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Abstract 

This article seeks to prove that Jack London violates the traditional 
practice of placing culture and nature at antipodes by opting for 
miscegenation in the representation of his dog-hero (Buck) in The Call 
of the Wild. The paper contends, on the one hand, that London’s work 
presents the traditional diametrical contrast between culture and 
nature. On the other hand, it posits that the writer artfully merges 
these two opposing poles in the depiction of Buck. London achieves 
this through setting, language, characters (both humans and non-
humans), and even plot development. The ecocritical binary polarity 
between culture and nature as well as a revisionary approach to the 
concept of speciesism are the conceptual framework for the analysis 
of London’s work in this paper. The consequence of this blend is the 
delineation of a dog hero of mixed breed. Midway between a dog and 
a wolf, between nonhumans and humans, Buck emerges as a better 
breed by the end of the work.  

  
Key-words: Miscegenation, Nature, Culture, Ecocriticism 

Introduction  

The tendency for Ecocritics to establish a binary opposition 
between nature and culture has influenced the 
consciousness of nature writers who generally tend to 
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delineate this diametrical opposition in their works. This 
paper purports to show that Jack London, unlike the others, 
represents nature and culture as complementary for the 
formation of a new and better breed in the depiction of his 
dog-hero. Finding London’s art difficult to grasp, President 
Theodore Roosevelt refers to Jack London and others as 
“nature fakers” in “‘Congested Mails’”: Buck and Jack’s 
‘Call’” (Bloom 31). He posits that, if London and his likes 
really understand nature, they would not go about 
“humanizing animals in such preposterous and 
unbelievable ways” (ibid). This critic’s observation echoes 
the disorientation of many of London’s readers in the face 
of this author’s option for miscegenation in the 
representation of his dog-hero. 

Meanwhile, in “Jack London’s Evolutionary 
Hierarchies: Dogs, Wolves and Men,” Lisa Hopkins hints at 
the controversy that surrounds the theme of evolution in 
American culture and London’s streak for miscegenation. 
She notes that behind fables like The Call of the Wild and 
White Fang “lie profound concerns with changes of animal 
nature over time” (Bloom 115). Hopkins is referring here to 
London’s depiction of dog-heroes in whom the blend of 
culture and nature brings about a change of species. In The 
Call of the Wild, this mixture of culture and its consequence 
on Buck (as a dog) and that of nature (the wild that causes 
Buck’s heredity as a wolf to leap to the fore) results into the 
emergence of a new breed. 

The originality of this paper therefore resides in the 
fact that it aims at showing how London’s espousal of 
atavism results in the portrayal of a dog-hero of mixed 
breed in The Call of the Wild. In the first part of the article, it 
is proven that the author subscribes to the general pattern 
of presenting culture and nature as distinct and 
diametrically opposed to each other. Meanwhile, the second 
section sheds light on how centuries of domestication 
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combine with the resurgence of latent wolfish traits to foster 
Buck’s emergence as a hybridised species. It equally argues 
that the writer’s artful option for the blend of the effects 
culture and nature makes Buck a better breed. Hence, the 
content of the paper hinges on the answers to these two 
questions: which traditional binary opposition between 
culture and nature emerge in London’s novel? How do the 
combined effects of culture and nature on Buck make 
London’s dog-hero a better breed? Ecocriticism will be used 
as the novel’s critical tool of analysis.  

In The Ecocriticism Reader: Landmarks in Literary Ecology, 
Cheryll Glotfelty and Harold Fromm observe that the term 
“Ecocriticism” was first coined by William Ruekert in his 
essay “Literature and Ecology: An Experiment in 
Ecocriticism.” These authors aver that, by this term, Ruekert 
meant “the application of ecology and ecological concepts 
to the study of Literature” (Glotfelty and Fromm xix). And 
since ecology is concerned with the relationship between 
natural entities such as land, water, air, animals and plants, 
the aforementioned writers simply define ecocriticism as 
the study of the relationship between literature and the 
physical environment (xviii). In other words, ecocriticism 
examines the interconnections between culture and nature, 
seeking to show how human culture is connected to the 
physical world— affecting it and being affected by it. 

From an etymological perspective, “eco” and “critic” 
are respectively derived from the Greek words “oikos” and 
“kritis” which, when put together, mean “house judge” 
(Glofelty and Fromm 69). William Howarth proceeds to add 
that a long-winded gloss of the ecocritic could therefore be 
“a person who judges the merits and faults of writings that 
depict the effects of culture upon nature, berating its 
despoilers, and reversing their action through political 
action” (ibid). As such, the ecocritic’s role is first of all 
descriptive and vocal. He/she evokes and condemns 
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human cultural practices that are destructive to the 
ecosphere and biosphere. And, because of the implied 
power relations between these practices and nature, 
ecocriticism also involves concerted action geared towards 
the proper and balanced management of these power 
relations.  

