural perception of the world. When the 

land is viewed as merely a ledger book in terms of profit and loss rather than as living flesh, 

the imagination of man is limited. Such is emphasized in the novel. "Oil wells stood up out of 

the prairie like a battlefield after a great slaughter" (p. 137). Sinclair applies irony here: 

precisely those things which represent prosperity—derricks, pipelines, shantytowns—are 

presented in imagery of death and devastation. Nature is desacralized, reduced to a symbolic 

plane only for its capital-creating power. Even Bunny's ecologically aware pictures are 

contrasting with Dad's indifference. Bunny sees a "meadow of flowers trampled into mud" (p. 

141) and is disturbed, while Dad looks only to see if the earth is usable. 

 

Bunny's Coming-of-Age and Narrative Perspective 

The novel is can be analysed as a narrative of Bunny's journey from innocence to 

politicization. He is besotted with his father's world at the start of the novel, sitting astride the 

"magic horse" of ninety horsepower (p. 20). He perceives the highway as adventure, 

enterprise as wonder. But Bunny's quick mind distinguishes him from Dad. Bunny's mind 

leaps "like a grasshopper" (p. 45), alive with sympathy and wonder. He notices the brutality 

of a crushed squirrel (p. 44) and the hunger in the eyes of poor boys (p. 46)—things his father 

overlooks. These early sensibilities are overtures to his later rebellion. 

Bunny develops with age to become aware of the exploitation of labor, of despoliation of the 

earth, of corruption in government. He is torn between filial respect and revolutionism as 

expressed by socialism, which he learns from Paul Watkins. The narrative reflects Bunny's 

transformation as it begins with emphasis on spectacle and illusion, and moves to disillusion 

and disapproval in the later chapters. In rooting the story in Bunny's development, Sinclair 

appears to be leaving it to the reader to provide their own illumination. This form of building 

up is used as a form of political education, taking the reader from wonder at the power of 

industry to realization of its barbarity. 
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Paul Watkins and the Voice of Resistance 

Paul Watkins is one of the main counterpoints that one thinks of with reference to Oil!, since 

the otherness of a different vision from the Father's creed of expansion is often possible. Paul 

is a working-class oilman with a booming socialist philosophy. On the one hand, Paul serves 

the function of being Bunny's buddy. In addition, he introduces his friend to talks of 

exploitation, the union, and the importance of work. On the other hand, he is the ideological 

embodiment of Sinclair's adherence to the philosophy of socialism. Paul is a signification of 

the voice of the voiceless majority of the suppressed. He interferes with the logic of industrial 

capitalism. In his reference to the oil fields, Paul does not ponder the possibility of the gushers 

or the highways; he computes the backbreaking work, the robbery of wages, and the 

oppression of the company. He mentions that "the earth belongs to those who work it, not 

those who buy and sell it" (p.156). In literary terms, the assertion re-creates the mythology of 

nature's symbolism; that is, the symbolism of nature is no longer that of something to be 

exploited, but of its supposed division or partition. Through the character of Paul, Sinclair 

offers the best dialogue-as-dialectic scenes in the novel. His discussion with Bunny 

establishes a clash between Dad's collectivist solidarity and Paul's utilitarian exploitation. 

While Dad talks in succinct but dismissive statements, Paul's speech is metaphorical, verbose, 

and full of moral instincts. In his speech, he refers to the oil companies as "giant octopuses, 

their arms in every part of the earth" (p. 163), engaging in a grotesque image in response to 

Sinclair's muckraking tradition. 

This metaphor reduces industrial capitalism into a monstrous concept, devouring both land 

and humanity. Paul is also symbolic of sacrifice. When the novel depicts him imprisoned, 

persecuted, and treated as an organizer, the novel underscores the brutal way the voice of the 

worker is stifled. His persecution stands in for the risk taken by the rebels who seek to beat 

back capital, whereas Dad had the advantage of effortless power accumulation. For Bunny, 

Paul was an icon of moral virtue who reminded him of the complicity of wealth created upon 

the backs of the human experience. From a structural standpoint, Paul was meant to be the 

necessary counterpart to balance the storyline of Dad, as the characterization of Bunny was 

defined by the interplay of the two belief systems represented by the two characters. The Dad-

Paul-Bunny triangle was meant to represent the ideological struggle of America in the 1920s. 

Through the vehicle of Paul Watkins, Sinclair speaks to the oppressed, but also adds layers to 

the symbolic language of the novel. Paul 

is not merely a character in the novel but a living metaphor of resistance. His words, deeds, 

and persecution represent an alternative discourse in which solidarity, not domination, was the 

measure of value. 

 

Satire of Hollywood and Spectacle  

If the economic side of capitalism is the oil industry, then the cultural side of it in the novel 

*Oil!* is the Hollywood industry, which represents the commodification of dreams, images, 

and identities. Sinclair spends considerable amounts of time satirizing the Hollywood industry 

in the novel, revealing the gaudiness of its productions and the shallow nature of its fantasies. 

