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Jack London’s The Call of the Wild is a classic novel that explores themes of survival, instinct, and the
relationship between humans and nature. The story follows Buck, a domesticated dog, as he is thrust
into the harsh realities of the Alaskan wilderness during the Klondike Gold Rush. This study guide
aims to provide a comprehensive overview of the book, including character analysis, themes, plot
summary, and discussion questions that will enhance your understanding of the work.

Plot Summary

The novel is set during the late 1890s when gold was discovered in the Yukon Territory of Canada.
Buck, a large and powerful St. Bernard-Scotch Collie mix, lives a comfortable life in California with
Judge Miller. However, his life changes drastically when he is kidnapped and sold into the brutal world
of sled dog teams in the North.

1. Buck’s Kidnapping and Journey North: Buck is stolen from his home and sold to dog traders. He is
transported north on a train and then by boat, during which he experiences harsh treatment and
learns the reality of survival away from the comforts of his previous life.

2. The Sled Team: Buck is introduced to a new pack of dogs and a series of harsh masters, including
Manuel, Francois, and Perrault. This new environment forces Buck to tap into his primal instincts as he
learns to fight for food and respect.

3. Life in the Wilderness: As Buck adapts to his new life, he develops a rivalry with Spitz, the lead dog.
Their conflict culminates in a fierce battle, which Buck ultimately wins, allowing him to take over the
position of lead dog.

4. The Death of John Thornton: Buck forms a deep bond with a man named John Thornton, who treats
him with kindness and respect. However, Thornton's tragic death at the hands of greedy men drives
Buck further into the wild, where he finally answers the call of his ancestral instincts.

5. Return to the Wild: In the final chapters, Buck fully embraces his wild nature, joining a wolf pack

and living freely in the wilderness, thus completing his transformation from domestic pet to wild
Creature.

Character Analysis

Understanding the characters in The Call of the Wild is essential to grasp the novel's themes and
messages. Below are the key characters and their significance:



Buck

- Transformation: Buck's evolution from a domesticated pet to a fierce and independent creature
illustrates the theme of the survival of the fittest.

- Instinct vs. Nurture: His journey reflects the conflict between his domesticated nature and the primal
instincts that gradually resurface throughout the story.

John Thornton

- Representation of Kindness: Thornton serves as a contrast to Buck's other masters, showcasing how
compassion and respect can foster a deep bond between humans and animals.

- The Catalyst for Change: Thornton's death marks a pivotal moment for Buck, pushing him fully into
the wild and solidifying his transformation.

Spitz

- Antagonist: As the lead dog before Buck, Spitz embodies the harshness and brutality of life in the
wild. His rivalry with Buck highlights the struggle for dominance in nature.

Other Characters

- Manuel, Francois, and Perrault: These characters represent
various facets of human nature—greed, cruelty, and the will
to survive—and their interactions with Buck help shape his
understanding of the world.

Themes

The themes in The Call of the Wild are multi-faceted and
resonate with readers on various levels. Here are some of the
most significant themes:

Survival of the Fittest

- The novel illustrates Darwin's theory of natural selection,
with Buck adapting to survive in an unforgiving environment.



- The struggle for dominance among the dogs also mirrors the
broader survival instincts present in nature.

The Call of Instinct

- Buck's journey represents the awakening of his primal
instincts, showcasing the tension between civilization and the
wild.

- The “call” symbolizes a deeper connection to nature and the
inherent instincts that guide all living beings.

Human-Animal Relationships

- The novel explores the complexities of the bond between
humans and animals, emphasizing respect and kindness
through John Thornton's character.

- It also illustrates the darker side of this relationship, where
greed and cruelty lead to suffering.

Isolation and Freedom

- Buck’s transformation culminates in his embrace of isolation
and freedom in the wilderness, suggesting that true freedom
often comes at a cost.

- The wilderness serves as both a setting for Buck’s liberation
and a representation of the natural world’s indifference to
humanity.

Symbols



Symbols play a crucial role in enriching the narrative of The
Call of the Wild. Here are some key symbols to consider:

- The Wild: Represents freedom, instinct, and the true
essence of life away from human constraints.

- The Sled: Symbolizes the burden of civilization and the
struggle for survival in an unforgiving environment.

- Buck’s Ancestors: The recurring references to Buck’s
heritage signify the deep-rooted connection between species
and the primal call that exists within.

Discussion Questions

To deepen your understanding of The Call of the Wild,
consider the following discussion questions:

1. How does Buck’s character evolve throughout the story,
and what events are pivotal in this transformation?

2. What role does the environment play in shaping the
characters and their actions?

3. In what ways does the novel reflect the conflict between
civilization and the natural world?

4. How does Jack London use the character of John Thornton
to illustrate the ideal human-animal relationship?

5. What is the significance of the title The Call of the Wild,
and how does it relate to Buck’s journey?

Conclusion



The Call of the Wild is more than just a story about a dog; it is
a profound exploration of the themes of survival, instinct, and
the innate connection between humans and the natural world.
Through Buck’s journey from domestication to wildness, Jack
London invites readers to reflect on the complexities of life,
freedom, and the call of nature. This study guide provides a
comprehensive look at the major elements of the novel,
offering insights that enhance the reading experience and
encourage deeper contemplation of its timeless themes.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'The Call of the Wild'?

The main theme of 'The Call of the Wild' is the struggle for
survival and the instinctual return to nature, exploring how
Buck, a domesticated dog, adapts to the harsh realities of the
wild.

Who are the key characters in 'The Call of the Wild'?

Key characters include Buck, the protagonist; John Thornton,
Buck's final master; and various other dog team members like
Spitz, who serves as Buck's rival.

How does Buck's character evolve throughout the story?

Buck evolves from a pampered pet to a strong, independent
creature who embraces his primal instincts and ultimately
becomes the leader of a wolf pack.



What role does the setting play in ‘'The Call of the Wild'?

The setting, primarily the Yukon Territory during the Klondike
Gold Rush, plays a crucial role as it highlights the harsh
conditions that challenge Buck and other characters, shaping
their identities.

What literary devices are prominently used in 'The Call of the
Wild'?

Jack London employs symbolism, personification, and vivid
imagery to enhance the themes of nature, survival, and
transformation in the narrative.

What is the significance of Buck's relationship with John
Thornton?

Buck's relationship with John Thornton represents loyalty,
love, and the bond between man and animal, contrasting with
his earlier experiences of cruelty and survival.

How does 'The Call of the Wild' reflect the philosophy of
naturalism?

The novel reflects naturalism by portraying the influence of
environment and instinct on behavior, illustrating how Buck's
survival depends on his adaptability to nature's challenges.



What does the ending of ‘'The Call of the Wild' signify?

The ending signifies Buck's complete transformation and
acceptance of his wild nature, culminating in his return to the
wilderness where he finds true freedom and belonging.
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