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Chapter 12: Jesus in the Theater of Socialism 

 

 It is a paradox well worth stressing that London, unencumbered by the demands 

of a contract, felt free enough to write the uncontracted The Call of the Wild.1 As with his 

short stories, as with The Kempton-Wace Letters, and as with most of his essays, London 

wrote one of his most famous works without the financial safety net of a contract. This is 

an author, after all, who, upon receiving his first piece of fan mail, wrote in reply, “It’s 

the first word of cheer I have received (a cheer, far more potent than publisher’s 

checks).”2 It seems the contract could cut both ways. Having promised George Brett 

several titles by the end of the year (and two by July), he turned his back on his sound 

business plan, obeyed the call to write what his imaginative voice called him to write, and 

dared to submit work on spec to the always fickle marketplace. He knew he was playing 

with Brett. In a rare moment of candor about other, secretive plans for writing, he told 

Anna Strunsky, who was in New York City, in March 1903 that he had just completed 

“The Scab” and “The Class Struggle,” “each 6000 words long & something like the 

`Tramp.’ . . . Do not tell Mr. Brett, for he may think I am neglecting his work which I 

                                                
1 Earle Labor wrongly states that The Call of the Wild was written to fulfill his contract 

with Brett; see Earle Labor, An American Life, 168. 

2 Jack London, letter to Cloudesley Johns, 10 Feb. 1899, Letters, 1:45. 



really am not.”3 Of course he was, but he did not want to endanger his contractual 

relationship. The freedom of writing without a contract had to be balanced with the 

freedom that the money from a contract could allow. A contract could protect him from 

the market’s fickleness and guarantee him a living. The contract, so deeply desired, was 

both a gift and a hindrance.  

The Sea-Wolf, on the other hand, was his first new contracted work with Brett, 

and again the anxiety of authorship, of novel writing in particular, rose to an impactful 

level. Although a contract guaranteed an income, an income did not guarantee literary 

merit. With a new boat under his feet, though, London was ready to sail and write the 

successful sea story that he and his publisher—especially his publisher—hoped would 

elevate him to the status of one of America’s most respected authors. 

 But he didn’t start the novel right away. Partly from anxiety, but also from a sense 

of accomplishment, he felt he could turn his attention to fulfilling other stipulations of his 

contract with George Brett. Procrastination meant three things: giving him more time to 

contemplate the novel, more time to pick the low-hanging fruit required by the contract, 

and more time to achieve what his inner imperative drove him to accomplish: a balance 

between fiction and nonfiction writing. Or, perhaps it is better to word it more strongly. 

After the intensity of writing a fictional work like The Call of the Wild he needed to 

                                                
3 London, letter to Anna Strunsky, 13 Mar. 1903, Letters, 1:352. He was using “The 

Tramp” as a template for the successful essay. See London, “Disappearing Class: [notes 

for a collection of essays],” JL 602, quoted below. “The Tramp” was published in 

January 1902, but he was still giving it as a lecture in 1903. Zamen mistakenly says that it 

was not delivered in 1903. See 59.  



remind himself—and, just as important, his audience—that he was a socialist who desired 

a role in the political public sphere. But the latter goal was not something he could 

confide to his publisher. He had told Brett in December 1902 that he would finish the fish 

patrol stories and the new collection of Klondike stories by July 1903. So, a week of 

inactivity passed after he completed The Call of the Wild, and then he got busy. He 

completed “The Marriage of Lit-Lit” (to be collected in The Faith of Men) on 2 February. 

In the first volume, I noted that it is written in a comic mode with none of the ghostly 

atmosphere of his usual Northland fiction; once again he moved from the absorptive to 

the theatrical mode in his writing.  

 

The Present State of Socialism in America 

 But he couldn’t bring himself to finish one more Klondike story and so complete 

the collection. Instead, he alternated between writing the last of the fish patrol stories 

(“The Siege of the `Lancashire Queen,’” “Charley’s Coup,” “Demetrios Contos,” and 

“Yellow Handkerchief”) and essays and reviews. By the end of February he had mailed 

his sailing short story collection to Brett, finished off one more story for The Faith of 

Men, and completed seven short nonfiction works for various outlets.4  He had not been 

                                                
4 The connections between writing The Call of the Wild and these socialist essays stared 

Labor in the face—he notes that London gave “The Class Struggle” as a lecture and read 

parts of The Call of the Wild all on the same day, 12 January 1905—but he does nothing 

with that clue; in fact, not only does he make no attempt to read any of London’s political 

theorizing he doesn’t even mention that London wrote and published socialist essays. It’s 

as if someone writing a biography of Albert Einstein, for example, left out his concepts of 



exhausted by writing The Call of the Wild; instead, he was invigorated by releasing Buck 

the imagination into the wild.5 He was getting to know the demands of his interior life 

better and better.  

 The essays and one review easily break into two genres: socialist/autobiographical 

essays and tips for beginning writers.6 They also can be seen as all of one piece; that is, 

                                                                                                                                            
time and space. Labor is blind to the absolute centrality of London’s philosophy because 

he is so invested in attributing London’s radicalism to his poor health: “He was sick in 

body as well as soul, suffering intermittent symptoms from something he feared might be 

cancer or venereal disease. That ailment would warp his view of the world, aggravating 

his depression. He left Los Angeles on January 12 and the next evening delivered a 

lecture, `The Class Struggle.’” On the next page, after telling us that he gave “The Class 

Struggle” and other lectures frequently in early 1905, Labor writes, “his love for the 

[Socialist] party could not fill the emotional void in his life.” It seems Labor is arguing 

that London would have been a good liberal, or maybe even a conservative, if only he 

had stayed healthy (Earle Labor, Jack London: An American Life [New York: Farrar, 

Straus, and Giroux, 1913], 211, 213). 

5 Charles Watson makes a similar point in the context of transitioning from The Call of 

the Wild to The Sea-Wolf: “The creative fervor of The Call of the Wild so stimulated 

London’s imagination that he was not longer content with [The Mercy of the Sea, what 

Watson calls “the autobiographical sea narrative”] he had originally planned” (Watson, 

The Novels of Jack London, 53). I don’t agree with Watson that that’s why he gave up on 

Mercy and I don’t think it was autobiographical. But we do agree about the power of a 

good novel to begat more creative work. 



they are concerned with beginnings (not origins, a distinction I will address later), a 

motivation organically connected to his sense of embarking on his second period of 

authorship. “How I Became a Socialist,” the first of his essays and his first piece of 

writing after completing “The Marriage of Lit-Lit,” is the title of a series dreamt up by 

John Spargo and the other editors of The Comrade, a new arts and politics journal that 

would in 1905 merge with the International Socialist Review, the unofficial organ of the 

Socialist Party. They may have been inspired by the book collection of essays by the 

same title, most of which first appeared in their ally the British Social-Democratic 

Foundation’s journal Justice and sold in the US by the Socialist Literature Company, an 

advertiser for The Comrade. Spargo, who had taken over the editorship from Leonard 

Abbott, had approached London for an essay in the summer of 1902. “Shall be glad to tell 

how I became a socialist, & I think it may differ very interestingly from the causes given 

by most men,” London told Spargo from New York, on his way to England.7 Spargo 

                                                                                                                                            
6 I discussed the fish patrol stories in volume 1, chapter 8.  

7 London, letter to John Spargo, 28 July 1902, Letters, 1:302. See also Leonard D. 

Abbott, letter to Joan London, 1 Sept. 1937, AW box 1, HEH, in which he says he first 

met London in the summer of 1902 “as he was passing through New York City on his 

way to London.” Obviously, London stopped by the editorial office of The Comrade, as 

any good socialist would have done. The series, which began in the seventh issue with 

Eugene Debs, included essays by Job Harriman, Caroline H. Pemberton, A. M. Simons, 

Frederic O. MacCartney, T. J. Hagerty, May Wood Simons, Ernest Untermann, T. 

McGrady, John C. Chase, F. Heath, William Thurston Brown, Thomas E. Will, Joseph 



pursued him in January 1903, and London again begged for more time; he was close to 

finishing The Call of the Wild.8 It is a measure of London’s respect for Spargo (despite 

their differing political philosophies) that he turned to the task the very next month, fully 

aware that he was writing it for free.9  

 “It is quite fair to say,” begins London in his first avowedly socialist essay since 

May 1901 (“Wanted: A New Law of Economic Development”), “that I became a 

Socialist in a fashion somewhat similar to the way in which the Teutonic pagans became 

Christians—it was hammered into me. Not only was I not looking for Socialism at the 

time of my conversion, but I was fighting it.” We will return to the question of why he 

was “fighting it,” but it is crucial to focus on that word “conversion.” William Morris, 

whose News from Nowhere was serialized in The Comrade, began his own “How I 

Became a Socialist” (written for Justice in 1884) with the same word: “I am asked by the 

Editor to give some sort of a history of the above conversion.” Morris was regarded both 

                                                                                                                                            
Wanhope, R. A. Maynard, Leonard Abbott, and Frank Sieverman, in the November 1903 

issue. 

8 London, letter to John Spargo, 20 Jan. 1903, Letters, 1:338. 

9 London’s sales notebook entry for “How I Became a Socialist” reads “Comrade (a 

present)” (London, Magazine Sales, no. 2, From May 1900 to Feb. 1903, USU). When 

Spargo had finished reading Charmian London’s biography, he wrote to her, praising the 

book highly. And then he added: “We saw little of one another, our lives being lived far 

apart, but I should always want to feel that there was intellectual friendship. On my part 

there was always more than that, an emotional attitude toward him tender out of all 

proportion to our association.” 



in England and in the US as someone whose greatness was measured by his combination, 

both in life and in his writings, of art and politics. E. P. Thompson called him “one of our 

greatest men, because he was a great revolutionary; a profoundly cultured and humane 

revolutionary, but not the less a revolutionary for this reason.” Frank Lloyd Wright wrote 

that Morris “will live in history as the great socialist, together with Ruskin the great 

moralist: significant fact worth thinking about, that the two great reformers of modern 

times professed the artist.”10 The editors of The Comrade may have reversed the 

                                                
10 Both quotations are in Jay Williams, introduction to William Morris, “How I Became a 

Socialist,” Jack London Journal 3 (1996): 5. This is not to say that every socialist 

underwent a conversion experience; Job Harriman, for example, emphatically did not: 

“The intellectual process involved in one’s transition from an advocate of the capitalist 

system to that of the socialist system is profoundly different from the process by which a 

sinner is transformed into a religious devotee. The former is purely intellectual, while the 

latter is almost entirely emotional” (Job Harriman, “How I Became a Socialist,” The 

Comrade 1 (May 1902): 170). No one ever accused London of being unemotional. 

Harriman’s own account, however, cannot escape the language of a conversion 

experience, especially since he had been a minister for a number of years until he too had 

his moment of change in life, left the church, became a lawyer, and ran for mayor of Los 

Angeles: “On the day that I felt free from fear and secure in my right to doubt, I 

experienced a new sense of intellectual liberty that is absolutely unknown to the devotee 

of religious thought. It was on that day that life of itself became of interest to me. . . . I 

found that the premise from which I had previously reasoned was completely changed. I 

had passed from the dualistic to the monistic philosophy.” (p. 170). Although his change 



emphasis for London—for the magazine he was the artist who professed revolutionary 

politics—but he was exactly the kind of national figure they so desired who could help 

promote socialism. As the editors stated in their very first editorial, they were 

unconcerned with the economic basis of society. “Our mission is rather to present to our 

readers such literary and artistic productions as reflect the soundness of the Socialist 

philosophy. The Comrade will endeavor to mirror Socialist thought as it finds expression 

in art and Literature.”11 And, remember, this invitation to London came before his 

success with The People of the Abyss (which was enthusiastically reviewed in The 

                                                                                                                                            
is in his intellectual framework, it is a conversion nonetheless. Also consider the 

beginning of Frederic O. Macartney’s essay; MacCartney, too, began his professional life 

as a minister and then resigned to devote his full life to the cause: “While Socialism is 

based in economics and is primarily an interpretation of industrial development, it is 

nevertheless an inclusive philosophy—nay, more, it is a religion, the new religion of 

humanity” (Frederick O. MacCartney, “How I Became a Socialist,” The Comrade 1 

(Sept. 1902): 266). Even Henry George’s popular Progress and Poverty, as Alan 

Trachtenberg notes, is infused with religious rhetoric: It “fuses evangelical fervor with 

simplified Ricardian economic theory” (Alan Trachtenberg, The Incorporation of 

America: Culture and Society in the Gilded Age (Hill and Wang: New York, 1982), p. 

44). As with conversion, the word religion carries forward in time even as the death of 

God and the decline in church attendance seemingly would render it obsolete. 

11 Leonard Abbott, “Greeting,” The Comrade 1 (Oct. 1901): 12. Abbott turned over the 

editorship to Spargo beginning with the February 1902 issue. 



Comrade) and The Call of the Wild. His byline includes “author of Daughter of the 

Snows, etc.” 

 The religious tenor of London’s opening line rang harmoniously with the editors’ 

first editorial. Beginning with a quotation from Walt Whitman’s Leaves of Grass—

”Come, I will make the continent indissoluble, I will make the most splendid race the sun 

ever shone upon, I will make divine magnetic lands, With the love of comrades, With the 

life-long love of comrades. I will plant companionship thick as trees along all the rivers 

of America, and along the shores of the great lakes, and all over the prairies, I will make 

inseparable cities with their arms about each other’s necks, by the love of comrades, by 

the manly love of comrades”—the editors announced their new project: “What words 

could be more fitting than these of Walt Whitman, the good gray Poet, as a Salutatory to 

our readers? The literature of the world might be searched in vain for anything more 

beautiful, or simple, or direct, than this Psalm of Comradeship.”12 They meant a secular 

psalm, as did Whitman, but the editors had to leave out the third stanza—“For you these 

[poetic lines], from me, O Democracy, to serve you, ma femme!”—in order to fit “the 

good grey” Whitman underneath their Industrial Democracy tent. Still, the point was not 

                                                
12 I cannot tarry long on the homoerotic nature of the title and first editorial of The 

Comrade, as well as their choice of Whitman’s poem for an epigraph to the entire 

enterprise, but I do want to point out an illustration in the first issue entitled “Helios: The 

Sunrise of Socialism.” It features a naked young man seated on the ocean shore, back to 

the viewer and legs spread in welcoming manner to the sun—pictured as an equally 

naked and young Helios commandeering his horses to rise over the horizon. The coming 

of socialism pictured as a sunrise, bringing new light to the world, was a common trope. 



only to publish new artistic work by socialists but to find socialism in the literature of the 

past and so provide appropriate reading for “the great mass of the world’s disinherited, 

who scarcely know of the great masterpieces of Painting, Song and Story that have been 

created by men and women who have worked and are working for the great cause of 

Socialism.” The magazine’s “function,” said Abbott, “will be to develop the aesthetic 

impulse in the Socialist movement.”13 London’s work for the cause, so often mislabeled 

as propaganda, must be seen in this larger light. As proof, the first issue of The Comrade 

included his “The Worker and the Tramp.” As he said in his endorsement of the new 

magazine, “My congratulations upon your noteworthy first number. It is excellent. What, 

with the `International Socialist Review’ and `The Comrade,’ I really feel a respectable 

member of society, able to say to the most finicky: `Behold the literature of my party!’ 

But, seriously, I must confess to a pleasant surprise at the work you have done.”14 

London tweaks the editors for their emphasis on art over politics, but he nonetheless 

supported the endeavor. For London, however, authorship was inseparable from politics.  

 His story infuses his life with other theological metaphors. Telling of his life 

before socialism, he says he “formulated a gospel of work.” He was “faithful” to his 

bosses, unaware that his success as a “wage slave” was mostly attributable to the accident 

of good health. “To shirk or malinger on the man who paid me my wages was a sin, first, 

against myself, and second, against him.” When he has his moment of conversion, he 

invokes God’s wrath if he should ever revert to his former work beast life. Finally, he 

characterizes his postrevelation life as being “reborn, but not renamed.” Without being 

                                                
13 Abbott, “Greeting,” p. 12. 

14 London, quoted in Abbott and Spargo, editorial, The Comrade 1 (Nov. 1901): 32. 



religious, he effectively narrates the loss of faith and the discovery of a new faith. This 

new faith is complicated, though. It is not simply a belief in the correctness of a new 

political philosophy.15 It is also a conversion in a way of life that, theoretically, does not 

require a new politics. Recalling his tramping days in 1894, he compares his healthy, 

bodily work before he encounters those at the “bottom of the Pit” to the “sailor-men, 

soldier-men, labor-men, all wrenched and distorted and twisted out of shape by toil and 

hardship and accident, and cast adrift by their masters like so many old horses.” It’s not 

just that they have been ill-treated by employers and the economic system. It’s that they 

have no more strength; their will to live and ability to work in the same, manly way has 

been depleted. London doesn’t say that therefore he would fight injustice and help make 

the lives of the workingman better. Having previously imagined his life as “a professional 

strike-breaker (one of President Eliot’s American heroes)” if he had never seen the 

“submerged tenth” firsthand, reborn he now swears to God that he will never “do another 

                                                
15 Interestingly, almost every other contributor of the series details the books that led to 

their discovery of socialism, and the most often cited book is Robert Blatchford’s Merrie 

England, one of London’s sources for The People of the Abyss. But London locates his 

conversion on a different, experiential plane: “I ran back to California and opened the 

books. I do not remember which ones I opened first. It is an unimportant detail anyway. I 

was already It, whatever It was, and by aid of the books I discovered that It was a 

Socialist. Since that day I have opened many books, but no economic argument, no lucid 

demonstration of the logic and inevitableness of Socialism affects me as profoundly and 

convincingly as I was affected on the day when I first saw the walls of the Social Pit rise 

around me and felt myself slipping down, down, into the shambles at the bottom.” 



day’s hard work with my body. . . . And I have been busy ever since running away from 

hard work.”16 London converts from an apolitical thug to a socialist, bohemian artist.  

