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Future Stunts  

 The Iron Heel is Jack London’s only explicitly socialist novel—if you can call it a 

novel, a question of genre that we will return to. Unlike any other of his novels before 

and after, its main characters fight for the socialist cause, and the plot deals with 

socioeconomic issues that, in the mind of the author, can be resolved only by the Socialist 

Party. It is surprising that an author—so committed to his political ideals—who professed 

that socialism was the ground for all good art should write only one such work. First, 

however, we have to consider its timing. One might think that, given the success of the 

1904 election and the enthusiasm for the cause that it generated, he would have written a 

socialist novel in 1904 or 1905, or even as early as 1899 when as we will see he first 

articulated a plan to write a novel based entirely on class warfare.1 If, as Joan London and 

																																																								
1 I follow Ernest Untermann, not Joan London, on the impact of the 1905 revolution on 

London. Joan insisted that “without 1905 The Iron Heel would never have been written,” 

but that seems more of a Trotskyite analysis than a more balanced view. She had asked 

Untermann what the impact of 1905 was on Jack, and he told her that “most of us did not 

expect much from it. . . . Our sympathies of course were with the Russian masses in 

1905, but some of us had little confidence in the Russian revolutionists, because we knew 

they did not stick together, and that their conspiratory psychology made them suspicious 

of each other as much as of the czarist agents” (Ernest Untermann, letter to Joan London, 



																																																																																																																																																																					
8 Apr. 1938, Ernest Untermann Papers, Wisconsin State Historical Society, Madison, 

Wisc; here afterabbreviated WSHS). Joan dismissed this. It is true, however, that 

Untermann’s assessment is incomplete. For one thing, Joan is correct I believe to point 

out that “not for many years were the details of the ideological struggles which grew out 

of the 1905 revolution available to American Socialists in any complete form. Nor was 

there much genuine appreciation of the little that did seep through to America in the 

period following the crushing of the revolution. Ignorance and apathy on the one hand, 

and the exciting game of building a national vote-catching machine on the other, soon 

brought forgetfulness of the tragic failure of the Russian revolutionists” (Joan London, 

Jack London and His Times, 279-80). Nonetheless, “for Jack London the event was of 

supreme importance” (Joan London, Jack London and His Times, 280). “Supreme”? If 

so, then one would expect to find more than a few clippings on the event for a projected 

“Russian Revolution Short Story” in his records. London’s material comprises six 

magazine and newspaper articles, clipped in 1905, about the death of the Grand Duke 

Sergius by a bomb thrown by an anarchist. (Vladamir Putin in 2017 restored a memorial 

cross to honor his death, a memorial that had been raised in 1905 and destroyed in 1918.) 

The seventh article is a letter published in 1906 by Maxim Gorky who defended the 

revolutionists. There is no hint of a tie-in to The Iron Heel; see London, “Russian 

Revolution Short Story: [notes for a story],” JL 1138). London of course was perhaps 

more familiar than most with events in Russia because Anna Strunsky Walling and 

William English Walling were there, and Austin Lewis had critiqued her article on the 

revolution. In line with Untermann’s latter-day analysis, London wrote to Anna, “Austin 

Lewis quarreled with you over your revolutionary article because he doesn’t believe 



others have argued, the Russian Revolution was so influential in its writing, and with 

“Revolution” freshly completed, one wonders why he didn’t spend the spring and 

summer of 1905 writing such a novel instead of devoting his time to “Planchette,” White 

																																																																																																																																																																					
much in the immediate success of the Russian Revolution” (London, letter to Anna 

Strunsky, 4 Sept. 1905, Letters, 1:517). London doesn’t tip his hand here (but I think you 

can hear his agreement with Lewis) or anywhere else, for that matter. If 1905 did 

influence London in the writing of The Iron Heel, then it was in the way that Philip Foner 

has surmised: “The brutal suppression of the Russian Revolution of 1905 convinced him 

that the socialists had to face a fierce and violent struggle by the capitalists to maintain 

their power” (Philip S. Foner, Jack London: American Rebel, in The Social Writings of 

Jack London, ed. Foner [Secaucus, N.J.: Citadel Press, 1964], 88). The first footnote in 

The Iron Heel explaining what the Black Hundreds were is evidence for Foner’s point. 

But not the second—“The name [Black Hundreds] only, and not the idea, was imported 

from Russia.” (126) They were Russian nationalist extremists aligned with the tsar, not a 

private army of the capitalists. This is somewhat of a side issue, but it is nonetheless 

crucial for London’s understanding of socioeconomic history. Besides,  London did not 

need to read about the failure of 1905 to know that socialists faced the likelihood of 

violent oppression. “Revolution” speaks to this issue. 

 One more point: The Socialist, a national newspaper, solicited commentary from a 

wide spectrum of writers, including London, to commemorate the thirty-fifth anniversary 

of the Paris Commune. Eugene Debs, George Herron, John Spargo, and others 

contributed, but London declined, pleading overwork. See London, subject file, 

“Socialism,” box 555, JLE 1562.  



Fang, and other stories. But he had something besides a celebratory theme in mind for his 

one and only socialist novel, something that would have more meaning than a simple 

shout of praise and support. His socialist novel would be about more than the cause as it 

existed in the US at the present time.2 His socialist essays and book reviews fulfilled that 

function. His novel would do something different. It is that difference that we have to 

examine to understand The Iron Heel’s unique place in London’s long fiction. 

London, his sense of time exploded by the meaning and ramifications of 

evolution, was ready in 1906 to write about the infinite future now that he had dealt with 

the infinite past in Before Adam.3 The Iron Heel was the first in a series of stories that 

																																																								
2 I take it that this is Erica Briscoe’s ultimate, unstated point when she accurately points 

out that the dual perspective of the novel makes it “difficult to locate the book in either 

present [that of Anthony Meridith’s or of Avis Everhard’s], . . . because it prioritizes 

neither” (Erica Briscoe, “How Not to Write a Popular Novel,” Jack London Journal 4 

[1998]: 22). This refusal to emphasize one time period over another also contributes to 

what she calls London’s “abhorrence of unsophisticated narratology” or what I am calling 

his invention of the autodrama. Briscoe argues convincingly that London wrote The Iron 

Heel against the simple novelistic narrative found in the Seaside Library, books that 

London read as a preteen and that Meredith footnotes as “a curious and amazing literature 

that served to make the working class utterly misapprehend the nature of the leisure 

class.” Briscoe’s final sentence sums it all up: “if a reader wanted neatness, he could read 

a Seaside Library novel.” (37). 

3 Cecelia Tichi has cogently and in an original fashion shown how Before Adam and The 

Iron Heel are two sides of the same coin.  



take place in the future, a series that includes the projected novel Farthest Distant as well 

as the futuristic short stories written in early 1907: “Goliah,” “The Dream of Debs,”  

“The Enemy of All the World,” “The Unparalleled Invasion,” and “A Curious 

Fragment.”  Three months after Jack London had completed The Iron Heel, he wrote to 

Robert McKay, the editor of Success Magazine: “I am sending you this mail the 

manuscript of a freak short story of mine entitled `The Unparalleled Invasion.’ Just now 

I’ve got the future stunts on the brain.”4 It’s an odd turn of phrase, “future stunts,” but it 

indicates how invested he was in projecting his imagination into the future and creating 

worlds that may or may not be logical outgrowths of the present. This impetus is not wish 

fulfillment. It is a form of social engineering accomplished through fiction writing. 

Better, it indicates a new authorial model that London took upon himself that could work 

in conjunction with the model that replaced the hobo author: the sailor author. Now 

recognized as a preeminent national author, buoyed by the reception he received on tour, 

he was encouraged to think of his stature in world literature. As Anthony Meredith writes 

in his introduction, “we enter into the minds of the actors in that long-ago world-drama.”5 

(6) We note the theatrical terms—“actors,” “drama”—which will be taken up again later, 

but the emphasis here falls on “world.”  

I want to stress how London was reimagining himself as an international author 

on the eve of his worldwide trip. One of the very first footnotes in the novel attests to his 

concern to address not just his nation but the world. When Anthony Meredith speaks of 

the Second Revolt, which Ernest Everhard helped to plan and during which Avis 

																																																								
4 Jack London, letter to Robert McKay, 28 Mar. 1907, Letters, 2:680. 

5 Jack London, The Iron Heel (New York: Macmillan Company, 1907), 000. 



Everhard is executed, he speaks of its “truly international” nature. “It was a colossal plan. 

. . . Labor, in all the oligarchies of the world, was prepared to rise at the signal.” He lists 

the “socialist states” that helped the revolutionaries. “It was for this reason, when the 

Second Revolt was crushed, that they, too, were crushed by the united oligarchies of the 

world.” (10). Later in the book, in the chapters “The General Strike” and “The Beginning 

of the End,” London uses the international situation to show how a worldwide united 

labor force can prevent a war and a fragmented worldwide labor force can allow the 

oligarchies to succeed. To fulfill his goal to speak to the world, he chose the role of 

prophet. But he would write, not prophecy, but a jeremiad. Like W. J. Ghent’s Our 

Benevolent Feudalism, The Iron Heel is an economic jeremiad, a warning to capitalists 

that their control will end and to socialists that an easy victory is not possible.6 Two years 

after the 1904 election, he was more conscious than ever of the immensity of the future 

and of the power of those in control. London saw the inevitability of multiple bloody 

revolts that would ultimately result in the success of the Brotherhood of Man. 