Axel Goodbody sheds more light on this notion of 
power relations in Nature, Technology and Cultural Change in 
Twentieth-Century German Literature: The Challenge of 
Ecocriticism when he notes that— like feminism, gay studies 
and postcolonialism that speak for silenced/disempowered 
groups— ecocriticism speaks for nature. This is because the 
severance of the human from the nonhuman by early 
modernists such as Francis Bacon and Réné Descartes 
resulted into a relationship of mastery and possession 
between man and nature (6). In other words, man has 
assumed superiority over nature for centuries and has 
justified this dominance by the fact that God gave the first 
mortals (Adam and Eve) dominion over the natural 
environment at Creation. That is why Lynn White argues 
that, since human ecology is mostly conditioned by our 
beliefs about our nature and destiny, the only means by 
which we can come out of the ambient ecologic crisis is by 
rejecting the Christian axiom that nature’s only reason for 
existence is to save and serve man (Glotfelty and Fromm 
14). Jack London’s representation of a highly humanised 
dog-hero in The Call of the Wild interrogates this presumed 
human prerogative. 

In “Nature and Silence,” Christopher Manes hints at 
the antithetical relationship between culture (with man at 
its centre) and nature when he decries the fact that, for half 
a millennium, nature has been occluded and left “voiceless” 
and “subjectless” in the West. Manes concludes by 
observing that time has come for [their] culture to restore 
man to the humbler status of Homo Sapiens— one species 
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among millions of others (Glotfelty and Fromm 26). This 
expressed need for nature to be reinstated and for man to be 
removed from his vantage position evokes an implied 
binary opposition between culture and nature. Gabriel Egan 
coins the term “speciesism’ in Green Shakespeare: From Eco-
politics to Ecocriticism to refer to the assumption of human 
superiority over nonhumans. He contends that value 
should be placed on individual interest, not according to 
whether they can reason or talk, but rather according to 
whether they can suffer (19).  

Ecocritics and some nature writers contend that the 
status of nonhumans like plants and animals should be 
revisited because, although they may have no conventional 
and established code of communication that attests to their 
rationality, they too feel pain when they are afflicted. 
London presents a world in which men and dogs live side-
by-side. Yet in spite of the fact that the men he presents 
predictably assume superiority over the dogs, he bestows 
cognitive abilities on his dogs to the extent that it is difficult 
to differentiate between the two species. In fact, the men are 
eclipsed by the dogs to whom the author gives a voice— the 
events chronicled in the text are reported through the 
consciousness of London’s dog-hero.  

The opposition between nature and culture is more 
overt in Frederick Turner’s “Cultivating the American 
Garden.” In this article, Turner defines nature as the 
unreflexive, the unpremeditated which can be 
distinguished from human cultural activity (Bloom 44). 
Then, equating American culture to technology, he 
diametrically opposes it to nature by defining it, at its best, 
as “an euphoric escape from nature” and at its worst, as “a 
diabolical destruction of [nature]” (45). As such, while 
nature corresponds to the natural environment— 
untouched and undefiled by man— culture is the social 
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sphere with all the accruing human cultural activities and 
technological developments.  

If culture (equated to technology here) is either an 
escape from nature or a diabolical destruction of it, this 
implies that the two are mutually exclusive. Thus, in a bid 
to reverse the established hierarchy between culture and 
nature, Turner lists the opposing adjectives used by the 
American myth to describe both. It is held in this American 
myth that nature is eternal, unchanging, pure, gentle, wise, 
innocent, balanced and harmonious while culture is 
temporary, progressive, polluting, violent, blind, 
sophisticated, distorted, destructive and evil. This mythical 
belief has influenced writers who generally present 
nonhuman characters who are either prey to an ominous 
culture, or increasingly shed off the influence of culture to 
become better, “natural” beings. Jack London distinguishes 
himself from these writers because he resorts to 
miscegenation to make Buck a better breed than he is at the 
beginning of the novel. 

According to the author of the entry of miscegenation 
in Africana: The Encyclopedia of the African and African 
American Experience, Richard Newman, miscegenation is 
“sexual relations across racial lines;” “sex across color lines” 
or “interracial sex.” Hence the idea of a blend is discernible. 
There is the mating (that serves as contact point) of people 
or, better still, organisms of different races/species or 
colours. The prefix “inter-” in the adjective “interracial” 
encapsulates the notion of mixture because it means 
“between/among,” “in the midst of,” “mutual” or 
“reciprocal.”The American Heritage Dictionary of the English 
Language further highlights this concept of racial mixture. It 
alludes to the fact that miscegenation is a combination of 
the Latin word “miscére” (to mix) and “genus” which 
means race. Hence, miscegenation is the mixture of two 
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races or again cohabitation, sexual relations, or marriage 
involving persons of different races.  

