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Jack London

An unflinching animal adventure story chronicling the emotional survival
of Buck, a dog. Set in the harsh Alaskan outback and told from the dog’s
point of view, this is a story of physical hardship and cruelty. Poetic in its
prose style, it has a philosophical depth not found in many other animal
adventure stories.
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Here was neither peace, nor rest, nor a
moment’s safety. All was confusion and action,
and every moment life and limb were in peril.
There was imperative need to be constantly alert,
for these dogs and men were not town dogs and
men. They were savages, all of them, who knew
no law but the law of club and fang.

Overview
for
teachers

Context
About the author
Jack London, born John Griffith Chaney in 1876, came from a working class family and was selfeducated. He was creative and adventurous in his attempts, some legal some illegal, to eke out a living.
He took part, without success, in the Klondike Gold Rush featured in The Call of the Wild. His selfeducation and wealth of reading finally gave him access to a career in journalism and writing novels.
He was successful in his lifetime as a writer; The Call of the Wild was his most literary and commercial
success.
After suffering from stomach and kidney problems, he died at the age of forty. It still remains unclear
as to whether it was suicide.

What’s the story about?
The story follows the transformation of Buck, a St Bernard and Scotch Shepherd cross, from pampered
‘king’ in Judge Miller’s place, sunny California, to sled dog and finally to feared ‘ghost dog’, free of
man, living wild and contentedly, in the Yukon, Canada.
King of his domain, pampered and favoured by his owners, Buck is kidnapped by Manuel, one of the
gardener’s helpers, and sold to a dog sled trader. Buck is swiftly and violently broken in by the dog sled
trader, the ‘man in the red sweater’.
Buck is sold to Perrault, a French-Canadian government mail worker and his partner Francois, the
sled driver. He finds himself shipped to the unforgiving, harsh environment of ‘Northland’ - Alaska/
Canada - and trained as a sled dog. Buck shows himself to be an intelligent, adaptable dog and the
desire to survive is strong. He quickly learns the way of the new world and, through a mix of cunning
and strength, defeats his canine nemesis, Spitz - savagely fighting him to the death - and becomes the
leader of the pack.
As leader of the pack, he helps to set a new trail record and is promptly sold again...and again. His
last owners, Charles, Hal and Mercedes, are ignorant, inexperienced and cruel Klondike Gold Rush
prospectors. All the dogs are ill-treated, either willfully or through utter stupidity and selfishness.
Exhausted and sensing futility and danger in crossing thin ice, Buck refuses to move and is brutally
beaten once more to near death by Hal. He is rescued by an onlooker, John Thornton, a man with
experience of the outdoors, wise and humane. Buck and Thornton then witness the trio and the rest of
the exhausted pack fall through the thin ice and drown.
Thornton loves and takes care of Buck and the devotion is returned. Buck saves his master’s life and
wins him a small fortune in a bet. It is a period of great happiness for Buck. It is during this time that
he begins to investigate ‘the call of the wild’ that has visited him. He spends more and more time on his
own in the wilderness, enjoying hunting down moose and socializing with a wolf - his canine ancestor.
On his return from one such hunt Buck finds his beloved master killed by Yeehat Indians (a fictional
tribe). Buck, impassioned and full of fury kills some of the Yeehats in revenge and is declared an ‘evil
spirit’ and ‘ghost dog’. Finding he is now free of man, he answers ‘the call of the wild’ joining a pack
of wolves, finally becoming their leader and progenitor.

Themes to look out for
•
•
•
•

Survival
Relationship between man and dog
Vitality
Natural instincts and ancestry
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Literary techniques

Presentation of character is
achieved through
•
•
•
•
•

What the character says
What the character does
What other characters say about them
How other characters react to them
How they are described in the narrative

Characters
Buck
Buck begins the novel as a pampered ‘king’, but rises against continual adversity to fulfill his potential
as a dog - keenly feeling alive, enjoying the trail, the hunt and the kill. London portrays him almost as
a super-dog at times and shows Buck’s transformation into a savage beast as something noble. In the
beginning of the novel there are things he doesn’t know - that Manuel was dishonest for example. By
the end of the novel there is nothing he doesn’t know and he is portrayed as a dog of experience and
knowledge, a leader, showing a breathtaking loyalty towards Thornton; a portrait of the true meaning
of love and devotion.
The reader is always aware of how Buck thinks and feels and, although the story is told in the third
person narrative, we largely view other characters through Buck and how they treat him.