 The essay is filled with his rebellious, fighting spirit in his pursuit of a new 

beginning: against work, against capitalism, against a life of unremitting suffering and 

toil. He even rebels against trade unionism. While imagining himself as a strikebreaker, 

he sees his fate in that occupation in dire terms: “my head and my earning power 

irrevocably smashed by a club in the hands of some militant trades-unionist.” Not just 

foreshadowing the violent strike scene in The Valley of the Moon, this passage recalls the 

book he just completed. The man in the red sweater teaches Buck a lesson in worklife 

just as a trade unionist would teach Jack the work beast a lesson in capitalism. It’s all 

about the club. The interior life of ideas and the imagination is just as violent as the 

exterior social world. Both are inhabited by figures with clubs and hammers. London 

says his individualism was “hammered” out of him and that, most surprising, socialism 

was “hammered” into him. We know who did the hammering in the first instance, but 

who wielded the hammer of socialism? It’s too easy to say that the social ills he 

witnessed were responsible; the social world, as London repeatedly avowed, had no 

interest in individual salvation. In some sense he doesn’t need to ascribe agential force to 

the moment of his conversion. Initially, he resisted his turn to socialism and then 

succumbed. The hammering is actually a measure of his fight against radical personal 

                                                
16 The editors of The Comrade, perhaps unintentionally, toned down London’s 

bohemianism by rewriting this crucial sentence as “And I have been busy ever since 

running away from hard bodily labor.” But London means hard work of any nature. 



change.17 But there is another dimension to his beating. The narrative of “How I Became 

a Socialist” concerns not just a political awakening but more generally the embrace of a 

new political system, not for its own sake, but for the professional benefit that would 

accrue. Socialism would save him from poverty so that he could write his way out of the 

pit permanently. His identification with Buck as the figure of his imagination thus 

continues into his essay writing, and then gets even more complicated as we will see in 

his essays on writing produced in the same month. To escape a beating, whether by club 

or hammer, he must become an author. To escape the pit or abyss—whether it was 

located in the North or in the South, in the Klondike or in England—he must rise like a 

bohemian ghost dog to run free in the wild. The spirit of God becomes simply a spirit. 

 On the same day he wrote “How I Became a Socialist” he also completed his 

reviews of two books, Our Benevolent Feudalism by William Ghent and The Social 

Unrest, by John Graham Brooks. On 30 January, he told Brett that he had received both 

books (Macmillan published them) and was making notes on them.18 He sent the article 

                                                
17 The hammering metaphor was a favorite of his. See his letter to William Ghent in 

which he bemoans the fact that young members of the Socialist Party had issued a 

manifesto on their own: “One of the hardest things that I had hammered into my head 

was party-discipline; but it has been hammered in so thoroughly that at this late day you 

will find me the last man in the organization to jump over the traces” (London, letter to 

William Ghent, 7 May 1909, Letters, 2:808). Of course, seven years later he committed 

the ultimate act of ill discipline by resigning from the party.  

18 London, letter to George Brett, 30 Jan. 1903, folder 1, box 63, Macmillan Company 

records, NYPL. London first met Ghent in George Brett’s office in November 1902 when 



to the Bookman, the Critic, the Independent, Outlook, the San Francisco Examiner, and 

Pilgrim; all of them rejected it. Writing without a contract, he could just as easily get an 

immediate acceptance from Saturday Evening Post as he could get rejected by six outlets. 

He had already published “Wanted: A New Law of Economic Development” in the 

International Socialist Review, the principal publication of the Socialist Party and edited 

by A. M. Simons, so he reserved them for his last resort, and they accepted it and 

published it in May.  

Ghent was principally an author and public advocate for socialism; we will meet 

him later, in 1904–1905 when the Intercollegiate Socialist Society was formed. Ghent’s 

book is a self-proclaimed realistic forecast of a reformed American economic system that 

                                                                                                                                            
he returned from London; see W. J. Ghent, letter to Joan London Miller, 11 July 1937, 

MI 471. London seems to have been seized by an independent need to read and review 

these books, probably to maintain his grasp of current political theory, possibly as a favor 

to his new friend and to his publisher. Ghent, writing over thirty years later, recalled that 

“I researched [the review] for some indication of his beliefs at that time, but found, as I 

had found on its original appearance, nothing very definite of a personal nature. It is a 

singularly detached piece of composition, considering that probably he already had 

reached the views expressed in his pamphlet and lecture, Revolution” (Ghent, letter to 

Miller, 8 Aug. 1937, MI 472); perhaps, but he didn’t write “Revolution” for another two 

years. No other correspondence on the matter or notes survive (apart from those he made 

in the books themselves), if indeed they ever existed. The review was published under the 

title “Contradictory Teachers” in International Socialist Review, having been refused by 

seven other outlets, including Hamilton Wright Mabie’s Outlook. 



seeks to balance the recent, unrealistic prognostications of H. G. Wells, Benjamin Kidd, 

Peter Kropotkin, Tolstoi, the neo-Jeffersonians, and Henry George and the single taxers. 

Starting from an succinct and accurate assessment of the American economy as 

monopolistic—”an irresistible movement—now almost at its culmination—toward great 

combinations in specific trades; next toward coalescence of kindred industries, and thus 

toward the complete integration of capital”—and thus feudal—”they who desire to live . . 

. must make their peace with those [in position of economic superiority] who have the 

disposition of the livings. . . . It is a Feudalism somewhat graced by a sense of ethics and 

somewhat restrained by a fear of democracy”—it looks forward to a future entrenchment 

of feudalism.19 Ghent is surprisingly perceptive and prescient. Take but one example, his 

focus on the importance of communication technologies to the expansion of capital: 

“Capitalistic atoms of low valency—to use a term from chemistry,--such as those 

invested in some of the hand trades, custom and repairing and the like [and, we might 

add, fiction writing]—may continue their course, but those of a high valency are sooner 

or later brought into association. . . . It needs no modern Newton to proclaim that in 

finance, commerce, and industry, as in the physical world, all bodies attract one another 

in direct proportion to their mass. Distance provides a limitation, it is true. . . . but . . . 

such is the perfection of our means of communication that they provide a more 

transmissible medium to capital than is the pervading ether to light and gravitation” (pp. 

15-16). The newly formed combination of paper and lumber companies at the turn of the 

century is simply a preview of the combination of, say, Anheuser-Busch (with its nearly 

50 percent share of US beer sales) and the St. Louis Cardinals and Major League 

                                                
19 W. J. Ghent, Our Benevolent Feudalism (New York: Macmillan Company, 1902), 8, 9.  



Baseball. Ghent is one word away—the internet—from describing our current economic 

world. It is exactly this continuity over one hundred years that is his central point, a 

passage that London quotes in his review: “The new Feudalism will be but an orderly 

outgrowth of present tendencies and conditions. All societies evolve naturally out of their 

predecessors. In sociology, as in biology, there is no cell without a parent cell. The 

society of each generation develops a multitude of spontaneous and acquired variations, 

and out of these, by a blending process of natural and conscious selection, the succeeding 

society is evolved. The new order will differ in no important respects from the present, 

except in the completer development of its more salient features.” (182) The utopianists 

and other prognosticators did not grasp the biosocial law of economic development. 

There never will be socialism because capitalism will only grow stronger, and for this 

observation London calls Ghent a cynic. London was not ready to capitulate.  

 Even the second term of Ghent’s title applies easily to both our and his worlds: 

“The new barons seek a public sanction through conspicuous giving, and they avoid a too 

obvious exercise of their power upon political institutions” (9). The words “conspicuous 

giving” are taken from Thorstein Veblen’s “keen satire” The Theory of the Leisure Class, 

which Ghent quotes from and enlists for his work. Bill Gates’s philanthropy and 

simultaneous efforts to change the nature of primary and secondary education, to take one 

example, is thus predictable using Ghent’s (and Veblen’s) analysis: “Out of the 

tremendous revenues that flow to them some of them return a part in benefactions to the 

public . . . always shrewdly disposed with an eye to the allayment of pain and the quieting 

of discontent. They are given to hospitals; to colleges and churches which teach 

reverence for the existing regime. . . . They are never given, even by accident, to any of 



the movements making for the correction of what reformers term unjustice. . . . It is a 

paternal, Benevolent Feudalism.” (pp. 9-10).20  

                                                
20 In a later chapter entitled “General Social Changes,” Ghent deplores the emphasis 

placed on Horatio Alger-like models for personal success; in fact, whenever Ghent uses 

the word success he puts it in quotation marks. “A powerful auxillary to the preaching of 

the sanctity of custom is the extolling of individual `success.’ At the very time when 

socio-industrial processes are settling to a fixed routine and socio-industrial forms to a 

fixed status,--when day by day there is found less room at the top and more room at the 

bottom,--the chorus of exhortation to the men of the land to bestir themselves reaches it 

highest pitch” (pp. 156-57). Ghent’s book may not have been central to London’s 

composition of The Iron Heel, a matter taken up in chapter 19, but it seems its influence 

extended over a number of years to even the composition of Martin Eden, whose initial 

title (as it has often been noted) was Success. Further, in this same chapter, Ghent 

discusses the awful repercussions of relying on material success, including the 

solidification of class consciousness; the combination of plutocrats, religious figures, and 

the media; and the isolation and alienation of the working man that results in passivity 

(he marks the high point of labor revolt as 1896), drunkenness, gambling, and, most 

significantly for Martin Eden, suicide. As Ghent concludes, “The winners in the race are 

doubtless enthusiastically cheerful, and the great mass that keeps steadily on, fed by the 

delusion of ultimate `success,’ are at least cheerful without enthusiasm; but back of these 

are the losers and the many who have seen the hollowness of the world’s promise, whose 

outlook upon life is one of intensifying despair” (174). 



 In his review, London first sums up Ghent’s book and then shows how Brooks’s 

book proves Ghent right: “To keep down the rising tide of socialism, he preaches greater 

meekness and benevolence to the capitalists. . . . And if the capitalists do not become 

more meek and benevolent in their dealings with labor, labor will be antagonized and will 

proceed to wreak terrible political vengeance, and the present social flux will harden into 

a status of socialism.” Brooks, who was a Unitarian minister, an instructor at Harvard 

University, and a Department of Labor field researcher, is a mere accommodationist, says 

London. He sees how trade unions can be maintained as simply another department of 

ownership’s organizational structure.21 As London points out, Brooks fears the class 

struggle most of all. Convince the working class that they have a stake in the capitalistic 

status quo and it won’t matter if they are called socialists or not. Cooptation is the key. 

This is why London was not a trade unionist. 

 Brooks discusses the centrality of machinery to the fight between capitalists and 

socialists. Settling the question of who should own the means (the machines) of 

production is the central obstacle to domestic peace and the avoidance of class warfare. 

In identifying the times as the Machine Age, Brooks and London are in agreement. But 

Brooks advocates better controls, more attentive legislation, and other conservative 

measures that would seek to reduce accident and death but principally intend to placate 

                                                
21 London’s attitude toward unions was consistent throughout his life. For example, in 

September 1916, he signed the petition of a dissenting group of members of the Authors 

League of America who protested plans for the league to affiliate with the American 

Federation of Labor. See “Jack London Spurns Union: George Ade, John Burroughs and 

Others Do Also,” Los Angeles Times, 23 Sept. 1916.  



the work force. The rule of the monied class—whose existence is absent from Brooks’s 

book—remains intact. In fact, in stark contrast to Ghent’s analysis, the trusts are in 

themselves neutral, neither good nor bad for the general public. It is all a matter of how 

they conduct themselves. “The trust comes into the industrial struggle with privileges and 

powers greater than ever have been exercised in the world’s commerce. To use these 

powers with such prudence and fairness as not to outrage the sentiment of the 

community, will prove the severest test to which these combinations must submit.”22 As 

London sums it up, “Which is to say, that to withstand the advance of socialism, a great 

and greater measure of Mr. Ghent’s BENEVOLENCE will be required.” 

 London, agreeing with Ghent, calls the general economic situation “a class 

domination by the capitalists. Labor will take its definite place as a dependent class, 

living in a condition of machine servitude fairly analogous to the land servitude of the 

Middle Ages.” For London, first and foremost, his age is the Machine Age, an accurate 

appellation that is accurate not only because of the rise of efficiency but also because of 

the new enslavement of labor to the machine. Previewing his own assessment of Upton 

Sinclair’s The Jungle as the Uncle Tom’s Cabin of the Industrial Revolution,23 London 

                                                
22 John Graham Brooks, The Social Unrest: Studies in Labor and Socialist Movements 

(Macmillan Company: New York, 1903), pp. 62-63. 

23 This analogy that might have had its roots in a comment in one of Leonard Abbott’s 

editorials in The Comrade: “The author who succeeds in picturing the real pathos of the 

modern industrial tragedy may write the `Uncle Tom’s Cabin’ of a new emancipation” 

(Leonard Abbott, editorial, The Comrade 1 [Dec. 1901]: 64). See chapter 16 for further 

discussion of the use of this analogy. 



quotes a passage in Brooks’s book that, despite Brooks’s intention, supports both Ghent’s 

thesis and betrays the economic basis of racism: “I asked one of the largest employers of 

labor in the South if he feared the coming of the trade union. `No,’ he said, 

“it is one good result of race prejudice, that the negro will enable us in the long 

run to weaken the trade union so that it cannot harm us. We can keep wages down 

with the negro and we can prevent too much organization.”. . . It is in this spirit 

that the lower standards are to be used. If this purpose should succeed, it has but 

one issue,--the immense strengthening of a plutocratic administration at the top, 

served by an army of high-salaried helpers, with an elite of skilled and well- paid 

workmen, but all resting on what would essentially be a serf class of low-paid 

labor and this mass kept in order by an increased use of military force.”  

Or a militarized police force. Needless to say, Brooks calls African Americans an inferior 

race. 

When London put this review together with “War of the Classes” and other essays 

and sent them in the fall of 1903 to Macmillan, Brett asked his friend Hamilton Wright 

Mabie to be the reader. Mabie complained that this review was “largely made up of 

quotations” and short on analysis.24 But that was a conscious choice by London, effective 

or not. He took two contrasting books and concludes with a simple objective observation: 

“Mr. Ghent beholds the capitalist class rising to dominate the state and the working class; 

Mr. Brooks beholds the working class rising to dominate the state and the capitalist class. 

One fears the paternalism of a class; the other, the tyranny of the mass.” We may want 

                                                
24 Hamilton Wright Mabie, letter to Brett, 29 Sept. 1903, Macmillan Company records, 

NYPL. 



this prominent socialist to more emphatically side with labor and Ghent, but he refuses to 

even tip his hand to his own politics—as if they weren’t already so well known. The idea 

was to get these books into a mainstream journal through selective presentation of block 

quotations. He failed, but that is why he both deemphasized his own role in American 

politics and emphasized the actual words of Brooks and Ghent. He didn’t need to 

persuade. He thought Ghent’s “cunningly contrived and arrayed” (he never characterizes 

Brooks’s work) argument could stand on its own merits and would in contrast show what 

a racist and classist exponent Brooks the former minister really was.  

 What little religious rhetoric is employed in both books is drawn out in London’s 

review. He quotes a passage from Ghent that he also marked in his copy:  

Efficiency—the faculty of getting things—is at last rewarded as it should be, for 

the efficient have inherited the earth and its fulness. The lowly, whose happiness 

is greater and whose welfare is more thoroughly conserved when governed than 

when governing, as a twentieth-century philosopher said of them, are settled and 

happy in the state which reason and experience teach is their God-appointed lot. 

They are comfortable too; and if the patriarchal ideal of a vine and fig tree for 

each is not yet attained, at least each has his rented patch in the country or his 

rented cell in a city building. 

For Ghent, the biblical allusions only help convey the passivity of an oppressed 

population. Brooks, wanting to argue for the “real” religious nature of capitalism 

(principally illustrated by its philanthrophy and charitable relief organizations), goes to 



great lengths to show that socialism is not like a religion. But London wants to retain 

something of Christian ethics in his own understanding of socialism.25  

 Thus “The Scab,” his next socialist essay, begins in a round-about way, focusing 

on what London surprisingly calls “generosity.” “In a competitive society,” he begins, 

and we know right away that we are dealing with facts, not the socialist dream of a 

cooperative commonwealth. “In a tooth-and-nail society”—another realistic or theatrical 

definition—a scab is more “generous” than a striking worker. This reversal, one of 

several in the essay, jars the reader from established and conventional views of the 

current economic system. Rhetorically, it’s a brilliant way to draw the reader into his 

argument. It also allows London to present himself as simply an objective analyst. It’s 

                                                
25 This is not to say that London was an informal member of or even sympathetic to the 

Christian Socialist movement. As Ghent told Joan London, “In the main the term 

Christian Socialists was a misnomer. Most of these persons should have called 

themselves Socialistically Inclined Christians. . . . I do not think that the Christian 

Socialist movement had much influence among the rank and file of the Socialist party. 

The general feeling—at least in New York—was one of annoyance and sometimes 

antipathy. I recall that about 1907 or 1908 some of the Jewish comrades, in an effort to 

ridicule the Christian Socialist movement, proposed the formation of a Jewish Socialist 

Society” (Ghent, letter to Miller, 27 Aug. 1937, MI 473). London could not completely 

separate himself from the Christian Socialist movement because he did believe in the 

importance of Jesus as a forerunner to socialism (see chapter 22 for a discussion of his 

never-completed Jesus novel and its relation to The Star Rover) and because he felt 

beholdened to his close friend and Christian Socialist Fred Bamford. 



crucial to winning his case that he not be identified as a socialist. He assumes a god’s 

point of view. Just as he kept his own politics out of his review of Brooks’s and Ghents’s 

book to maintain his objectivity, so here he doesn’t want the reader to assume he or she 

knows already what London will say.26  

London doesn’t say to whom the scab is generous. That too would color our 

understanding of the facts. We understand only by implication that the scab is generous 

because he gives his time to an employer for less money than the striker. With all that in 

mind, the accompanying reversal is both startling and sensible: in a capitalistic society, 

generosity—a Christian ethic—is met with murder: “In a competitive society . . . what is 

                                                
26 For some reason, London wrote notes for “The Scab” in the margins of Henry White, 

“Is Industrial Peace at Hand?” Independent, 2 Jan. 1902, 29-30, JLE 1660, box 557, Jack 

London Subject File, Trade Unionism. The notes, published here for the first time, read: 

The slave is the perfect scab. The degrees, sweatshop, union labor etc. on up the 

line—to manufacturers, & lastly fakirs, corrupt politicians & speculators, who 

give least for most and are the antithesis of scabs. Society may thus be divided in 

two classes—the scabs and the non-scabs. Employers for[m] federations, 

associations, which are really unions. The main object is to prevent scabbing. 