In one of those odd moments generated by his fame, London received a letter 

from a woman unknown to him in the summer of 1906 that struck a note of patience, of 

waiting for the ideal state to form itself when revolution would only generate bloodshed 

																																																								
6 Leon Trotsky called the novel prophecy, but he sensed how it really worked as a 

jeremiad when he wrote, “London is an optimist, only a penetrating and farsighted one. 

`Look at what kind of abyss the bourgeoisie will hurl you down, if you don’t finish with 

them.’ This is his thought” (Leo Trotsky, introduction to London, The Iron Heel 

[Edinburgh: Rebel Inc, 1999], vii). Trotsky’s text is taken from a letter he wrote to Joan 

London in 1937. 



and more severe oppression. Clara F. McIntyre wrote, “I think that the socialistic ideal of 

a state where each man has enough for his wants and comforts, where there need be no 

desperate scramble for money, where each would have the time and opportunity to enjoy 

the world in his own fashion, is very beautiful, but it is the practical side which troubles 

me. Would this not require ideal men to do their part? Is it not, after all, an ideal, toward 

which we must work, for centuries perhaps, pulling up a little here, and a little there, all 

along the line, till we begin to approach it?”7 Her view of the future is his view, her sense 

of futurity is his, and London’s viewpoint was always practical, but his practicality 

entailed gunpowder: “Please reread my Iron Heel,” he told the critic Philo Buck in 1913, 

“and among may other things note how my hero, in reply to announcements of all 

socialist political successes, invariably inquired the price of gunpowder.”8 Two months 

earlier, in an interview with Emanuel Julius (later Emanuel Haldeman-Julius), he 

advocated for both political and for direct action. “I believe there is much to be gained by 

entering political campaigns” because the working class can then be educated through 

defeat and come to understand “the wrongs of the present system and the meaning of 

class consciousness.” Given that view, Julius asked him if he supported syndicalists and 

sabatoge. “Hopelessly so. I have believed in them for twenty years,” and that mention of 

a long time span coupled with the adverb “hopelessly” shows he was not sure how 

violence could achieve its end but that he was still committed to it. The capitalists would 

never be simply voted out of office. “The capitalists own the governments, the armies and 

the militia.” Education and violence were the twin tactics he favored. “There is a mighty 

																																																								
7 Clara F. McIntyre, letter to London, 7 June 1906, JL 14347. 

8 London, letter to Philo M. Buck, Jr., 19 July 1913, Letters, 3:1210. 



ruling class that intends to hold fast to its possessions. I see years and years of bloodshed. 

I see the master class hiring armies of murderers to keep the workers in subjection, to 

beat them back should they attempt to dispossess the capitalists.”9 One year after the date 

he had set in The Iron Heel for the Peasant Revolt and Chicago Commune, he must have 

felt vindicated, though unhappy with the silence or resignation that had apparently 

greeted his jeremiad.  

 

The Socialist Jeremiad  

The form of the novel is one of its most interesting features. It is the perfect 

vehicle to help express London’s sense of futurity. It is, in and of itself, a futuristic 

construction. We know that The	Iron	Heel	is	London’s	clearest	statement	of	the	

Shavian	aesthetic	principal	that	all	art	comes	from	socialism,	even	if	it	is	so	deeply	

personal	that	it	is	a	self-reflective	narrative	about	author	figures	creating	stories.	

But	its	form	is nearly impossible to classify, and, throwing our hands in the air, we 

classify it as a novel only because that form is so capacious. To construe this mystery in a 

positive light, however, is not so difficult. London’s sense of his form’s indeterminacy is 

																																																								
9 London, “The Pessimism of Jack London,” interview with Emanuel Julius, Milwaukee 

County Leader, 28 May 1913; rpt. in Jack London Journal, no. 3 (1996): 190; rpt. The 

Western Comrade (June 1913). Joan London quotes from the latter version, which 

contains the passage about being “hopelessly” committed to “sabotage and syndicalism.” 

The Milwaukee County Leader text omitted that passage, which I failed to notice when I 

published what I thought was the entire interview in the JLJ. See Joan London, Jack 

London and His Times, 336-37. 



a reflection of his own inability to answer the central question of his authorial identity: 

why do I write? When he was in need of a shorthand answer, he said he did it for the 

money. Obviously, one does not write a socialist novel for money, especially after years 

of explaining to fellow socialists that writing was a form of donation, of self-denial, for 

the cause. Haunted by forces he could not understand, he felt freed from conventions of 

genre and even the concept itself. There is no such thing as a genre or, rather, like a 

ghost, it exists and yet doesn’t exist. London could make up his own genre, creating a 

hybrid from the parts of narrative form that appealed to him. Like Jeff Wall and his 

hybridization of photography, history, and painting, he was dissolving the concept of 

genre. A novel could be a play could be a history could be a jeremiad. 	

  One would be excused for thinking that it is of the prophetic mode, but London 

himself denied it. “`I didn’t write the thing as a prophecy at all. I really don’t think these 

things are going to happen in the United States. I believe the increasing socialist vote will 

prevent—hope for it anyway.’”10 He took this stance for two reasons. One, it was a way 

to counter expected criticism from more conservative socialists like John Spargo and 

others who read The Iron Heel “as a lapse into the scientifically outmoded theory of 

`cataclysmic’ social transformation.”11 Two, he didn’t want to fall into the category of 

																																																								
10 Charmian Kittredge London, The Book of Jack London, 2 vols. (New York: The 

Century Company, 1922), 2:139; quoted in Charles N. Watson, The Novels of Jack 

London: A Reappraisal (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1921), 268 n. 38.  

11 Mark Pittenger, Mark Pittenger, American Socialists and Evolutionary Thought, 1879-

1920 (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1993), 162. Pittenger, however, neglects 



those who, like Ghent, had prophesized the triumph of the oligarchies and ways that they 

would always defeat the socialists. We will return to Spargo’s and Ghent’s influence on 

the writing of The Iron Heel, but here we need only cite the one time Ghent is mentioned 

in the book: “It has always been insisted that Ghent put the idea of the Oligarchy into the 

minds of the great capitalists. . . . To-day we know better, but our knowledge does not 

overcome the fact that Ghent remains the most abused innocent man in all history.” It is a 

startling but obviously exaggerated characterization, most likely constructed out of fear 

of becoming the second “most abused innocent man in all history.” 

Instead of prophecy, he deployed the jeremiad. In the same conversation reported 

by Charmian, he told her, “But I will say that I sent out, in `The Iron Heel,’ a warning of 

what I think might happen if they don’t look to their votes.”12 I use the term jeremiad  in 

the classic literary sense. Like the election-day sermons of the Puritan clergy in New 

England, The Iron Heel combines a secular and religious history both to warn London’s 

contemporaries of the consequences of allowing capitalism its ascendency and to confirm 

the socialists’ belief in the righteousness and inevitable victory of the Cause. It fits in 

Sacvan Bercovitch’s geneology of the American jeremiad as a “latter-day jeremiad.” (11) 

As one of the “left-wing polemics proving that capitalism was a betrayal of the country’s 

sacred origins,” The Iron Heel takes its place in a line of texts from John Winthrop’s A 

Model of Christian Charity to Thoreau, Whitman, and Martin Luther King’s works. The 

American jeremiad asked, When will our utopia be realized? London, in his attempt to 

																																																																																																																																																																					
to mention that Spargo was grateful to have been included in The Iron Heel, a matter I 

will return to.  

12 Charmian London, The Book of Jack London, 2:139.  



provide hope to his fellow revolutionists, give them an answer they do not want to hear: 

The Brotherhood of Man will come, but not for another seven hundred years. 

The form of the novel is interesting in two other ways. First it allows him to place 

his interest in the future at the forefront; this is the function of the introduction, which 

sets the tone for the entire novel, and of the footnotes. Second, it allows him to create, for 

the first time, what people were calling a human document. That is, he wanted to come as 

close as possible to writing a documentary of his time, a documentary that someone—a 

twenty-first-century biographer, perhaps—would discover in the same fashion that 

someone had discovered Avis’s document. Of course, they are one and the same, but this 

conflation of authorship, manuscript, and time is nothing new to London. He had simply 

found the best possible form to express that conflation. He would retreat from this 

experiment in form in his next works, returning to more traditional nineteenth-century 

novelistic form until 1913. With The Star Rover, he again tried an experiment. 

 Futurity did not equal jeremiad alone. It did not simply represent a time zone in 

which to displace one’s political ambitions for the day. It also represented a time of 

inevitability. London used the future as a teleological construct. True, in “What Life 

Means to Me” he wrote, “my faith is in the working class. As some Frenchman has said, 

`The stairway of time is ever echoing with the wooden shoe going up, the polished boot 

descending.’”13 But I think it would be a mistake to take this as a statement of endless 

repetition. He would never have prefaced that remark about “the stairway of time” with a 

faith in the proletariat. In the future, the boot would no longer crush the shoe. 

