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This legend of the Founding Father, disciplining workers for producing 
waste, appeared in the first issue of Fortune Magazine, released in
early 1930.

The editors of this new publication described it as “the ideal super-class 
magazine.”

They ran advertisements for everything from personal airplanes, to 
engineering consultants, to the doors of bank vaults weighing in at 
thirty-eight tons.

They had chosen Chicago’s meatpacking industry as the lead story for 
the magazine’s first issue.

Focusing on one of the largest companies based there, the story opens 
on a scene of consumption at an industrial scale:
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Huge numbers appear throughout the text. Always ending in a string of 
zeroes. 

Sometimes four zeroes, sometimes nine.

The numbers are either preceded by a dollar sign, or followed by a noun: 
animals, refrigerator cars, men and women, hogs, carcasses, pounds of 
residue, tons of pig dust.

Surrounded by this overwhelming amount of substances, it’s as if these 
numbers might save the writer, and the reader, from the fate of most of what 
enters the facility: 
		          “a dissolution,” in which 



This division of the animal body “as exactly as a suburban real estate development,” 
touches, perhaps unwittingly by the author, on one of the central arenas of racial 
capitalism—real estate. In the coming decade, Black Americans—the only workers 
who appear in the photographs printed in the meatpacking essay—would be locked 
out of much of the housing relief that the New Deal offered through the Federal 
Housing Authority, through the practice of redlining—marking off areas of the city 
as hazardous to investment. (See Ta-Nehisi Coates, “The Case for Reparations,” on 
how “black people across the country were largely cut out of the legitimate home-
mortgage market through means both legal and extralegal.”)

Residents of what 
the essay’s author re-
fers to as “the black 
belt” that forms the 
north and northeast 
border to the Chicago 
stockyards and Pack-
ingtown, would fall 
victim to this practice 
of redlining.

The destruction in 
which the workers 
were absorbed 
extended beyond the 
killing floor to the 
neighborhoods where 
they would return af-
ter work, which would 
be deprived of the 
capital that was now 
being funneled into 
the white suburbs.
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racialized consumption 				    racialized production

The offensive opening illustration for 
the meatpacking essay in Fortune 
Magazine, which refers twice to 
African Americans with a racist slur, 
suggests that the consumption of 
various parts of the pig was racially 
specific. While the readers of the 
magazine—an elite white “super 
class”—were imagined to be eating 
at the table below, it was only Black 
workers who appeared alongside the 
animal remains in the photographs 
printed in the essay.
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Fifty thousand racialized workers appear in the essay.

They are described as being

How this destruction produces value is the “paradox” with which the essay 
begins.
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$1,250,000 is the average amount of cash that Swift & Company exchanged 
for pigs, every day, the author writes.

This is one of several vaults that would have held that money, in the basement 
of Chicago’s National Stockyard Bank, just down the road from that evil smell-
ing stream known as Bubbly Creek.

The money would not only pay for the beautifully assembled mechanisms—the 
pigs, the cows, the sheep—but also for the labor needed to disassemble them 
into a vast collection of commodities.

A monstrous collection that might resolve the paradox of profitable 
destruction.



“The wealth of societies in which the capitalist mode of production 
prevails appears as a ‘monstrous collection of commodities’.” The English transla-
tion of the German ungeheuere is “immense,” not “monstrous.” Thomas Keenan 
points out that it could, and perhaps should rather be translated as “monstrous,” 
the Ungeheuer being “a riesenhaftes, häßliches, Fabeltier (‘a gigantic hideous fable 
animal,’ says the Wahrig Deutsches Wörterbuch).” As such, “Wealth appears as 
[…] a monster: something immense, colossal, yes, but also a thing compounded of 
elements from different forms, wild but not natural and certainly not domesticated, 
simply thrown together into a heap,* grown beyond the control of its creators.”

The labour that produces this wealth (dis)appears as “a gelatin of undifferentiated 
human labour.” It is in relation to this latter point that I first ran into Keenan’s essay, 
in Nicole Shukin’s Animal Capital. On the (mis)translation of Gallerte into English, 
not as “a gelatin of undifferentiated human labour,” but as “merely congealed 
quantities of homogeneous human labour,” see Keston Sutherland’s “Marx in Jar-
gon.” There he points to how the description of abstract human labour as a gelatin 
of undifferentiated human labour “makes possible part of the thinking that hap-
pens later on in Das Kapital,” one example being “the passage where Marx insists 
that labour is in reality ‘a productive expenditure of human brains, muscles, nerves, 
hands, etc.’”.

*The Waarensammlung (collection of commodities) described in the opening lines of Das 
Kapital is rendered in Dutch as an “opeenhoping van waren,” or, literally, a heaping or piling 
up of commodities.
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“a monstrous collection of commodities”

appears in the opening lines of Capital.

In this monstrous collection

labour is transformed into a gelatin

“a gelatin of undifferentiated human labour”

98



10

By 1930, the industrial production of gelatin had become a major way of 
transforming that waste, which the "Founding Father" had once disciplined his 
workers for producing, into capital.