Scab is one who gives more for the same wage than another, more in time or 

strength, which is more in product. Define scab as opening, as above, in general 

terms, and then enlarge. Also, one employer or capitalist scabs on another, etc. 

Then the machine considered as a scab. Final conclusion, so long as there is 

capitalism in production, so long will there [be] the scab. 

See below for the role of this source in writing “The Class Struggle.” 



more natural than that generosity . . . should be held an accursed thing.” Thus, “the 

generous laborer [and because we associate generosity with goodness and we know 

London the socialist would regard the striker as good, we are still confused by London’s 

“generous” treatment of the scab] threatens the life of his less generous brother laborer.” 

And so the striker tries to kill the scab, the scab assaults the striker. Thus, London can 

rise to an objective level and emphasize the humanity of the scab as well as the striking 

laborers. Both have to work, both have to eat, both have to support families. Capitalism 

drives the perversion of Christian ethics. The scab is a scab because of natural forces, too. 

He has to take someone else’s job because he isn’t as strong, or “skilled, or more 

energetic.”27 But in a truly ethical economic system the weaker worker is protected from 

himself as well as from forces he cannot control. 

At this point in the essay the reversal begins to right itself. Still vibrating from his 

trip to Europe, London compares the scab to a British soldier who invades the land of the 

Boers (strikers). With The People of the Abyss and this set of three February 1903 

essays—we will get to “The Class Struggle” next—London moves beyond his American 

parochialism. As he states a little later in the essay, “Civilization may be expressed to-day 

in terms of trade-unionism.”28 Not only is the scab like an imperial invader, he or she is 

also “not so generous after all.” The scab exists because workers do not own their own 

machines. That is, the owners choose who gets to work and who does not, thus enforcing 

competition between laborers. In fact, “the machine, which never loafs and malingers . . . 

                                                
27 London, “The Scab,” The War of the Classes (Macmillan Company: New York, 1905), 

p. 106. 

28 London, “The Scab,” p. 129. 



is the ideally perfect scab.”29 The scab-machine cannot have an ethics of generosity, and 

the “sentimental connotation of scab” holds true after all: he or she is a “Judas.” The 

understandable, ethical, no-fault conduct of the scab is rendered ungenerous and harmful 

by capitalistic forces outside of his or her control.  

Now we meet up with our old friend John Graham Brooks, and now London puts 

him squarely on the side of those who are corrupting what would be, in a socialist 

economic universe, a morally upstanding economic system.30 Brooks’s fear, as London 

                                                
29 London, “The Scab,” The War of the Classes (Macmillan Company: New York, 1905), 

p. 108. 

30 In 1905, Bailey Millard, editor of Cosmopolitan wanted Jack to debate a real 

conservative, like Brooks, for the pages of the Cosmopolitan: “Here is something for you 

to think over: The other day W. J. Ghent, your socialistic friend, together with David 

Graham Phillips and Alfred Lewis, sat down at the Cosmopolitan board in a room in the 

Hotel Astor and during and after luncheon, talked on THE DAY OF DISCONTENT the 

meaning of all this social unrest, and a stenographer took down what they said. The result 

of this talk is a novel and wonderfully interesting contribution to the magazine which will 

appear in a series with other talks of the same order by different people from month to 

month, beginning with March. Now, I want you to talk with some ultra-conservative 

chap.” That “chap,” given Millard’s use of Brooks’s phrase “social unrest” plus the 

mention of Ghent, must have been Brooks. (Bailey Millard, letter to London, 21 Dec. 

1905, folder 11, box 5, USU). London doesn’t seem to have replied to the idea, which is 

understandable. He was in the middle of negotiating rights to his anticipated writings 

during the upcoming Snark voyage. 



said in his review of Social Unrest, is of the masses. Add to that, says London in “The 

Scab,” the more intense fear of socialism taking over state and federal legislatures, “`an 

aggressive political socialism.’” And why must we fear this political takeover? What do 

the socialists want that would simply destroy America forever? London puts Brooks’s 

blunt assessment at the heart of his essay: if socialism gains the upper hand in the 

democratic legislative system, it “`will become a turbulent political force bent upon using 

every weapon of taxation against the rich.’”31 We have moved from the individual status 

of a single scab versus a single worker, trying to break each other’s head, to collective 

                                                                                                                                            
 Millard may have gotten the idea of using Brooks from the Atlantic Monthly. 

When Bliss Parry published “The Scab,” he prefaced the essay with an editorial note: 

“Although the author of this paper has been chiefly known to the readers of the Atlantic 

as a writer of stories of the Klondike, he has given many years to the study of social 

problems. The People of the Abyss is one of his latest productions in this field. The 

present article is an interesting contribution, from a radical point of view, to the 

Atlantic’s series of papers on the Ethics of Business. It is to be followed in February by 

an article, Is Commercialism in Disgrace? by John Graham Brooks.” (The editors, 

preface to London, “The Scab,” Atlantic Monthly 93 (Jan. 1904): 54). Brooks, contra 

Ghent and London, asserts, for example, that “the so-called trust touches hardly ten per 

cent of our commodities.” Ergo, how could they be such a threat to democracy? The rest 

of the essay is of a piece with Social Unrest. (Brooks, “Is Commercialism in Disgrace?” 

Atlantic Monthly 93 (Feb. 1904): 199). Ironically, the first place London sent “The Scab” 

was Cosmopolitan. 

31 London, “The Scab,” pp. 116-17. 



agency. The moral landscape has not changed. “Neither side is swayed by moral 

considerations more than skin-deep. . . . The only honest morality displayed by either side 

is white-hot indignation at the iniquities of the other side.”32 In fact, both sides are even 

more similar than thought at first glance: they both engage in violence and deny their 

violent means; they both pursue control of state apparatuses of legislation and 

enforcement; they both appeal to public opinion to win their case. But, even further, they 

both scab on themselves: “no scab capitalist strives to give more for less for any other 

reason than that he hopes, by undercutting a competitor and driving that competitor out of 

the market to get that market and its profits for himself.”33 And that is the real reason 

trusts and unions exist: to protect themselves from each other.  

In fact, trusts and unions come together to form an even larger entity—the 

nation—which then scabs on other nations. “At the present moment all Europe is 

appalled by that colossal scab, the United States.”34 London’s grand god’s viewpoint 

allows him to see—ahead of his time, I might add—how capitalism desires to go global. 

                                                
32 London, “The Scab,” pp. 117, 118.  

33 London, “The Scab,” pp. 122-23. This point is made in one of London’s sources for the 

essay: Herbert N. Casson, Organized Self-Help: A History and Defense of the American 

Labor Movement (Peter Eckler Publisher: New York, 1901). The book is signed by the 

author, and his inscription reads, “To my Comrade, Jack London, with Socialist 

greetings, Herbert N. Casson, 111 West 115 St. New York City.” How London met 

Casson is unknown. But see below for a discussion of how London deliberately twists 

Casson’s intentions to fit his own. 

34 London, “The Scab,” p. 126. 



Just as unions fight trusts, and a striker throws a brick at a scab, so too will nations form 

unions to fight other unions of nations in a world war: “The way for Europe to protect 

herself is to quit bickering among her parts and to form a union against the scab. And if 

the union is formed, armies and navies may be expected to be brought into play.”35 Thus, 

he forecasted the major struggles of the coming twentieth century: “It would seem that 

England, fronted by the hostile Continental Union and flanked by the great American 

scab, has nothing left but to join with the scab and play the historic labor role of armed 

Pinkerton.” London’s emphasis on the economics of international diplomacy allows him 

to successfully predict the future. 

The danger of taking the Olympian point of view of the merits and demerits of 

both sides is to stalemate the situation. A true socialist propagandist, as London well 

knew, takes sides and ignores wrongs perpetrated by the unions. This socialist, however, 

is in favor of neither unions nor trusts. “The union laborers of the United States have 

nothing of which to boast, while, according to their trade-union ethics, they have a great 

deal of which to be ashamed.”36 In fact, London manipulates one of his sources for the 

essay so that it seems a die-hard trade unionist like Henry Casson, who dedicated 

Organized Self-Help to the American Federation of Labor, actually argues against the 

moral purity of trade unionism. Casson writes, and London marked the passage: “Not 

even the richest millionaire can stand alone against the Wall street communism of wealth 

that seeks to conquer the commerce of the world. About two years ago a New York 

financier, rated at $20,000,000, withdrew from the Sugar trust, in which he had made his 

                                                
35 London, “The Scab,” pp. 126-27. 

36 London, “The Scab,” p. 140. 



money, and struck out on his own account. He antagonized the great Railroad trust and 

several others, and the result was that his millions melted away like snow in June. He was 

bankrupted so thoroughly that he was obliged to turn over to his creditors his home, his 

chickens and his gold watch. Such is the difficulty of playing a lone hand against the 

business combinations of to-day.”37 London repeats the story, his narrative instinct 

attracted to the telling details of chickens and a gold watch, but he inserts the trade unions 

into the story, aligning them with the trusts by cleverly renaming the Sugar Trust as the 

Sugar Union: “Mr. Casson tells of a New York capitalist who withdrew from the Sugar 

Union several years ago and became a scab. He was worth something like twenty 

millions of dollars. But the Sugar Union standing shoulder to shoulder with the Railroad 

Union and several other unions, beat him to his knees till he cried `Enough.’ So 

frightfully did they beat him that he was obliged to turn over to his creditors his home, his 

chickens, and his gold watch. In point of fact, he was as thoroughly bludgeoned by the 

Federation of Capitalist Unions as ever scab workman was bludgeoned by a labor 

union.”38 Casson, two paragraphs previous to his anecdote of the wayward capitalist, had 

insisted on the point that “the `scab’ capitalist is driven out of business by the trust, and 

the `scab’ workingman is driven out of employment by the union.”39 But he also insists, 

unlike London, that “the trade union tends to elevate and enrich the nation, while the trust 

                                                
37 Casson, Organized Self-Help, pp. 13-14. 

38 London, “The Scab,” pp. 124-25.  

39 Casson, Organized Self-Help, p. 13. 



tends to destroy it.”40 London would have none of that. Just as the words union and trust 

were interchangeable, so too were the organizations.  

Also, if everyone (and every nation) is a scab, then London must direct the 

spotlight on himself, just to be objective about it. The arts do not escape his notice, but 

only employer, not the employee: “When a publisher offers an author better royalties than 

other publishers have been paying him, he is scabbing on those other publishers.” The 

interesting question, then, is whether a content producer can be a scab. A reporter can be, 

but London probably would argue that because he is a salaried individual, then he is a 

scab. The only exempt class are those born to wealth: British royalty and “the 

irresponsible rich, . . . that coupon-clipping class which hires its managers and brains to 

invest the money usually left it by its ancestors.” So authors do not fall into any category 

because they exist outside the economic system. They try to set their prices for their work 

(say, ten cents a word), but if they are offered less, then they must take it, a concession 

that does not meet London’s definition of scab—taking less for more—because by taking 

less they do not either guarantee acceptance or displace another author’s work. An author 

cannot undersell because his product does not compete directly with another. An 

individual’s imaginative power may be wanted or not wanted in the marketplace, but 

when it is wanted it is not wanted to the exclusion of others, even if the others produce 

inferior work. There is a public demand for both high and low art. London, at all costs, 

needs to reserve a space within capitalism where bohemians can operate even 

antagonistically to capitalism. That seems to explain London’s silent self-exemption from 

his otherwise rigorous and thorough analysis.  

                                                
40 Casson, Organized Self-Help, p. 13. 



 Weirdly, though, George Brett worried that the essay “The Scab” might work as a 

kind of scab itself in the first months of its publication history. Charles Kerr and 

Company (probably in the person of A. M. Simons) reprinted it as a five-cent pamphlet, 

and Brett worried that it would affect the sales of War of the Classes. Given London’s 

definition of a scab—”one who gives more value for the same price than another”—it 

doesn’t quite qualify, and London successfully argued that a cheap pamphlet would sell 

to those who did not buy a $1.50 book. But, still, he felt guilty in giving Kerr the rights to 

the essay, so he apologized to Brett.41  

 Although Cosmopolitan had rejected “The Scab,” it was, again, the first outlet he 

turned to for his next essay, completed just a week later. “The Class Struggle” was 

rejected by Cosmopolitan and Atlantic Monthly and three other magazines before the 

Independent accepted it and paid him $40.42 The Atlantic Monthly, on the other hand, had 

                                                
41 See London, letter to Brett, 13 Mar. 1905, Letters, 1:472. 

42 One of those who refused the essay was S. S. McClure. Thought he thought the essay 

comprised “half truths,” McClure still insisted that “for the most part I agree with you, . . 

. so we’re not too far apart” (S. S. McClure, letter to London, 14 July 1903, JL 14214). 

London had not sent him anything since, first, they had severed ties in late 1901 over the 

unsuitability of The Children of the Frost, and then in the summer of 1902 when they 

passed on “The Golden Poppy.” In other words, London was not sending them short 

stories, though he still owed them money for all the advances he had received. And 

McClure was having nothing to do with his essays. This impasse would be solved in 1904 

when London sent them “The Love of Life,” and McClure paid $400 for the story. 



paid him $100 for “The Scab” after the Independent had rejected it.43 The mainstream 

magazines could not handle the more incendiary “The Class Struggle” while The 

Independent apparently thought “The Scab” too much of a departure from their own 

reformist principles. Hamilton Holt, the editor, had written to London earlier in the year 

about serializing The People of the Abyss. Although he could not print more than one or 

two chapters (which did not happen; London took Gaylord Wilshire up on his offer to 

publish more), he told London “the next time you come to New York, I wish you would 

drop in and see me. From all I can gather, you are something of a social reformer after 

my own type.” He wasn’t but, still, the “boy socialist” was making good.44  

                                                
43 According to Holt’s biographer, “from 1897 to 1913 [The Independent’s] usual fee 

averaged between twenty-five and fifty dollars per article” (Warren F. Kuehl, Hamilton 

Holt: Journalist, Internationalist, Educator (University of Florida Press: Gainesville, 

1960), 23. 

44 In volume one, I thought the first use of this appellation was in the San Francisco 

Chronicle article from 16 February 1896, first quoted by Richard O’Connor in his 

biography. See Richard O’Connor, Jack London: A Biography (Boston: Little, Brown, 

1964), 71, and the reprint of the entire article as anon., “The Boy Socialist,” in The San 

Francisco Chronicle Reader, ed. William Hogan and William German (McGraw-Hill 

Book Co.: New York, 1962), 171-72. I now see that the subtitle of London’s very first 

socialist essay, “What Socialism Is,” is “The Boy Socialist Defines the Meaning and 

Intent of the New Philosophy.” See London, “What Socialism Is,” San Francisco 

Examiner, 25 Dec. 1895. For the editors to write that subtitle means that the phrase “boy 

socialist” was already in circulation, though why is unknown. In February 1896, he was 



 Holt was a liberal reformer, a firm believer in democracy who nevertheless 

converted to “a mild socialistic program.”45 He sympathized with many points of view 

and published writers, like London, with whom he disagreed; one had to read the 

magazine’s editorials to understand what exactly Holt believed in. When he endorsed 

                                                                                                                                            
“holding forth nightly to the crowds that throng City Hall Park,” and perhaps he had been 

doing so for some months before (“Jack London, the Boy Socialist: Once an Industrial 

Tramp, Now a High-School Student and Street Orator, San Francisco Chronicle, 16 Feb. 

1896, 20). We just don’t know very much about his life in 1895 and 1896. See chapter 16 

for a fuller discussion of this time period and London’s career as an orator.  

He told the Chronicle reporter—and given London’s participation in the Bay Area 

newspaper world they probably knew each other very well—that the definition of 

socialism was “`an all-embracing term—communists, nationalists, collectionists, 

idealists, utopians, altrurians, are all socialists, but it cannot be said that socialism is any 

of these—it is all.” One thing it is not, however, and that is anarchism: “While he is a 

broad socialist in every way, he is not an anarchist.” The reporter concludes the 

interview: “Any man, in the opinion of London, is a socialist who strives for a better form 

of government than the one he is living under.” (“The Boy Socialist,” 172). I have 

returned to London’s first years as a public reformer not simply to fill in information I 

missed in the first volume but to easily compare the growth of London’s sociopolitical 

thought. He remained constant in his attitude toward anarchism, but he had refined his 

definition of socialism considerably between 1895-96 and 1903. It is worth noting that in 

the 1896 interview he was silent on the question of trade unions. 

45 Kuehl, Hamilton Holt, 58. 



Morris Hillquit, a socialist candidate for Congress, he wrote that he himself was “`more 

of an individualist than a Socialist, but I do not see how we are ever to have any 

individualism in persons until we have socialization of goods and the means of 

production and distribution.’”46 Six years later he borrowed $77,000 from Andrew 

Carnegie and other industrialists to buy The Independent from his uncle. Still, he was 

open-minded and told London that “he could `truthfully say that it was the best & clearest 

exposition of the industrial situation & tendencies he had ever seen.’”47 

Holt prefaced the publication of the essay with this notice, reminiscent of the 

notice in Atlantic Monthly for “How I Became a Socialist”: “Mr. London is the author of 

“The Call of the Wild” and a number of stories of the Klondike region which have placed 

him among the most popular of American writers. He is more than a literary man, 

however, being a student at first hand of social problems, as his latest book, “The People 

of the Abyss,” will show. He is a Socialist. The following article is the best statement we 

have yet seen, from the radical standpoint, of the industrial and social conflict of 

classes.—EDITOR.” That emphasis on “the radical standpoint” reappears, as well as the 

reassurance that the author is the same person that everyone knows as the Kipling of the 

Klondike. The profusion of genres authored by London had this unintended consequence: 

to create doubts about the author’s real identity.  