The offices of the film producers in the novel are referred to as "freak structures, painted pink 

and orange, shaped like castles or tilted towers" (278). Such absurd design choices reflect the 

sort of thing that later cultural critic Guy Debord described as the "society of the spectacle": 
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surfaces intended to distract from the nothingness below. Sinclair's satire is at its sharpest 

when it mocks the industry's obsession with looks. The star is presented not as a producer, but 

as a product, dependent on the gimmicks used in promotion, and subject to character 

development based on agreement, not talent. The carnival of grotesquery of Hollywood is an 

indication of the cultural process whereby industrial capitalism is furthered. Just as the oil 

gushers arouse fascination by hiding the exploitative process, the films hold the viewers by 

hiding the inequalities of the workforce. Bunny's visits to Hollywood are merely a subplot in 

the story, a mere gimmick of Sinclair's long criticism of capitalism. The parallels between the 

oil field and Hollywood are intended by Sinclair: in both, human energy is leached away in 

the name of commerce, in both, illusion is a mainstay, and in both, the process used in 

production is obscured. To a small extent, such as when Bunny sees the luxury of the film 

producers while the invisible workforce works for pennies an hour (p. 283).The oil field 

analogy is deliberate: glamour veils exploitation as effectively as pipelines do.  Moreover, 

Hollywood offers the thesis of cultural distraction. While laborers stage walkouts in oil fields 

and environmental devastation is underway, Americans sit and view stories of romance and 

adventure broadcast onto television sets. Sinclair suggests these spectacles serve to placate the 

people, distracting them from institutional injustices. The satirization of the Hollywood 

industry in the novel is symbolic in nature because it represents the culture of exploitation that 

the industry is a part of. Therefore, the Hollywood industry in “Oil!” is not just a subplot in 

the novel but a symbolic theme in the novel. It is the cultural victory of spectacle over the 

brutality of capitalism. 

 

Religious Symbolism and False Redemption 

Religiosity is ubiquitous in Oil!, and irony is called upon to drain this. Sinclair often puts 

spiritual discourse in contradistinction with advertisements. On the highway, Bunny reads 

billboards that read "Prepare to meet thy God" and are followed by advertisements for 

"Chicken Dinner, $1" (pp. 52-53). This is a hideous parody of spirituality and materialism. 

What Sinclair is doing here is show that under industrial capitalism, spirituality is subsumed 

and devalued. Oil is a false sacrament in this world. Gushers are described in quasi-religious 

awe: "a column of black oil shot into the heavens, raining down on the faithful" (p. 97). But 

this baptismal metaphor is diminished, for the oil soils clothing, ruins houses, and pollutes 

earth. That which gives transcendence gives contamination. The metaphor of revelation, of 

fountains, floods, and outpourings, carries over into the metaphor of ecological ruination. 

Institutionalized religions aid in such perversion. Clergymen consecrate oil development, 

extolling them as blessings from God, and moralize upon exploitation. In a sermon, a preacher 

says, "The Lord has opened the rocks to give His faithful bounty" (p. 201). Such rhetoric 

illustrates how industrial capital appropriates religious authority, misappropriating spiritual 

conviction as an apology. Such language shows the way in which industrial capitalism co-opts 

religious authority, hijacking spiritual faith for ideological protection. Another thing that 

Sinclair uses is irony to prove the emptiness of religious salvation in capitalism. The laborers 

who seek justice are not granted salvation in churches, but are rather advised to suffer and be 

rewarded in heaven (p. 212). At best, religion can critique greed; religion is flipped onto its 

head as a tool of pacification. Its imagery is hijacked, its authority re-deployed to support 

social stability. Thematically, this emptying of religious symbolism supports the novel's 
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picture of ecological and cultural destruction. As oil defiles the earth, so too does capitalism 

defile religion, stripping it of transcendence and leaving behind slogans, spectacles, and 

endorsements. Religion is drained down to another commodity, another spectacle, another 

mask of exploitation. 

 

Outsourcing Secondary Sources to Comprehend Sinclair's Stand 

The underlying struggle of Upton Sinclair's Oil! is best understood as a twist on the 

longstanding American ideological standoff: a struggle between what Leo Marx has called the 

"pastoral ideal" and the wave of technological advance seemingly irresistible. The pastoral 

ideal-of agrarian simplicity, natural harmony, and rural virtue-was continuously at odds with 

the machine, as Marx both characterizes it as an intrusion upon and an inexorable presence in 

the American imagination1. The novel by Sinclair is a dramatization of this exact same 

phenomenon, and in this novel, the oil boom is portrayed as a symbolic collapse in cultural 

topography. The descriptions of derricks sprouting out of valleys and of oil pipelines cutting 

across hills are less about historical fact and more about a world view in which nature is seen 

as a reservoir of raw material waiting to be conquered. 

