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Afterword
by Ulrich Baer

Jack London’s 1903 novel The Call of the Wild is the story of a 
domestic dog who is kidnapped and, in a series of exchanges, 
traded into ever more difficult conditions—ending up as a sled dog 
in the Canadian Klondike during the 1890s gold rush. We follow 
the dog, Buck, on his journey from being the benign guard of a 
large and wealthy California estate into the brutal and literally and 
figuratively very cold life of a sled dog; there, Buck must claim, fight 
for, and ultimately defend to the death his place in the pack. The 
book’s central question, conveyed in vivid and occasionally hallu-
cinogenic descriptions of the inhospitable yet sublime “Northland,” 
is whether civilization really leads to happiness and authentic exis-
tence, or whether the conventions of society require us to repress 
the impulses that make life meaningful. Those impulses are the 
pure will to survive, innate to all living things, paired with the plea-
sure taken in the assertion of this right to life that can be expressed 
as brutal and even deadly violence, but also in the form of intense 
and authentic love.

Under the fierce conditions of the frozen trail, the “dominant 
primordial beast” that had lain dormant during Buck’s cushy life 
in California—here called “Southland”—grows stronger by the day. 
After a series of harrowing trials, which include facing death, kill-
ing, becoming the leader of the pack, overwhelming love, contests, 
and rescues, the resurgence of Buck’s primal nature, which had 
been repressed through thousands of years of domestication, leads 
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him to part with human company to join a pack of wild wolves. 
London leaves open whether the tame dog’s transition to wild 
animal means progress or regress, development or decline. Without 
attributing moral thinking to his protagonist but by writing from 
the dog’s perspective, London describes how Buck acquires a 
dignity, pride, and something we would call “values” while going 
wild, which makes his past secure life in California look shallow 
and empty. Are mercy, compassion, and justice really just luxury 
values staked on the silent exploitation of the subjugated, and will 
they vanish once bare survival is at stake? The Call of the Wild 
confronts us with the question—addressed by writers from Jean-
Jacques Rousseau to Arthur Schopenhauer, Henry David Thoreau, 
Friedrich Nietzsche, Joseph Conrad, Sigmund Freud, Theodor 
Adorno, Max Horkheimer, Simone de Beauvoir, Jean-Paul Sartre, 
and Claude Lévi-Strauss—why civilization, in Freud’s famous for-
mulation, instead of maximizing happiness, breeds “discontent.” 
For today’s readers, London imagines the world from a perspec-
tive not centered on the human species, which is the position that 
has resulted in mass extinction and vast environmental problems. 
When Buck flashes backwards across the millenia to the moment 
when man and wolf first entered into their remarkable, unspeaking 
companionship, this is not sentimental, naïve, or unscientific. It 
envisions another way of being in the world that is urgently needed 
today, when using our human-centered perspective as the guideline 
for all of our actions has brought us to the brink of several catastro-
phes of our own creation.

Because London asks the question why civilization results in 
unhappiness in the form of a story of an animal’s path toward his 
authentic self, he allows readers to ask it, in turn, of themselves 
without censoring their own responses. What if the impulse to 
violence is part of innate human nature? What if leading the pack 
and loving a master are conditions for happiness? What if mercy 
and compassion are false, and true love means respecting and 
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protecting each other’s autonomy rather than giving up one’s sense 
of self for the sake of another? What if the liberal sensibilities that 
let us reflexively condemn violence are nothing but philosophical 
evasions that fail to answer life’s pressing concerns? Although he 
presents these impulses without declaring them to be inherently 
good or evil, London stops short of celebrating Buck’s decivilizing 
as leading toward a protofascist superman who could overcome 
the nihilism of our age, or toward toxic masculinity. Buck can be 
cruel when defending his life, but he also teaches readers about the 
dignity of being part of a team, about feeling deeply connected to 
others, and about true love.