“The Class Struggle” continues London’s blending of politics and morality, of 

socialism and a generalized nondenominational Christian ethics that manifests itself 

subtly in his previous three socialist essays. First and foremost, though, the essay, just in 

                                                
46 Kuehl, Hamilton Holt, 58.  

47 London, letter to Brett, 15 Aug. 1903, Letters, 1:379. 



its title, is confrontational, rebellious. In over one hundred years the phrase “class 

struggle” has lost its controversial aspect, but in the early nineteen hundreds to assert that 

there was a conflict between classes or even that there were classes at all was, for some 

conservative and even some liberal thinkers, tantamount to admitting to a failure of 

democracy. Classes, so they argued, cannot exist in the US because all are created equal 

and all have equal opportunity. “Struggle” was taken as a polite substitute for “warfare,” 

and, as we have seen in Brooks’s work, it was crucial to the political status quo to 

maintain a peaceful domestic equilibrium.  

 Thus “The Class Struggle” is the first essay in his collection The War of the 

Classes, an even more provocative title. He first proposed the book collection—as yet 

untitled—on 15 August 1903. In a letter to Brett, he wrote, “[I] have a number of 

sociological and economic essays, all of them right up to date in their facts and 

conditions, and written in a popular style. In fact, they are sufficient to make a book of 

from forty-five to fifty thousand words. I am wondering if such a book would be 

available, and if so, if you would care to figure upon where you could fit it in among my 

others you are bringing out.” London engaged in his usual self-promotion to Brett, the 

need of it felt greater perhaps because this book was another uncontracted surprise to his 

publisher. So, to accompany his anxiety about having it accepted for publication, he 

promoted the hell out of it: “I may this of the batch of essays: they are studies which I 

have made in the course of attempting to grip hold of this gigantic, complex civilization 

of ours. And I am attempting to grip hold of it in order to exploit it in fiction, in what, if I 

succeed, will be the biggest work I shall ever do. It is a great field, and it is really and 



practically virgin.”48 Brett, bless his heart, was immediately enthusiastic about and told 

London, “I have long had in mind the possibility of some fiction master taking up the 

sociological facts of out existence to-day and putting them in fiction into a book which 

would be practically the greatest novel of its time. It is, however, absolutely essential that 

this novel, when it is written shall have the human interest also and I commend to you for 

consideration in this connection the motif which is behind the character of Valjean in 

"Les Miserables" as the most possible and most interesting from the standpoint of the 

character from which to take up industrial and sociological problems.”49 How interesting, 

though, that London tried to persuade Brett to publish a collection of essays because they 

were a necessary precursor to a big work of fiction.  

Brett’s readers, however, were decidedly unimpressed with the whole project. 

Now entitled The Salt of the Earth, the book project struck G. R. Carpenter of Columbia 

University as “merely youthful harangues, in which he makes the most of his undigested 

information. The unpublished essays—on the tramp and the scab, for instance—are a 

little more sound; but I do not believe it would be good for him, his cause, or your, to 

have such loose and fluent and rash articles printed in book form by publishers of the first 

reputation.”50 The other reader of the volume was none other than Hamilton Wright 

Mabie, who seconded Carpenter: “Mr. London’s essays in Salt of the Earth do not seem 

to me to have the constructive quality of his fiction nor the vigor and precision of style. 

                                                
48 London, letter to Brett, 15 Aug. 1903, Letters, 1:379; see chapter 15 for a discussion of 

a similar project London considered when it was proposed to him by Robert Collier. 

49 Brett, letter to London, 31 Aug. 1903, Macmillan Company Records, NYPL. 

50 G. R. Carpenter, letter to George Brett, 19 Sept. 1903, Macmillan Co. records, NYPL. 



The articles are not related; the chapter on Ghent’s and Booth’s books is plainly 

interpolated and largely made up of quotations; the other chapters present conditions 

rather than remedies and seem to me too liberally sprinkled with generalizations and not 

sufficiently buttressed by facts. The book leads nowhere. There are some striking ideas 

and phrases in it; among the best of them the characterization of the tramp; but I do not 

think the book would justify itself.”51 Needless to say, Brett acted against the advice of 

both and published the book in 1905. He was, however, concerned about the quantity and 

timing of London’s book publications, and when he accepted War of the Classes in 

October, he told London they should sit down together and discuss his plans for the next 

couple of years: “I think it would be advisable for us to talk over the whole matter of your 

publishing interests for the future with you and as I shall, in all probability, come out to 

San Francisco early in January next to look after some special matters that we have in 

hand out there. I have wondered as to whether you would be willing to leave this question 

of the time of publication of this book open until then.”52 London agreed, and they met in 

San Francisco in January just before London left for Japan and Korea.  

London begins the essay with a summation of this situation: “out of their 

constitutional optimism, and because a class struggle is an abhorred and dangerous thing, 

the great American people are unanimous in asserting that there is no class struggle” and 

                                                
51 Hamilton Wright Mabie, letter to Brett, 29 Sept. 1903, Macmillan Records, NYPL. 

52 Brett, letter to London, 3 Oct. 1903, JL 3006. In chapter 14 I return to this letter and 

Brett and London’s probable agreement. 



that classes do not even exist in the US. (4, 6).53 Then he clarifies: he doesn’t mean the 

American people themselves, he means—as if you didn’t know already, wink wink—”the 

press, the pulpit, and the university.” (4-5). Let us not be hoodwinked, London says, and 

face facts. Trusts exist and unions exist, and though they may scab on each other and 

among themselves, as he wrote in “The Scab,” they are nonetheless unequal entities. We 

might thus say that London wrote this essay to demonstrate his complete alliance with the 

working man, in case anyone had misconstrued his intentions in “The Scab,” thinking 

that because he was anti-trade union he must be antiworkingman. Even if the worker 

engages in questionable ethics and behavior, London’s sympathies remain with him or 

her and with the desire to rise above one’s class. Unfortunately, that desire is no longer 

obtainable. As he states in “The Class Struggle,” historically the proletariat has been able 

                                                
53 London, “The Class Struggle,” War of the Classes (Macmillan Co.: New York, 1905), 

4, 6. Because Holt cut the first two paragraphs, the essay begins with “for a class struggle 

to exist in society there must be, first, a class inequality, a superior class and an inferior 

class (as measured by power); and, second, the outlets must be closed whereby the 

strength and ferment of the inferior class have been permitted to escape” (London, “The 

Class Struggle,” Independent, 5 Nov. 1903, 2603). What gets lost is London’s insistence 

on the complicity among the “optimistic mouthpieces” and the trusts. (11) Surely it was 

in Holt’s own interest to expurgate this facet of London’s argument. Needless to say, he 

also cut the paragraph on page 11 that refers again to journalists, professors, and 

ministers. Holt could qualify as having been in two of those three occupations. Although 

this heavy-handed editing did not create a row, it is a sign of contentiousness between 

author and periodical.  



to change class. “They were able to do this because an undeveloped country with an 

expanding frontier gave equality of opportunity to all.” (7) But now, as Frederick Jackson 

Turner proclaimed, the frontier is closed and with it the easy class mobility of the 

nineteenth century. “Farthest West has been reached, and an immense volume of surplus 

capital roams for investment and nips in the bud the patient efforts of the embryo 

capitalist to rise through slow increment from small beginnings.”54 (8-9). The trusts have 

closed off opportunity. As we saw in London’s earliest socialist writings, he advocated 

socialism because all men were not created equal and that in a democracy all did not have 

the same opportunities or rights. Socialism, not democracy, would restore equality.  

 But London wasn’t about to become a spokesperson for the unions, for he felt 

they engaged in dissimulation. They refused to admit that they were engaged in class 

warfare and actually were advocates of this bedrock principle of socialism. He uses a 

series of unwitting quotations from Samuel Gompers (American Federation of Labor) 

and Henry White (United Garment Workers) to prove otherwise, for London championed 

the socialist strategy of “`boring from within,’” and he clipped any number of newspaper 

stories that heralded the socialists’ success in turning unions away from Gompers’s and 

                                                
54 Edward Ross made the same argument in an article in The Independent that London 

clipped for a projected essay entitled “The Disappearing Class”: “The sharpest corner 

American society has turned since the destruction of slavery was turned in the early 

nineties, when the last homestead in the rain belt was taken up,” though Ross looked, not 

to socialism, but a new spiritual frontier in Americans who will work toward a better 

realization of democracy and individualism. (Edward Ross, “The New Future of 

American Society,” The Independent, 25 May 1905, 1155).  



White’s leadership. Because they advocate unlimited warfare against the capitalists, and 

capitalists do the same, according to London they all practice laissez-faire economics: 

“everybody for himself and devil take the hindmost.” (18; this is in line with Grondlund’s 

analysis in The Co-Operative Commonwealth; pp. 28, 41, 46-48) It’s not so much a 

question of mutual destruction but rather of following the wrong philosophy: “group 

individualism,” that is, a group acting in only its own best interests (19). “But the facts of 

the class struggle are deeper” than that says London (19), and the principal fact is the 

change in consciousness of the worker. Formerly a seemingly independent worker, now 

he or she is self-aware, “conscious,” of being of a class, and class conscious makes class 

warfare all the more inevitable. Driven from within, instead of being imposed from 

without, class identification hardens the division between capitalist and worker. London 

isn’t arguing against class consciousness or class struggle. Again, he has taken the 

Olympian viewpoint. These are the facts, he says. And when socialists aren’t allowed to 

be union members and militia members at the same time,55 when socialists now have 

                                                
55 London devotes three pages to this fact; in reviews of his essay and its oral version it 

generated the most comment because if unions forbade its members to be national 

guardsman then not only did it imply radical socialism but also implied a freedom to riot 

and so seemed the most dangerous platform plank of socialistic unions. London saved 

much of his data for this essay in his subject files, and so we can now see that he copied 

verbatim two sentences from an unsigned editorial in The Socialist Spirit 2 (Nov. 1902): 

6: “The Illinois state federation of labor, at a convention held recently at East St. Louis, 

passed without a dissenting vote a resolution declaring that membership in military 

organizations is a violation of labor union obligations, and requested all union men to 



                                                                                                                                            
withdraw from the militia. President Alert Young of the federation declared that the 

militia is a menace not only to unions, but to all workers throughout the country.” In this 

same editorial, the author cites a recent event in New Orleans, which London also copied 

word for word: “During the recent New Orleans street car strike, a whole company of 

militia, called out to protect non-union men, resigned in a body.” This editorial cites the 

interesting moment during a recent coal strike in which the national guard “fraternized 

with the strikers” and “were in such pronounced sympathy with the strikers as to be 

useless as a guard” (ibid.) But London did not see this breakdown in “`law and order’” as 

a legitimate reason to not ban union members from becoming national guardsmen. 

 The number of newspaper and magazine clippings London collected to write this 

essay is well over one hundred. From Advance (1901), he cribbed the following: “The 

action of the Amalgamated Sheet Metal Worker’s Association, says the `Social 

Democratic Herald,’ in incorporating in its constitution an amendment excluding from 

membership in its organization `any person a member of the regular army or of the State 

militia or naval reserve,’ has aroused a discussion involving wide issues.” From The 

Appeal to Reason, 28 Feb. 1903, he quoted its reprint of portions of D. M. Parry’s 

pamphlet excoriating unions and promoting a unified front among capitalists. From an 

editorial in Literary Digest, 8 Nov. 1902, p. 587, he copied almost word for word, “Mr. 

John Mulholland, of Toledo, Ohio, president of the International Association of Allied 

metal Mechanics, recently stated that he did not want the members to join the militia. The 

Local Trades Assembly of Syracuse, New York, also recently passed a resolution, by a 

unanimous vote, requiring union men who are members of the National Guard to resign 

under pain of expulsion from the unions.” He took nearly verbatim a sentence from 



                                                                                                                                            
“Labor Press on the Taff-Vale Decision,” Literary Digest, 17 Jan. 190: “The Social-

Democratic Herald (Socialist, Milwaukee) advises the trade-unionists, in view of this 

decision, to stop trying to fight capital with money, which they lack, and begin fighting 

with the ballot, which is their strongest weapon.” He got his figure of one thousand 

strikes a year from a clipping from Literary Digest, 14 June 1902, p. 796, entitled 

“Twenty Years of Strikes.” From “Labor Unions and the National Guard,” Outlook, 22 

Nov. 1902, 674, he paraphrased and copied the case of William Potter: “The Painters’ 

and Decorators’ Union of Schenectady has expelled Mr. William Potter because he is a 

member of the National Guard, and at their demand the firm of Shafer & Barry have 

discharged him from their service, rather than face the peril of a threatened strike. . . . . 

The action of the Union is in consequence of Article 8 of its constitution, which provides 

that a member of the Union must not be a `militiaman, special police officer, or deputy 

marshal in the employ of corporations or individuals during strikes, lockouts, or other 

labor difficulties, and any member occupying any of the above positions shall be 

debarred from membership.” For the National Economic League’s statement of purpose 

and the men who signed it, London quoted from Wilshire’s Magazine 54 (Jan. 1903): 1. 

He took his long quotation from Henry White from White’s essay “Is Industrial Peace at 

Hand?” Independent, 2 Jan. 1902, 29-30. (This is the essay on which London wrote his 

notes for “The Scab.”) 

Two interesting facts are to be garnered from this mind-numbing litany of 

sources: while London was busy writing Call of the Wild and plotting The Sea-Wolf he 

was actively gathering data for and conceptualizing his socialist essays of early 1903; 

second, most of his sources are from December 1902-February 1903, meaning that in a 



unprecedented voting power, when socialists “have behind them a most imposing 

philosophic and scientific literature . . . [with which] they literally swamp the working 

classes in a vast sea of tracts and pamphlets,”56 when socialists are more “indefatigable” 

than any “political party, . . . church organization or mission effort,” then “they work for 

[the cause] with a religious zeal, and would die for it with a willingness similar to that of 

the Christian martyrs.” (25, 26). According to London, class consciousness was a 

preexistent condition (whether people admitted to it or not), and it led to class warfare 

that would result in classlessness. All these facts contribute to a perpetual war and 

zealousness that London does in fact find necessary but abhorrent.  

                                                                                                                                            
very short time he gathered enough evidence to support his arguments. Sometimes 

London bothered to cite his sources, sometimes not. Sometimes he paraphrased, 

sometimes he plagiarized. Sometimes he neglected to date his clippings or even include 

the periodical title (thank god for Google!). We have to remember that his was not 

modern-day academic writing, complete with footnotes. To protect himself from 

accusations of intellectual theft or misquotation, he put all of them in a big scrapbook 

entitled “Trade Unionism,” thus creating with his file system a kind of material 

footnoting. See London, Subject File, Trade-Unionism, box 557, JLE 1641-75. Note too 

that the Socialist Spirit carried the story of a bishop’s speech that London mistook for an 

accurate report and used in The Iron Heel. Frank Harris, who had written the speech as a 

parody of Christianity, called London out for plagiarism; see chapter 19 for a full 

discussion of this novel and its sources. 

56 Which, of course, London contributed to; see chapter 15 for London’s promotion of 

print media as an educational and revolutionary tool. 



 Couple those facts to the new strategy of socialists infiltrating trade unions. 

Previously the socialists had alienated trade unions with their rhetoric and their principle 

of not collaborating with capitalists through trade unionism. Now, says London, “the 

socialists, fanatics and dreamers though they may well be, betray a foresight and insight, 

and a genius for organization, which put to shame the class with which they are openly at 

war.” (29). “To-day the great labor unions are honeycombed with socialists, `boring from 

within,’ as they picturesquely term their undermining labor.” (30). Unions simply want 

higher wages and better working conditions. Socialists want a new economic system. To 

get that system “they intend to destroy present-day society, which they contend is run in 

the interest of another class, and from the materials to construct a new society, which will 

be run in their interest.” (47). London’s intent behind his presentation of facts, of his 

insistence on the undeniability of the class struggle, is to hurry along the process. He is 

like a fight manager getting boxers into the ring.57 Let the fight begin, says London, so 

we can sooner know who will win. Thus, the essay doesn’t end with his own 

sociopolitical program or even his outright endorsement of one or all or none of the parts 

of the socialist program. It simply ends with a question: “It is no longer a question of 

whether or not there is a class struggle. The question now is, what will be the outcome of 

the class struggle.” (49).  

In private, London could not imagine an end to the class struggle. Notes for a 

series of novels reads, “Why not write a series of novels, class struggles in various 

ages—beginning with rude tribes, early civilizations, middle ages, modern (Iron Heel), or 

                                                
57 See chapter 15 for a discussion of the links between boxing and revolutionary 

socialism, and Cecilia Tichi, The Fight for a Better America. 



another ---& then, far in future—struggle of art classes.”58 What he means by “art 

classes” is rather difficult to glean (perhaps he is thinking that, in the future, when 

socialism has won, class difference would be defined by the kind of art and play that 

people would produce), but the concept of the class struggle now became one more 

organizing principle for London to understand all of human history. London once told 

Cloudesley Johns that “it’s the Anglo-Saxon people against the world, and economics at 

the foundation of the whole business; but said economics only a manifestation of the 

blood differentiations which has come down from the hoary past.”59 Maybe, but a week 

later he told Johns that “nations do not fall before military prowess. Bad economics or 

killing competition is what kills them.”60 We would expect to see a racial component in 

that statement, but it is missing. Two years later in his 1903 essays biology and race 

concerns move to the background. Economics is the basis of human relations, and the 

class struggle is “at the foundation of the whole business.”  