																																																								
13 I quoted this same line in chapter 16.  



 The form may be experimental, but the content of the novel is nothing new. It is 

simply an exposition and sometimes a re-presentation of previously written essays. This 

is not meant to be a criticism of the novel. Rather, the incorporation of “The Question of 

the Maximum” and “Revolution”—two essays he explicitly reminded himself about in 

his notes for The Iron Heel—shows how he conceived of the novel as a kind of 

scrapbook to illustrate all his previous theoretical writings in sociology. At one point he 

thought it best to create, not an experimental novel, but a conventional “series of half-

dozen short articles, not strongly socialistic at all, but condemnatory of present industrial 

society.” The topics make this note sound like an outline for The Iron Heel: “The 

Twentieth Century machine-breakers—the men who oppose the trust in all its forms. 

CHILD LABOR. WOMAN LABOR. The Morality of Capitalism. The dear little 

moralities. The Persistence of the Established. Rapid resume of surplus value 

(QUESTION OF THE MAXIMUM). Why the struggle between labor and capital is 

irreconcilable. If labor be given higher standard of living, the only result will be that 

labor will want a still higher standard of living.”14 Each of these topic headings could be 

considered a chapter titles, as the very first one is. I have discussed “Persistence of the 

Established,” but we will see how London borrowed from its documentary background to 

write The Iron Heel. 

An undated note to himself that pertains directly to The Iron Heel is a reminder 

both to stick to his experimentalist guns and to create enough of a recognizable novelistic 

form to keep his audience enthralled: “What scenes are given, let them be striking, to 

make up for absence of regular novel features— 

																																																								
14 London, “Twentieth Century machine-breakers: [notes for articles],” JL 1339. 



 make striking: 

 The Bishop’s break 

 Congress 

 Chicago Commune 

 etc. etc.” 

These traditional novelistic scenes would be interwoven with theatrical scenes— scenes 

that emphasize dialogue, disputation, and monologue. As London wrote The Iron Heel, 

he was also correcting page proof for the book publication of his play The Scorn of 

Women. Two months previous to the beginning date of The Iron Heel—19 August 

1906—he had completed his second play, A Wicked Woman. Scene, dialogue, and 

character were not only very much on his mind, but so were ways to improve his 

theatrical skills and to experiment with them.15 Thus, in The Iron Heel London uses 

theater to convey a jeremiad. The theatrical mode is more effective than the absorptive to 

articulate a message to an audience, of course, but it is also the most direct and efficient 

way to create emotion in an audience. It courts melodrama, the genre he praised in calling 

The Jungle an equivalent to Uncle Tom’s Cabin. At the same time it can employ the 

facticity of realism. We might call this combination of emotionalism and realism 

autodrama, an appellation I will explore later once we add in London’s Nietzschean 

impulse for autobiography. 

 To return to the theatrical mode: This is theater in the round with a split stage. On 

one half of the stage, actors play the heroic socialist leader, his lover, her father, a bishop, 

laborers, oligarchs, and others. Half of the audience sees this drama of the present day. 

																																																								
15 See London, letter to George P. Brett, 16 Oct. 1906, Letters, 2:619. 



The other half of the audience is addressed by a single actor, who plays a historian from 

the future. The action in the first half is broken from time to time by pauses, which are 

then filled by the commentary, in the form of textual footnotes, by Meredith. As Leon 

Trotsky pointed out, “`the form of the novel here represents only an armor for social 

analysis and prognosis.’”16 Although Trotsky doesn’t call it theater, he is recognizing its 

theatrical form. He understood how, like all of London’s theatrical writings, it appeals 

directly to the audience. 

 As with another theatrical production, The People of the Abyss, the Fireside Poets 

provide a kind of spiritual foundation for The Iron Heel. One Fireside Poet is mentioned 

in London’s notes: James Russell Lowell and his poem “A Glance behind the Curtain.” 

Actually, he quotes the poem from memory and then charges himself to verify the 

quotation. “The	times	are	rotten	ripe	for	change.	Then	let	it	come.”	Close	enough.	He	

must	also	have	been	thinking	of	the	lines	that	follow:		

Truth	is	eternal,	.	.	.	

Her	mirror	is	turned	forward	to	reflect	

The	promise	of	the	future,	not	the	past.	

He	who	would	win	the	name	of	truly	great	

Must	understand	his	own	age	and	the	next,	

And	make	the	present	ready	to	fulfil		

Its	prophecy,	and	with	the	future	merge	

Gently	and	peacefully,	as	wave	with	wave.	

																																																								
16 Quoted in Joan London, Jack London and His Times, 313; quoted in Watson, The 

Novels of Jack London, 119. 



The	future	works	out	great	men's	purposes;	

The	present	is	enough,	for	common	souls,	

Who,	never	looking	forward,	are	indeed	

Mere	clay,	.	.	.	

Let	us	speak	plain:	there	is	more	force	in	names	

Than	most	men	dream	of;	and	a	lie	may	keep	

Its	throne	a	whole	age	longer,	if	it	skulk	

Behind	the	shield	of	some	fair-seeming	name.	

Let	us	call	tyrants	“tyrants,”	and	maintain	

That	only	freedom	comes	by	grace	of	God,	

And	all	that	comes	not	by	his	grace	must	fail;	

For	men	in	earnest	have	no	time	to	waste		

In	patching	fig-leaves	for	the	naked	truth.	

London, of course, is no Christian Socialist, but he is unafraid to find his truths in the 

works of disparate thinkers. Thus, Meredith speaks of capitalism as “the ripened fruit of 

the bourgeois revolution” that all expected to “decay” and bring forth socialism. Instead, 

“capitalism, rotten-ripe, sent forth that monstrous offshoot, the Oligarchy.” God may not 

have instructed London to call a tyrant a tyrant, but historical materialism does. 

A second Fireside Poet, Tennyson, provides the novel’s epigraph. This one is not 

about truth telling, but it is very much about futurity and theater, and the poetic 

expression of that combination encapsulates the novel as a whole:  

At first, this Earth, a stage so gloomed with woe 

 You almost sicken at the shifting of the scenes. 



And yet be patient. Our Playwright may show 

 In some fifth act what this Wild Drama means. 

The epigraph speaks to futurity. It speaks to stage craft. Typically, it is read in terms of 

the former, but London gives the latter equal emphasis. The events of 1912 to 1932 are 

the “shifting scenes” of “woe.” The time of Anthony Meredith is the “fifth Act.” The 

final result of the play will be revealed by God, the playwright. But if London is the 

playwright, the “shifting scenes” are the present and the “fifth Act” is the destruction of 

capitalism. The novel is a jeremiad is a play. The Iron Heel is consciously theatrical, a 

historical word-painting. The very first line of the introduction makes this clear as 

Meredith passes critical judgement upon the worth of Avis Everhard’s manuscript: “It 

cannot be said that the Everhard Manuscript is an important historical document.” But his 

judgment takes nothing away from the fact that this is a historical document and that its 

proper mode of writing is theatrical. 

 

The Coleridgian Wellspring 

 Avis Everhard has written a kind of play based on fact. She has dramatized fact. 

Anthony Meredith has written a partial history based on a play based on fact. In London’s 

notes for the novel, Meredith is always referred to as “the historian.” In writing that 

history, he has “factualized” drama. He has the hindsight that provides truthful corrective 

when Avis has overdramatized. At the same time, his footnotes lend credence and thus 

authority to Avis’s record. London conveys that truth through the footnotes, and they 

have absorbed much of the attention of readers and scholars. It is traditional in the critical 

reception of this history-play to identify and elaborate upon the facts, the sources. 



Following John Livingston Lowes’s identification and elaboration of Samuel Taylor 

Coleridge’s sources for “Kubla Khan” and “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner,” we might 

call this intellectual pursuit the road to Ardis.17 In London’s voracious reading, like 

Coleridges’s, we find the first visible traces of the workings of his imagination for The 

Iron Heel. Most of the sources will be familiar, for the vast majority of them have already 

been identified by scholars. Often, he mentions his sources in either his notes for the 

novel or in the novel itself. There are two general categories of sources, though they 

sometimes overlap: those that he used for particulars, and those that provided either 

reinforcement for or a reminder of ideas and concepts that would appear in the novel, 

sometimes under contestation. We’ll deal with the latter category first. These are, more 

often than not, books and articles that he had deeply influenced him from an earlier time 

or had reread or read for the first time immediately before and during the composition of 

the novel, books that confirmed that he was on the right intellectual path whether he 

followed a particular author’s path or not. 

 But first we should remind ourselves that a foundational text for The Iron Heel, as 

well as for all his socialist writings, was Laurence Gronlund’s The Cooperative 

Commonwealth. By foundational I mean that this work, the Communist Manifesto, and an 

1897 ten-page booklet featuring a translation of a part of Capital were three of the very 

first London read on socialism.18 They informed, silently and reflexively, all his political 

																																																								
17 See John Livingston Lowes, The Road to Xanadu: A Study in the Ways of the 

Imagination (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1927).   