A native of San Francisco, London had spent a year prospecting 
for gold in the Canadian region of the Klondike in 1897 when he 
was nineteen, but returned with nothing “but [his] scurvy” and 
about $4.50 worth of gold dust. In his adolescence he had worked 
as an oysterman in his native San Francisco Bay area, sailed to hunt 
seals off the coast of Japan, shoveled coal for an electric company, 
been arrested and sent to jail for hoboing, and worked as a janitor. 
The year London spent in the harsh Canadian wilderness among 
men risking their lives for an elusive fortune and subjecting them-
selves to the laws of nature and naked greed, where food and heat 
could be more precious than gold, provided the raw material for 
writing during the two decades he had left to live. The peculiar 
fact that the human body can survive only in a narrow range of 
temperature and needs regular sustenance and water motivated 
London to reflect, and to write. And write he did, obsessively and 
ultimately with enormous financial success. But first he completed 
work for his high school diploma in a few months, by reading up 
to eighteen hours a day. He enrolled for a year at the University 
of California, Berkeley, before withdrawing for lack of funds. He 
honed his writing by copying long passages from Herman Melville, 
Edgar Allan Poe, Robert Louis Stevenson, and others, and submitted 
work to some of the over five hundred journals and magazines that 
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entertained and educated the United States at the time. His theme 
was the fate of man under modern conditions, and he often chose 
harsh surroundings as the setting for his increasingly popular tales.

For London, being caught in extreme conditions did not mean 
regression to an unthinking “state of nature,” but instead led to deep 
reflection. In “To Build a Fire” (1902), one of his great short sto-
ries, the initially optimistic protagonist, alone with his dog during 
an extreme cold spell, lacks the imaginative faculty to turn the 
simple task of making fire into an existential reflection. The failure 
to reflect, on the part of the man in this tale of man and dog, is 
not celebrated as the shrugging off of culture but leads to doom: 
“The trouble with him was that he was without imagination.” He 
was quick and alert in the things of life, but only in the things, and 
not in the significances. Fifty degrees below zero meant eighty-
odd degrees of frost. Such fact impressed him as being cold and 
uncomfortable, and that was all. It did not lead him to meditate 
upon his frailty as a creature of temperature, and upon man’s frailty 
in general, able only to live within certain narrow limits of heat and 
cold; and from there on it did not lead him to the conjectural field 
of immortality and man’s place in the universe. Fifty degrees below 
zero stood for a bite of frost that hurt and that must be guarded 
against by the use of mittens, ear-flaps, warm moccasins, and thick 
socks. […] That there should be anything more to it than that was a 
thought that never entered his head.

To use one’s imagination and reflect, quite metaphysically, on 
one’s position in the universe rather than rely on mere instincts 
might ensure survival. London’s place in the universe was that of 
a greatly ambitious and talented man who sought to transcend his 
native conditions through enormous discipline. He was born poor 
and in a difficult family situation that fated him, if circumstances 
were destiny, for a life of manual labor—a life, he realized after being 
cheated out of wages, that “was undignified, and […] didn’t pay.” 
He reflected deeply on man’s frailty not only as a physical creature 
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but as a product of a civilization that forced people to distort and 
repress their true calling, and that duped them into thinking their 
conditions were unalterable. It is the belief that extreme situations 
make us ultimately truer to our human nature—which includes our 
capacity to reflect on our universal condition, rather than reduce us 
to the state of unthinking automatons—that lends London’s prose 
its hallucinogenic force.

In his animal tales, London found the freedom to examine man’s 
place in the universe, one of literature’s eternal themes, without 
having to censor his reflections, as civilization demands for the 
sake of living together. Because he insists that Buck, in The Call 
of the Wild, does not think in what humans consider to be moral 
terms, he can explore the origin and deeper meaning of our system 
of values. Like Friedrich Nietzsche, whom London greatly admired 
but whose idea of the “superman” he severely critiqued because 
he considered it a dangerous celebration of selfishness, his work 
sweeps away conventions and clichés to expose which values are 
truly fundamental, and which ones are the veneer that serves the 
interests of various elites.

The immense appeal and popularity of The Call of the Wild rests 
on three factors. First, this 1903 novel has a storyline that, right down 
to the present day, serves as a ubiquitous template for Hollywood 
storytelling. Joseph Campbell, in The Hero with a Thousand Faces 
(1949), outlined “the hero’s journey” as follows:

A hero ventures forth from the world of common day into 
a region of supernatural wonder: fabulous forces are there 
encountered and a decisive victory is won: the hero comes 
back from this mysterious adventure with the power to 
bestow boons on his fellow man.1