Between 1901 and 1905, London collected newspaper articles and pamphlets and 

made notes for an essay to be called “The Disappearing Class.” “Open up thus,” he wrote 

and then typed a sentence from The Communist Manifesto: “`The history of society is the 

history of class struggle.’”61 The notes cite Brook’s Social Unrest once and Ghent’s Our 

                                                
58 London, “Class Struggles: [note for series of novels],” JL 537. 

59 London, letter to Johns, 11 Nov. 1899, Letters, 1:123. 

60 London, letter to Johns, 21 Nov. 1899, Letters, 1:129. 

61 London, “Disappearing Class: [notes for a collection of essays],” JL 602. I’m assuming 

that the Huntington cataloguer thought that because London had collected two pamphlets 

and fifty-seven newspaper articles and then typed up six pages of notes that he was 



Benevolent Feudalism twice. Both pamphlets and a number of the articles are from spring 

1903, indicating that he was deep into the drafting of the essay and that it would serve as 

a companion to “The Tramp,” “The Scab,” and “The Class Struggle.” The disappearing 

class was the middle class, best exemplified by the small farmer. “Show the old 

contention of the German socialists, that the middle class would actually disappear (See 

Brook’s `Socials Unrest’, chapter entitled, Revolution to Reform) and show change this 

contention has undergone, but be careful about it for fear of socialist criticism. As an 

independent class, sharing in the bi-partition of the revenues, it is disappearing. Make this 

point clear and definite.” What may initially sound like a repudiation of the socialist 

argument, following Marx, that large-scale farming, like large-scale industry, would 

replace the petty bourgeois farmer and so lead to collectivization is actually in agreement 

with it. Brooks argued that events in Germany and Belgium—two countries with which 

he was intimate—had shown the errors in traditional Marxian analysis. London affirms 

this (“show change this contention has undergone”) and warns himself to “be careful” or 

else his socialist readers will misunderstand his intention. That is, German socialists may 

have experienced a change of thinking due to changes in European conditions, and it may 

even be true about American farming. But London nonetheless holds true to the more 

general point, that is, that the middle class no longer shares in revenues, even in 

agriculture, and that it grows more and more dependent on the upper class. This much is 

                                                                                                                                            
considering a collection of essays. But London typically collected reams of data for a 

single essay. On one sheet of notes he typed in all capitals: “Note: For this essay. Observe 

the lucidity and cumulative form as exemplified in `The Tramp,’ and rather than cover 

too much ground. Enlarge upon concretely. A little bit less than requisite.”  



“clear and definite.” As London wrote in his review of Social Unrest, Brooks “is not 

above feeling grave and well-contained satisfaction wherever the socialist doctrinaire has 

been contradicted by men attempting to practise cooperation in the midst of the 

competitive system, as in Belgium.”62 Notwithstanding Brooks’s first-hand observations, 

with the disappearance of the middle class, the United States and other countries are 

faced with the volatile and untenable separation and antagonism of two classes, the 

wealthy and the poor.  

In an early, undated fragment of a short story entitled “Two Children of Israel” 

that would eventually work as a rough draft for a scene in chapter 36 of Martin Eden, 

London creates a young, working-class Jewish couple named Jacob and Leah. Jacob has 

a friend named Joseph Liebenbaum who takes Jacob to his first socialist meeting. During 

the meeting anarchists argue against socialists, and all varieties of socialists argue among 

themselves. “Jaky looked for a heated reply from the [anarchist]; but that worthy was 

deep in discussion with an intelligent greasy looking Servian, a member of the 

conservative school of philosophic anarchism—a cult distinct from that of ordinary 

anarchism. Jaky sought a fresh source of interest. Joseph Liebenbaum had come to a hitch 

                                                
62 London, “A Review,” 000. A sentence from Brooks about German economic 

conditions that must have sent London’s head spinning reads, “As middle-class incomes 

are increasing, so also many types of middle-class industries were never in a stronger and 

healthier state than at the present time in Germany. The proof of this . . . marks all the 

change there is between the revolutionary method of the `class struggle’ and the humbler 

method of social reform in which all men of good will may unite” (Brooks, Social 

Unrest, 309). Mein Gott! exclaims London.  



with his friend regarding the political attitude of organized labor, and each was growing 

red in the face. At the upper end of the table, a collectivist and a communist were at outs. 

Near them, a stray nationalist had collided with a single-taxer.” Breaking through the 

pandemonium, an unknown speaker tells the crowd that though they all have seemingly 

irreconcilable differences they are actually united by two things: “class consciousness 

and the recognition of the solidarity of labor.” Jaky has no idea what those things are, and 

the speaker enlightens him: “First, the toilers must become class-conscious; when they 

have attained that condition the way is clear. They will have come to see that the interests 

of all labor are the same, that the attitude should be the same. Then will the racial 

disagreements and the wars of the nations disappear.”63 I don’t believe that London 

                                                
63 London, “Class Consciousness,” JL 535, HEH. The Huntington Library gave this 

manuscript its title, but in fact this item, consisting of four typewritten pages numbered 

six through nine at the top, is all that remains of the short story “Two Children of Israel” 

(London also used the title “God of Abraham”); the whereabouts of the rest of the 

manuscript is unknown. I had not solved this mystery of the missing manuscript until 

now, so in volume 1 I speculated about its actual character. See volume 1, 520n7. We 

now know that in the second section of the story (the fragment has the end of the second 

and the beginning of the third) Jacob and Leah are at home in their “tiny bedroom.” Leah 

asks him about their visitor earlier, Joseph Liebenbaum, and Jacob tells her that he 

“`works in a grocery’” and that “`he wants me to go with him, to-morrow night, to some 

place where he says I will learn great things.’” Leah asks him, “`A society like the Kesher 

shel Barzel?’” Jacob says he doesn’t know. Kesher shel Barzel, a fraternal organization, 



thought that war would ever end; he distanced himself from utopian thought. But “The 

Class Struggle” and writing like this story fragment and his notes on “the disappearing 

class” indicate that, at the very least, racial concerns took a secondary position when he 

considered the reformation of American political and economic society. All men were not 

equal—and sometimes for London the racial component of that inequality was strong—

but socialism could create equal opportunity and allow the strong, out of altruism, to help 

                                                                                                                                            
disbanded in 1903. See chapter 16 of this volume for more connections between this 

grocery store and London’s socialism. 

 The domestic scene also involves Jacob teaching mathematics to Leah, and she 

reads “aloud to him from the battle scene of The Lady of the Lake.” Such a blissful 

domestic scene is reminiscent of Jack and Bess London’s first years together as a couple 

and of Billy and Saxon Roberts’s days in Oakland in Valley of the Moon. 

 As a side note, among the many editors who rejected this story, forcing London to 

retire it, was Hamilton Holt, who tried to ingratiate himself with London and his 

radicalism: “I was very much interested in reading your story, which I return herewith, 

especially that part relating to the meeting of the radicals. I know something about 

radicals myself and can appreciate your portrayal of them. I do not think, however, that 

the beginning of the story is as good as the rest, and besides it is a little bit too long for 

THE INDEPENDENT” (Holt, letter to London, 25 July 1899 JL 7565). London’s take on 

the story’s rejection was somewhat different. As he told Johns in November 1899, “From 

the First class magazines it always had brought with rejection a complimentary letter and 

expressed desire to see more of my work. But they were evidently afraid of it, and of 

me.” (London, letter to Johns, 11 Nov. 1899, Letters, 1:123)  



the weak. As he wrote to Johns in 1899, “the race with the highest altruism will endure,” 

and by “altruism” he meant “sentiment,” “charity,” and “mercy.”64  

These qualities, whether of a race or of a political economic society, form a 

generalized Judeo-Christian ethic. Even the class struggle is more than just mere 

competition for the control of the economic basis of society. As I have noted, in all four 

of his 1903 socialist essays, London links the profession of socialism to the profession of 

religious faith—and the deaths of socialists fighting for the cause to the deaths of 

Christian martyrs—so it should come as no surprise that at the same time that London 

was writing these essays (as well as all the other kinds of work he was sending out for 

publication), he was working on his novel about Jesus.65  

 

The Socialism of Jesus 

Although documentation exists of London’s first awareness of socialist doctrine, 

there is no similar documentation of London’s first awareness of Christian ethics or even 

how he came to study the Bible in a serious fashion; he wasn’t raised in a church-going, 

Bible-reading household.66 One cannot answer conclusively whether London began by 

developing Christian or analogical Christian beliefs and then turned to a commitment to 

                                                
64 London, letter to Johns, 5 July 1899, Letters, 1:92. 

65 In a copy of Revolution inscribed by Charmian to William P. Downey in 1935, she 

wrote, “This, you will realize, amounted to a religion to Jack London—the principle of it 

all” (http://carl-bell.baylor.edu/JL/letters.html) 

66 See Clarice Stasz, Jack London’s Women (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 

2001), 3, 5-6, 17-18. 



socialism or whether he overlayed his socialism with Christian rhetoric. I tend toward the 

latter view, a common-enough rhetorical development among American socialists. 

In 1899, London wrote to Cloudesley Johns that he wanted to write his own 

fictional account of the life of Jesus. He had just finished writing his essay “What 

Communities Lose under the Competitive System,” his entry in a Cosmopolitan essay 

contest. To remind ourselves, he argues that capitalism is amoral and “soulless” and that 

values like altruism and philanthropy, when practiced by capitalists, are hypocritical, all 

themes that are repeated in his 1903 essays.67 It was therefore a logical and progressive 

step in his thinking that led London from his Cosmopolitan essay to his first notes on 

what he referred to as his “Christ novel.” London collected material on and made notes 

for his Christ novel from 1899 to 1913, but with varying intensity. His interests 

heightened during three distinct periods: 1899-1903; 1903-1907; and 1911-1913. Of all 

his unfinished projects, the Christ novel is the one that held his attention for the longest 

period of time.  

Several themes emerge in these notes, rising and falling as time passes: London 

was alternately attracted by the figure of Jesus as socialist leader or as the archetype of 

peace; he struggled over the question of who was responsible for the death of Jesus; he 

was especially interested in juxtaposing a representative figure from a Nordic culture 

with a woman from the Semitic culture; he debated with himself on how to portray the 

Romans; and, most importantly, he worked at understanding the Christian and Jewish 

religions, trying to forge a spiritual belief for himself.    
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In developing his “Christ novel,” London began with a Nordic hero, a character 

whom he called “the Goth.” London planned for this hero to tell the story of the last days 

of Jesus of Nazereth as he himself had witnessed them. It is possible that London had 

been inspired to write this story by conversations he had with Strunsky Walling, whom 

he had met in December 1899, a friendship that may also have inspired the story of Jacob 

and Leah in “Two Children of Israel.” Walling challenged London to think creatively and 

historically, and London’s imagination was such that he could picture himself a modern-

day Viking and Strunsky as a woman with spiritual ties to a Jewish woman associated 

with Pilate’s court at the time of Jesus. 

At a very early point in the development of the idea for this story, London 

considered enclosing the Goth’s life within a frame similar to one he eventually used in 

The Iron Heel: that of introducing the work through the character of a historian who tells 

the reader that he has worked out the true story of Jesus. Apparently, this historian was 

also to discover the manuscript of the Goth’s story, a manuscript that enabled him to 

“explode” the myths of the Bible and other accounts. The novel was to be divided into 

“five movements” so that London could, if he had the opportunity, rework it into 

dramatic form and have it put on stage.68 London abandoned this idea and continued 

plotting a more conventional novel.    

He settled on the idea of the Goth’s story being written down in Hebrew by a 

Jewish woman, whom the Goth loves, because he cannot read or write. Once again we 

have a story about authors. The Goth has an excellent memory and is “strong on natural 

figures”—meaning, it seems, that Nature was his source for poetic language: “When the 
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Goth describes Christ—a spiritual look like that which comes upon the scalds when 

transported by singing, only more effeminate, more delicate, more refined.”69 He is 

practical, militaristic, and “a good trencher man.” London stressed his power of story-

telling, and he wrote out a bit of dialogue between the Goth and the Jewish woman to 

illustrate this power: “`For, when I have spoken of the things I have seen in strange lands, 

(describes Rome and Caesar, etc.) often has she said: `The power of vision is yours. Your 

words are colors and columns and rare fabrics, and gems, and great figures and 

sculptured lions and sphynxes, and as you speak, I see. Your eyes are wide apart and 

made for seeing. It is your eyes that have led you over the world, seeing, always seeing.’ 

And I made answer: `Then did they lead me to you, and they see you now, as they saw 

you that first day, when I rode through the streets of Jerusalem, on my way to Pilate’s 

Court.’”70 For London, the eyes were the organs of the imaginative power of an author.  

In the opening scene, the Goth was to arrive in Jerusalem. The two lovers were to 

meet immediately. He would tell her about his boyhood and how he became a Roman 

soldier. They were also scheduled to discuss at great length the differences between their 

religions. At one point, London calls her the Goth’s wife, but there is no hint of how their 

marriage was to be engineered. She, in turn, was to be an equally strong individual. “She 

was looked upon by the Jews as a wanton, because of her free life. They would have 

destroyed her, had not she received the protection of Rome. So they cursed her and 

defamed her. Her initiative, independence, and philosophical mind was repellent to them, 

did not coincide with their ideal of woman at all. . . . Have some palace scene, where 
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Jewess confutes some of the Jewish sectaries.”71 London is translating the socialist 

principle of gender equality into characterization. 

The other cross-cultural encounter that London focused on was that among the 

Romans, the Jews, and the Goth. The character of Pilate stands prominently in the notes 

as a stern and aloof bureaucrat. London pictured him as a man trapped into ordering 

Jesus’s execution by the high priest whom he detests; yet he has no feelings one way or 

another toward Jesus. “Let him be the personification of the iron heel of Rome. The 

whole thing to him an incident. What was one man’s life to him? A stray street preacher, 

a fanatic.” He is to be “a typical Roman governor.” He shares with the Goth a “disgust 

for the vile, effeminate spawn of Semites.” Once London had defined their attitude 

toward the Jews, he then outlined for himself how he as author should treat the Jews: 

“Outside of Goth and Roman disgust for the Jews, give the Jews a strong place in the 

book, because of their industry, their spirituality, and their militant past. Let their present 

be fearfully dissentious and quarrelsome.” London planned for dialogues on religion 

between a Jew and Pilate. Pilate was to advocate polytheism, “but the Jew says this falls 

into being absurdly imaginative and confusing, dividing perception from right conduct 

which is indivisible.” London was treating Jerusalem and its people in no way different 

from the way he would treat London and San Francisco, emphasizing their racial, 

religious, and political diversification. “Accentuate, always,” he reminded himself, “the 

might of Rome, overshadowing the ancient world.” 

   The plot was to turn, not just around the love affair of a Jew and a Norseman, 

but also around the Goth’s encounter with the risen body of Jesus. In order to show his 
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pre-Ascension attitude, London placed him at several scenes in which he could exhibit 

his indifference to the near-riots over Jesus’s presence in Jerusalem. He was to be present 

at Jesus’s trial before Pontius Pilate. He is represented as being merely a loyal soldier to 

Pilate and irritated at the mob and their clamoring. At one point he suggests to Pilate that 

the mob should be cleared, as if the Jews were strikers and he was the militia for the 

twentieth-century industrialists; Pilate rejects this suggestion because it would disrupt his 

policy of appeasement. The Goth was also to be the commander present at the crucifixion 

who “orders the spear thrust into his side by the soldier, much in the same spirit any 

animal out of its misery.” (At this point in his notes, London reminded himself: 

“Warning.—No lolly-gagging about the crucifixion—a matter of small moment to all 

concerned; sparse, brutish, natural.”) The Goth was to meet or at least hear of Mary 

Magdalen before and after her conversion so that he could be psychologically prepared 

for his own possible conversion. London meant to build the story to the climax of Pilate 

ordering the Goth to steal the body of Jesus from his grave. The Goth, presumably returns 

to Pilate, and in conversation with him “describes it all, and lo, there was no body. `I 

know not whether he did truly rise, or whether the Jewish priests stole the body and cast 

it to dishonor. Of this there has been talk. As I say, I know not; but I do truly believe that 

he did rise from the dead, etc.’”72 Yet, in the same set of notes, London could not quite 

bring himself to affirm the Goth’s conversion: “After Goth is converted (if he is 

converted),—somewhere, shortly and to the point, in his blunt way, he argues it out. 
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Could any blame rest upon Pilate. Was not Christ the fulfillment of the Prophecy of old-

time? Before Pilate was conceived? Was it not intended from the foundations of the 

world, that Christ should be crucified? If Pilate had done otherwise than he did, and 

saved Christ, would prophecy been fulfilled? Was Pilate greater than God that he should 

alter God’s decrees? Could he set aside and make null and void the prophecies of God?” 

Thus, a central dilemma for both the Goth and London from the beginning was the 

question of whether one could derive transcendent meaning from an encounter with an 

apparent supranatural event. 

London jotted down at various points in his notes seven sources to consult for 

factual information on the atmosphere of the time, for theories on Jesus’ character, and 

for other authors’ representations of the speech and character of certain figures in the 

drama of Jesus’ life. One of the obvious reasons that he postponed the writing of his 

Christ novel is that he was determined to research it thoroughly. The “Christ novel” most 

likely was the first novel for which London gathered so many outside sources. As he 

would continue to do throughout his career, he gathered together a tremendously varied 

group of magazine articles, plays, novels, essays, and book-length treatises. As he was 

gathering these materials he was writing “On a Writer’s Philosophy of Life” in which he 

explained why it was necessary to go to such lengths to write a novel. To succeed, an 

author must be original, he began. And to be original one must have “something to say.” 

One must form a philosophy, and one must read thoroughly in all subjects in order to do 

so. Not surprisingly, his examples include the life of Jesus and the history of the Jews: 

“You must come to read the face of life with understanding. To comprehend the 

characters and phases of any movement, you must know the spirit which moves to action 



individuals and peoples, which gives birth and momentum to great ideas, which hangs a 

John Brown or crucifies a Savior.” “Can an artist paint an `Ecce Homo,” he enjoined his 

audience, “without having a conception of the Hebrew myths and history, and all the 

varied traits which form collectively the character of the Jew, his beliefs and ideals, his 

passions and his pleasures, his hopes and fears!”73 

 Some of his notes for sources are mere reminders. He reminded himself to “Look 

up Jewish, Roman, and Teutonic folklore,” though he does not name any specific 

sources. He planned to consult Matthew Arnold’s “The Eternal Not Ourselves” for 

information on the “Character of the Jew.” He wanted to locate a copy of the November 

1899 issue of Youth and Age “for wording of legal document which fixed the stamp of 

Rome to Christ’s crucifixtion.” He mentions Josephus several times in his notes. He tells 

himself to get a copy of Josephus from his friend Jim Whittaker and to also consult 

Bessie, his future wife. He needed Josephus’s description of “the Siege of Jerusalem,” of 

“Roman soldier’s accouterments,” and of the “Forbearance of Pontius Pilate on first 

coming to Jerusalem.” He instructed himself to reread Wilde’s “Salome.” Both “Salome” 

and the Bible provided appropriate patterns of speech for London’s biblical characters, 

and we will see how important Wilde was to London as he wrote The Iron Heel and The 

Road. 