In this paper, “miscegenation” describes London’s 
combination of the effects of culture and nature, of 
civilisation and the wild in The Call of the Wild, to form a 
dog-hero of mixed breed. Elise V. Lemire quotes the 
Pulitzer-winning ecologist and physiologist at stating in 
“Miscegenation”: Making Race in America that, throughout 
recorded history, judgments about people (and we can add 
about nonhuman species) have been made on the basis of 
visible and highly variable traits (145-146). He is quoted as 
adding that racial classification does not come from Science 
but from body signals that make it possible to differentiate 
between desirable and undesirable sex partners, and 
between friends and foes (ibid). London’s delineation of 
Buck makes it difficult to classify this dog-hero as either a 
dog or a wolf because of its morphology that combines both 
canine and wolfish features. Likewise, the writer endows 
this animal with cognitive abilities that elevate it to the rank 
of Homo Sapiens.  

In as much as Buck’s mixed breeding pertains to 
culture and its accruing artificiality in this book, London 
opts for atavism. The resurgence of wolfish traits in this dog 
after centuries of domestication that had affected its 
forbears and it justifies ecocritical rejection of human claims 
of the superiority of human culture over nature. The first 
part of the article sheds light on the traditional binary 
opposition between culture and nature that emerges from 
London’s novel. Meanwhile, the second part of the paper 
examines this author’s combination of the effects of culture 
and nature on Buck such that his dog-hero is a mixed and 
better breed by the end of the novel.  
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I. The Binary Opposition between Culture and Nature in 
The Call Of The Wild 

At first sight, the traditional opposition of culture and 
nature are evident in The Call of the Wild. Evidences of this 
dichotomy can be seen in the setting, language, characters 
and plot. This section of the article examines how London 
(consciously or unconsciously) presents the concepts of 
culture and nature as being diametrically opposed to each 
other. Such an opposition suggests an irreconcilability that 
the author somehow revisits. 

The dichotomy between culture and nature is very 
obvious in the way London handles setting in The Call of the 
Wild. He sets the novel in the warm Southland, in Judge 
Miller’s house. The house is big and is located in the “sun-
kissed Santa Clara Valley.” This big house with its lawns, 
graveled driveways, interlacing boughs of tall poplar, great 
stables, servants, collages, orderly array of outhouses, long 
grape harbours, green pastures, orchards, kennels and big 
cement tank is the handiwork of civilisation. On the other 
hand, the large expanse of bare, snow-covered land of the 
Northland offers no shelter. Buck and the other dogs have 
to dig holes in the snow and snuggle into it to sleep. When 
they move further off and Buck ends up in Thornton’s 
camp, there is the thick forest, squirrels and other wild life 
that surround the house. It is a move from the “heart of 
civilization” to “the very heart of things primordial” to 
borrow from London (13). 

Alluding to London’s intermittent evocations of 
nature, Jonathan Auerbach quotes him as using terms such 
as “dominant primordial”, “ancient song”, “wild fathers” 
and “blood longing” in his “Congested Mails”: Buck and 
Jack’s “Call” (Bloom 44). “Primordial,” “ancient,” and 
“wild” connote the unexplored, the natural and the 
untamed; while “blood longing” is suggestive of the 
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instinctual which is just as natural. Other terms evocative of 
nature in London’s work are “the primitive,” “savages,” 
“the law of the club and the fang,” “decivilization,” “beast,” 
“wolf,” and “jungle.” Diametrically opposed to these are 
terms entrenched in human culture and technology such as 
“great dimensions,” “orchard,” “sated aristocrat,” 
“steamship and transportation companies,” “kennel-dog,” 
“civilization,” “tame,” “the law of love and fellowship,” 
“town dogs and men,” “dainty eater,” and “domesticated 
generations.” Rooted in human civilisation, this second set 
of terms bear on the consequence of human action on some 
natural environment or entity. 

This critic remarks in the same article that London tries 
to negotiate or navigate his dog hero between the animal 
world and the human world (Bloom 35). Each world 
implies the prevalence of either culture or nature. Life in 
Judge Miller’s house in the Southland entails being a good 
companion to the Judge; a partner and play-mate to his 
children; a guardian to his grand-children and the preferred 
pet of the Judge’s estate. In order to live up to the family’s 
expectations, Buck has to learn to swim, to loaf about, to eat 
daintily and even to imperiously stalk about like the king of 
the place. The same loafing and leisure characterises life 
with John Thornton whose home in the woods of the 
Northland can be considered as a microcosm of Southern 
civilisation transported to the wild. Meanwhile, after Buck 
is clandestinely sold away by Manuel, the man in the red 
sweater introduces him to jungle law and life before he 
even gets to the North. Living in the natural environment 
involves being subjected to wild practices that encourage 
the resurgence of dormant primitive impulses. 