18	I	recently	discovered	a	mention	of	this	booklet	in	the	guide	to	the	collection	at	the	
Jack	London	State	Park.	The	booklet	was	circulated	by	the	Socialist	Party	of	America.	



writings. Gronlund	seeks	to	differentiate	socialism	from	communism,	an	important	

distinction	for	someone	like	London	who	was	new	to	political	philosophy	and	had	

just	read	Marx	and	Engels	for	the	first	time.	Gronlund’s	definition	of	socialism	as	an	

antagonist	of	sorts	to	communism	appears	in	London’s	1895	essay	“What	Socialism	

Is,”	and	I	have	underlined	the	words	that	London	himself	underlined:		

It	is	evident	that	this	New	Order—where	every	worker	will	be	remunerated	

according	to	results	–is	in	no	sense	communistic.	Socialism	and	Communism	

are,	in	fact,	two	radically	different	systems,	and	yet	they	are	confounded,	

even	by	well-informed	people.	.	.	.	A	form	of	Communism	is	practiced	by	the	

Shakers	and	similar	religious	bodies.	We	believe	that	to	retire	from	the	

world,	as	they	do,	is	a	poor	way	of	reforming	the	world.	We	believe	that	

reformers	are	like	yeast,	which	must	be	mixed	with	the	dough	to	act	upon	it:	

if	kept	to	itself,	it	spoils.	Their	principles:--in	which	they	agree	with	political	

communists—are	diametrically	opposed	to	ours.	Communists	make	all	

property	common,	while	our	Commonwealth	will	place	only	the	instruments	

of	production—land,	machinery,	raw	materials,	etc.—under	collective	

control.	They	require	every	one	to	do	his	share	of	labour,	and	allow	him	to	

consume	as	he	needs.	Our	Commonwealth	leaves	everybody	at	perfect	liberty	

to	work	as	much	or	as	little	as	he	please,	or	not	at	all,	but	makes	his	

consumption	exactly	commensurate	with	his	performances.	Adam	Smith	

observed	that	“the	produce	of	labour	is	the	natural	recompense	of	Labour;”	

and	St.	Paul	declared	that	“if	a	man	will	not	work,	neither	shall	he	eat.”	The	
																																																																																																																																																																					
It’s	presence	in	London’s	library	means	that	he	did	in	fact	read,	if	only	ten	pages,	
Capital.	



New	System—as	our	definition	points	out—will	put	these	doctrines	into	

practice.	

In	short,	the	motto	of	Socialism	is	“To	everybody	according	to	his	

deeds:”	that	of	Communism,	“To	everybody	according	to	his	needs.”	The	

communist	motto	is	undoubtedly	more	generous	than	ours,	but	our	motto	is	

more	just,	taking	human	nature	as	it	is—and	the	fact	that	Socialists	take	

human	nature	as	it	is,	is	just	their	merit.”19		

Here we find some of London’s fundamental commitments in the realm of political 

philosophy. In “What Socialism Is,” he quotes Gronlund’s “motto” for socialism, he 

follows Gronlund’s disparagement of reform and reformers, he concurs with Gronlund’s 

practicality, and he shares Gronlund’s distaste for utopias and utopians. Gronlund was 

one of the first to expose to London Marx’s four historical stages of human society: 

slavery, feudalism, capitalism, and socialism.20 It’s	possible	that	Ernest	Everhard’s	

																																																								
19 Laurence Gronlund, The Cooperative Commonwealth, 80-81. 

20 We don’t know when London read Edwin Seligman’s The Economic Interpretation of 

History, but in it London marked various long quotations from Marx’s works, including a 

passage from the third volume of Capital in which he wrote “It is always the immediate 

relation of the owner of the conditions of production to the immediate producers . . . in 

which we find the innermost secret, the hidden basis of the entire social structure, and 

thus also of the political forms” (Edwin R. A. Seligman, The Economic Interpretation of 

History [New York: Columbia University Press, 1902], 48). Thus we can call London a 

Marxist in his unswavering commitment to class struggle and the necessity of the 

proletariat to own the means of production. Seligman was professor of political economy 



speech	on	surplus	value	and	foreign	markets	owes	quite	a	bit	to	Gronlund’s	first	

chapter	on	value	or,	rather,	that	London	is	drawing	on	“The	Question	of	the	

Maximum”	from	1899,	which	in	turn	relies	on	Gronlund.21	What	London	is	calling	

surplus	value	Gronlund	calls	overproduction.		

London also read in Gronlund, probably for the first time, the idea that socialism 

was social evolution. A passage from “What Socialism Is” underlies the thinking behind 

The Iron Heel: “socialism.	.	.	is	a	vision	of	the	future,	while	its	agents	are	actively	

working	in	the	present.	It	is	a	product	of	social	evolution.	.	.	.	Whether	this	

																																																																																																																																																																					
and finance at Columbia University. Although Hamilton asserts that Seligman’s book, 

along with Untermann’s Mass and Class, “set in motion . . . The Iron Heel,” it is highly 

unlikely (Hamilton, “The Tools of My Trade,’” 22); Seligman was not interested in 

Marx’s economics—specifically, the theory of surplus value—and London’s principal 

concern in The Iron Heel is with exactly that theory.  It is important to note that London 

concurred with Seligman that “we understand, then, by the theory of economic 

interpretation of history [which Seligman calls Marx’s original creation], not that all 

history is to be explained in economic terms alone, but that the chief considerations in 

human progress are the social considerations, and that the important factor in social 

change is the economic factor. Economic interpretation of history means, not that the 

economic relations exert an exclusive influence, but that they exert a preponderant 

influence inshaping the progress of society” (Seligman, 67). London not only drew a line 

along this passage but placed an X next to it as well. 

21 See Laurence Gronlund, The Co-Operative Commonwealth: An Exposition of Modern 

Socialism (London: The Modern Press, 1885), 9-26, 56. 



generation	will	see	it	is	uncertain.”22	Gronlund’s	work	may	have	in	fact	prompted	

London	to	write	his	novel	of	multiple	revolts,	repressions,	and	the	ultimate	triumph	

of	the	proletariat.	In	the	final	chapter	of	The	Co-operative	Commonwealth,	Grondlund	

wrote,	“Most	Americans	remember	the	rising	of	the	workingmen	in	July	1877.	That	

rising	was	to	all	Socialists	a	most	promising	sign.	It	was	the	first	revolt	of	American	

white	slaves	against	their	task-masters.	.	.	.	Before	long	we	shall	have	another	series	

of	years	of	hard	time.	.	.	.	We	may	expect	another	revolt	then,	more	serious	than	the	

first.	It	most	likely	will	also	be	suppressed	with	comparative	ease.	A	few	years	will	

elapse;	the	inevitable	crisis	will	recur;	and	another	most	serious	revolt	will	follow.	

Possibly	powder	and	shot	will	suppress	that	too.	But	in	the	fullness	of	time	we	shall	

have	a	labour	revolt	that	will	not	be	put	down.”23	(188-89)		Gronlund owed his largest 

intellectual debt to Marx, though Marx’s name does not appear in the Cooperative 

Commonwealth. Because of the paucity in the US of the nineteenth century of published 

works on socialism, and especially ones that addressed American conditions, Gronlund’s 

book and Bellamy’s Looking Backward “were the most significant American socialist 

treatises of the late nineteenth century,” though now I think we have to add that booklet 

containing pages of Capital.24 Hence the success of Charles Kerr and his publishing 

house.25 	

																																																								
22 London, “What Socialism Is,” San Francisco Examiner, 25 Dec. 1895. 

23 Gronlund, The Co-Operative Commonwealth, 188-89.  

24	Jason D. Martinek, Socialism and Print Culture in America, 1897-1920 (London: 
Pickering and Chatto, 2012), 35,	
25	As a whimsical side note, Charles Kerr lived in Glen Ellyn, Illinois, a western suburb 
of Chicago, and of course London lived in Glen Ellen, California.	



London’s	work	walks	a	fine	line	between	socialism	as	revolution	and	

socialism	as	evolution.	He	wanted	it	to	be	both:	revolutionary	action	was	

evolutionarily	necessary.	But,	like	many	of	those	he	read	in	preparation	for	writing	

The	Iron	Heel,	he	was	not	a	social	architect.	London	was	not	interested	in	outlining	

the	specifics	of	a	socialist	society.	That	was	not	his	job.	It	was	enough	to	advocate	for	

radical	change.	Evolutionary	socialism	requires	social	architects.	But	social	

architects	such	as	St.	Simon	and	Fourier—the	French	school	of	socialism	as	opposed	

to	the	German	school—are	Utopians.	Besides,	social	evolution	was	too	passive	and	

seemed	to	contradict	the	value	Gronlund	placed	on	deeds.	Furthermore,	London	and	

Gronlund	differed	on	one	essential	point;	the	latter	rejected	the	idea	that	socialism	

was	a	class-based	movement;	the	proletariat	should	not	be	given	a	privileged	

status.26	No	wonder	then	that	Gronlund	eventually	turned	to	Christian	socialism.27 

																																																								
26 “But though the wage-workers are an important fraction of the population, they are 

nevertheless but a fraction. If Socialism had regard to them only, it were nothing but a 

class-movement” (Laurence Gronlund, The Co-operative Commonwealth, 27). 