This describes Buck’s journey. Forty-six years before Campbell 

1 Joseph Campbell, The Hero with a Thousand Faces (Novato, CA: New 
World Library, 2008), 23.
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wrote his vastly influential study of the world’s myths, London 
wrote a story about a dog that follows the hero’s arc quite closely. 
Buck is yanked from his ordinary life into a world of terrifying sub-
limity where the seemingly irrational forces of the “law of fang and 
club” apply, then senses, and first refuses, an uncanny connection 
to a mysterious call, confronts and defies death, and returns trans-
formed. Buck’s transformation from tame dog into wild animal is 
complete when his “last tie to man” is finally broken by a violent 
act of other men—the Native people who take back their land from 
white gold prospectors. Rather than return to his previous, human 
community, he shares his newfound strength with a pack of wolves 
that becomes his new community. The transformative event of deep 
love lives on only as a memory. Buck’s harrowing tale can be read 
either as London’s pessimism about reforming the world he recog-
nized to be unfair and corrupt, or as this native Californian’s enthu-
siasm for establishing a new society looking to a new dawn. For 
London, rejoining civilization might not make sense if the world 
of man proves to be devoid of the rules of the wild, where predator 
hunts prey but does not kill for sport.

Second, with The Call of the Wild, London opens a question that 
has consumed civilization from the beginning. It found its most 
pronounced expression probably in the deep skepticism of nine-
teenth century philosophers Arthur Schopenhauer and Friedrich 
Nietzsche, and in the writings of Sigmund Freud. “[W]hy is it 
so hard for men to be happy,” Freud asks in Civilization and Its 
Discontents (1930):

[W]e come upon an assertion which is so astonishing that 
we must dwell upon it. It states that our so-called civiliza-
tion is largely responsible for our misery, and that we would 
be much happier if we gave it up and returned to primitive 
conditions.2

2  Sigmund Freud, Civilization and its Discontents, transl. Peter Gay (New 
York: Norton, 2010), 16. Translation modified.
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Is the price of suppressing or sublimating our basic instincts, 
including our impulse not to suffer but experience pleasure, too 
high because it leads to “discontents,” or inauthentic existence? Are 
civilization’s efforts to tame those instincts the truly cruel mecha-
nisms of control, while the pure instincts are simply straining for 
the organism’s survival? If man feels “uneasy,” not quite at home 
and out of joint in culture, is culture as such, although itself the 
creation of man to make life more comfortable and convenient, the 
problem?

London comes close to celebrating the primordial, atavistic 
nature of his wolf-dog protagonist, which has inspired waves of 
masculinist writers who think that “running with wolves” means 
to champion “male” values over a shared morality. Contemporary 
readers’ hair may stand on end upon such passages: Buck “was a 
killer, a thing that preyed, living on the things that lived, unaided, 
alone, by virtue of his own strength and prowess, surviving trium-
phantly in a hostile environment where only the strong survived.” 
But Buck also experiences a startling, intense love for his master. His 
existence is determined entirely through his relations with others, 
rather than as the assertion of dominance. And London vehe-
mently objected to the celebration of ruthless selfishness, which he, 
an avowed socialist, associated with the excesses of unbridled capi-
talism. Can a carnivore be morally judged for eating meat? Are we 
wrong to extract from nature all we want? In his examination of the 
roots of Western morality, Nietzsche had remarked: “That lambs 
dislike birds of prey does not seem strange, but this is no reason for 
holding it against large birds of prey that they carry off lambs.”3 He 
suggested that going against one’s nature might be considered mor-
ally good, but this assumption is based on the kind of weakness that 
led to the decadence and nihilism of the modern age. The question 
of how to be true to oneself (is Buck true to himself as guard dog or 

3  Friedrich Nietzsche, On the Genealogy of Morals, trans. Walter Kaufmann 
and R. J. Hollingdale (New York: Vintage, 1989), 43.
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wolf?) animates not only philosophy. It is played out for each of us 
every day, sometimes with dire consequences when we take action 
out of despair because we are stumped for an answer.