Near the end of the Fortune Magazine essay, the writer suggests that the 
meatpacking industry’s future lies in a series of laboratories.

The first of these laboratories is “devoted to experiments with gelatin and 
motion picture films.”

The film industry would come to consume massive amounts of gelatin—“animal 
tissue boiled down to a glutinous consistency,” as the newly established East-
man Gelatine Corporation would describe their ultimate product. 

Eastman Kodak had just bought out a gelatin and glue company and was pre-
paring for “war, revolution, natural calamities, political and economic embar-
goes, technological changes, and other unforeseeable events” by stockpiling 
gelatin, the irreplaceable medium in which the photograph’s light-sensitive 
particles are suspended.

Kodak’s chief emulsion scientist at the time described gelatin as “a material 
embodying a history, which from first to last, affects its behavior.”

Before registering, as an image, the “sensuous characteristics” of the persons, 
places or things to which the light-sensitive material might have been exposed, 
and continuing alongside these figures as the image was developed, accom-
panying them on their way to becoming a part of one sort of history, there 
was this other history—a history of the substance that held the image together, 
a material in which all “sensuous characteristics [seemed to have been] extin-
guished.” (Capital, 128)

The scientist had realized that this history extends further back, beyond the 
brief moment in which the animal is slaughtered and then disassembled—to be 
transformed into a monstrous collection of commodities.
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Beyond the remains of the cows that became gelatin, beyond what one ob-
server described as the vanishing point, “where a sort of human chopping-
machine” converted animals into meat, there had been a herd of cattle.

And sometimes, these cattle would eat mustard seed.

When they ate mustard seed, this scientist discovered, their remains, on this 
side of the vanishing point, made for much better photographic gelatin.

It would seem that to produce the gelatin so crucial for Eastman Kodak’s film, 
the company would need to extend their control beyond the rendering facility 
and the slaughterhouse, to the labor of the farm workers and the living ani-
mals themselves.

To raise Kodak cows, whose labor would now include the work of digesting 
mustard seed, alongside the grasses and other feed, to enrich the very hides 
that would eventually be torn from their bodies, to begin the process that 
would result in the perfectly transparent, consistent, and light-sensitive medium 
of film.

But the scientist took a different approach.

He set out to chemically reproduce, in the remains of the animals, what had 
once taken place in their bowels: the process by which cows, when still alive, 
digested mustard.

He filed two patents for this process, which would now allow for the transfor-
mation of the connective tissues of cattle—the very material that had held the 
animal body together—into the material that would hold the photographic 
image together: the gelatin emulsion called “film,” regardless of what those 
animals had eaten before being slaughtered.
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Margaret Bourke-White was Fortune Magazine’s first photographer. 

In her autobiography, she describes photographing a series of bank interiors 
around the same time that she was working on the meatpacking story.

She photographed a bank vault, similar to this one, on what turned out to be 
the eve of the 1929 stock market crash.

Annoyed by all the bank executives, who were supposed to have gone home 
by that time, but were instead racing around, popping up in her compositions, 
interrupting the empty space that she was trying to capture for her 
assignment—she describes having to repeatedly cover the lens to avoid having 
their ghostly figures turn up in the exposures. 

“History,” she would later write about that night, “was pushing her face into 
the camera, and here was I, turning my lens the other way.”

When her autobiography was published, in 1963, Chicago’s meatpacking in-
dustry was on its way out. Dispersed along the highways that had taken over 
the railways’ role as the central logistics network for the industry.

Its dissolution here was just a phase in the industry’s own reproduction on an 
expanded scale.

Looking back on her work for the meatpacking essay, Bourke-White describes 
the one place where its writer would not go.

“Countless times we had heard the well-worn adage that the Swifts used all of 
the pig but the squeal. The sight that faced us proved it. Before us were pun-
gent macabre mountains—rich tones of ochre in the yellow light—mountains of 
the finest pig dust. This was the last of the pig: the scraps, the leftovers, soon 
to be mixed in with meal, fed to livestock including presumably pigs, whereup-
on it would continue its endless reincarnation as meat and meal again.”
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The complete dissolution of animal bodies into a series of commodities, turns 
out to be a reproduction, of the very animals that were initially dissolved.

But these are peculiar animals, whose existence serves as a vehicle—
a medium—for capital, which grows larger each time it passes through them.

It is as if these animals themselves are capital’s medium.

Absorbing not the light-sensitive particles of photographic film, which might 
eventually capture the image of bodies in movement; these animals absorb 
the real movements of all those working to transform their bodies into that 
immense collection of commodities that are used, in some form or another, “by 
almost everyone, every minute of the day,” as one meatpacking giant boasted 
back in 1930.
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If gelatin, as that emulsion scientist claimed nearly a century ago, is “a mate-
rial embodying a history,” then it is a history of work, of human and animal 
labor—a consumption of “brain, nerves, muscles and sense organs,” that 
ultimately disappears in the transparent product that will itself be worked on—
consumed—in the process of making an image.

The monstrous character of that image only really appears before it is ever 
taken; when it is still just a collection of commodities, put to work on each 
other by capital, in order to reproduce itself, as money in the form of all 
substances. 
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