One source from which he took notes was Marie Corelli’s popular novel 

Barabbas (1893). He noted only one scene from her work—that of Jesus’ trial—and, like 

Corelli, he wanted to capture “the passion-distorted faces of the straining mob; the stern 
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disregard of Pilate; the imperturbable Roman soldiers; the passivity of Christ.” But 

whereas Corelli had erred by overwriting, interjecting her own emotional response to the 

scene, London wanted to “paint a picture, trenchant, clear-cut, short, striking. Don’t 

capitalize adjectives, pronouns, etc. of Christ’s. Just the same as with any ordinary 

mortal.” This injunction to himself to “paint a picture” reflects his intensive reading in 

the Writer and other trade journals whose editorials on the nature of good fiction 

demanded an adherence to what could be called “pictorial realism.”74  

In order to present an objective version of the character of Jesus, he turned to two 

authors: John Fiske and the Reverend John Watson. In Fiske’s two essays, “The Jesus of 

History” and “The Christ of Dogma,” London found a matter-of-fact account of Jesus’ 

life: the possible date of his birth and death, the names of his siblings and parents, their 

occupations, Jesus’ schooling, his preaching, and the events in Jerusalem during the 

Passover. London would have noted carefully what Fiske had to say about Jesus’ attitude 

toward politics: “We have seen that he had, probably from the very outset, discarded the 

traditional notion of a political Messiah, and recognized the truth that the happiness of a 

people lies not so much in political autonomy as in the love of God and the sincere 

practice of righteousness.” London would have also noted that Fiske believed Jesus 

shared much in common with the Essenes and the Ebionites and that he may have 

believed in the abolition of private property. This observation by Fiske probably planted 

the first seed in London’s mind that one could characterize Jesus as a socialist. In 1899-

1901, however, London was not leaning in that direction. He was still learning the basic 
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story. In “The Christ of Dogma,” London learned a small amount about Jewish ideas on 

hell and heaven; he learned more about the Ebionites; and he learned who Sabellius was. 

London also consulted the Reverend John Watson’s series of articles in 

McClure’s entitled “The Life of the Master.” Watson did not pretend to match the great 

historical research of Ernest Renan and others; he merely relied on the Gospels and his 

own powers of romance. It is therefore not surprising that London made little, if any use, 

of his work, though two interesting correspondences do exist between one of Watson’s 

articles and the Ragnar Lodbrog section in The Star Rover. In telling the story of Jesus’ 

trial, Watson describes Annan, father-in-law to Caiaphas and former High Priest, as “the 

acting head of the priestly party, a man of enormous wealth, crafty ability, and 

unscrupulous character —the type of a successful, influential ecclesiastic of the highest 

rank. It may be assumed that the final plot against Jesus was hatched in that palace, and 

that the strong will of Annan stiffened the courage of the Council.” Watson places the 

blame for the crucifixion upon the high priests and not upon the Jewish nation as a whole. 

He details the number of times that the high priests violated their own judicial system in 

their haste to execute Jesus. London would read similar opinions later in his research, and 

it all matched his own take on the function and actions of the priest caste among Native 

American tribes in the North.  

The second correspondence involves the character of Pilate. Watson portrays him 

as an intelligent, dutiful man who despite his conscience and every attempt to frustrate 

the desires of the Jewish priests, bows to their demand to preserve his own political 

career. London’s characterization of Pilate, though much more detailed, is similar in 

outline. 



In 1901 he read Ernst Haeckel’s The Riddle of the Universe. He read Haeckel 

with the intent of furthering his knowledge of evolution and monism, and not for the 

purpose of researching his “Christ novel.” Yet he found material pertinent to his planned 

novel and wrote a page of notes upon completing the book. Haeckel offered a view of 

Christianity and Jesus radically different from those presented by Fiske, Watson, and 

Correlli. Seeking to ground his materialistic monism on an ethical foundation, and, at the 

same time, not wishing to taint his philosophy with any obligations to Christianity, he 

argues that the “Golden Rule” was the ethical foundation of many societies before Jesus 

was born. He asserts that monism and Christianity share the tenet of love for one’s fellow 

man, but Christianity, because it is corrupt, cannot be accorded any pedagogical worth. 

Christianity, according to Haeckel, teaches “contempt . . . for self, for the body, for 

nature, for civilization, for the family, and for woman.” Its greatest crime is its absolute 

denial of the advances in science. 

London wrote in his notes “Goth does not like Christian contempt of the body, 

and this comes out either through personal observation he makes in book, or through 

discussion with Jewess, or with Pilate.” He then refers himself to Haeckel. He cited one 

other passage from Haeckel. In chapter 17, Haeckel discusses the birth of Jesus, claiming 

that the apocrypha provide evidence of Jesus’ bastardry; a vehement anti-Catholic, 

Haeckel goes to great lengths to deflate the story of the Virgin Mary. London simply 

noted that he should consult chapter 17 of The Riddle of the Universe “for philosophy of 

Christ affair.” Because London professed as late as 1914 that he was a follower of 

Haeckel’s, one is tempted to believe that he shared Haeckel’s disbelief in the divinity of 

Jesus. Yet, from the evidence of these notes, it is clear that London used Haeckel’s ideas 



to develop the Goth’s character and not to shape his own attitude toward Christianity. On 

the other hand, by reading Haeckel London certainly formed serious doubts about the 

value of Christianity. At one point, Haeckel compares a belief in the divinity of the 

Gospels to a belief in spirits and communication with the dead, a comparison that would 

have had particular force for London, the son of two occultists. Although it appears that 

London never equated Christianity with sham and superstition, he never lost powerful 

doubts about the apparent similarity between the spirituality of Christianity and the 

spirituality of occultism. Any religion was suspect in its organization and doctrine, but, as 

we have seen in his 1903 essays, he found fundamental principles in Christian discourse 

that could be applied in the political realm. 

 His reading of Haeckel represents a stage of transition; from 1903 to 1907 

London was less concerned with twentieth-century Christian interpretations of Jesus and 

more interested in how twentieth-century socialists viewed the story of Jesus. He began 

to explore how Jesus could be seen as a social rather than a religious figure. His notes for 

the Christ novel written during this period show what sources he was drawing on for 

material not only for the still-to-be-written novel but also for his general ideas about 

Christianity and socialism. The more deeply he became involved in socialist writings, the 

further the idea of writing a novel about Jesus receded. He had found within socialism an 

outlet for his spiritual feelings.  

He turned away from conventional portrayals of Jesus. One note reads, “Christ 

Novel. Pyle’s REJECTED OF MEN. Show Christ partly and largely a labor leader —see 

`Political Economy of Christ,’ a socialist pamphlet filed with ‘Persistence of the 



Established.’”75 “The Political Economy of Christ,” an essay that Allan Ricker, an 

associate editor of The Appeal to Reason, wrote for Wayland’s Monthly, was indebted to 

both Ernest Untermann and to Ernest Rena’s The Life of Jesus, Ricker advanced the 

thesis that Jesus “spoke for the working class and that for nearly three centuries the 

Christian fraternity which was based on his philosophy remained true to its mission after 

which it was absorbed by the ruling power.” (5) London was inspired. He marked several 

passages and wrote a number of marginal instructions for himself and the Christ novel. 

“Develop that he was a labor agitator,” a phrase used often by Ricker, “and for that as 

well feared. Make a sweet, true character of Jesus.” (19). Ricker linked the economics of 

the earliest Christians to modern-day socialism quoted from Acts, which London marked: 

“Neither was there any among them that lacked; for as many as were possessors of lands 

or houses sold them and brought the prices of the things that were sold and laid them 

down at the apostles’ feet; and distribution was made unto every man according as he had 

need,” the last phrase echoed in Laurence Gronlund’s the Co-Operative Commonwealth 

and London’s “What Socialism Is.” Ricker concludes, and London approved: “It will be 

seen [from this passage in the New Testament] that the new religious organization took a 

substantial economic form, patterned after the prevailing custom of labor organizations, 

and it will be found that the same system was adopted wherever Christianity was 

preached.” (20) London marked Ricker’s assessment that in the time of Jesus “the 

proletarian or working class population vastly exceeded the master class” and had 

organized themselves into “unions.” London wrote to himself, “Pilate saw this,” a hint 

that London was considering Pilate’s socioeconomic motivation for approving the 

                                                
75 London, “Christ Novel,” JL 531. 



Cruxifiction. A final note to himself provides the link to his alternative project that would 

incorporate Ricker’s ideas: “Persistence—show the paganization of the church, and its 

passing into the hands of the economic masters” during the fourth century. (27) On the 

cover of the pamphlet London had written “file afterward with Christ novel,” but it also 

worked for “The Persistence of the Established.”76 

This note and Ricker’s essay signal a dramatic shift in thinking. He began to 

pursue books with a different orientation. One such book, Howard Pyle’s historical novel 

Rejected of Men describes the events of Jesus’ life as if they had happened in New York, 

1903. Jesus is portrayed as a leader of the oppressed poor. He is executed by the ruling 

church body —headed by a kind but stern Bishop Caiaphas —because Jesus threatened 

the social order with revolution. London became sympathetic to ideas similar to those 

espoused by Karl Kautsky in Der Ursprung Der Christentumus.77 Although London is 

not known to have read Kautsky, he did come across a lengthy review of his book, which 

he clipped, saved, and marked at the top “Christ Novel,” entitled “A Socialist View of the 

Origin of Christianity.” The anonymous reviewer states, in a passage marked by London: 

“Kautsky rejects the conception that Jesus was mild, gentle, and opposed to all resistence. 

Jesus was an agitator, a revolutionary, a rebel, and felt a strong class hatred of the rich.” 
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As proof of Jesus’ violent character, Kautsky is quoted as saying that Jesus could not 

have driven out the money-lenders from the Temple unless he had had a large, rebellious 

crowd backing him up. London underlined the passage. Jesus’ doctrines, according to 

Kautsky, attracted wide and diverse support, not because of their religious import, but 

because Jesus was “a universal working class messiah.” He did not represent one nation, 

the Jews. He represented the “nation” of the working man who aspired to independence 

from Rome and all aristocratic authority. One important point that Kautsky makes is that 

Jesus preached class hatred as well as class struggle. As we have seen, they are one and 

the same thing according to London: class consciousness becomes class hatred becomes 

class warfare.  

In April 1903, the Collectivist Society of New York issued a pamphlet, number 

four in their series entitled “The Socialism of Jesus”; number two was an excerpt from 

Ghent’s Our Benevolent Feudalism (Ghent was on the society’s executive committee). 

Written under the pseudonym Discipulus, the pamphlet reads the Gospels to find the 

points at which socialism and the teachings of Jesus overlap. Not surprisingly Discipulus 

discovers that Jesus was a socialist, not an anarchist or capitalist. He was a working man 

who taught class consciousness and the ethics of his class, which “are intrinsically higher 

than the ethics natural to the trading class.” Thus, “it is our duty as Christians to labor in 

season and out of season to bring about a recasting of the system—a revolution, if you 

will—which will make the system fit the higher ethics.”78 London marked that passage.  
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London accepted, but only provisionally, doctrinaire socialism’s reading of the 

history of Christianity. As he flirted with the idea of turning Jesus into a modern-day 

labor leader, he read and marked the following passage in an article entitled “Economics 

of Jesus”: “His [Jesus’s] cleansing of the temple near the close of His career, which was 

one of the chief causes of his crucifixion, was an additional approval of the Mosaic 

principle of commercial equality and the climax of His condemnation of Mammon 

worship.”79 London toyed with the idea that the Romans were solely responsible for the 

execution of Jesus. If Jesus were a revolutionary leading an insurrection against the 

Roman state, then the Romans must be portrayed as the killers. One article London 

clipped for his “Christ novel” file was entitled “Jewish Innocence of the Death of 

Jesus.”80 The article summarizes a speech delivered in Congress by Allan L. McDermott 

who was prompted to offer his own exoneration of the Jews by the threat in Russia of the 

massacre of Jews. London became convinced that the Jewish people were not responsible 

for Jesus’s execution, but he did not become convinced that the Romans were simply an 

early version of the American oligarchy. On this point and on the issue of the true nature 

of Jesus, London could not allow his radical socialism to determine his understanding of 

Christian history. He had to retain if not the divinity of Jesus at least his spirituality. 

In this he was in accord with his long-time friend and advisor Frederick Irons 

Bamford. Bamford, the first reference librarian at Oakland Public Library, to some extent 

directed London’s reading up to 1902; by 1904, Bamford’s influence had completely 

waned, and he could only stand by and watch London take advantage of social and 
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intellectual opportunities that he, Bamford, could no longer supply. Bamford was a Social 

Gospeler. When George D. Herron, “the intellectual leader of social Christianity” during 

the 1890s, toured California on a lecture trip, Bamford met and talked with him at length. 

Herron was among the first American social theorists to yoke Christian and Marxist 

rhetoric. “It was George D. Herron,” writes Ira Kipnis, “who made the first real attempt 

to resolve the contradictions between Christianity and Marzian socialism. . . . He held 

that God worked through `economic fact and development. . . . The working class 

socialist philosophy of history alone gives the account of life and labor out of which a 

new religious synthesis can be wove.” According to Herron, “the sources of life which 

[Marxist socialism] discloses are identical with the spiritual forces which Jesus 

revealed.”81 Though they agreed on essentials, one senses that Herron was too radical for 

Bamford’s taste. Bamford felt more comfortable with the liberal proponents of the Social 

Gospel, such as Walter Rauschenbusch, who advocated ethics over theology but who did 

not openly call for revolution and who did not believe in the inevitability of class warfare. 

Bamford was also a proponent of British socialism as advanced by Ruskin, 

Morris, Carlyle, and Arnold. In 1898, he organized the Ruskin Club, a sometimes 

informal, sometimes formal gathering of socialist intellectuals who engaged in spirited 

and vital discussions. Jessie Peixotto, the first woman to receive a PhD from the 

University of California, Berkeley, author of The French Revolution and Modern French 

Socialism, professor of economics at University of California, Berkeley, and married to 

Alexander Peixotto (artist and illustrator of works by London) recalled that  
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I joined fairly early in the enterprise and went fairly regularly for a while. As to 

the membership, there was no real President; at any rate, no President stands out 

in my mind. Mr. Bamford called himself Secretary and he ran everything. He 

formed the Club and he made all the arrangements for the speakers. The Club was 

the usual thing and met once a month at which time we dined together with a 

speaker. I don’t remember the speakers particularly. They were members often 

like Jack London, Austin Lewis, George Sterling. Most of us were relatively 

unimportant people except in our hopes of the future. I was just four years out of 

college and I had not yet joined the University. . . . The rest were a lot of young 

men—ministers, lawyers, professionals in general, largely from Oakland.82 

Besides those named, A. A. Denison (an editor at the Oakland Enquirer), Herman 

Whitaker (short story writer and close friend of London’s), Senator R. A. Dague of 

Alameda, several ministers, and others were members. Visitors included J. Stitt Wilson of 

Chicago, who lectured in 1901, Robert Royce (no relation to Josiah Royce), who was 

Austin Lewis’s law partner, Edward F. Adams (a conservative editorial writer for the San 

Francisco Chronicle), Gelette Burgess, and the heads of various trade unions and 

churches as well as businessmen, engineers, and newspaper editors. At the first “Ladies 

Night” (6 December 1901), Bessie London was one of three informal hosts, and Anna 

Strunsky, Roscoe Eames, Ninetta Eames, and Edward Payne attended; Strunsky and 

Peixotto debated the merits of conservatism, and London, Lewis, Mollie Bloom, and H. 
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G. Walker led the discussion.83 Obviously, when London presented his ideas on central 

socioeconomic topics, they were rigorously tested and debated, and it was probably his 

views on trade unionism that ignited the rift between himself and Whitaker. The club 

disbanded in 1907. 

Given that London was a revolutionary socialist, though a close friend of 

Bamford’s, something that Peixotto may not have known, she said, 

I don’t know why Jack joined. He spoke fairly often and was on the whole against 

the Club. Most of the members were clearly Fabians. They did not believe in 

Marxism. As you know, that is the distinction between Fabians and Marxists. Jack 

thought he was a Marxist, but there were days when he certainly wasn’t. I have 

always thought that he never understood Marxism in the least. I don’t know if he 

was invited to be a charter member. I don’t think so. All the Ruskin Club 

members that I know thought of him as a brilliant person with a theory of his 

own. He was very young at that time. He always wore soft white silk shirts and 

looked trim and neat. He was very merry and very good company but he had no 

sense of humor as Gelett Burgess had and no solemn habits of mind and speech as 
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at the 1902 ladies night, London was present not only with Bessie but also with 

Charmian, Anna, and Mabel Applegarth. Even more titillating is the report of a Ruskin 

Club picnic in the Piedmont hills above the Londons’ house. Bessie, Joan, and Jack were 

there along with Charmian, Blanche Partington, and others. Clearly, the Ruskin Club 

served an important social function as well. 



Frank Norris had. I should say that the Club was too solemn for him but I may be 

wrong in that.84 

Clearly, Jack would have thought they all took themselves too seriously and were 

seriously misguided in their political beliefs. He had read at least a part of Capital and the 

Communist Manifesto and so understood and approved as a Marxist that much of Marx 

and Engels.85 

London joined the Ruskin Club in 1898, and he resigned his active membership in 

1905, though he did speak to the club in January 1907, just before his departure on the 

Snark. He joined as a favor to Bamford, but also because he thrived on intellectual 

stimulation and debate. He loved his intellectual opponents as much as he did his allies. 

