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Fast Food NATION – The Dark Side of the All-American Meal 

Introduction 
Fast Food NATION by Eric Schlosser is how fast food has hastened the malling of our landscape, 

widened the chasm between rich and poor, fueled an epidemic of obesity, and propelled American 

cultural imperialism abroad.  That’s a lengthy list of charges, but the author makes them stick 

with an artful mix of first-rate reportage, wry wit, and careful reasoning.   

The author’s myth-shattering survey stretches from California’s subdivisions, where the business 

was born, to the industrial corridor along the New Jersey Turnpike, where many of fast food’s 

flavors are concocted.  Along the way, he unearths a trove of fascinating, unsettling truths – from 

the unholy alliance between fast food and Hollywood to the seismic changes the industry has 

wrought in food production, popular culture, and even real estate. – The dark side of the all- 

American meal. 

HISTORICAL INFORMATION 
This book covers American history and culture, post-World War II. This time was especially 

prosperous for many Americans, particularly white middle-class men who had fought in the war 

and were able to reap the benefits of the G.I. Bill and the booming economy.  For many 

minorities, this time was far less promising, as the benefits of the 60's civil rights movement and 

integration were yet to occur and even then, slow to impact society as a whole. The specific 

period directly after WWII seemed especially prosperous because the world war had effectively 

ended the decade long Great Depression for the Americans.  This post-war economic boom 

arguably lasted until 1973. Schlosser sees the Reagan administration as responsible for the 

reversal of many of the social gains made during earlier periods in the twentieth century, 

including the progress made in the meatpacking industry.  For more on the shift from a Fordist 

economy to one of more flexible accumulation and the role of the Reagan administration in the 

American economic scene, see David Harvey’s The Condition of Postmodernity: An Enquiry into 

the Conditions of Cultural Change (Blackwell, 1989).   

Cultural historians consider the paradigm shift from modernity to postmodernity one of the 

greatest changes of this period (that is from the early twentieth century to the late twentieth 

century).  While modernism embraced the meta-narrative, linear progress, ideas which could 

totalize and unify people, as well as absolute truths— postmodernism, conversely, localized the 

meta-narrative and fragmented experience, which drove people to search for stability in an 

unstable world 

(Synopsis) 
This book is divided into two sections, “The American Way,” which interrogates the beginnings 

of the Fast Food Nation within the context of post-World War II America; and “Meat and 

Potatoes,” which examines the specific mechanizations of the fast- food industry, including the 

chemical flavoring of the food, the production of cattle and chickens, the working conditions of 

beef industry, the dangers of eating meat, and the global context of fast food as an American 

cultural export. 
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KEY LITERARY ELEMENTS 

LIST OF CHARACTERS 
Note:  Most of the characters discussed in this book are real-life and well-known icons of the 

American retail food industry.  Please keep in mind that the author of this book had an intended 

purpose of portraying the American fast food industry as a socially unconcerned bastion of 

corporate greed influenced only by the collection of dollars through the exploit of the naiveté and 

health of its citizens.  Others may argue that Americans actually love to eat these products and are 

happy for what these men/companies have produced for our chosen consumption and 

convenience in the furthering of our country.  Despite either opinion, Fast Food is not going 

away.  Please keep an open mind and make your own determination. In summary, this is just a 

study guide of the title, so please form your own opinion independently as you read the full 

book. 

Carl N. Karcher — Carl is one of the American fast-food industry’s pioneers. He was born in 

1917 in Ohio and dropped out of school after the eighth grade.  At twenty-years-old, Carl moved 

to Anaheim, California where he began his first hotdog stand.  Carl eventually turned his hotdog 

stands into drive-in restaurants.  After observing the first McDonald’s restaurants success, Carl 

started expanding and developed the Carl’s Jr’s. restaurants that many Americans (particularly on 

the west coast) are familiar with today.  In 1997, the corporation expanded dramatically with the 

acquisition of the Hardee's Restaurant chain.  In 2004, CKE Restaurants, Inc. (Carl's Jr's parent 

company) had revenues in excess of 1.4 billion dollars. 

Richard and Maurice McDonald — Richard and Maurice were brothers from New Hampshire 

who began the first McDonald’s restaurant (called The McDonald Brothers Burger Bar Drive-In) 

in southern California in 1937.  In 1948 the brothers revolutionized the fast food industry by 

firing their carhops, using disposable plates and cups to serve only food that did not need to be 

eaten with utensils 

William Rosenberg — William dropped out of school at age fourteen.  He worked as a salesman, 

delivered telegrams, and sold sandwiches and coffee.  Finally, in 1948 he opened a coffee and 

donut shop, called Dunkin’ Donuts. 

Glen W. Bell, Jr. — Glen was a World War II veteran who decided to open a Mexican-food 

restaurant, using the same system as McDonald’s.  He called the restaurant Taco Bell. 

Keith G. Cramer and Matthew Burns — Keith owned a drive-in restaurant in Daytona Beach, 

Florida and upon hearing about McDonald’s opened Insta-Burger King, with his father-in-law, 

Matthew.  