With respect to characterisation, London’s characters 
can be broadly classified into two. There are characters that 
pertain to civilised society like Judge Miller and his family, 
his servants and workers including Manuel. Auxiliary 
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workers of the transport system like the baggage man and 
the saloon-keeper can be added to this number and so can 
Charles, Hal and Mercedes. The Judge, by his lifestyle and 
profession, epitomises human attempt and ability to 
infringe on nature and to transform natural environment 
into something more suitable for human living. The Judge’s 
house and its grounds described under setting in this paper 
attest to this. As Judge, Judge Miller is the depositary of the 
“law of love and fellowship” that governs life in the 
Southland. He enforces the respect of fair play, justice and 
equity. As one of his workers, Manuel could stand for one 
who has espoused human cultural practices like gambling 
and whose life and actions are conditioned by it. Likewise, 
the baggage man and saloon-keeper’s connection to 
technology cannot be over-emphasised. Finally, the 
ignorance displayed by the trio (Charles, Hal and 
Mercedes) in the driving of dogs in the snowy North gives 
away the fact that they are misfits in that natural 
environment.  

This entrenchment of characters in culture is not 
limited to London’s human characters. Domesticated dogs 
like Judge Miller’s Toots, Isabel and the score of fox terriers 
are cases in point. These dogs are generally kept in kennels 
and are used to human company, attention and protection. 
Curly, with her loving kindness, is ill-suited for the jungle 
life in the North because she fails to adjust to it. In the same 
vein, John Thornton’s dogs— skeet and Nig— seem to share 
their master’s kindness and generosity. As stated before, life 
with them is a life of loafing and the playing of all sorts of 
ridiculous games. To establish the difference between these 
human and animal characters and those of the jungle, 
London observes with respect to the latter that “these men 
and dogs were not town dogs and men” (13). 

In effect, men like Perrault and François, the Scotch 
half-breed and the Indian Yeehats are quite a different 
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breed from Judge Miller and the others. While these men 
are generally nomadic, Judge Miller and the others are men 
who have settled in specific locations. This does not 
preclude occupation that may require that they move from 
time to time, or trips undertaken for leisure. The men of the 
wild are equally demanding and inconsiderate, putting 
their goals before any human feelings. When Buck kills 
Spitz and the latter is eaten by the usual circle of cruel 
huskies, all François does is to jubilate because they will be 
able to “make good time” as they move on since the 
constant fights between Buck and Spitz will no longer delay 
them (37). No sorrow is expressed for the loss of this dog 
that had toiled for them for long as leader of the dogs on the 
trail. The dogs they drive are just as cruel and egocentric. 
Spitz and the other dogs he leads like Billy and Pike as well 
as the huskies show no love and mercy for each other. They 
prey on each other at any given opportunity. Thus, these 
men and dogs act and live according to the law of the club 
and the fang. 

Curly’s experience and fate in the Northland shows 
how this law works in the wild. Her attempt to express 
friendship to a husky earns her a ripped face. Using the 
wolf manner of fighting by striking and leaping away, the 
husky overpowers Curly in the duel that ensues and Buck 
watches aghast as the other huskies (about thirty or forty of 
them) tear her to death in an attempt to eat her. It is only the 
intervention of Francois and his three companions that stop 
these dogs from feasting on their own kind. It is thus 
understandable that Buck is later on surprised by the fact 
that Skeet and Nig do not begrudge him Thornton’s love 
and attention. Instead, they welcome him to their home and 
Skeet— who is said to have the doctor’s trait— washes and 
cleanses Buck’s wounds until he heals. 

It is worth noting that the animosity and rivalry that 
characterises Buck’s relationship with the wild dogs, 



 
Yvonne Iden Ngwa /Syllabus Review, Human & Social Sci. Ser. 6 (2), 2015 : 181 - 202 

192 

 

especially his relationship with Spitz, is reminiscent of the 
one-time American belief in the superiority and purity of 
the white race. In the same source quoted earlier, Lemire 
expresses Thomas Jefferson’s view according to which 
(although slaves should be set free because of the wish to 
vindicate the liberty of human nature) the dignity and 
beauty of the white race should be preserved (28). In effect, 
Jefferson opined that whiteness was a superior colour that 
ought to remain “distinct” because it was more expressive 
of “every passion,” whereas “black” skin “[covered] all 
emotions” (ibid). Stated otherwise, the opacity of the Black’s 
skin expressed his/her ability to be expressionless as a 
trickster and a veiled character. Black was suggestive of 
duplicity. 