27 See Clarice Stasz, “Family, Friends, Mentors,” in The Oxford Handbook of Jack 

London, ed. Jay Williams (New York: Oxford University Press, 2017), 44-45. Stasz 

points out that London was one of many Bay Area socialists influenced by “the Danish-

born American radical who educated the public with a humanistic form of Marxism as a 

solution to the social problems of the new urban industrial republic.” See also Howard 

Horwitz, “`See Things in New Ways”: Jack London, Socialism, and the Conversionary 

Model of Politics,” in The Oxford Handbook of Jack London, 527, 532. 



Although his book was influential, it appears neither in The Iron Heel nor in the notes for 

the novel. 

Most likely, the first book that London read as direct preparation for writing The 

Iron Heel was H. G. Wells’s Mankind in the Making. Charmian kept track of their 

reading in her diary, and on 19 July, a full month ahead of the day he began to write notes 

for the novel, she mentions Wells’s book.28 It is a book from which London drew at least 

the confidence that he was not alone in predicting the inevitable change from capitalism 

to socialism; Wells wrote, “the general aspect of all our social and co-operative 

undertakings, is to prepare as well as we possibly can a succeeding generation, which 

shall prepare still more capably for still better generations to follow. We are passing as a 

race out of a state of affairs when the unconscious building of the future was attained by 

individualistic self-seeking . . . into a clear consciousness of our co-operative share in that 

																																																								
28 See Charmian London, 19 July 1906, diary, JL 000. The entry reads simply, “Read in 

Mankind in the Making.” This does not necessarily mean that Jack was reading it, too, 

but it is very likely that he had already read it and was now going back to it and that 

Charmian was reading it for the first time. They shared nearly every book they each read. 

Not every book they read in the summer contributed to the making of The Iron Heel; 

Charmian notes she was reading Clyde Fitch’s The Girl with the Green Eyes, Connie 

Skinner’s gift of Fenris, the Wolf in July, and Eden Phillpots’s The Portreeve. Sometimes 

they read for relaxation, as we all do. But sometimes I sense that Charmian is reading in 

socioeconomics per instruction from her husband; if she is to participate in his authorial 

tasks, then she needs to be as fluent as he in the current literature. 



process.”29 Both Wells and London did not share in the Victorian belief in organic 

inevitable political change, as did, say, Charles Dickens. They believed that the lower 

classes had to fight for the dissolution of the monarchy, for economic equality. And 

Wells writes in a passage marked by Charmian that if the electoral process in both 

England and America is not changed, those countries will “see a government de facto of 

rich business organizers override the government de jure, or to relapse upon a practical 

oligarchy of officials.”30 Wells imagined this oligarchy becoming inefficient in a number 

of years, but London, who had first used the term oligarchy in 1899 in “The Question of 

the Maximum,” imagined the oligarchy as ruthlessly efficient. However, they both 

believed the fight against the oligarchy would yield a future of inevitable political and 

scientific progress. Socialism could not lose. 

 Mankind in the Making and Wells’s earlier work Anticipations make their 

appearance in chapter 17 of The Iron Heel. When	Ernest,	now	a	Congressman,	debates	

a	socialist-sponsored	bill	for	the	unemployed	and	the	starving	masses,	Avis	writes	

that	“we	called	these	wretched	people	the	people	of	the	abyss.”	(180).	It	is	a	clear-

enough	statement,	citing	a	picture-perfect	phrase.	But	there’s	a	footnote,	seemingly	

gratuitous,	that	simply	touts	Wells’s	“genius.”	He	“was	a	sociological	seer,	sane	and	

normal	as	well	as	warm	human.”	London	had	used	the	phrase	“warm	human”	in	

“When	God	Laughs”	earlier	in	the	year	to	describe	Ethel	Baird	and	Marvin	Fiske,	the	

lovers	whose	“blood”	“glowed”	“sunset	red.”	He	also	described	Ernest,	the	waver	of	

the	red	flag	of	revolution	and	just	as	mad	with	love,	as	“warm	and	human”	in	his	

																																																								
29 H. G. Wells, Mankind in the Making (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1904), 19.  

30 Wells, Mankind in the Making, 257-58. 



notes.	In	the	novel,	not	Ernest,	but	the	people	of	the	abyss	are	“the	Holy	Grail,	

Christ’s	own	Grail,	the	warm	human,	long-suffering	and	maltreated	but	to	be	

rescued	and	saved	at	the	last.”	(61)	When	Wells	uses	“people	of	the	Abyss”	in	

Mankind	in	the	Making,	Charmian	marked	it	in	the	margins.31	All	this	notation	is	

partly	meant	to	cement	the	connections	between	London’s	own	The	People	of	the	

Abyss	and	The	Iron	Heel.	Wells	would	have	been	entirely	sympathetic	to	London’s	

treatment	of	the	monarchy	and	the	coronation	in	The	People	of	the	Abyss	because	his	

New	Republicanism,	a	sort	liberal	socialism,	was	vehemently	antimonarchy.	That	is,	

Wells	and	London	agreed	on	the	foundational	aspect	of	class	difference	and	the	need	

for	its	abolition;	whether	Wells	agreed	with	London’s	notions	of	class	warfare	is	

another	matter.	London’s	solution	to	the	seeming	eternalism	of	dire	poverty	in	

urban	centers	was	to	bulldoze	the	cities	and	replace	them,	perhaps	with	Wells’s	

“`pleasure	cities,’”	which	Meredith	brings	up	in	his	footnote.	It’s	as	if	London	

intended	The	Iron	Heel	to	be	a	projection	of	what	would	happen	if	a	socialist	society	

had	decided	to	fulfill	his	plan	for	an	entire	societal	makeover.		Wells	and	London	

may	not	have	agreed	on	this	plan	and	on	the	long	evolution	of	its	accomplishment,	

but	they	did	agree	on	a	different	foundational	principal:	“The	United	States	theory	of	

the	essential	equality	of	all	men	is	equally	not	in	accordance	with	the	reality	of	life,”	

as	is	the	British	system	of	class	distinction.32 

 After Wells’s Mankind in the Making, the next sociopolitical book Charmian cites 

in her diary is Ernest Untermann’s Science and Evolution. It is a brief history of 
																																																								
31 Wells, Mankind in the Making, 103. 

32 Wells, Mankind in the Making, 240-41. 



philosophy constructed to show the superiority—that is, the pure antimetaphysical 

nature—of Marxist materialism. Untermann’s starting point is “proletarian science,” a 

concept, I believe, that he originated and that became something quite different when 

Trofim Denisovich Lysenko and his proponents in the cold-war battle against “classical” 

genetics usurped it. For Untermann, the concept meant “historical materialism,” a 

materialistic conception of both science and history that began with two premises: that 

the human must be conceived as a bodily entity and that any discussion of soul or mind 

must begin with the brain. “And if I use the terms mind and soul occasionally I refer to 

them simply as brain activities, identical so far as our discussion is concerned with any 

other brain activity connected with thought.”33 In a passage marked by London, 

Untermann writes that they are like unknown quantities in an algebraic formula and that 

sometimes x and y equal zero. (14) But the key to Untermann’s analysis is the 

presumption that a member of the proletariat who is interested in science will take 

concepts like the unknown, the mind, and the soul as ideological constructs. “Materialism 

is the handmaid of revolution, and without it no proletarian movement complies with the 

historical requirements of its evolution.” (26) Mysticism is the enemy of the revolution. 

Further, when London writes Fannie Hamilton just before starting the novel that he is “a 

materialistic monist,”34 he is following or paralleling Untermann and, for that matter, 

Marx: “It is a fact, which explains itself out of the historical conditions of proletarian 

evolution, that the scientific socialists are the only consistent monist materialists of the 

																																																								
33 Ernest Untermann, Science and Evolution (Chicago: Charles H. Kerr and Company, 

1905), 5, 14. 

34 London, letter to Fannie K. Hamilton, 15 July 1906, Letters, 2:590. 



present day.” (55) In two more passages that London marked, Untermann derived from 

one of his heroes, Francis Bacon, that “all human understanding arises from the world of 

sensations” and placed John Locke as Bacon’s successor. In W. J. Ghent’s Mass and 

Class, which we will turn to in full later, London read that “historic materialism is 

concerned with the play of causes and effects among social phenomena, but it does not 

touch the question of the primary cause of the cosmic process.”35 Nothing comes from 

the realm of the Unknown. Meredith, whose first task is to place Avis’s portrayal of her 

husband in the correct historical perspective, notes that perhaps Everhard’s longest 

lasting contribution was “his elaboration and interpretation of working-class philosophy. 

`Proletarian science’ and `proletarian philosophy’ were his phrases for it.” (5) These 

labels point to what historians of science now look to as the ideological construction of 

scientific paradigms. Untermann’s definition of the terms is not only very modern but 

transparent about his own ideology:	“Proletarian	science	is	the	Declaration	of	

Independence	of	the	proletarian	mind	from	the	control	of	the	capitalist	mind.	And	

since	the	proletariat	is	historically	the	most	revolutionary	class	in	society,	and	the	

future	man	in	embryo,	proletarian	science	is	the	most	revolutionary	science	and	the	

embryo	of	the	future	world	philosophy.”	(8)	We	have	been	tracking	a	significant	

change	in	London’s	thinking	about	the	relation	between	biology	and	class.	That	is,	

he	was	incorporating	more	and	more	the	importance	of	environment	on	class	

formation.	In	reading	Untermann,	he	furthered	his	education	in	this	direction,	and	if	

																																																								
35 W. J. Ghent, Mass and Class: A Survey of Social Divisions (New York: The Macmillan 

Company, 1904), 9. As a monist, however, he did acknowledge the importance of the 

spiritual. 