Third, London found a way to let readers, and especially boys, 
connect to a story about the proper human relation to nature, 
because we suspend most of our moral judgments and expectations 
when reading the story of a dog. London is careful not to attribute 
human emotions or reasoning to the dog. In the essay reprinted 
in this volume, he convincingly defends himself against President 
Theodore Roosevelt’s charge that he is a “nature-faker” who attri-
butes emotions and morality to an animal. With every step we take 
with Buck, we are invited—in his stead, and not unlike contempo-
rary animal scientists—to decide what to do next from his position 
or, better yet, from the dog’s point of nose.4 But we are also allowed 
to observe his actions without judging them according to the con-
temporary standards of socially acceptable behavior. Is it okay to 
steal when Buck’s owners fail to plan properly and provide sufficient 
rations? Is killing okay in self-defense? Is it okay to corrupt a team 
in order to become its more effective leader? Should we let love and 
passion, as happens to Buck, “usurp cunning and reason?”

Are all the calculations of what we are supposed to do and how to 
behave not secondary when it comes to base survival? By stripping 
his story to the bare bones of “animal” existence, London allows us 
to think about life precisely not in concrete and material, but in the 
most general terms. Today, of course, our understanding of animal 
cognition has dramatically changed. Many contemporary scientists 
argue that animals are capable of self-awareness (something London 
presents as a question), and that they have emotions ranging from 
love to grief or that is, at least, how we understand them. In fact, 

4  Alexandra Horowitz, Inside of a Dog: What Dogs See, Smell and Know 
(New York: Scribner, 2010). Vicki Hearne also reflects, as a philosopher, on 
how dogs create their worlds differently from humans, and how this difference 
reflects back on our own world-making capacities, in Adam’s Task: Calling 
Animals by Name (New York: Skyhorse Publishing, 2017).
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both scientists and humanists study animal behavior not in order 
to better understand humans, but in order to understand non-hu-
mans in a fuller way that does not presume a sense of dominance of 
our species over others. Instead of seeing animals and “animality” 
as a prism through which to view ourselves, researchers are looking 
to other species, which London did powerfully, as models for living 
on this planet on better terms with it, and with one another.

But London taps into a deeper question about man’s appropriate 
behavior in a world that is greater than what human perceptions 
and actions define. The Call of the Wild is set in the 1890s, when a 
decisive change in man’s relationship with other species occurs. It is 
the irretrievable moment when the “look between animal and man, 
which may have played a crucial role in the development of human 
society, and with which […] all men had always lived until less 
than a century ago, has been extinguished.”5 Since the early 1900s 
and with the invention of cars and other technologies, animals are 
finally pushed out of the role of support and, in the lives of vast 
numbers of people, become a mere resource—or simply pets. The 
only remnants of the age-old relation between man and animal sur-
vives in increasingly rare pockets outside of the global economies. 
London is not nostalgic for an earlier time, but senses, with a nov-
elist’s intuition and with his political convictions as a socialist, that 
our relationship with other species, and our failure of imagination, 
may cause great problems.

Today, our world is urgently concerned with man’s proper rela-
tionship with nature. Can we continue to exploit the earth and all 
other species for our survival and our pleasure? Or do the sub-
jective life-worlds of other life-forms, centered on their existence 
rather than a human perspective, constitute a corrective to this 
one-way path staked on infinite extraction?6 London set his story 

5  John Berger, “Why Look At Animals,” in: About Looking (New York: 
Vintage, 1992).
6  The idea of animals’ subjective worlds being distinct and just as 
significant as the human life-world originates in the field of biology, with 
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in the Canadian Yukon during the gold rush, when man’s bound-
less greed was curtailed only by the forces of nature, which in The 
Call of the Wild attain as much presence as the tale’s main char-
acters. He confronts man’s hubris of exploiting nature with the 
wolf-dog’s humility of assuming his position on top of the food 
chain but within a wider circle of life and death. The difference 
in behavior between the two apex predators, man and wolf-dog, 
does not answer our current dilemma, since the task of adjusting 
civilization to ensure its survival is not only a political, economic, 
or environmental problem. As a work of literature, the book 
reveals the social factors that contribute to our dilemma (in this 
case, the environmental situation), which include honor, hubris, 
and humility—all qualities about which political and economic 
history keeps silent. Put differently, London shows that how we 
talk about nature, agency, responsibility, life, death, and our 
relation to animals matters as much as what we talk about when 
making sense of ourselves in the world. The situation in which 
we find ourselves, where mass extinction is a proven fact, will 
not be resolved through politics or economics alone. If that were 
possible, we would not be in such a conundrum. If we think we 
can engineer, legislate, or finance our way out of this crisis, we are 
like the man in London’s story who builds a fire without having 
the imagination to realize that the dangerous cold determines his 
position more holistically than merely requiring warmth. Rather 
than deciding, based on science or our own experience, whether 
London’s stories get the animals “right,” we can read them like all 
animal fables in world literature, from Aesop to Franz Kafka, as 
windows into the human condition.