Dave Thomas — Dave dropped out of school at fifteen-years-old.  After working as a bus boy 

and a cook, he eventually founded Wendy’s Old Fashioned Hamburgers restaurant in Columbus, 

Ohio in 1969.  Today, thousands of Wendy's restaurant's still bear his daughters name and remain 

popular throughout the world.  Dave is probably best known as the "guy on the Wendy's TV 

commercials".  From 1989 to 2002, Dave appeared in over 800 commercials for the restaurant 

chain.  He died after a long battle with liver cancer in 2002. 

Thomas S. Monaghan — Tom was a former Marine (1956-1959) who spent his childhood in an 

orphanage and various foster homes. While a student at the University of Michigan (Ann Arbor) 

he and his brother James purchased a small pizza store in Ypsilanti, Michigan named 

DomiNick's. The restaurant later came to be called Domino’s. Today Domino's Pizza (founded in 
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1960) is one of the leading retail pizza chains in the world with gross revenues of over 1.5 billion 

dollars in 2004.  Tom retired from the company in 1998, but retained a 27% ownership stake. 

Harland Sanders (Colonel Sanders) — Harland left school at twelve-years-old and practiced 

various professions, including farm hand, fireman, lawyer, and doctor (these last two, without 

licenses).  Eventually, he came to selling home-cooked food at his gas station.  When he opened 

the first Kentucky Fried Chicken in 1952 he dressed up as a Kentucky colonel to promote the 

chain. 

Ray Kroc — Ray was a high school dropout from Illinois selling milk-shake mixers in Southern 

California, when, in 1954 he met the McDonald brothers.  He wondered why they needed so 

many milk-shake mixers and bought the rights to franchise their restaurant. He became a pioneer 

in the fast-food industry, creating characters that rivaled Mickey Mouse in name recognition. 

Walt Disney — Walt Disney was another high school dropout from Illinois, who became Ray 

Kroc’s biggest rival when he wouldn’t put a McDonald’s in Disneyland.  Walt Disney’s empire 

became a model for marketing to children. 

Dave Feamster -  Dave owns the Little Caesars restaurant in Pueblo, CO.  After he got hurt, 

playing in the NHL, he opened the restaurant. 

J.R. Simplot — J.R. Simplot was born in 1909 and grew up working on his family’s farm in 

Idaho.  When he dropped out of school and left home at fifteen, he found work in a potato house.  

By age sixteen, he was a potato farmer.  Soon, Simplot was buying, selling, and sorting 

potatoes—eventually becoming the largest shipper of potatoes in the West.  During World War II, 

Simplot made a fortune selling dried onions and potatoes to the American military.  Following the 

war, Simplot invested in frozen food technology and, in the 1950s, began selling frozen french 

fries to McDonalds. 

IMPORTANT QUOTATIONS - QUOTES AND ANALYSIS 
1.) “The harder you work, the luckier you become.” Carl Karcher’s father gave him this advice 

when he was a child (p 13).  

2.) “If they were drowning to death, I would put a hose in their mouth.” Ray Kroc says this of the 

Walt Disney Company as their fortunes declined in the 1960s (p41).  

3.) “No other American industry is robbed so frequently by its own employees.” Joseph A. 

Kinney, the president of the National Safe Workplace Institute, says this about the fast-food 

industry when he urges restaurants to pay their employees higher wages in addition to updating 

security measures (p86). 

4.) “Subway is the biggest problem in franchising and emerges as one of the key examples of 

[every] franchise abuse you can think of” Dean Sager, a former staff economist for the U.S. 

House of Representatives’ Small Business Bureau says this during a Fortune magazine interview 

in 1998 (p100). 

5.) “The french fry [was]…almost sacrosanct for me.” Ray Kroc is quoted as having said this 

about the introduction of the frozen french fry to McDonald’s (p114). 

6.)  Nature isn’t an abstraction for me.  My family lives with it every day.” Hank says this about 

life on the ranch (p 134). 
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7.) “The smell from the slaughterhouse would be ‘no different than that which you produce in 

your kitchen when you cook.” An IBP executive says this when explaining how the 

slaughterhouse that IBP proposed would smell (p 166).  

8.) “This recent outbreak sheds light on a nationwide problem: inconsistent information about 

proper cooking temperatures” This is the response of the head of the American Meat Institute, J. 

Patrick Boyle, to the Jack in the Box outbreak (207). 

9.) “I like America.” Mikhail Gorbachev says this at the Twenty-sixth Annual Chain Operators 

Exchange in Las Vegas, NV (238). 

10.) “It was dumb luck.” Manfred Voight says this of his success as a McDonald’s franchise 

owner in Plauen, Germany (251). 

VOCABULARY 
Throughput—the speed and volume of a factory’s flow. 

Franchisee—the owner of a franchise 

Encroachment—when a new franchise opens near another franchise of the same chain 

Sacrosanct—holy or sacred. 

Oligopsony—a market in which a small number of buyers exert power over a large number of 

sellers. 

TOPICS FOR CLASS DISCUSSION/ 
Chapter 1 

1. How would you describe Schlosser’s tone in this first chapter? Does he seem to have an

opinion about “the founding fathers” or an image of this period he wishes to convey?