London captures this debate of racial superiority when 
he emphatically projects Buck’s distinctive traits as 
perceived by Spitz, his arch enemy and formidable rival. As 
avowed leader of the team of sled dogs, Spitz feels 
threatened by this strange breed of dog from the Southland. 
He notes that Buck is bigger in size, tougher and 
“preeminently cunning” (London 29). Interestingly, Buck 
portrays the same superiority complex towards the other 
dogs, towards the wolves and, eventually, towards man. He 
insists on occupying the leadership position of the team 
after he kills Spitz and also leads the pack of wolves when 
he joins his brothers of the wild. When he massively kills 
the Yeehats to avenge Thornton’s death, he gloats over his 
superior strength. The novelist sheds light on his 
protagonist’s sense of superiority in this excerpt: 

 
At times, when he paused to contemplate the 
carcasses of the Yeehats, he forgot the pain of 
[Thornton’s loss]; and at such times, he was aware of 
a great pride in himself, -- a pride greater than any he 
had yet experienced. He had killed man, the noblest 
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game of all, and he had killed in the face of the law of 
club and fang. (89) 
 

Here, Buck features as an antithesis of “other 
Southland dogs” as Spitz had surmised. Having broken 
from the shackles of domestication, he reverts to living the 
life of the wild. He is so good at it that he celebrates his 
newly gained dominion over man who had used the club to 
subject him at one time. His disdain for the human race is 
perceptible in the fact that he considers their dead bodies as 
“carcasses” and not “corpses.” It can be inferred that, as far 
as Buck is concerned here, man is not different from other 
animals. His presumed superiority is fallacious. Dogs like 
Buck are unchallengeably superior to man. In 
acknowledgement of this superiority, the Yeehats and other 
animals leave a whole valley to him by the end of the text. It 
becomes Buck’s exclusive territory. The wild Indian tribe 
also finds him so unfathomable that they elevate him to the 
rank of a spiritual entity by referring to him as the “Ghost 
Dog” or the “Evil Spirit” that chooses the valley for its 
habitation (London 91-92). 

Finally, the plot of London’s novel reflects the 
dichotomous dimensions of culture and nature. The story 
starts in the heart of civilisation and ends in the wild. The 
first three chapters recount Buck’s adventures in a civilised 
society: his kingly life at Judge Miller’s, his abduction by 
Manuel, and his transportation to the North (or to the wild). 
The three chapters that follow depict Buck’s exposure to 
brute life in the wild; his adaptation to that life and the 
consequent transformation of his character and features. 
The last three chapters focus on the everyday life and 
challenges of the transformed Buck (miscegenational in 
nature) and his ultimate response to the call of the wild.  

S.K. Robisch mentions this binary opposition between 
culture and nature in London’s works in Wolves and the Wolf 
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Myth in American Literature. He alludes to it as “[the 
author’s] process towards establishing a binary between 
wild and domestic” (302). It can indeed be described as a 
process because the writer persists in this motif of binary 
polarity in his other works. He even writes White Fang 
which he considers as being “a companion to The Call of the 
Wild” (qtd by Robische 315). Robische quotes London as 
highlighting this fact when he notes, in connection to White 
Fang, that the book begins at the very opposite end, 
“evolution instead of devolution; civilization instead of 
decivilization.” The author even mentions “The Call of the 
Tame” as a possible title for the work which he has chosen 
to discard (ibid). White Fang poses as the converse of The 
Call of the Wild because it chronicles the domestication 
process of a cub called White Fang. 

Despite this seeming obsession with dichotomies, 
London successfully presents a dog-hero who is the product 
of the combined effects of culture and nature. The paper 
will presently examine the author’s miscegenational 
representation of his protagonist. Oscillation between 
civilisation and the wild; interaction with both categories of 
men and dogs, and immersion in the practices of the two 
milieux have their effects on Buck. This section brings 
Buck’s consequent hybridisation to the fore. 

II. Miscegenation in Buck’s Representation  

The combined effects of culture and nature on London’s 
dog-hero results into the representation of an animal that is 
a mixed breed by the end of the book and the novelist hints 
at this miscegenation in a number of ways. The writer’s 
very choice of his protagonist’s name, “Buck,” entails a 
blend of the culture-nature dichotomy. Buck with an “s” 
added is an informal appellation of money. And money is a 
human cultural conception and invention intended to make 
the exchange of commodities possible. This idea is 
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reinforced by Auerbach who observes that Manuel, Perrault 
and John Thornton all value Buck in “human terms of 
money in the market place” (Bloom 39).  Manuel sells Buck 
off to pay his lottery debts; Perrault assesses him as being 
“one in ten t’ousand;” and John Thornton uses him to win a 
bet that earns him sixteen hundred dollars. Meanwhile, 
“Buck” also doubly refers to the male of some animals like 
the deer or the rabbit. The name therefore doubly evokes 
the concepts of culture and nature.  