Spitz
Spitz is the leader of the husky pack when Buck arrives. He is described as ‘cunning’ and ‘laughing’ and
Buck ‘hated him’. Spitz feels threatened by Buck and is treacherous in his treatment of Buck. London
needed to include a formidable character such as Spitz since not only does it create tension in the story,
it also shows the savage transformation in Buck when he kills him.

Curly
Curly appears very briefly at the beginning of Chapter 2 The Law of Club and Fang and is quickly
killed. She is too friendly, does not understand the rules and pays for it. London uses her to show what
it takes to survive in primitive Northland and as a warning to the reader that this is not a fairy tale, but
brutal reality - dog eat dog.
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Perrault and Francois
They are portrayed as fair men and act as a foil and relief to the previous harsh treatment Buck received
from the ‘man in the red sweater’. Their relationship with Buck is a professional one and one which grows
in respect. However, although they weep and hug Buck after gaining the record time for the trail, they
promptly sell him on.

Hal, Mercedes and Charles
London is sneering in his portrayal of these three characters, describing the ‘slipshod and slovenly affair’
of their cargo he sarcastically calls them a ‘- a nice family party.’ The hyphen is important here as it shows
narrative interruption i.e. what London thinks. They represent the stupid and willfully ignorant breed of
‘civilised’ person that naively believed gold would be theirs just because they wanted it. They have no
feeling or understanding for anything beyond their own selfish desires.
Hal is the most merciless out of the three, whipping the dogs in a frenzy, refusing them rest, hammering
them with the club. His complete and utter inhumanity is underlined in his brutal, callous treatment of the
exhausted and defenceless Buck.
Mercedes is initially portrayed as someone who might come to the dogs’ rescue, but this is swiftly put into
doubt when Buck states that he didn’t like her. We, the reader, are meant to trust in Buck’s judgement and
it unfurls that she has sympathy, but only on her own terms and up to a point. She turns out to be selfish
and spoilt, causing distress to the already exhausted, dying dogs when she insists on riding on the sled
instead of walking.
Charles is a passive coward, pandering to the whims of his wife and refusing to intervene when Hal is
beating Buck because ‘of his stiffness’.

John Thornton
John is portrayed as a man of compassion, dignity and wisdom. He is experienced in the wild and draws
vitality from his surroundings. He enters at the point in the novel when its tone is at its darkest and
provides a welcome relief for the reader as well as for Buck! Thornton acts as a device to show the man/
dog relationship at its best and as it should be: one of mutual respect, loyalty and equality. He is a selfless
man and allows Buck his freedom to wander as ‘the call of the wild’ grows stronger. Thornton had to die
for Buck to finally enter the wild, finally fulfilling his natural instinct.
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Setting

The setting can
•
•
•
•
•

Be a backdrop to the action
Reflect characters’ experiences
Symbolise ideas the author wishes to convey
Have its own culture and values
Cause conflict and distress

The Southland
Buck seemingly has everything he needs in Judge Miller’s
place in The Southland’s ‘sun-kissed’ Clara Valley. His owners
are incredibly wealthy; everything is either ‘big’ or ‘long’ or
in ‘legions’ emphasising a want for nothing. London does this to
reflect Buck’s comfortable life so far and makes his entrance into the
Northland even more poignant because we know what he has left behind.
The reader never meets the Millers, instead we glean only what they have, not who they are. Buck is
contented, king of the realm and part of the family - if only to serve; he ‘carries’, ‘guards’ and ‘escorts’.
The reader never sees how the Millers feel about Buck either. Perhaps London omitted this information
to act as a contrast to the wonderful and fulfilling life he has with John Thornton, where they do not have
material possessions, but share a life of equality and love.

The Northland

Contrast is set up right from the beginning: the first thing Buck feels is the snow that ‘bit like fire’. The
physical environment reflects the social conditions: harsh, inhospitable and primitive. On his arrival in
Northland the narrator states ‘Here was neither peace, nor rest, nor a moment’s safety’. London uses
the setting to warn the reader that there is an uncomfortable time ahead.
The Northland is shown to be an incredibly powerful place, especially in Chapter 5, The Toil of Trace
and Trail, when London uses personification to describe the arrival of Spring in the Yukon: ‘It ate away
from beneath; the sun ate from above’. The use of personification gives the environment more power
and it therefore becomes more of a force to be reckoned with. This section also shows the power needed
to survive.
And yet...in Chapter 7, The Sounding of the Call, the Northland, still wild, is beautiful beyond compare
- because of its wildness - and because both Buck and Thornton fit in with the world they inhabit. Life
is stripped down to what is important - survival and the vitality that feeling provides.

