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Celebrating Jack London 

2026 is the 150th anniversary of Jack London’s birth. For our discussion on September 5, we will 
focus on Call of the Wild (1903) and White Fang (1906). The novels are in fact mirror images of 
one another, as Call of the Wild depicts Buck's journey from domestic to wild dog, while White 
Fang recounts White Fang's transformation from wild beast to domestic companion.  

We will also discuss what many call his best short story, To Build a Fire (1908) because nobody 
writes cold better than Jack London. 

Read as much as you have time for.  

The Call of the Wild (page 1) 

1. In Chapter 1, how is Buck's response to the man in the red sweater different from the 
way other dogs relate to the man?  

2. How did Buck’s relationship with John Thornton differ from his relationships with his 
previous masters? How does London illustrate Buck’s intense feelings for Thornton?  

3. What are two instances in which chaotic situations develop, and for what reasons?  

4. In Chapter 5, how does Jack London contrast humor and tragedy, and why?  

5. How do you interpret “the hairy man” of Buck’s dreams? 

6. Reread London’s first description of Hal and Charles in Chapter 5. What do you think 
will happen to them based on this initial description?  

7. Critics write that London was heavily influenced by Darwin’s idea of survival of the 
fittest. Give examples from the novel to support this position.  

8. Does the book have a happy or sad ending? Explain your answer. 

 

White Fang (page 87) 

1. Why does London start his story with White Fang's mother and the men she's hunting? 
How does that reflect on both White Fang's character and the story as a whole? 

2. Why show this from White Fang's perspective? What does he bring to the table that a 
human narrator can't? 

3. How does Jack London depict Native Americans?  



4. Beauty is evil and Scott is good, but where does Grey Beaver stand in the pantheon of 
White Fang owners?  

5. How does the sequence of owners—from Grey Beaver to Beauty Smith to Weedon 
Scott—shape White Fang's personality? Would he be different if the order of owners 
were switched around? 

6. How does White Fang's suffering end up helping him? Would he be as loyal or brave if he 
hadn't gone through all that rotten stuff? 

7. Why does Jack London spend so much time describing Beauty Smith's looks, when 
everyone else gets just a sentence or two? 

8. What steps does London take to make California different from the Yukon? Is California 
any less of a wilderness than the Yukon?  

 

To Build a Fire (page 462) 

1. Why do you think the protagonist is referred to as “the man” instead of being given a 
name?  

2. What is the weather like at daybreak at the beginning of the story? How does this 
foreshadow the rest of the story?  

3. How are the man and the dog similar? How are they different?  

4. Why doesn’t the man worry about the cold? What is alarming/absurd about his 
reaction to the frostbite?  

5. Why do you think London continues to emphasize the coldness, and how the man had 
never felt such cold before?  

6. Why does London point out that the dog acts from instinct? 

7. What is the flaw in the man’s plan when he begins to run to the camp?  

8. Why does the man start to berate the dog?  

9. How does the dog know to leave and head to the camp? 