Cross-breeding is also suggested by the dog’s species. 
Owned by Judge Miller at the start of the novel, Buck is said 
to be the offspring of a St Bernard and a shepherd. In The 
Howell Book of Dogs: The Definitive Reference to 300 Breeds and 
Varieties, Liz Palika undertakes the categorisation of the 
different dog breeds that exist. According to this 
categorisation, the St Bernard features in the group that was 
considered as being farm dogs but is later on taken to be 
rescue dogs (340). This species of dog is otherwise called the 
working dog type. It is a powerful breed, standing at least 
25.5 to 30 inches tall (or taller) and weighing 120 to 180 
pounds. The head is large and wide, the muzzle is short, the 
eyes are medium-sized and dark brown, and the ears are 
dropped. The breed is strong and well-proportioned with 
heavy bones (ibid).  

The shepherd is likewise a large dog, though it is not 
as large as the St Bernard. It is also powerful, with adult 
males standing no less than 28 inches tall (with 30 inches 
preferred) and females no less than 26 inches (28 inches 
preferred). The shepherd’s weight is said to be 
proportionate to its height and is generally 100 to 160 
pounds. Its ears are erect, its eyes are brown, its body is 
long, and its tail is long and full (356). It is a breed that has 
assisted man, over hundreds of centuries, in taking care of 
his flocks and herds of animals. It is said that these dogs 
have built-in herding instincts; they resort to stalking, 
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basking, pushing and the nipping at heels to help gather 
livestock. They also help to protect livestock from 
predators. They are noted for learning quickly and obeying 
commands.  

The cross-breeding done at this level is suggestive of 
miscegenation. It is the combination of the working-dog 
type and the herding-dog type. Buck displays both 
exceptional working and herding qualities. As a sled dog, 
he learns fast and finally replaces Spitz at the head of the 
team of dogs in the Northland. Meanwhile, the chaperoning 
of the judges’ children; the herding and disciplining of the 
other dogs as team leader, and the herding of the pack of 
wolves when he joins his wild brothers all attest to his good 
herding ability. But London does not stop at this. He 
equally presents Buck as being the descendant of wolves. 
He avers in this respect that Buck’s feet had softened during 
the generations since the day his last wild ancestor was 
tamed by a cave-dweller or a river-man. This “last wild 
ancestor” is the wolf whose feet are definitely harder than 
the dog’s. The writer further highlights Buck’s wolfish 
ancestry when he remarks that life in the Northland (the 
wild) makes his senses of sight, smell and hearing to 
become very sharp. He adds that “instincts long dead came 
alive again” (20). In other words, the sharp senses and 
instincts typical of wild animals like Buck’s ancestors that 
were wolves resurface in Buck once he lives in the wild as 
they did of old.  

In effect, several passages portray the fact that 
London’s dog-hero has many latent traits of his wild 
kinsmen buried inside him. Buck forsakes his life of a sated 
aristocrat of the Southland and quickly adapts to his new 
environment when he finds himself in the primitive 
Northland. And it is important to note that London stresses 
the fact that the change is from within as much as it is from 
without. The writer observes that the spirit of the wild beast 
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becomes stronger in Buck, and it grows under the fierce 
conditions of the trail (20-21). His muscles become hard as 
iron as well as tough and stout. He becomes impervious to 
ordinary pain, can eat anything, and his dog’s barks become 
the wolf’s howl. This implies that Buck has everything of a 
wolf following this adaptation. In effect, the reflexes of the 
wolf are awakened from within him because they are said 
to have been stamped in the heredity of the breed. To 
summarise Buck’s transformation, it is stated that he is no 
longer a dog from the soft Southland, but “a thing from the 
wild— come from the wild” to sit by Thornton’s fireside 
(65).  

But then, the features of the dog are just as inextricably 
characteristic of Buck. His canine ancestry makes him 
bigger than the normal wolf. The author notes at one point 
of the work that the hard life on the trail causes Buck’s 
weight to drop from 140 pounds to 115 pounds (49). This is 
close to the range of the St Bernard which is said to weigh 
from 120 to 180 pounds or within the shepherd’s range 
whose weight ranges from 100 to 160 pounds. Moreover, 
when Buck follows the “wild brother”— the wolf to whose 
howling he heeds as the call— it is said that Buck weighs 
thrice as much as it does and its head barely reaches Buck’s 
shoulder (81). It is obvious that this is the influence of his 
father’s St Bernard genes. The streak of brown on his 
muzzle and above his eye as well as the white in the middle 
of his chest is also uncharacteristic of the wolf. That is why 
the author observes that were it not for these colours, Buck 
would be taken for a gigantic wolf, larger than the largest of 
the breed.  