Narrative techniques
The Call of the Wild is told in the third person narrative, but the author is biased towards Buck and
all the other characters are viewed through a filter of Buck’s thoughts and actions towards them. For
the reader to empathise with Buck’s ordeals, London gives the dog human qualities and emotions. He
always appears to be more humane and dignified than most of the humans he encounters.
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Structure
Structure is the order or pattern in which a novel
is put together and should
•
•
•
•
•

Maintain the interest of the reader
Move the action from one episode to the next
Arouse a reader’s interest in character or situation
Create a moment of crisis
Create expectation or surprise

London places opposing ideas, characters or places next to one another to heighten their differences.
Some of the contrasts used by London include:
• Buck’s home at Judge Miller’s place and the Northland environment
• Curly and Buck both arrive in Northland at the same time, but have very different fates
• The differences in the dialogue between the three main owners
• The beauty and vitality of spring awakening in the Yukon and Buck near death, brutally beaten by Hal
• Hal’s treatment of Buck compared to John Thornton’s.

Language
The Call of the Wild is a highly descriptive novel that uses lots of noun phrases (adjective plus a noun)
and verb phrases (verb plus an adverb) to create a sense of atmosphere, to describe the setting and to show
how Buck feels. It is an emotive story; London really wants you to feel the harshness of Northland and
the suffering Buck goes through, and this is one way of showing this. Another technique to emphasize
the harshness is to use repetition and London does this throughout the novel and often within a paragraph
for a more intense effect.
When describing the Yukon landscape, London uses personification portraying it as a grand, formidable
power demanding respect and with an ability to do harm to those who choose to dwell in it.
London uses complex sentences to list the action, emphasise a point or speed up plot. When Buck is
kidnapped the...
‘Clerks in the express office took charge of him; he was carted about in another wagon; a truck carried
him, with an assortment of boxes and parcels, upon a ferry steamer; he was trucked off the steamer into
a great railway depot, and finally he was deposited in an express car.’
This example of listing the action highlights how quickly and matter-of-factly Buck is transported away
from his home and how he has become just another piece of cargo undermining his previous presentation
as a ‘king’.
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Special feature
Semantic fields
A semantic field is a group of words
used in a piece of writing that are
related in meaning, normally through
topic, for example, chop, fry, simmer
and taste belong to the semantic
field of cooking.

The use of semantic fields is a literary technique London uses to emphasise the brutal new world Buck
finds himself in. Again and again, the following words associated with the semantic field of savagery
appear: primordial, savage, wild, blood, snarling, bristled, sharp and primitive. For example:

• Only Spitz quivered and bristled as he staggered back and forth, snarling with

		horrible menace, as though to frighten off impending death. Then Buck sprang in
		 and out; but while he was in, shoulder had at last squarely met shoulder. The dark
		 circle 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 make his kill and found it good. Chapter 3
You may also notice words associated with the semantic field of time. For example:

• He was older that the days he had seen and the breaths he had drawn. He linked

		the past with the present, and the eternity behind him throbbed through him in a
		 mighty rhythm to which he swayed as the tides and seasons swayed. Chapter 6
Or words connected with life, nature and the elements:

• He was sounding the deeps of his nature and of the parts of his nature that were 		

		 deeper than he, going back into the womb of Time. He was mastered by the sheer
		 surging of life, the tidal wave of being, the perfect joy of each separate muscle, joint,
		and sinew in that it was everything that was not death, that it was aglow and
		 rampant, expressing itself in movement, flying exultantly under the stars and over
		 the face of dead matter that did not move. Chapter 3
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Activities
for
children

Before reading
Ideas for getting started
Engaging with the world of the novel

Gold rush
Use the internet and other historical resource materials to find out what life was like
in the 1890s Gold Rush territory of North America.
Use this list of place names to help you:
Southland: Clara Valley, San Francisco and Seattle.
Northland: Queen Charlotte Sound, Dyea Beach, Dyea Canon, Chilkoot Trail, Dawson,
Thirty Mile River, Rink Rapids, Klondike River, Skaguay, Yukon and the Yukon River,
Stewart River, Forty-Mile Creek,
Circle City, Cassiar Bar.
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Debate

What would be the advantages and disadvantages of living
in the wild? How would you cope?
Is it ever right to domesticate animals?
How fair is the idea of the ‘survival of the fittest’?
How might this idea impact on a society?
Is it ever right to hit an animal?
What should happen to people who treat animals badly?

About the author
Who was Jack London?
What novels did he write?
Why do you think he wrote ‘The Call of the Wild’?