The	Iron	Heel	stands	as	a	kind	of	re-formation	of	his	thinking	on	this	relation,	then	

we	see	another	reason	why	he	wrote	this	book	at	this	particular	time.	Partly	because	

he	was	signaling	his	good-byes	to	the	Socialist	Party,	partly	he	was	indicating	the	

length	of	time	it	would	take	for	the	proletariat	revolution	to	succeed,	but	partly	he	

was	working	out	this	new	development	in	his	thought.	He	needed	to	write	The	Iron	

Heel	to	update	his	own	socialist	work,	and	Untermann	was	a	principal	influence.	

London’s readers would immediately have linked Ernest Everhard with Ernest 

Untermann. London himself once asserted that Everhard was loosely modeled on 

himself, Untermann, and Eugene Debs.36 In London’s notes, as he developed Everhard’s 

character, he wrote, “Had	educated	himself	in	German	and	French—at	that	time	was	

making	a	meager	living	by	translating	for	struggling	socialist	pub	house	in	Chicago,	

and	from	small	sales	of	his	own	works—philosophical	works	from	standpoint	of	

working	class	a	la	Untermann.”37	Untermann	was	a	native	German	speaker	and	

published	with	Charles	H.	Kerr	in	Chicago.	This	is	the	extent	of	Untermann’s	life	

history	infusing	Everhard’s	character.	

 Untermann wasn’t quite the Noam Chomsky of his age, but he might be 

considered a prototype. He was more original than other socialist thinkers like John 

Spargo.38 He “was the most ambitious American theorist yet to address the question of 

evolution, and his writings reflected both his scholarly ability and his political 

																																																								
36 See Untermann, letter to Joan London, 22 Jan. 1938, WSHS. 

37 London, “The Iron Heel: [notes for novel],” JL 833. 

38 See Pittenger, American Socialists and Evolutionary Thought, 1879-1920, 133, where 

he calls John Spargo and Arthur M. Lewis “less original” than Untermann. 



centrism.”39 Born and raised in Germany, he was a Socialist Party centrist. Like A. M. 

Simons’s work, for whose International Socialist Review he wrote numerous book 

reviews and serialized his influential Science and Revolution, Untermann’s work was 

rejected by the next generation of socialists. Simons had turned against the Cause, but 

Untermann’s work was considered reductive because it subsumed all intellectual 

endeavor under economic (and behind that natural historical) considerations. Thus he 

dismissed Aristotle, Socrates, and Plato for being in the service of the Greek master class 

who kept slaves. According to Untermann, the first proletarian revolution was led by 

Jesus and supported by working-class Jews. The later theorists who dismissed Untermann 

and Simons instead worked in more discipline specific ways and “studied social science 

and philosophy on those disciplines’ own terms.”40 A Grand Unifier of Knowledge like 

Herbert Spencer, a major influence on Untermann, had become suspect.  

 London missed meeting Untermann in Chicago in February 1906, either at a 

dinner at Hull House or when the Londons visited the office of the International Socialist 

Review with Simons, though those were likely hangouts for Untermann a little later in 

life;41 in 1906, though, he was most likely on his chicken farm in Orlando, Florida, 

scratching out a living as a translator of Marx’s Capital. But eventually they did meet, 

and, beginning in 1910, Untermann lived for several years on the Londons’ ranch while 

he translated Before Adam and “An Odyssey of the North” into German; at the same time 

																																																								
39 Pittenger, American Socialists and Evolutionary Thought, 1879-1920, 136. 

40 Pittenger, American Socialists and Evolutionary Thought, 1879-1920, 135. 

41 See Charmian Kittredge London, 30-31 Jan. 1906, diary, JL 000. 



they “straighten[ed] out their mutual ideas on Socialist theory and practice.”42 In 1906, 

when London finished reading Science and Evolution, London wrote to him to praise the 

book, and thus their friendship, which ended only with Jack’s death, began.43 Untermann 

could be difficult and got into spats not only with London (over an essay contest) but also 

with Eugene Debs and others. However, he was incredibly productive in writings and 

translations. Untermann had even spent a considerable amount of time as a deepwater 

sailor, being shipwrecked thrice in the Pacific and the North Sea.44 But London and 

Untermann had their differences in degree, and London, unlike Untermann, was more 

tolerant of a field like psychology; Untermann believed in “the difference between 

																																																								
42 Ernest Untermann, letter to Ettie Frauenglass, 23 Nov. 1938, WSHS.  

43 See Charmian Kittredge London, 10 Aug. 1906, diary, JL 000. London’s letters to 

Untermann were destroyed in a fire in Idaho in which Untermann lost his manuscripts as 

well, or they have gone missing, or they are held in private hands. 

44 Untermann’s life is entirely fascinating. He went from being a deckhand on various 

ships, to life on shore as a socialist thinker, writer, and translator, to director of the 

Milwaukee County Zoo, to an artist specializing in representations of dinosaurs; he had 

spent a year at the Chicago Art Institute. He retired to Oregon, Idaho, and then Utah in 

the forties to become the unsalaried staff artist at the Dinosaur National Monument, 

where his son was director. See Untermann, “How I Became a Socialist,” The Comrade 

(Dec. 1902): 62-63, and Roger Hansen, “Ernest Untermann, Dinosaur Artist and 

Socialist,” rogerdhansen.wordpress.com/2010/12/20/utahs-socialist-dinosaur-artist/, a 

blog post that quotes Kirk Johnson and Ray Troll’s book Cruisin the Fossil Freeway on 

Untermann. 



conscious and unconscious, or subconscious, though it is purely one of the intensity of 

stimuli and reaction.” (152) That was the close of the matter for Untermann, but London 

found the unconscious to be both material and mysterious and explored it 

enthusiastically. He was unwilling to assign it to a material condition and leave it at that.  

 Spencer was a heavy influence on both London and Untermann, but in different 

ways. Both embraced Spencer’s evolutionary science and his materialism—centered on 

concepts of persistence, force, and matter. (Spencer, pigheadedly, never would exchange 

his term persistence for the standard scientific term, even in his own day, of 

conservation.) But London struggled with Spencer’s metaphysics, despite his disavowal 

of that philosophical path; Untermann simply ignored it. London reread parts of First 

Principles on again and off again in the summer and fall of 1906, picking it up next after 

he had finished with Science and Evolution. He read aloud to Charmian for several days 

straight while making notes for The Iron Heel; she listened one day while “sewing on 

underclothes,” happy after morning sex.45 The previous month Fannie K. Hamilton, who 

																																																								
45 Charmian Kittredge London, 24 Aug. 1906, diary, JL 000, where she writes “Pop-pop-

pop-morning. . . . Read aloud from Spencer. Sewing on underclothes while Mate reads 

aloud to me.”  It is the understanding of those who have worked most closely on 

Charmian’s biography—Susan Nuernberg, Iris Dunkle, Amy Tucker, and Clarice Stasz—

that when Charmian writes “Pop-pop-pop,” or “lolly-pop,” or “lolly” in her diary she is 

talking about sex. Could there be a better picture of the author’s domestic life? Did Jack 

just rip those underclothes off of her and then, as they both relaxed, read aloud from First 

Principles? Nuernberg has pointed out to me that Charmian often called Nakata to bring 



had interviewed him three years earlier and had become friendly with the Londons, had 

informed him that she had been rereading Spencer. Perhaps her letter prompted him to 

turn back to his old favorite, Spencer, but more likely he had already planned to 

incorporate him into The Iron Heel. “Though I am not classed as a follower of his,” he 

instructed her, “his thinking has profoundly affected my life.” He then labels himself, 

with an appellation we have already heard: “Technically, I am a materialistic monist,” a 

follower of sorts of Ernest Untermann. “The idealists and all the rest of the 

metaphysicians have vainly struggled to win me,” a battle that finds expression in the 

first chapter of The Iron Heel. They failed with London (and with Everhard) in part 

because of his politics; Spencer was adamantly opposed to socialism, an antagonism that 

Meredith notes in his introduction; London certainly read—though it is impossible to say 

when—a five-page prospectus for The International Socialist Review published in the 

back of Untermann’s translation of Wilhelm Liebknecht’s Karl Marx: Biographical 

Memoirs, which begins, “Even Herbert Spencer, its greatest opponent, was forced to 

admit in his last volume that `Socialism is inevitable.’”46 John Spargo also made great 

use of Spencer’s confession, in Socialism, which London read in 1906.47 Interestingly, 

																																																																																																																																																																					
her sewing if Jack was to read aloud; see Susan Nuernberg, email to author, 21 Dec. 

2017.  

46 Anon., “The International Socialist Review,” in Wilhelm Liebknecht, Karl Marx: 

Biographical Memoirs, trans. Untermann (Chicago: Charles H. Kerr and Company, 

1901), 182. 