London’s choice to advocate hybridisation through 
character depiction as highlighted here and in several of his 
short stories in The House of Pride and Other Tales of Hawaii 
was very much celebrated by his friend and correspondent, 



 
Yvonne Iden Ngwa /Syllabus Review, Human & Social Sci. Ser. 6 (2), 2015 : 181 - 202 

198 

 

Luther Burbank. Burbank heralded such acts in Training of 
the Human Plant. He saw them as  

 
the opportunity now presented in the United States 
for observing and …aiding in what I think it is fair to 
say is the grandest opportunity ever presented of 
developing the finest race the world has ever known 
out of the mingling of races brought here by 
immigration. (12) 
 

This critic’s observation above suggests that America’s 
adhesion to the idea of the purity and supremacy of the 
white race, earlier mentioned in this paper, was not 
unanimously approved of. Burbank hails the advent of 
miscegenation engendered by interracial sex as well as 
marriages between immigrants who hailed from different 
horizons.  As far as he was concerned, the crossings of 
different types (races) had secured strength, intellectuality 
and moral force for the new breed (ibid). He therefore sees 
miscegenation as a means by which a new and superior 
race will emerge in America. 

This same emergence of a superior breed is evident in 
London’s depiction of Buck. The consequence of the dog-
wolf miscegenation of his dog-hero is a race, a peculiar 
breed that distinguishes itself both from the dog and the 
wolf. It is a wolf that is much bigger and larger than the 
ordinary wolf. It is also one that is craftier, swifter and more 
skillful at fighting. London states that Buck “is a great, 
gloriously coated wolf, like, and yet unlike, all other 
wolves” (92). He displays his greater strength when he 
overpowers a whole pack of wolves. He deftly rips open the 
throats or shoulders of four of the wolves in record time. 
With marvelous rapidity and agility, he beats the whole 
pack that crowds around him and forces them to retreat 
with their tongues lolling out (90).  He thus fathers a new 
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breed of timber wolves. These wolves are said to be seen 
with splashes of brown on their heads and muzzles, with 
rifts of white centering down their chests. Yet Buck remains 
unique.   

Buck’s uniqueness lies in the fact that he combines 
human qualities with those of the dog and the wolf already 
highlighted. In “‘Congested Mails’”: Buck and Jack’s ‘Call,’” 
Auerbach refers to the human dimension of London’s dog-
hero when he notes that “Buck is put in a situation beyond 
his control and is invested with a human mentality and 
morality to evaluate it” (Bloom ii). Buck’s sale by Manuel 
puts the dog in a difficult situation indeed and that gets him 
to indulge in cognitive activities like thinking, imagining, 
wondering, learning, reasoning among others. That is 
probably why the same critic notes that London uses verbs 
that express cognition in connection with Buck and thus 
identifies with Buck as a “thinking presence” (Bloom 33). 
Such cognitive ability is usually ascribed only to man as a 
superior Homo Sapiens. London states in connection to this, 
in The Call of the Wild, that Buck was “quick thinking and 
quick acting” where judgment was needed (39).  

Other ways in which the author raises Buck to the 
status of a human being is by using the personal pronoun 
“he” to refer to him instead of the more befitting “it” that 
should be used to refer to animals. Furthermore, London 
gives his dog reading ability when he states at the start of 
the novel that Buck did not read the newspapers that 
morning that is why he did not know that his freedom was 
in jeopardy. As Auerbach notes, London ought to say Buck 
could not read the newspapers that morning in order to 
highlight Buck’s incapacity as an animal (Bloom 40). 
Another human quality is Buck’s ability to evaluate the 
situation in which he finds himself. He is able to judge the 
characters of the dogs and men he comes across; to gauge 
each situation he faces and know when to bide his time (as 
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in the face of the man with the club or the provocations of 
Spitz) and when to act (as the opportune moment to attack 
and kill Spitz). In his relationship with his master, he is so 
expressive of his love that Thornton exclaims “My God, you 
can all but speak!” (64). 

Thornton makes this observation following Buck’s 
human-like response to his love. When Buck’s new master 
hugs him, Buck is ecstatic. He is said to spring to his feet, 
mouth laughing, his eyes eloquent and his throat, vibrant. 
He also grabs Thornton’s hand in his mouth in a feigned 
bite. Like a human lover, it is stated that he finds it difficult 
to let the object of his love out of his sight (ibid). He 
reverentially sits at a distance from him and looks at him 
adoringly. He fiercely kills many Yeehats to avenge his 
master’s death and, like man, pays homage to his dead 
master at the pool where his master died once each year 
even years after. Buck’s shuttling between the animal and 
human world is so constant and reversible that London 
opines that “his development (or retrogression) was rapid” 
(20).  