At the same time that he followed Bamford’s advice to read Ruskin and Morris, he was 

writing articles and delivering speeches that advanced a more radical socialism. In 1901, 

he led the meeting on the topic of revolutionary socialism versus trade unionism, and 

afterwards the group agreed, contra London, that “the ultimate result of trade unionism in 

this country would be similar to what it had been in New Zealand and in England to 

compel the workingman into the consciousness of a common cause and to seek through 
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85 London’s library contained a ten-page pamphlet entitled “Karl Marx’ Analysis of 

Money: Abridged from Das Kapital by Edmund Saxon.” It was distributed by the 

American Socialist Party. See Holman Collection, Jack London State Park, Sonoma, 

Calif. 



political action to secure conditions which shall further their interests.”86 Joan London 

identifies Bamford’s and London’s basic conflict as that between a proletariat socialist 

and a “‘protestant evangelical Socialist.’”87 They differed openly on two points. In 1905, 

London declared to Bamford that “What the Ruskin Club wants is life (intellectual 

dynamic life), and then it rejects life when it is offered.” A year later, they differed over 

London’s organization of the Intercollegiate Socialist Society, a minor argument over 

tactics. Joan London’s analysis of their differences seems to me to be correct: while 

Bamford saw the churches as taking a primary role in the reformation of American 

society and its economic system, London believed that the impetus could only be 

provided by the enlightened proletariat.   

For Christmas, 1907, he received another gift from Fred Bamford: a New 

Testament Bible.88 The editor of this particular Bible, using the King James version as his 

base, arranged the gospels and letters chronologically by date of appearance so that the 

reader may “approach the New Testament in the same was as did the Christians of the 

                                                
86 “Dinner at the Ruskin Club,” Oakland Enquirer, 5 Oct. 1901, Jack London 

Scrapbooks, vol. 2, pt. 2, reel 2, HEH. This issue may have temporarily driven a wedge 

between Whitaker and London and harmed their friendship; however they would later 

make up and remain friends.  

87 Joan London, Jack London and His Times, 213. The label was applied by Austin 

Lewis. 

88 David Hamilton notes that this Bible traveled on the Snark. See Hamilton, “The Tools 

of My Trade,” 63. 



earliest age of the Church.”89 Two marginal notes that London made show that he read 

this Bible with his Christ novel in mind. In the prologue, the editor summarizes the life of 

Jesus. Opposite the description of Peter’s denial of Jesus, London wrote: “Hero sees and 

hears this.”90 The other note is similar. Opposite Mark 15.7-10, the description of Pilate 

offering Barabbas to the crowd, London wrote: “Have the Goth instrumental in catching 

Barabbas —& make Barabbas strong character —Also, as characters, the two thieves.” 

This note’s significance is two-fold. First, it shows that London planned for the Goth to 

participate in other matters than the crucifixion of Jesus. Second, because Barabbas was 

an insurrectionary, London clearly intended to make the political struggles of the time the 

context in which he would tell the story of the Goth and Jesus. 

                                                
89 The New Testament of Our Lord Saviour Jesus Christ. Arranged in the Order in Which 

Its Parts Came to Those in the First Century Who Believed in Our Lord, ed. Ernest Rhys, 

chronological arrangement by Thomas N. Lindsay Everyman’s Library (London: J. M. 

Dent, 1906). It seems likely that London received this gift from Bamford in January 

1908, when the Londons returned home for a couple of weeks during their Snark voyage. 

since the book is not water-stained and does not have navigational figurings in it, as do 

some of his books on the Snark, it seems likely that he read this Bible after the trip was 

over. This is not the first Bible that London owned, nor is it the first one in which he took 

notes. He read a Bible published by Oxford University Press thoroughly and marked 

many passages from the Old Testament. Opposite the title page, he noted two passages in 

particular: Numbers 31 and II Kings 17.27. See Bible, the S. S. Teacher’s Edition 

(Oxford: The University of Oxford Press, 1896). 

90 The New Testament of Our Lord Saviour Jesus Christ, xxx. 



In some general way Bamford and London could find common ground when it 

came to the intersection of socialism and Christianity. Though London was too radical to 

be called a Social Gospeler, he did agree with its major tenets. Even in 1907 London 

respected Bamford’s opinions and trusted his sense of what books were important. It 

seems likely that London talked at length with Bamford about his latest ideas concerning 

the socialistic nature of Jesus’ message. Bamford may have felt it necessary to correct 

London’s thinking on this matter, and to do this, he sent him a copy of Walter 

Rauschenbusch’s Christianity and the Social Crisis shortly after it was published in 

1907.91 London probably read the entire book, but he marked passages only in the 

introduction and in the chapter entitled “The Social Aims of Jesus.” In a note to himself 

in his “Christ Novel” file, London reminded himself to return to Rauschenbusch for 

“splendid, most splendid, historical data on Jesus.”92 Rauschenbusch reaffirmed 

London’s idea that Jesus’ teaching had a major political impact. He marked 

Rauschenbusch’s opinion that Jesus’s use of the phrase “kingdom of God” “unfettered 

the political hopes of the crowd; it drew down on him the suspicion of the government; it 

actually led to his death.”93 But he also marked the passage in which Rauschenbusch 

shows that Jesus denied himself a political messiahship and any involvement in political 

                                                
91 Walter Rauschenbusch, Christianity and the Social Crisis (New York: The Macmillan 
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92 London, “Christ Novel,” JL 532. 

93 Rauschenbusch, Christianity and the Social Crisis, 57.  



and potential violent revolution against the state.94 This is apparently the message that 

Bamford wanted to convey to London.  

What appealed most to London about Rauschenbusch’s exegesis was its 

illustrations of how Jesus lived above the law. Rauschenbusch portrays Jesus not as a 

socialist but as a social being who sought to unite the classes by teaching higher religious 

and social values than those current in his time. London was attracted to the idea that 

Jesus’ teachings could not be made to fit into any particular political program, but rather 

that they could be used as part of a comprehensive program for overhauling American 

society. In general terms, two things appealed most to London about Rauschenbusch. 

One was his millennialism. The other was his belief that churches must be concerned 

with social reform. Yet they differed significantly in their orientations. While 

Rauschenbusch approached social reform from the church, London remained outside the 

church, hoping that it would be reformed as well. Just as the Social Gospelers were 

attracted to socialism, so was Bamford interested in recruiting London. But the two 

movements, as well as the two individuals, could not join forces. London could 

appropriate some of the ideas of the Social Gospel movement, but he could never belong 

to the movement.  

 He did not limit his reading on Jesus to texts with a socialist slant. Prominent in 

this group is a series of three articles from one of London’s favorite periodicals, The 
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Open Court.95 The editor, Paul Carus, prompted by the Easter and Passover season, set up 

three articles on death, resurrection, and immortality. The first article treated Jesus’ 

resurrection from the viewpoint of German higher criticism. Robert Dodge comes to the 

conclusion that Jesus did indeed predict his resurrection but not in the literal way 

suggested by the Gospels. Carus then contributed one of his own articles and treated the 

topic in mythologic terms. He finds the source of Passover and Easter in the “rejoicing at 

the resurrection of Tammuz, Adonis, or Baal, the god of vegetation, whose death has 

been lamented in a kind of pagan Good Friday celebration.” He notes that as an article of 

faith the bodily resurrection of Jesus has become less important, and, further, that Jesus’ 

spiritual resurrection will have more meaning for Carus’s readers if they consider it as a 

legend common to all religions. The third article follows directly the logic of Carus’s 

argument. The Reverend Shaku discusses the Buddhist conception of life after death. He 

shows how Westerners have mistaken this concept as one of passivity. It is, instead, says 

Shaku, a belief that allows for the perpetuation of all that is good, true, and beautiful in 

mankind. It also grants the individual a peaceful frame of mind before death. To London 

these articles stood in counterpoint to the articles portraying Jesus as a labor leader. They 

shared one similarity with the socialist point of view. They showed that one did not have 

to believe in Jesus as the Son of God in order to believe that he was a powerful, spiritual 

man. Yet, unlike the socialists writing on this topic, Carus and the others believed that it 

was important not to deny Jesus’s spirituality. London, Carus, and the others would have 
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agreed with Rauschenbusch who said, “ Whoever uncouples the religious and the social 

life has not understood Jesus.”96 This formulation stands in direct contrast with Herbert 

Spencer’s “adamantine line” drawn between the Knowable and the Unknowable. 

London read two books by Ernst Renan, The Life of Jesus and Antichrist; he 

seems to have absorbed more of the former than the latter. In Antichrist, Renan weaves 

three threads of narrative: one story concerns the rule and death of the Antichrist, Nero; 

the second is concerned with the first Jewish Revolt and the destruction of the Temple; 

the third is the careers of the apostles Paul and Peter, the early schism in Christianity and 

the eventual healing of that schism. London drew from this book very specific material 

and for the most part ignored Renan’s major themes. He was interested in the signs and 

portents of what the Jews and Christians imagined would be the destruction of the world. 

He noted in the back of the book “apocalyptic nightmares.” More specifically, he marked 

two passages and labeled them “Christ novel.” One concerns the character of James, 

brother of Jesus. James, as Renan pictures him, writes his epistle as a cry against the 

corrupted Jewish priesthood. “Pride, corruption, brutality, luxury among the wealthy 

Sadducees,” says Renan, “had, in fact, come to their worst excess.”97 The rich priests had 

allied themselves with the ruling Romans and despised the lower classes. London 

especially noted Renan’s description of the class struggle in Jerusalem. In his explication 

of James’s epistle, Renan says, “In these strange pages we see the simmering of that spirit 

of social revolution which in a few years was to bathe Jerusalem in blood.” The 
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Christians, explains Renan, would have no part of the corrupted upper classes who had 

come to define social reality. They had separated themselves from the world and looked 

forward to its destruction. To London, it was no difficult task to translate this attitude 

from the early Christians to the socialists of his day. 

The second passage London marked and singled out as a possible source for his 

Christ novel was an extended discussion on the relationship between the Romans and the 

Jews. London absorbed much of the distinction Renan makes between the religious, 

fanatical Jew and the militaristic, rational Roman: “Between the Roman empire and the 

Jewish orthodoxy there was radical hostility. In this hostility Jews were oftenest insolent, 

quarrelsome, and agressive. The idea of equity in common, which the Romans had with 

them in germ, was hateful to strict observers of the Law (Torah), who asserted a morality 

wholly at odds with a society purely secular, untouched by theocracy, like that of Rome. 

One was the founder of the State, the other of the Church. Rome created an 

administration rational and worldly; the Jews attempted to inaugurate the kingdom of 

God. There was an irrepressible conflict between this narrow but fruitful theocracy and 

the most absolute proclamation of the secular State that ever was made.”98 Renan 

attributes much of Rome's antagonism against the Jews to the Jews' refusal to serve as 

Roman army soldiers. He then sketches the differences among the four or five major 

parties living in Jerusalem: the Sadducees, the Pharisees, the zealots, the criminals, and 

the "pious dreamers, Essenes, Christians, Ebionim.”99 London noted all this historical 

information and intended to use it as background material for the drama of his Goth's 

                                                
98 Renan, Antichrist, 194-95. 

99 Renan, Antichrist, 197. 



love affair with a Jewish woman. Specifically, he looked for information that would help 

him to define his Goth's attitude toward the Jews in general.100 

In 1911, London once again turned his thoughts to his Christ novel. He had 

returned from his two-year Snark voyage, he had begun in earnest his ranch and farm 

improvements, and he was in the process of writing two series of short-stories, A Son of 

the Sun and Smoke Bellew, as well as an assortment of other short pieces. Sometime in 

1911, London spelled himself from the heavy task of writing short stories and sketched 

                                                
100 London has been accused of being an anti-Semite, notably in Dubowski, The 

Tarnished Dream. Because Renan was an anti-Semite, it may be tempting to say that 

London eagerly accepted renan’s analysis of the Jews’ position in the world. Renan’s 

most damning statement about Jews comes just after London stopped marking passages 

in the book. Renan says, “It cannot be without reason that unhappy Israel has has been 

ever the victim of slauthter. When every nation and every age has persecuted you, there 

must needs be some motive behind.” Renan attribtes this motive to the Jews’ supposed 

refusal to participate in the necessary labor of bulding and maintaining the nation they 

live in. For Renan every nation is “in essence a military structure” and therefore requires 

all citizens to serve in the armed forces. London did not believe that a nation is “in 

essence a military structure” and therefore would not have shared Renan’s antipathy 

toward the Jews. he looked to renan to provide him with the characteristic attitudes of a 

Roman soldier stationed in Jerusalem. One may also recall that Jake Oppenheimer, an 

important and sympathetic figure in The Star Rover, is a Jew. Recall as well the heroes of 

his early short story “Two Children of Israel.” His attitude toward Jews was consistent 

throughout his life.  



notes for a series of novels which would in effect tell the whole history of the human 

race: "NOVEL. Why not a series of past and future novels? No. 1,-- BEFORE ADAM; 

No. 2-- CHRIST NOVEL; No. 3,-- THE MIDDLE AGES; No. 4, some great proletarian- 

bourgeoise conflict story of the present; No. 5, THE IRON HEEL; No. 6,-- THE FAR 

FUTURE, the perfected and perishing human race."101 This note represents the first 

indication that London planned to place his story of Jesus in relation to other historical 

events. It would no longer be just another retelling of the story, whether cast in socialist 

rhetoric or not. Further, this note indicates that London felt that his novels were too 

narrow in scope. He was thinking in cosmic terms. He had always been searching for a 

synthetic philosophy ever since he had had his eyes opened by Herbert Spencer. Like 

many other intellectuals and writers of the time, he had had his sense of time expanded to 

infinity in both directions by the truth of evolution and the hope of socialism. Now he 

saw the possibility of fictionalizing all of human history, including his own prophecies of 

what humanity would be like when the sun began to burn out. I will discuss his concept 

of time as he applied it to novel writing in later chapters. In volume three, w will see how 

this ambitious idea informs to a large extent the structure of The Star Rover. 

 Having enlarged the purpose of the Christ novel beyond its relevance to America 

and to socialism, he continued his research. One cluster of three sources that London 

consulted focused once again on who was responsible for the death of Jesus. In the 

January 1911, issue of Open Court, Rabbi Aaron P. Drucker argued in his essay “The 

New Testament as a Text-Book in the Sunday-School” that the New Testament is not 
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suitable for children because it teaches "not so much love for Jesus as hatred for the 

Jews."102 His argument in this essay is an appendage to his pamphlet of 1907, entitled 

The Trial of Jesus, which argued that Caiaphas was a Roman spy; that there was no 

Sanhedrim; that Jesus had been tried illegally according to Jewish standards; and that 

Caiaphas, fearing for his job as High Priest, and Pilate, hating the Jews, conspired to kill 

Jesus. He concludes that higher biblical criticism has shown that anti-Jewish passages in 

the New Testament are late interpolations and that the Romans and a few corrupt Jews in 

their service crucified Jesus. Carus, in his editorial reply to Drucker, argued that the New 

Testament should still be taught, but the method should change; biblical teachers should 

bring to the text a “conscience of scientific truthfulness.”103 He felt that Drucker had 

erred only in carrying his historical analysis too far beyond the realm of fact and into 

romance. He did not find any historical confirmation of Caiaphas's fear for his position as 

High Priest or of his role as Roman spy. He agreed that the Romans, and not the Jews, 

were responsible for Jesus' death, and he applauded Drucker's objective stance as 

historical commentator. A large part of Carus's editorial policy was based on the 

interpretation of the Bible as "a record of our [mankind's] religious development." He 

hoped that both Jews and Gentiles would recognize that the Bible is merely one of many 

sacred texts that "each in its own way, are revelations which characterize the 
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development of man's comprehension of the divinity that shapes our ends," all points that 

would have hit home with London.104 

London also read Paul Carus’s Religion of Science. He read Carus as part of his 

personal study of the philosophical and religious debates of his time and not specifically 

for information of Jesus. Carus identified himself with the Monists, or New Positivists (as 

opposed to Comtean Positivists) and sought through his editorship of Open Court to 

wage war with orthodox Christians and with Free-Thinkers or atheists. He believed that 

both the senses and the mind could perceive truth. He defined truth as fact, but fact, 

paradoxically, could be of both a material and spiritual nature. God is revealed Himself in 

a reality that is neither Christian nor Jewish but that is defined by the explorations of 

science. Natural laws are the laws of God. Moral codes that have lasted through the ages 

are the laws of God. The soul of man is that which has remained constant and good in 

human nature. Thus, there is immortality. Although London professed in public to be a 

material monist, he was attracted to several ideas of Carus's. He agreed with Carus that 

Christ represents "the direction of moral progress, and not a special aim."105 Christ was 

one of many genuine prophets. His teachings represent a stage in the moral development 

in mankind, a development that should continue. London also agreed that natural laws 

could be called God's laws if, by that phrase of identification, it is meant that they are 

eternal and immutable and represent the truth. It is the duty of man, so said Carus and 

London, to discover these laws and to live one's life according to them. Specifically, this 
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code of conduct defined by "the religion of science" involved a rejection of both 

hedonism and asceticism and an adherence to a stern understanding of duty.       

London agreed with Carus's editorial and marked several passages in it and in 

Drucker's essay. He also thoroughly marked up his copy of Drucker's “The Trial of 

Jesus.” At the top of his copy of Drucker's essay, he wrote, "Christ Novel, Excellent 

Data." He marked two passages in which Drucker sought to show Jesus as a clever and 

skilled debater. Drucker, in his anxiety to prove the anti-Semitism of Christians, tried to 

discredit the loving nature of Jesus in order to show that Christians were just as hard-

hearted as they thought Yahweh was. He argued that there was no real difference 

between the Old Testament conception of God and the New Testament of God. London 

ignored this aspect of Drucker's argument, extracting only morsels of historical 

information about the human characteristics of Jesus that Drucker provided. London did 

make use of Drucker's bias. At one point in his essay, Drucker asserts that if the Christian 

God was so loving, why did he unnecessarily cause Mary so much pain by subjecting her 

to Joseph's jealousy. London marked this passage, and wrote in the margin: "arguments 

made at the time." He marked several passages in which Drucker sought to prove Pilate's 

responsibility in killing Jesus. In Carus's reply to Drucker, London marked this passage:                                     

“In spite of the facts which militate against the tradition that the Sanhedrin condemned 

Jesus, Rabbi Drucker does not doubt that such a council took place. He accepts 

statements in the gospels as reliable, he only points out the illegality of the proceedings 

from the Jewish point of view, and exonerates the Jewish nation from any guilt whatever. 