Facts

Find out about pedigree breeds of dogs, their
characteristics and behaviour.
How did dogs become domesticated?
How is the dog related to the wolf?
How do dogs in a sled team work together?
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During reading
Stopping places

1

Developing understanding of narrative and literary techniques
Read to the end of Chapter 1
Into the Primitive
Focus on...

• How London creates pace, outrage and poignancy
• Narrative viewpoint

Things to discuss
Structure: Were you expecting to read about such a swift change in Buck’s fortunes
in the first chapter? How did it make you feel about Buck and about the trade he had
been sold into? Why did London make things happen so quickly? Would you change
any of it?
What difference would it have made to the story if London had dwelt on Buck’s way
of life at Judge Miller’s place?
When Buck is kidnapped by Manuel, London contrasts what Buck thinks is happening
to him and what we, the reader, know is happening to him - how does this make you
feel about the situation? About Buck? About Manuel? If London didn’t tell you how
Buck felt what difference would it make to your response?

‘psst...’

It is quite a heartbreaking scene, since Buck is loyal, obedient and innocent it makes
man’s treachery all the more poignant.
Narrative: Whose side are you on? Whose side is the narrator on? Whose side does
the narrator want you to be on?
Although it’s written in the third person narrative, why do we only get Buck’s point of
view and not the ‘man in the red sweater’?
How does the author feel about this treatment of Buck? How do you feel?
Character: Which characters are introduced and what do you learn about them? How
is the presentation of Buck different to the presentation of the men he encounters?
How does this make you feel about Buck and about the men? How did you feel when
the ‘man in the red sweater’ appeared with a hatchet and a club?
What did you think was going to happen? Did you expect to read about such violence?
What are your first impressions of Perrault and Francois? Buck thinks they ‘were fair
men’. Do you think they will be?
How do you think Buck will cope in the Northland? Will he adapt and survive?
Plot: What do you think the novel is going to be about?
Language: Which sentence or phrase in the first chapter moved you most?
Theme: What are your thoughts on the idea of ‘primitive law’? From what you have
read so far, what do you think it might mean?
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2

Read to the end of Chapter 3
The Dominant Primordial Beast
Focus on...

• Buck’s transformation

Things to discuss

Character: How do you think the narrator presents the transformation of
Buck - as something positive or negative?
How did you feel about Spitz at the beginning? How did you feel about him
as he was being killed?
What do you think of Buck when London writes that he ‘found it good’ after
killing Spitz? Did you expect this?
Theme: What do you think of the law of the wild, the law of ‘club and
fang’? London writes that ‘Mercy was a thing reserved for gentler climes’.
What do you think he meant by this phrase? What do you think about it?
Plot: What do you think will happen next? What do you want to happen
next?

You could...
Look back at the last two chapters and search for words or phrases that show
a transformation in Buck. Describe how you feel about his transformation
from pampered pooch to ‘dominant primordial beast’.
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3

Read to the end of Chapter 5
The Toil of Trace and Trail
Focus on...

• Presentation of character
• Use of contrast to provoke emotion
• Emerging themes

Things to discuss

Language: Describe your reaction to Francois and Perrault selling Buck after
he had excelled as leader of the pack and helped set a new trail record. London
writes about it in a very matter of fact way, in one sentence, without comment
from Buck and preceded by Francois weeping over him.
What effect does this technique have on you?
Look at the beginning of Chapter 5, The Toil of Trace and Trail and notice how
many times the word ‘tired’ is mentioned? Why do you think this is?

‘psst...’

Repetition is a technique used by London many times in the novel, employed
here to emphasise how the dogs are feeling. It makes the reader feel more
sympathy for them and sets the scene for the following events to have more
pathos.
Character: Are you surprised that Buck ‘was not homesick’? Who was the
most dreadful: Hal, Mercedes or Charles? London states, before the trio journey,
that Buck did not like Mercedes when she cried and called the dogs ‘poor, poor
dears’. What do you remember thinking at this time? Was he right not to like
her? Were we meant to be warned do you think? How does the narrator feel
about the three characters?
How are the dogs described now? How does this reflect upon the three characters?
How do you feel about the treatment of Billee? How does this compare with the
treatment and killing of Dave at the end of the previous chapter?
Why does London name all the dogs remaining?

‘psst...’