47 See John Sparo, Socialism: A Summary and Interpretation of Socialist Principles (New 

York: Macmillan and Company, 1906), 4-5. 



Fannie Hamilton had also questioned London’s political commitments, as if his general 

approbation of Spencer had compromised his politics. London emphasized that he “was 

the same revolutionary socialist. I have not clipped nor moderated my utterance. And I 

am more irritated than ever by the smug and brutal bourgeoisie,” an irritation that 

accounts for the vehement declarations made by Everhard.48 But Everhard, like London, 

picked and chose from First Principles. To be “profoundly affected” meant London used 

Spencer’s worldview as a starting point for the development of his own thoughts on 

biology, politics, and other fields of inquiry. 

																																																								
48 London, letter to Fannie K. Hamilton, 15 July 1906, Letters, 2:589. There is some 

confusion about who Fannie Hamilton was. The editors of Letters say she was an actress, 

though no record of her performing exists and no evidence is given to support this claim. 

Jeanne Campbell Reesman says she was the wife of Frank Strawn-Hamilton, which is 

patently false. Strawn-Hamilton married Judith Bley late in life and died before their son, 

Frank Hamilton (a cofounder of Chicago’s Old Town School of Folk Music and renown 

banjo player), was born. Judith was twenty-six when they married. See Jeanne Campbell 

Reesman, The Racial Lives of Jack London: A Critical Biography (Athens: University of 

Georgia Press, 2009), 209. Charmian calls her a journalist and says her “surpassing 

appreciation of him [Jack] was a sustained joy for all his years,” which is partly true. She 

certainly was unafraid to criticize him, but London expected his friends to be critical if 

called for (Charmian K. London, The Book of Jack London, 2 vols. [New York: The 

Century Company, 1921], 1:386). It is quite odd that no other information can be found 

about her; apparently this was her only attributed publication. Sadly, we must classify her 

as an Unknowable until further data is found. 



Back in 1899, London had chastized Cloudesley Johns for being “rabid” and 

“narrow,” for failing to recognize that “the infidel that positively asserts that there is no 

God, no first cause, is just as imbecile a creature [is London really calling his new friend 

an “imbecile”? he could be tone deaf with his friends when he argued academic affairs] 

as the deist that asserts positively that there is a God, a first cause.”49 This is the 

common-sense philosophy of Herbert Spencer straight from First Principles.50 The first 

step in his “general Theory of Things” was to assert “that in opinions seeming to be 

absolutely and supremely wrong something right is yet to be found.” Following this, we 

have the method to reconcile religion and science: “Compare all opinions of the same 

genus; to set aside as more or less discrediting one another those various special and 

concrete elements in which such opinions disagree; to observe what remains after the 

discordant constituents have been eliminated; and to find for this remaining constituent 

that abstract expression which hold true throughout its divergent modifications.”51 That 

is, a philosopher should disregard all the particular manifestations of each religion and 

disregard all the various ways scientists have come to understand the physical universe in 

order to see what abstract notion lies at the very foundation of each discipline. That 

notion is mystery or force. Both religion and science start from exactly the same point: 

																																																								
49 London, letter to Cloudesley Johns, 12 June 1899, Letters, 1:85-86 

50 For a good discussion of Spencer’s common-sense philosophy, see Francis, Herbert 

Spencer and the Invention of Modern Life, chap. 10, “Common Sense in the Mid-

Nineteenth Century.” 

51 Herbert Spencer, First Principles, 4th ed. (New York: D. Appleton and Company, 

1888), 11. 



that which cannot be known. By ignoring the scientific method (at least initially) and by 

ignoring a belief in the revealed word of God and the literal nature of the Bible, Spencer 

can call that which religionists and scientists both acknowledged as unknown as the 

Unknowable. If so many people throughout history have faith in something unseen, then 

what is important is not the faith and its expression but the very fact that there is faith and 

that it had been maintained by diverse peoples throughout the ages. This common-sense 

viewpoint proves the equality of religion with science. “An unbiased consideration of its 

general aspects forces us to conclude that Religion, every where present as a weft running 

through the warp of human history, expresses some eternal fact; while it is almost a 

truism to say of Science that it is an organized mass of facts, ever growing, and ever 

being more completely purified from errors. And if both have bases in the reality of 

things, then between them there must be fundamental harmony.” There cannot be, 

according to this common-sense view, “two orders of truth, in absolute and everlasting 

opposition.” This would be Manicheanism, which, on the mere face of it, must be 

rejected. No, there is a whole that is truth, a perfect sphere one might say, and “Science 

and Religion express opposite sides of the same fact—the one its near or visible side, and 

the other its remote or invisible side.”52 Thus they are not “symbiotic,”53 but rather 

familial. 

																																																								
52 Spencer, First Principles, 22. 

53 Mark Francis, Herbert Spencer and the Invention of Modern Life (Ithaca, NY: Cornell 

University Press, 2007), 360 n. 1 reads Spencer’s work at this point in a different way, 

calling the Knowable and Unknowable “symbiotic.” I would agree that at the most 



Having thus proved Johns’s blindness to the holistic conception of truth, London 

then affirmed the apparently unconscious duality of Spencer’s First Principles. “Have 

you ever read Herbert Spencer’s First Principles of synthetic philosophy,” he asked in 

the next sentence, “and noted the line, the adamantine line of demarcation he draws 

between the knowable and the unknowable.” Spencer himself did not draw such a line at 

the most abstract level of philosophical thought. When he considers “what is it that we 

know”—when we get into the particulars of what science can teach us—then we see how 

religion and science are irreconcilable. But Spencer does not admit to this. He begins the 

second section of First Principles by talking about, not the Knowable but rather “the 

manifestations of the Unknowable.” He naturally has to state the near-tautology that “we 

have abandoned as futile the attempt to learn anything respecting the nature of that 

Power,” that is, the Unknowable.54 Philosophy—a key word in Everhard’s first debate—

concerns itself with the relationships among the various sciences, not with metaphysics. 

At the same time, defining and employing philosophy means effectively turning one’s 

back on the Unknowable. Yes, all the data of science come from an ultimate power. But 

in ignoring any attempt to define that power means there is a sharp division between the 

work of religion and the work of philosophy and science. Though Spencer does not make 

this point, London makes it for him. Reconciliation is temporary, and when Spencer 

brackets the Unknowable, London seizes on that intellectual move and then asserts the 

primacy of the knowable.  

																																																																																																																																																																					
abstract level, the level at which both religion and science acknowledge that there are 

things about the world that remain unknown to each discipline, they are symbiotic.  

54 Spencer, First Principles, 131. 



Everyone had read Spencer, and many found him to be more of a metaphysician 

than a materialist. As his newest biographer puts it, “To most of his readers, and to 

himself, his endeavours were always pregnant with spiritual vitality. Spencer’s worship 

of the `Unknown’ provided solace to those who feared that the universe was only a 

collection of lifeless material objects and physical laws.”55 One of the most common 

attacks on him and his metaphysics was the statement, "There	is	no	god	but	the	

Unknowable,	and	Herbert	Spencer	is	his	prophet."	It	is	quoted in Martin Eden by “a 

sneering socialist” and paraphrased in The Iron Heel by one of Avis Everhard’s father’s 

friends in the first chapter. Dr. Ballingford, probably sneeringly as well, says about 

Ernest, “`There is no God but Fact, and Mr. Everhard is its prophet.’” (18). Spencer was 

an intuitionist, not a British empiricist. An adherent of the philosophy of William 

Hamilton—whose Law of Parsimony is cited by Darrell Standing in The Star Rover—

Spencer attributed his reconciliation of religion and science to the previous work of 

Hamilton. The intuitionists and those who followed them applauded the metaphysical 

nature of First Principles, but London and other empiricists—like Ernest Everhard—

focused instead on what was a philosophical difficulty for Spencer: “he wished his 

metaphysics to remain unchanged while he gained support for his data-laden views on 

science.”56 Even if there were a holistic notion of truth, London realized that Spencer had 

drawn an “adamantine line” between the two halves. If Everhard is a Spencerian—like 

Martin Eden—he is one because he uses one half of Spencer to attack the other.  

																																																								
55 Francis, Herbert Spencer and the Invention of Modern Life, 111. 

56 Francis, Herbert Spencer and the Invention of Modern Life, 170. 



In the next decade, London would discover William James and The Varieties of 

Religious Experience, which would ground his metaphysical tendencies in the personal 

experience of those who substantiated James’s claim that “although all the special 

manifestations of religion may have been absurd (I mean its creeds and theories), yet the 

life of it as a whole is mankind’s most important function.” Though the first clause is 

very Spencerian, the second clause is a refutation of Spencer’s intuitionism in favor of 

James’s pragmatism; his task was “to defend `experience’ against `philosophy’ as being 

the real backbone of the world’s religious life.’”57 Science takes a back seat when 

religious experience is favored. “In my belief,” asserts James, “that a large acquaintance 

with particulars often makes us wiser than the possession of abstract formulas, however 

deep, I have loaded the lectures with concrete examples.”58 This is what the “prophet” 

Everhard and his creator stood for when discussing the Unknowable. One cannot let it 

stand on its own. The interior life of the spiritualist must be examined, and London would 

find that dynamic psychology in conjunction with art—fiction writing and cinema—were 

the best methods for that examination. For London, but not for London’s understanding 

of Spencer (if not for Spencer himself), the Knowable and the Unknowable were indeed 

symbiotic. 