He assumes that Caiaphas the high priest was incensed at Jesus because the latter had 

driven the money changers from the temple, and he convened a council on his own 



accord.”280 London then wrote in the margin: "Make this a part reason." It is clear that 

London still regarded the expulsion of the money changers from the temple as a key 

incident, but now he viewed it not from a socialist's standpoint, but principally from a 

novelist's.106 He also marked a long paragraph in Carus's essay in which Carus quoted 

Drucker on the nature of Caiaphas. London accepted Drucker's assessment that Caiaphas 

was corrupt and largely to blame for Jesus's death. He was again constructing motives for 

his characters.       

Now London returned to the construction of the encounters between the Goth and 

the Jewish woman. Without describing yet how the two characters would meet, he 

planned for “the Goth to open up by telling brief story of childhood with some galley 

fight, etc, and the tenor being the amusement of an old man, world-wanderer and world-

fighter, who has been with great men and seen and done great things, the amusement of 

this man at the naivete of his childhood as he encountered his first adventures and looked 

out on the broadening world, and have him during the telling of this, sometimes referring 

or hinting of the main story and big events to follow, all of which is the cause of him 
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did not mark it at all, indicating that he was thoroughly familiar with this line of 

argument and perhaps had abandoned it.  



telling anything at all.”107 London apparently planned to use a flashback technique to tell 

the story of the Goth's childhood. It is important to note that London did not have in mind 

the circumstances of the Goth's birth and his eventual tribulations. London also had 

decided that the Goth could read and write: "perhaps Jewish woman taught him."108  

He sketched out two more crucial conversations between the Goth and the Jewish 

woman. One would be a discussion of the world to come: "Contrast of the Jewish 

heroine's and the Goth's conceptions of heaven. His literal, virile, and above all, his liking 

for Vahalla's Halls, as compared with her more effiminate heaven, ---- brought out in 

conversation." He did not outline the particulars or refer himself to outside sources to 

draw on for this conversation, and one gets the feeling that London was recalling 

conversations he had had with Anna Strunsky some ten years previous.       

The second meeting would occur near the end of the novel: “Have Jewish heroine 

plead with Goth to attempt a rescue of Christ. But his iron Roman discipline prevents. He 

says she would not care for him so much if he did, in answer to her appeal to his love. --- 

this fruit for a quarrel, which he ultimately settles by rescuing her and carrying her off 

very much against her will apparently. His cool, practical judgement speaks against 
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Renan’s Life of Jesus, they come very close to what he actually wrote in The Star Rover 

and so reflect his final thoughts on the story. 

108 London, “Christ Novel,” JL 532.  



rescue, also, he said if it were prophesized, then it must be fulfilled.”109 After ten years of 

cogitation on the course of his Goth's life, it appears that London had finally decided that 

the Goth would not convert to Christianity. Instead, he would marry a woman who had.      

London was still very interested in creating an accurate picture of Jerusalem, and he 

instructed himself to "Paint the riotous condition of Jerusalem at this time." He also 

considered creating two new characters, Pilate's wife and Herodias. For the latter, he told 

himself to "look her up." For the former, he had a clearer, but still undeveloped idea of 

who she could be: "Bring in Pilate's wife strongly. A good but susceptible woman."110 

"Susceptible" can only refer to her potential for conversion. London had decided to let 

the drama of conversion belong to the women characters in his novel.  

And now we can turn to the final and perhaps most important source. London 

appears to have read Ernest Renan's The Life of Jesus twice, and the volume of notes in 

the back of the back indicate this is the one book that most influenced London's 

understanding of what had happened in Jerusalem around the year 33. The Life of Jesus is 

a work of history, not theology. As a historian, he attempted to trace the development of 

Jesus as a man, the slow evolution of his thought and sense of mission, the reaction of the 

ruling parties—both Roman and Jewish—and the interior processes of the people who 

believed in the miracles of Jesus. Renan himself did not believe in the miracles, although 

he did assert that he was a religious man. Compared to some German biblical exegists, he 

was conservative in his judgements of authorship and the historicity of the Gospels. He 

                                                
109 JL 532. 

110 JL 532. 



believed in the divinity of Jesus, not with the aid of dogma, but through a personal 

encounter with and redefinition of the man Jesus.     

 All these qualities of Renan's appealed to London. Having dismissed Jesus-as-

socialist -- a position Renan shared-- London could neither deny Jesus's importance nor 

affirm his stature as God. So he read Renan's book avidly, marking the margins and using 

the end papers for notes for the Christ novel. He was not so much interested in writing a 

novel about Jesus but about the men and women who came into contact with him. In 

other words, he was interested in how people had created a Christ out of Jesus of 

Nazareth. He typically left alone any chapter dealing with an explication of Jesus' 

message; however, any passage that explained how the Jews and Romans understood and 

reacted to Jesus received his utmost attention. As London read Renan, he created two 

vignettes, or, as London would have called them, pictures. The notes for these pictures 

are not ordered systematically. London made them as he read the book, and he did not 

read the book in one sitting, nor did he make the notes in one sitting. Once he had read a 

passage that he thought might be relevent to his projected novel, he would turn to the end 

papers, write down the page number of the passage, and either write a brief synopsis of 

the passage, a piece of dialogue, or sentence describing a character's attitude toward what 

London had read in Renan. I have, therefore, ordered these notes, attempting to mimic the 

arrangements of scenes that London kept in his head and never put down on paper.111 
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The principal picture forming in his mind was a conversation or series of 

conversations among the Goth, the Jewish girl, and Pilate in which they would discuss 

Jesus and their own religious beliefs. In these notes, London is silent on what the girl 

believes in, but he has the Goth declare: "'I prefer the Greek attitude of practicing virtue -

- without hope of recompense. Be good because it is good to be good, rather than to be 

good in order to escape hell or win to some future heaven.' Foregoing in some discussion 

at Pilate's court." London sums up Pilate's attitude toward miracles with one word: 

"Missouri." In other words, Pilate feels that he must see the miracle in its entirety before 

he will consider its truth. London did not imagine these conversations between his 

characters as mere idle chatter as they watched the story of Jesus unfold. London, taking 

his cue from Renan, pictured the times as filled with turmoil and disputation. Renan 

portrays the era as a kind of intellectual battleground "when the stake men play for is 

increased a hundredfold."112 What a man may believe could determine the length of his 

life. It is partly for this reason that London was attracted to this historical period.  

Who Jesus is dominates the conversation between the three characters. "Hero 

contends that Jesus is a harmless fanatic -- simpleminded, lunatic Jewish girl contends he 

                                                                                                                                            
for the tent is a sort of academy always open, where, from meeting with well-educated 

people, a considerable intellectual and even literary activity springs up. . . . . the men of 

the schools, on the contrary, pass for pedants and are ill-trained. In this social state, 

ignorance, which among us at once degrades a man to a lower rank, is the very thing that 

favours a great and original career” (Renan, Life of Jesus, trans from the 23rd ed. (Boston: 

Little, Brown, and Co.), 100.  

112 Renan, Life of Jesus, 109 



is sane." (This note is apparently based on an interpretation Renan gives to Mark 3.21-

22.: "It must be remembered that at times those about him believed him to be insane, 

while his enemies declared him to be possessed.") "Hero asks about John the Baptist -- 

Pilate & girl give different accounts of John. Pilate tells of reports of John & Jesus 

working together -- putting priests out of commission -- also, of row raised by priests & 

(?) of John by Antipas." "When claim is made that John is Elijah raised from the dead, 

Pilate -- 'shows insanity.' 'What is political there?' One replies that the Jews can make 

anything political, even dead men's bones. Pilate always reiterating: What is political 

about that?'" "When peasants tried to make Christ a king -- Pilate's agents report of the 

matter. Pilate instances the episode." Then the Goth steps in, agreeing with Pilate: "Hero 

argues that Jesus is not a political revolutionist The Divine is within Christ -- a personal 

awareness of the indwelling of God." This statement seems to contradict his previous 

assessment that Jesus was insane. It is possible that the Goth believes that an insane 

person is one who is touched by God, but, more likely, he undergoes a change in attitude 

from scepticism to wonder. London, who for a brief moment assumed completely the 

identity of the Goth, wrote in one note: "I tell, at Pilate's, that I saw lepers healed -- if 

they were lepers." London at one point marked a passage that explained Jesus' expression 

the "kingdom of God."113 He then wrote in the back: "reign of God on earth -- overthrow 

of Roman rule therefore -- this the girl desires. But somebody else affirms it." London 

then read a few more passages of Renan and marked two sentences that read, "A pure 

worship, a religion without priests or external observances, resting entirely on the 

feelings of the heart, the imitation of God, and direct communion between the conscience 
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and the Heavenly Father was the result of these principles. Jesus never shrank from this 

daring consistency, which made him, in the very centre of Judaism, a revolutionist of the 

first rank."114 London then wrote, continuing his vignette of the three characters arguing 

about the nature of Jesus's mission: "Pilate argues priests are wroth because Christ is 

putting out of job."       

The discussion changes tack: "Girl denies Jesus is Son of David -- Tells of his 

people in Galilee -- names relations." (This note comes out of a passage from Renan 

which London underlined: "At one time his mother and brothers maintained that he had 

lost his senses, and treated him as an excited dreamer, attempting to restrain him by 

force.") "Pilate says," the notes continue, "he was a fisherman -- Girl says he was a 

carpenter before that." They discuss the people Jesus associates with: "publicans sinful 

women, etc." London planned for one of the characters to assert that Jesus was a 

charlatan and that he had a treasurer with him who "malfeased." In other notes we have 

seen how London intended to develop these conversations in order to remove Jesus from 

the center of the novel. The reader, along with the three representatives of three different 

cultures, would remain in doubt about the nature of Jesus and his mission.      

The other picture or vignette that London planned in the notes in the back of 

Renan's book has to do with Pilate's handling of the crucifixion and the reactions of the 

Goth and the girl. Most of London's page references refer to Renan's explication of Jesus' 

trial and execution, showing that London planned this as the central event in the novel. 

Perhaps one of the first notes he wrote decribed the Jewish girl's development: "Girl is 

from court of Antipas At first not converted But at End of story is. Hero meets her after 
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crucifixion. She is weeping. She does not speak." But as Jesus and the priests become 

more embroiled in conflict, it is Pilate who becomes the principal character: "Pilate tells 

priests Jesus is not political They threaten by saying they will make it political." London 

did not imagine a direct confrontation between the priests and Pilate, but neither had he 

worked out how they would exchange their taunts and barbs. London had not formally 

plotted the novel, so these snatches of incident seem as if they occur in a vacuum. "They 

[the priests] instance woman taken in adultary. Pilate applauds. The man is no fool. He is 

a philosopher. The Pharisees will never forgive him that."       

Once more London read about Jesus' declaration of the proper attitude to take 

toward Roman rule and wrote: "again Pilate applauds -- 'a wise man of the East!'"115 

London noted that two councils of the Jewish ruling party were held and that the moving 

force behind them was Hanan, or Annas. London absorbed Renan's conclusion that "upon 

Hanan and his family must rest the responsibility of all the acts which followed. It was 

Hanan -- or, if you like, the party he represented -- who killed Jesus. Hanan was the 

principal actor in the terrible drama, and far more than Caiaphas, far more than Pilate, 

should have borne the weight of the maledictions of mankind."116 So Jesus follows 

Renan's lead in his characterization of Pilate's conduct during Jesus's trial: "Jesus was 

guilty of a capital [...] crime under [Jewish] law Pilate recognizes this". London referred 

himself to page 377 where Renan sums up Pilate's position: "With extreme displeasure, 

he now found himself led on to play a cruel part in this new affair, in support of a law he 

hated." London wrote in the back of the book: "Pilate states that he hates the Jewish law; 
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but --." London thus wanted to portray Pilate as a powerless official trapped by his own 

excesses in the previous matter over the votive shields, by Hanan's zeal to execute Jesus, 

and by Rome's policy of sanctioning "penalties for religious offences."117 In a 

conversation with the Goth, London wanted Pilate to explain himself: "Pilate: 'It has been 

our policy to remain neutral in these quarrels of sectaries.[']" "riot threatened. Pilate has 

me, & all men, in readiness." Renan described Jesus's arrest as undertaken by the guards 

of the Temple accompanied by "a detachment of Roman soldiers with their soldiers."118 

London imagined that these soldiers would be under his Goth's command and noted: "I 

send one of my captains." Once Jesus was brought to trial, London planned for Pilate's 

wife to plead Jesus' case ("Bring in Pilate's wife"), but, before Pilate confronted the 

priests, Pilate was to state his position: "Pilate argues this to his wife: 'Roman law is 

Roman law. I am the procurator of Rome.'" "Still Pilate tries to save Jesus," and London 

marked a long passage in Renan that explained how Pilate sought every possible means 

to avert the execution. Finally, according to Renan, "The feeble Pilate yielded; he forsaw 

the report which his enemies would send to Rome, charging him with having favored a 

rival of Tiberius [Jesus]. . . . He feared for his office."119 London then marked passages 

describing how the responsibility was "passed back on the Romans to execute Jesus," the 

prophecy of the "bitter cup," the shape of the cross, and Pilate's final gibe at the Jews: his 

placing the placard bearing the inscription "The King of the Jews." After Jesus died, 

Renan believed that Mary Magdalen's fervent love for Jesus played a central part in the 
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legend of the resurrection of Christ. For London's part, he merely noted that "theories 

[circulated] that he did not die But Lodbrog says it is gossip." London also noted that 

"Pilate is surprised at quick death and summons Centurian to corroborate," taking this 

incident directly from Renan.120_2_9_4 

 London's notes indicate that he concentrated on developing Pilate's character, and 

to some extent, the Jewish girl's, but that, except for one important addition, he had the 

Goth's character firmly in mind. This exception relates to the Goth's final attitude toward 

Jesus, and, again, only a brief note indicates what London had in mind: "Hero marks 

strange charm of Jesus—even over himself." "Charm" is a key word for Renan; he uses it 

to explain Jesus' power over the multitudes and apostles. As Renan explains it, "Jesus 

owed these numerous conquests to an infinite charm of person and of speech. One 

penetrating word, one glance falling upon a simple conscience which was only waiting to 

be aroused, made such a one an ardent disciple."121 To London, for whom Jesus was 

neither fraud nor Christ, the word "charm" helped to explain a materialist's attraction to 

an apparent spiritual reality. It is for this contribution that London owed a greater debt to 

Renan than to any other source that he used. He gathered, perhaps, equal amounts of 

historical data from other sources; other sources even helped him to construct a 

framework of ideas about Jesus and Christianity. But Renan was responsible for a greater 

impact. Although it seems that London remained in doubt concerning the true nature of 

Jesus, he found in Renan a satisfactory explanation of Jesus' power and influence. He 

could suspend belief and remain in awe and wonder.      
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What this discussion of London's fictionalization of Jesus' life ultimately tells us 

is that his search for a true understanding of Jesus paralleled and at times blended with 

his participation in American socialism. Furthermore, whereas he could attach Christian 

rhetoric to his discussions of American capitalism and to his fictional creations of 

socialists such as Ernest Everhard, he could not attach socialistic rhetoric to his portrayal 

of Jesus. It seems that he felt that the message of Jesus transcended politics and held a 

deeper meaning. He did not believe in salvation through Jesus; that much is clear. But he 

did believe that worldly salvation could be achieved in the future through economic and 

social justice as long as justice included in its definition principles advocated by Jesus in 

the New Testament. It was ethics, not soteriology, that interested him, and socialism—

especially if it condoned the violence between scabs and workers—seemed hollow 

without it. Charmian London quoted in her biography a letter from London to Stephen 

French in which he said: "'I don't know whether Jesus Christ was a myth or not; but 

taking him just as I find him, just as I read him, I have two heroes-- one is Jesus Christ, 

the other Abraham Lincoln."122 According to a note by Charmian, London chose an 

introductory quotation for the novel, though he never used it: "'There is only one thing 

more wonderful than the reality of Christ, and that is, Christ never existing, that the 

imagination of man should have created him.'"123 It seems that any further work done on 
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123 London, “Christ Novel: [notes],” JL 532. The better known variant of this is Charles 

Baudelaire’s “the loveliest trick of the Devil is to persuade you that he does not exist!" 

(Charles Baudelaire, "The Generous Gambler" (Feb. 1864]). Or, if you prefer a modern 

update, you might recall Kevin Spacey’s line from The Usual Suspects: "The greatest 



either London's socialism or on his grappling with Christianity should consider both 

subjects simultaneously; they cannot be separated.124_2_9_8 If the spirit of the 

imagination haunts Jack London the author, then the spirit of Jesus haunts the 

materialism of Jack London the socialist. 

 

                                                                                                                                            
trick the Devil ever pulled was convincing the world he didn't exist." On this same piece 

of paper, Charmian, after London’s death and as she was preparing her biography, wrote, 

“Star Rover episode—he condensed in it the novel he had planned. I asked him about it.” 

In the biography, this note becomes: “When he read me, aboard the Roamer, that chapter 

of `The Star Rover,’ I asked him what of the Christ novel. `This will suffice,’ he said. `I 

shall not do the longer work.’” (Charmian London, The Book of Jack London, 2:219). 

This exchange apparently triggered Joan London’s mistaken supposition that London had 

gathered several old story ideas into The Star Rover.  

124 For a comprehensive, though not complete, list of works London most likely read or 

consulted as he developed his Christ novel, see Williams, “A Critical Edition of The Star 

Rover” (PhD diss., Columbia University, 1989), 46-61. 