London was the highest paid and most successful writer in early 

Jakob von Uexküll’s Umwelt und Innenwelt der Tiere [The Subjective and the 
Interior Worlds of Animals], (Berlin: Springer, 1909), and his 1934 Streifzüge 
durch die Umwelten von Tieren und Menschen, translated by Joseph D. O’Neil 
as A Foray into the Worlds of Animals and Humans, with A Theory of Meaning 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2010).
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twentieth-century America; today, his books are the most widely 
translated of all of American writing, with editions existing in over 
eighty languages. During a time when magazines and journals 
were the dominant form of entertainment, London entertained 
the masses. But he also educated them, and continues to educate 
and challenge us today. He was a self-declared socialist who took 
the side of laborers and underpaid workers and disputed a prim-
itive understanding of the survival of the fittest to justify ruthless 
exploitation. He viewed the law with great skepticism as a tool 
wielded by the powerful to shore up their privilege. He countered 
a view of the environment and animals as our God-given resources 
with stories of animals that mediate, as they have done since appear-
ing as the first paintings in caves around the world, between man 
and his origins, but also his future. London’s credo of self-reliance 
is as complex as that of Ralph Waldo Emerson, who, in much the 
same way, did not promote egotism but, in his seminal 1841 essay 
“Self-Reliance,” a shared humanity.

London entertained but also challenged his readers. He wrote 
what people did not search for but what they sensed, at times 
uneasily but often thrillingly, to concern their innermost selves. The 
Call of the Wild strikes an unexpectedly optimistic note in its final, 
cataclysmic ending, brought about by the conflict between white 
prospectors and the indigenous people on the land. Past the violent 
death of his beloved master, and past the deaths he inflicts on those 
who killed him, Buck lives on. This life beyond human conflict, I 
would surmise, is the place from which today’s urgent questions 
about mankind’s future can be asked—not in the sense of animal 
wisdom, but as a place uncharted by the hubris of humanity.

For most scholars and intellectual influencers, Jack London 
remains all but untouchable. His is a taboo oeuvre of more than 
twenty novels, over two hundred short stories, and countless 
other pieces of writing that deeply impacted millions of readers, 
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but remains relatively undiscussed in the academy.7 The Call of the 
Wild, White Fang (1906), and The Sea-Wolf (1904) are considered 
world classics by countless readers around the globe and by genera-
tions of filmmakers, but the sometimes erotic intensity of his nature 
descriptions has left the kingmakers ensconced in universities cold. 
London’s anticipation of the archetypical hero’s journey, also found 
in psychologist Carl Gustav Jung’s work (another author largely 
shunned by academics, but deeply significant to countless readers, 
and to London shortly before his death), and his commitment to 
writing stories that moved people without much formal education, 
including children, with their sinuous prose, has won him little 
scholarly attention.

That America’s most successful writer of the first half of the twen-
tieth century died as both a self-made millionaire and an avowed 
socialist is an irony that gains resonance in the twenty-first century, 
when the ultimate virtues of capitalism and socialism are debated 
in our nation again. A cause for optimism is that commentators 
will not be remembered, but creative authors will remain; and that 
the language in which we debate today’s issues, from the climate 
concerns to animal and human rights, emanates more powerfully 
from the work of literary writers than from politicians and econo-
mists. London’s abiding interest in man’s relationship to nature, his 
skepticism about our hubristic dealings with the environment, and 
his doubt that civilization makes us happy, makes The Call of the 
Wild enormously relevant for today. It is one of the books that have 
shaped several generations’ self-understanding. While his descrip-
tions of violence may make some readers squeamish, and while his 
depictions of male friendship, unlike those in Ernest Hemingway’s 
stories, leave little space for women besides motherhood (with 
some exceptions), Jack London invites us to reflect on whether our 

7  There are notable exceptions of fine scholarship, but London has little 
significant presence in the official canons of American literature in various 
anthologies. 
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will to live is based on anything but brute force, or on a will to live 
alongside and with others in precarious harmony, including other 
species and nature itself.

New York City
February 2020