2. What were some other important changes that happened in America following World

War II? How might these changes contextualize the rise of the fast-food restaurant?

Chapter 2 

1. Do you think Schlosser renders a fair depiction of Ray Kroc and Walt Disney in this

chapter?

2. Do you think companies such as McDonald’s are responsible for the growing problem of

childhood obesity in America, or do you think it is primarily parents’ responsibility?

Chapter 3 

1. Who is Schlosser’s intended audience? What clues about his writing style,

characterizations, or assertions lead you to make this conclusion? How might a low-wage

worker read this book differently than a white-collar worker or a college student?

2. Schlosser implies that most high-school students spend their wages on unnecessary items,

such as cars, expensive clothes, and cell phones.  Do you think this is true? What are his

sources for this assertion? Would critics be more willing to accept long hours for high-

school students who are saving for college?

Chapter 4 

1. What is Schlosser’s main argument in this chapter? How does he support this argument?

Is he successful?
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2. Why does Schlosser discuss Dave Feamster in this chapter? Does Dave Feamster

disprove Schlosser’s evidence against the benefits of franchising?

Chapter 5 

1. How does Schlosser’s description of J.R. Simplot compare with his descriptions of Ray

Kroc, Carl Karcher, and the McDonald brothers?

2. Were you surprised to learn about the way tastes and smells are manufactured? Does this

change how you think about processed foods?

       Chapter 6 

1. By Chapter 6, it has become clear that McDonald’s is the capital of Schlosser’s Fast

Food Nation.  Why do you think Schlosser focuses so much attention on McDonald’s?

Do you think this focus is because of the sources available? Is it because McDonald’s is

the most famous fast-food restaurant?

2. What are some of the issues ranchers face, specifically, in Colorado? Do you think

ranchers in Texas have the same problems?

Chapter 7 

1. What does the title of Chapter 7, “Cogs in the Machine,” refer to? Where did that phase

originate? What connections exist between the original meaning of the phrase and the

way Schlosser uses it?

2. Throughout this book, Schlosser has been very critical of industries which generate

unskilled workforces.  What are his critiques? What, if any, responsibility do businesses

such as McDonald’s have regarding the training and/or education of their employees?

Chapter 8 

1. The first section of this chapter is one of the most graphic in the book—why do you think

this is?

2. Why do you think Schlosser gives details about the men’s injuries (in the final section)

but does not quote the women’s complaints about sexual harassment?

Chapter 9 

1. Why does Schlosser compare E coli to AIDS? Is this a valid comparison?

2. After reading this chapter, what do you think about the meatpacking and fast-food

industries? Were you surprised? Will you eat at McDonald’s in the future?

Chapter 10 and Epilogue 

1. Overall, has Schlosser made a successful argument?

2. How does this information relate to agribusiness?

STUDY QUESTIONS - MULTIPLE CHOICE QUIZ (This will help you get a 

historical reference for the time periods discussed in the book) 

1. Congress passed the Interstate Highway Act under which President:

A. Truman

B. Eisenhower

C. Kennedy

2. What provided a set back for fast-food restaurant in 1973?

A. The Arab Oil Embargo

B. The Supreme Court’s ruling in Roe v. Wade

C. The Vietnam War

3. What was the impetus for the rivalry between Ray Kroc and Walt Disney?

A. Disney married Kroc’s high school sweetheart

B. Disney modeled Mickey Mouse from sketches Kroc made during the war
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C. Disney would not allow a McDonald’s in Disneyland

4. During what decade did marketing products to children explode?

A. 1980s

B. 1950s

C. 1990s

5. The fast-food industry is modeled after

A. Assembly line systems

B. Military boot camp

C. Evangelical churches

6. Compared with other American industries, fast-food restaurants

A. Employ the lowest rate of low-wage workers

B. Have the lowest turnover rates

C. Pay minimum wage to a higher proportion of its employees

7. Which franchise is billed as the worst in America by Dean Sager?

B. McDonald’s

C. Subway

D. Dunkin Donuts

8. What restaurant does Dave Feamster own?

A. Pizza Hut

B. Little Caesars

C. Dominos

9. Which of the following is a man-made additive?

A. Natural Flavors

B. Natural Flavors and Artificial Flavors

C. Artificial Flavors

10. What McDonald’s menu item did Ray Kroc describe as “sacrosanct”?

A. The Quarterpounder

B. The milkshake

C. The french fries

11. What is responsible for up to 90% of a food’s flavor?

A. The food’s aroma

B. The food’s color

C. The food’s starch content

12. What Act was meant to end monopolies?

A. The Comstock Act

B. The Sherman Anti-Trust Act

C. The Monopoly Act

13. Horace Greeley, for whom Greeley, CO was named, was best-known as

A. The editor of The New York Tribune

B. The sixteenth President of the United States

C. A Civil War General
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14. Of the following choices, which did Americans consume the most before World

War II?

A. Chicken

B. Beef

C. Pork

15. To what disease does Schlosser compare E coli?

A. Polio

B. AIDS

C. Hepatitis C