It is obvious from the analysis above that the combined 
effects of culture and nature on London’s dog-hero have 
made him a peculiar— and an apparently better— breed. 
While years of the domestication of Buck (like his ancestors 
before him) cause the breed to be transformed from wolf to 
dog, life in the wild results into atavism. Yet, the reversion 
is not total and the years of life in the warm Southland; 
interaction with civilised characters like Judge Miller, his 
household and “town dogs” as well as John Thornton and 
his tame dogs; and Buck’s immersion into cultural “human” 
practices also have indelible consequences on him. At the 
end of The Call of the Wild, Buck is midway between several 
species or races. He is a cross-breed of a St Bernard and a 
shepherd; is at crossroads between the dog’s race and the 
wolf’s race; and is too human to be considered an animal.  



 
Yvonne Iden Ngwa /Syllabus Review, Human & Social Sci. Ser. 6 (2), 2015 : 181 - 202 

201 

 

Works Cited 

Appiah, Kwame A. and Henry Louis Gates, Jr., eds.  Africana: The 
Encyclopedia of the African and African American Experience. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2000. 

Auerbach, Jonathan. “‘Congested Mails:’ Buck and Jack’s ‘Call.’” Bloom’s 
Modern Critical Views. Ed. Harold Bloom. Yale: Bloom’s Literary 
Criticism, 2011. 31-54. 

Burbank, Luther. The Training of the Human Plant. New York: Century, 
1907. 

Egan, Gabriel. Green Shakespeare: From Eco-politics to Ecocriticism. London: 
Routledge, 2006. 

Goodbody, Axel. Nature, Technology and Cultural Change in Twentieth-
Century German Literature: The Challenge of Ecocriticism. New York: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2007. 

Hopkins, Lisa. “Jack London’s Evolutionary Hierarchies: Dogs, Wolves 
and Men” Bloom’s Modern Critical Views. Ed. Harold Bloom. Yale: 
Bloom’s Literary Criticism, 2011. 115-126. 

Howarth, William. “Some Principles of Ecocriticism.” The Ecocriticism 
Reader: Landmarks in Literary Ecology. Eds. Glofelty, Cheryll and Harold 
Fromm. Athens: the University of Georgia Press, 1996. 69-91. 

Lemire, Elise V. “Miscegenation”: Making Race in America. Pennsylvania: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2002. 

London, Jack. The House of Pride and Other Tales of Hawaii. New York: 
Macmillan, 1912. 

---------------- The Unabridged Jack London. White Fang. Eds. Lawrence 
Teacher and Richard E. Nicholls. London: Courage Books, 1981. 383-
548. 

---------------- The Call of the Wild. Rev. ed. San Diego: ICON Group 
International, Inc., 2005. 

Manes, Christopher. “Nature and Silence.” The Ecocriticism Reader: 
Landmarks in Literary Ecology. Eds. Glofelty, Cheryll and Harold 
Fromm. Athens: the University of Georgia Press, 1996. 15-29. 

Palika, Liz. The Howell Book of Dogs: The Definitive Reference to 300 Breeds and 
Varieties. New Jersey. Wiley Publishing, Inc., 2007. 

Patwell, Joseph M. ed. The American Heritage Dictionary of the English 
Language. 3rd ed. New York: Latimer, 2005. 

Robisch, S. K. Wolves and the Wolf Myth in American Literature. Las Vegas: 
University of Nevada Press, 2009. 

Ruekert, William. “Literature and Ecology: An Experiment in 
Ecocriticism.” The Ecocriticism Reader: Landmarks in Literary Ecology. 
Eds. Glofelty, Cheryll and Harold Fromm. Athens: the University of 
Georgia Press, 1996. 105-123. 



 
Yvonne Iden Ngwa /Syllabus Review, Human & Social Sci. Ser. 6 (2), 2015 : 181 - 202 

202 

 

Turner, Frederick. “Cultivating the American Garden.” The Ecocriticism 
Reader: Landmarks in Literary Ecology. Eds. Glofelty, Cheryll and Harold 
Fromm. Athens: the University of Georgia Press, 1996. 40-50. 

White Lynn, Jr. “The Historical Roots of Our Ecology.” The Ecocriticism 
Reader: Landmarks in Literary Ecology. Eds. Glofelty, Cheryll and Harold 
Fromm. Athens: the University of Georgia Press, 1996. 3-14. 

 


