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In 1897, gold was discovered in the northern regions of Klondike, Yukon. Immediately, thousands of men across the world flocked in to take part in the Yukon Gold Rush. Jack London, a young, wandering hopeful and a strong believer of Darwinism, took his chances, bringing along a copy of Darwin’s The Origin of Species, and though he had not found an ounce of gold, he returned home rich with stories and experiences of the rugged north. (Novel Guide Theme p. 1) From these, he wrote his bestseller The Call of the Wild, a story of the adaptation of a Southern, half-breed husky, Buck, to the hostile conditions of the north during the period of the gold rush. When a strong demand for sled dogs arises, Buck is kidnapped and harnessed for the first time in the bitter-cold conditions of the Klondike. At first Buck is shocked by the cruelty of the north, but he quickly learns to adapt and ultimately conquer his environment. Throughout the novel, though Buck goes through numerous masters, Buck’s atavism grows as he slowly reverts to his ancestral primitive state of wilderness and finally becomes the leader of a wild wolf pack. In the novel, Buck is always fighting others for supremacy and often emerges victorious. In addition, Buck’s encounters with contrasting incidents teach him many important lessons. These events help Buck change and reborn into a new primordial beast that triumphs and becomes master of the wilderness. London reveals his belief of “survival of the fittest” through the use of conflict, contrast, and archetypal imagery.

Throughout the novel, Buck is always in a death struggle over various opponents. In each conflict, Buck emerges victorious as he is more fit than his opponent. After joining his first dog sled team, Buck often finds himself clashing with Spitz, a large, white half-breed that is also the leader of the team. Buck begins to challenge Spitz leadership more and more until one day, the inevitable fight to death comes. Using his cunning imagination, Buck is able to break Spitz’s leg and gain an upper hand while a circle of hungry pack of wolves waits for the loser: “But Buck possessed a quality that made for greatness—imagination. He fought by instinct, but he could fight by head as well. He rushed, as though attempting the old shoulder trick, but at the last instant swept low to the snow and in. His teeth closed on Spitz’s left fore leg. There was a crunch of broken bone, and the white dog faced him on three legs… There was no hope for him. Buck was inexorable. Mercy was a thing reserved for gentler climes… Then Buck sprang in and out; but while he was in, shoulder had at last squarely met shoulder. The dark circle [of wolves] became a dot on the moon-flooded snow as Spitz disappeared from view. Buck stood and looked on, the successful champion, the dominant primordial beast who had made his kill and found it good.” (London 47) Buck’s particular creativity allows him to defeat his opponent and stay alive. Later, Buck gets a chance to explore a bit on his own. In the wild, alone, Buck kills any who opposes him: “He fished for salmon in a broad stream that emptied somewhere in the sea, and by this stream he killed a large black bear, blinded by the mosquitoes while likewise fishing, and raging through the forest helpless and terrible. Even so, it was a hard fight, and it aroused the last latent remnants of Buck’s ferocity. And two days later, when he returned to his kill and found a dozen wolverines quarrelling over the spoil, he scattered them like chaff; and those that fled left two behind who would quarrel no more.” (London 87) By now, Buck has almost completely mastered his instincts and is able to kill other animals, some bigger and stronger than he. The final test of survival comes when Buck returns to camp, only to discover his master, Thornton, and the other dogs dead and native Yeehats dancing around the wreckage. Buck, overcome by fury, rushes in intending to kill: “The Yeehats were dancing about the wreckage of the spruce-bough lodge when they heard a fearful roaring and saw rushing upon them an animal the like of which they had never seen before. It was Buck, a live hurricane of fury, hurling himself upon them in a frenzy to destroy. He sprang at the foremost man (it was the chief of the Yeehats), ripping the throat wide open till the rent jugular spouted a fountain of blood… Then a panic seized the Yeehats, and they fled in terror to the woods, proclaiming as they fled the advent of the Evil Spirit.” (London 92-93) Despite their large numbers, arrows, and axes, Buck was able to kill man, the highest in animal kingdom. Buck proves himself superior to all his opponents and is the one that survives. 