This creates a sense of identity and pathos, preparing the reader to grieve for
individuals when they drown at the end of the chapter.
What are your first impressions of John Thornton? Do you think he is important?
Just as the reader loses hope, London introduces John Thornton, a kind man.
Why does he do this? What might Buck licking his hand signify?
Theme: How do you feel about Buck’s dream, seeing a wild, primitive ancestor
of man? Have humans progressed? What has been gained and what has been
lost? What do you think London thinks of ‘Man’?
Setting: Why do you think London has the landscape ‘awakening’ with life when
the dogs are at the point of dying of exhaustion? How does it make you feel?
Plot: How do you feel at the end of the chapter? What do you think will happen
next? What will John Thornton do with Buck?
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4

Read to the end of the novel
Focus on...

• How the novel ends
• Your response to the whole novel

Things to discuss
Character: How similar were Spitz and Buck?
What did you think about the scene when Buck hunts down the old moose
in the last chapter?
How did you feel when Buck became completely assimilated into the wild
at the end?
Why do you think Buck goes back to John Thornton’s grave every year?
Setting: Why did the reader need to know what Buck’s former environment
was like? Why did London make the contrast between Southland and
Northland so huge?
Where do you think Buck is better off?
What role did Buck have at the Miller’s place? How does this compare with
the role he shared with John Thornton?
Would you prefer the freedom of Northland or the comfortable confinement
of Judge Miller’s place?
Make notes on how London presented Northland. Look at his use of
adjectives, personification, senses, activities and reactions.
Themes: The Call of the Wild is very much about the ‘Survival of the
Fittest’. What do you think of this idea?
Are there any species of animal that defy this rule and look after the weaker
members of their group?
Tell me what you think of the ‘Law of Club and Fang’. Is it just?
Why do you think Buck felt most alive at the end of the novel?
What ideas in the novel shocked you most? What do you know now that you
didn’t know before?
What was the author saying about life and living through this book?
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After reading

Create & imagine

Developing a personal response to the novel

Survival skills
Invite a ranger, outdoor specialist or mountain rescue volunteer to school for
a visit and ask questions about safety and survival in challenging conditions.
Imagine what it would be like to live in a wild place, without any amenities or
creature comforts. Research the skills you would need to survive in the wild,
for example, building a shelter or finding edible foods.

Wild and free
Choose one of the other dogs in the pack and fill in their background before
they became sled dogs. Write their story. Why was Dave so quiet?
Why was Spitz such a cunning bully?
Experiment with writing a story which reverses the plot of The Call of
the Wild i.e. in which a wild animal becomes domesticated (Jack London
explored this theme in his follow up companion novel White Fang).
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On trial
Prepare and conduct a mock trial of characters from the story for
crimes they may have committed.
Rank the characters in order of cruelty towards the dogs and give
reasons for your choices. Find evidence from the novel for the
charges you want to make against them and prepare your case.

Animal rescue
Research the work of the RSPCA by exploring their website or inviting
a speaker to into school. Produce advertising campaign materials
(a poster, a leaflet, TV or radio advert) to promote the work of
organisations in preventing cruelty to animals.
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Memorable quotes
He was beaten (he knew that), but he was not broken. He saw, once
for all, that he stood no chance against a man with a club. He had
learned the lesson, and in all his afterlife he never forgot it. That
club was a revelation. It was his introduction to the reign of primitive
law... The facts of life took on a fiercer aspect, and while he faced that
aspect uncowed, he faced it with all the latent cunning of his nature
aroused. Chapter 1
For the pride of trace and trail was his, and sick unto death, he could
not bear that another dog should do his work. Chapter 4
His muscles had wasted away to knotty strings, and the flesh pads
had disappeared, so that each rib and every bone in his frame were
outlined cleanly through the loose hide that was wrinkled in folds of
emptiness. It was heartbreaking, only Buck’s heart was unbreakable.
The man in the red sweater had proved that. Chapter 5
Love, genuine passionate love, was his for the first time. Chapter 6

He was older than the days he had seen and the
breaths he had drawn. He linked the past with the
present, and the eternity behind him throbbed
through him in a mighty rhythm to which he
swayed as the tides and seasons swayed.

‘Superb details, taken from Jack London’s firsthand knowledge of
Alaskan frontier life, make this classic tale of endurance as gripping
today as it was over a century ago. One of literature’s most popular and
exciting adventure stories.’
Barnes and Noble, Booksellers

			

‘The Call of the Wild is a timeless book.. and enjoyable to read for anyone
at any age at any time. A story of survival speaks to all of us, because it
makes us look within. Would I have what it takes to survive in that kind
of environment? What would happen to me? It lets you imagine yourself
in that circumstance.’
			 Sara Hodson, Jack London scholar and curator
‘There was never a dog like him, and probably never will be, either.’
			

Melvin Burgess, Author of ‘Cry of the Wolf’
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