This utilitarian ethics, according to Barbara Black (2006), was deeply embedded within the 

minds of 

people during the nineteenth century, when America came to equate prosperity with power to 

"make nature productive2”. The oil fields of Sinclair's novel are thus a logical continuation of 

the mindsets of previous eras regarding forests, rivers, and natural deposits of minerals: land 

to be conquered, quantified, and monetarized. In Sinclair's satirical context, it was the "men of 

money" who possessed this mindset. Their imperialism was situated within the context of 

what Louis Warren (2011) might call the new American environmental history of 

exploitation, wherein the measure of the land was not how it related to nature or culture but 

rather how it might be converted to capital3. The effects of this philosophy are vividly 

portrayed within Sinclair's bleak landscape. The gusher of black slimy and slippery material 

upon the landscape was not fantasy but rather symbolic of the damage 

caused by previous extracting endeavors. In his book on the history of coal, Thomas Andrews 

(2008) writes of how "The Industrial Revolution was spurred by a boom-and-bust cycle of 

unbridled extraction that left landscapes charred, rivers polluted, and ill workers." Sinclair 

here translates this industrial legacy into the California oil boom and shows how "the same 

exact logic of development, if that logic is not tempered by environmental concern, nurtures 

destruction4."  

This is an enterprise that is part of "our plundered planet" that Fairfield Osborn (1948) 

lamented.In Osborn's opinion, modern industrial civilization rested on a pillaging of the earth 

so pervasive that it threatened the integrity of ecosystems themselves5. Sinclair's characters 

embody this plunder in their cavalier disrespect for environmental collapse. When gushers 

blow houses and soil away, their concern is contained to dirty curtains or business loss. 

Trivialization of catastrophe makes the psychological component of plunder more 

melodramatic: not only are ecosystems wrecked, but values are transformed to accept 

desecration as ordinary. The book also prefigures subsequent scholars' application of the 

phrase "mineral frontiers." Megan Black (2018) shows how American power imposed itself 

around the globe through a quest for resources as if the world were a series of limitless 
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frontiers to be discovered, conquered, and exhausted6. Sinclair's "men of money" are local 

expressions of exactly the same frontier logic: their California empire-building mirrors the 

wider national tendency to think of natural resources as limitless. Harold Platt's (1983) 

description of the urbanization of Houston shows how, literally, the cities were built on this 

extractive model, growing on the basis of infrastructure to facilitate further domination of 

nature7.  

The highway itself—unblemished and slick—is symbol and instrument of this phenomenon, 

concealing exploitation of labor and incorporating further land into the industrial envelope. 

The single-minded zeal for gain that Sinclair denounces anticipates what William Catton Jr. 

(1980) would characterize as "overshoot," that ecological condition in which human stress 

exceeds the carrying capacity of the environment. The "black and cruel demon" of oil in 

Sinclair's novel is thus not merely a metaphor for an industry, but an allegory for an economic 

order that drives itself beyond nature's limits8. 

 

The oil boom, therefore, is not that oil boom; it is a paradigm of the phenomenon of overshoot 

and shows how man's greed is ultimately checked by natural limits. Not even Sinclair's 

figures escape this allegorical intent. The figure of Joe Gundelfinger and Ruth, both victims of 

the machinery of exploitation, is a metaphor for the human cost of this system. Their fates 

dramatize what Donald Worster and subsequently Marc Reisner (1986) established in 

environmental histories: that exploitation of nature cannot be distinguished from the 

exploitation of people, and ecological injustice is intertwined with social injustice. 

Disillusionment by Ruth and Joe's collapse echo Reisner's warning in Cadillac Desert—that 

civilizations cannot endure when their natural world is made available as ever-disposable9. 

The philosophical wisdom in the novel, built into its story, is one that suggests that survival 

for human beings is a matter of comprehending the symbiotic relationship of society and 

nature. This is not presented as romanticized pastoralism but survival. In his summary of 

nineteenth-century environmental history, Andrew Isenberg (2022) implies that Americans 

long established the notion of inexhaustibility of resources10. 

 

Sinclair reveals the fallacy of that assumption, revealing that the alleged plenty of oil hides a 

system set to consume itself. In doing so, Oil! positions itself at the intersection of literary 

invention and environmental history. By its portrayal of oil-boom appropriation as symbolic 

struggle between pastoral ideal and industrial achievement, Sinclair illustrates a philosophical 

notion that human existence cannot be separated from its ecological limits. The novel not only 

critiques capitalism as vice but becomes a first literary treatment of the common theme 

explored by those ecologists and historians—the overshooting, pillaging, and collapse of the 

pastoral ideal under the machine. 
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