In addition, London creates examples of contrast in the novel to express his belief, always with the side more fitting succeeding where the side less suited failed. This is shown in the results of Curly and Buck’s encounters with other dogs of the north. On the day Buck and Curly arrive in Alaska, Curly, a good-natured Newfoundland, fatally tries to approach a husky: “They were camped near the log store, where she, in her friendly way, made advances to a husky dog the size of a full-grown wolf, though not half as large as she. There was no warning, only a leap in like a flash, a metallic clip of teeth, a leap out equally swift, and Curly’s face was ripped open from eye to jaw . . . Curly rushed her antagonist, who struck again and leaped aside. He met her rush with his chest, in a peculiar fashion that tumbled her off her feet. She never regained them…” (London 27-28) Curly, though more than twice the size of her opponent, was not adept to the ways of the northern dog community and thus perished. Buck, however, quickly adapts to his environment and masters the others: “…it was good to loaf around, after the fish was eaten, for an hour or so with the other gods, of which there were five score and odd. There were fierce fighters among them, but three battles with the fiercest brought Buck to mastery, so that when he bristled and showed his teeth, they got out of his way.” (London 51) Unlike Curly, Buck is able to adjust to his settings, and thus best and triumph over the other dogs. Such contrast is also evident when comparing the failure of Charles, Hal and Mercedes against the success of Perrault and François. (Novel Guide Theme p. 3) Charles, his wife Mercedes and her brother Hal, all from the United States, buy Buck and some other dogs as sled dogs on their adventure. Being inexperienced in gold mining and travelling by sled, the family overloads their sled with useless and burdening belongings while not bringing enough food. Their incompetence on the trail leads them to be far behind schedule and all the dogs to be underfed. When the company tries to navigate a thin ice bank, John Thornton, a local and seasoned gold miner, warns them not to travel any further, even rescuing Buck from their mistreatment. The trio, however, ignores Thornton’s advice and goes on as Thornton and Buck watched in silence: “Dog and man watched it [the sled] crawling along the ice. Suddenly, they saw its back end drop down, as into a rut, and the gee-pole, with Hal clinging on to it, jerked into the air. Mercedes’ screams came to their ears. They saw Charles turn and make one step to run back, and then a whole section of ice give way and dogs and humans disappear. A yawning hole was all that was to be seen.” (London 68-69) The three did not heed the warning of Thornton even though they had no experience in their situation, and thus perished. On the other hand, Perrault and François, both French-Canadian mail couriers, are far more adept. Speed and security is essential to their jobs, and when the team tries to navigate over thin ice, they are able to rescue themselves and the dogs from danger: “Again, the rim ice broke away before and behind, and there was no escape except up the cliff. Perrault scaled it by a miracle, while François prayed for just that miracle; and with every thong and sled lashing and the last bit of harness rove into a long rope, the dogs are hoisted, one by one, to the cliff crest.” (London 39) Unlike the inept trio, the two men are able to save the group from death and survive in the cold wilderness. These two examples of contrast show how, in the harsh northern wilderness, only the strongest will survive.

Finally, as the novel progresses, London often uses the archetypal imagery of death and rebirth. (Novel Guide Metaphor p. 1) This is first apparent when Buck, a southern housedog, transforms into a led dog. He first learns to adapt to the cold north when he makes his first sleeping hole: “That night Buck faced the great problem of sleeping. The tent, illuminated by a candle, glowed warmly in the midst of the white plain; and when he, as a matter of course, entered it, both Perrault and François bombarded him with curses and cooking utensils, till he recovered from his consternation and fled ignominiously into the outer cold… Finally an idea came to him. He would return and see how his teammates were making out. To his astonishment, they had disappeared. Again, he wandered about through the great camp, looking for them, and again he returned… Suddenly the snow gave way beneath his fore legs and he sank down… A whiff of warm air ascended to his nostrils, and there, curled up under the snow in a snug ball, lay Billee… Another lesson. So that was the way they did it, eh? Buck confidently selected a spot, and with much fuss and waste effort proceeded to dig a hole for himself.” (London 30) Buck’s entrance into and following emergence from the sleeping hole he dug himself not only shows his ability to adapt, but also symbolically represents the death of his former life and the rebirth into the life of a sled dog. (Novel Guide Metaphor p. 1) Further into the novel, Buck experiences another change when the ineffectual trio, Charles, Hal and Mercedes, acquires him. Unable to comprehend the dog’s tiredness, Hal pushes Buck and the team over their limits and keeps on pushing: “As it was with Buck, so was it with his mates. They were perambulating skeletons… They were not half-living, or quarter-living. They were simply so many bags of bones in which sparks of life fluttered faintly. When a halt was made, they dropped down in the traces like dead dogs, and the spark dimmed and paled and seemed to go out. And when the club or whip fell upon them, the spark fluttered feebly up, and they tottered to their feet and staggered on.” (London 65) Under the maltreated conditions of toil, Buck and his teammates are on the verge of death. Later, when Thornton rescues Buck from his masters, that spark renews and Buck returns as a new and changed dog. (Novel Guide Metaphor p. 1) Buck’s final rebirth occurs following his furious attack on the Yeehats and his decision to join his wild wolf brothers and become leader of the pack: “The years were not many when the Yeehats noted a change in the breed of timber wolves; for some were seen with splashes of brown on head and muzzle, and with a rift of white centering [sic] down the chest. But more remarkable than this, the Yeehats tell of a Ghost Dog that runs at the head of the pack. They are afraid of this Ghost Dog, for it has cunning greater than they, stealing from their camps in fierce winters, robbing their traps, slaying their dogs, and defying their bravest hunters.” (London 95) Here, Buck reaches the final step of his development: apotheosis, reaching the level of divinity. (Novel Guide Metaphor p. 3) To the Yeehats, Buck becomes the legendary “Ghost Dog”, an invincible creature far greater than even the best of the Yeehats. Buck’s archetypal cycle of death and rebirth throughout the novel shows him as the ultimate survivor of the wilderness.

Throughout the novel, London had always had Darwin’s ideology of “survival of the fittest” in mind. Each time Buck met a formable foe, the stronger and more skilful came out top. Each time a dangerous situation was met, the better suited and more experienced pulled through. Each time Buck was allowed to live on, his ability to change and learn from it guaranteed his survival. Combined with skill and cunningness, London gave Buck the circumstances that caused him to transform and ultimately become the master of the wilderness, king of both animals and humans alike. As Charles Darwin once put it, “It is not the strongest of the species that survives, nor the most intelligent that survives. It is the one that is most adaptable to change.” (ThinkExist.com 1)
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