																																																								
57 William James, letter to Frances Rollins Morse, 12 Apr. 1900, vol. 9 of The 

Correspondence of William James, ed. Ignas K. Skrupskelis, Elizabeth M. Berkeley, and 

Wilma Bradbeer (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2001), 185-86. 

58 William James, “Author’s Preface,” The Varieties of Religious Experience (New York: 

Collier Books, 0000), 17. 



But we are getting ahead of ourselves. Everhard cites Spencer in the first chapter 

as the authority for inductive philosophy: “As Spencer says, the data of any particular 

science are partially unified knowledge. Philosophy unifies the knowledge that is 

contributed by all the sciences,” though Spencer would have included religion, not just 

the sciences, in that statement. (16) When London read Spencer he focused on his 

materialism, though he quickly grasped the significance of August Weismann’s work in 

undermining Spencer’s neo-Lamarckian biology. London once told Johns, in one of his 

rare beautifully written epistolary lines—he was usually too rushed to write well in his 

letters—he said, “To be well fitted for the tragedy of existence (intellectual existence), 

one must have a working philosophy, a synthesis of things.” When London told 

beginning writers that they must have a philosophy of life, he was offering advice that he 

himself adhered to. Here London is blending two phrases from Spencer, a system of 

synthetic philosophy, which was his metatitle for all his volumes on first principles, 

biology, psychology, sociology, and morality, and a “general Theory of Things,” his 

name for his unified theory. And then he paraphrases the table of contents of First 

Principles: “Do you write, and talk, and build upon a foundation which you know is 

securely laid?  . . . In token of this: What significance do the following generalities have 

for you:--Matter is indestructible; motion is continuous; Force is persistent; the relations 

among forces are persistent; the transformation of forces is the equivalence of forces; etc. 

etc.?”59 But these are some of the chapter headings for only the second half of First 

Principles. Like Everhard, London ignored the smaller first section called “The 

Unknowable.” Even though the general reader of Spencer found his metaphysics 

																																																								
59 London, letter to Johns, 15 Mar. 1900, Letters, 1:170. 



reassuring, London read against the grain, and in perfect sympathy with Spencer as 

scientist, and ignored the Unknowable in favor of the Knowable.  

It is difficult to tell if London is still referring to Spencer when he tells Fannie 

Hamilton that the “idealists” and “metaphysicians” were his opponents. Even though in 

1899 and 1900 he thought of Spencer as an evolutionist and explicator of natural forces, 

at the same time, he wrote futuristic, dreamworld, metaphysically inclined short stories 

that seemed to be instigated by Spencer; he seems to have been engaged in a kind of 

antagonistic reading, using the friction between Spencer’s ideas and his own to create 

fiction that ran counter to Spencerian philosophy. The author-protagonist of “The Strange 

Experiences of a Misogynist” dreams of the disappearance of all women, an event that 

erases “the adamantine division between the knowable and the unknowable.”60 The story 

suggests that London saw Spencer’s metaphysics as refutable, an attitude that I believe 

accounts for his dismissive attitude toward the first section of First Principles. If one 

																																																								
60 See volume 1:90 for a fuller discussion of this story. The anti-Spencerian vector in 

“The Strange Experiences of a Misogynist” draws on knowledge that London could not 

have been privy to and is thus even more interesting. Spencer was renown for his odd, 

misogynist attitudes, and apart from a brief affair with George Elliot, never developed a 

long-lasting relationship with a woman; he was during his lifetime compared with Lewis 

Carroll, both being infatuated with girls. See Francis, Herbert Spencer and the Invention 

of Modern Life, chap. 3, “The Problem with Women,” which starts out with the startling 

statement that “Women were so strikingly absent from Spencer’s early life that both he 

and his early biographer Duncan remarked that his first contact with them came at the 

age of twenty” (51). See 57-67. 



could conduct the thought experiment of this short story, then one could imagine how 

Spencer’s “adamantine line” was in reality permeable. Or, to put it in Spencerian 

language, mystery was the great unifier of religion and science and thus there was no 

line. London worked on his own conception of the mystery of all things, for it had to 

account for the ghost within, that ultimate personally challenging mystery, the nature of 

the imagination. 

At the same time, sociologically—that is, theatrically—that line had to remain in 

place. To write The Iron Heel he wanted to remind himself how he could not be a prophet 

of the Unknowable. The socialist must attack religion and all ideas whose results cannot 

be placed in the palm of the Texan’s hand, and Ernest could be called another Cloudesley 

Johns, or, rather, London always had seen part of himself in Johns even as he sought to 

refute Johns’s atheism. When Anthony Meredith, in his introduction, explains who 

Herbert Spencer was, he calls him one of the “intellectual and antagonistic giants” to 

socialism who nonetheless accepted that socialism was a natural outgrowth of capitalism, 

not foreseeing the rise of the Iron Heel. (7) Thus, even when London “applauds” Spencer 

he resists him. In the same way that London allowed his public to think he was a devotee 

of Spencer’s philosophy of composition, so too did he allow it to see him intellectually 

indebted to Spencer. This sleight of hand was dangerous, for it encouraged people to read 

The Sea-Wolf and Martin Eden (as well as other works) as supportive, not antagonistic to 

Spencer. 

The emphasis on religion and its proponents like Bishop Morehouse is present in 

The Iron Heel because of its centrality in Nietzsche, Marx, and the philosophers like Kant 

and Hegel with whom Marx debated. As Untermann had noted, Marx wrote, “religion `is 



the self-consciousness of a human being that has either not yet found itself or again lost 

itself. . . . Religion is the sigh of the oppressed creatures, the mind of a heartless world, 

the spirit of spiritless conditions. It is the opium of the people. . . . The abolition of 

religion as the illusory happiness of the people signifies their demand for real 

happiness.’” (111) London agreed, but we have to remember that The Iron Heel, despite 

the infusion of philosophy and theoretical sociology, is not a treatise but a work of art. 

London, unlike Marx and Untermann, treats the relation between religion and politics 

simplistically. Within his given genre religion becomes simply a tool of the oppressors, 

and we should expect nothing more—or less.  

 For it is a powerful critique, not just of established religion as a mouthpiece for 

the Oligarchy but as a critique of any socialism—especially the Christian Socialist 

movement—that advocates social change that retains the Christian message. London 

wrote humorously about the Holy Jumpers because he found them tame, harmless. But he 

had lost patience with the Christian Socialism movement—as had Untermann—and with 

reformists of all kinds. This is a proclamation of war. Nonviolent means to social justice 

will fail in the face of the capitalists’ unwillingness to negotiate power. Turning the other 

cheek invites death.  

Of the books London cited in either his notes or in the novel, W. J. Ghent’s Our 

Benevolent Feudalism has drawn the most attention and the most controversy. Joan 

London believed that London’s lecture tour had revealed the complete absence of real 

leadership in the Socialist Party or in any of its related organizations. His optimism about 

the success of the SP had been turned into disillusionment. So, he “took Ghent’s thesis of 

the emergence of a new feudalism and reared upon it the brilliant superstructure of The 



Iron Heel.” It’s an odd analysis. Nothing in the primary materials indicates 

disillusionment. His writings after the 1904 election—his book reviews, “What Life 

Means to Me,” “The Intercollegiate Socialist Society,” “Something Rotten,” “The 

Somnambulists,” and even his fiction—indicate the opposite. We remember how much 

Debs, no pessimist he, liked the “The Somnambulists” best of all of London’s work. One 

senses that Joan needed to locate a reason to explain how London moved from the 

urgency, say, of “Revolution” to the patience of The Iron Heel, and that’s sound thinking. 

But to my mind she invents a new-found pessimism instead of finding the roots of the 

postponement of socialism’s victory in his previous writings. One has to forget that 

London gave “Revolution”—the ultimate in positive thinking and motivation—during his 

tour to imagine that he was feeling defeated.61 

In fact, London’s response to Ghent provides the clue to why London chose 1906 

as the correct time to write his novel. Joan ties London’s supposed pessimism to Ghent’s 

analysis, an analysis that London had rejected both in his book review in 1903 and in his 

notes to The Iron Heel. “Give the rise of socialism,” London tells himself, “and the 

																																																								
61 What he perhaps felt discouraged by during his campus visits was the “growth of the 

Aristocratic idea as I saw it in Yale. Other universities.” And then he quotes James 

Russell Lowell from memory: “`The times are rotten ripe for change. Then let it come.’” 

(JL 833). But he also foresaw a more reactionary move on the part of the Oligarchy in 

relation to its college-aged members: “The Oligarchy disciplined its members. No more 

idle rich young men—they were compelled to serve—as leaders of troops—in the big 

industries.” (JL 833). One of the reasons the Oligarchy was able to survive for so long is 

that it could adapt and self-correct. 



struggle of the two sides for the U.S. and for the world. And how socialism is knocked, 

by formation of the oligarchy. This idea was evolutionary, yet had been crystalized 

stamped in book, by Ghent,--and made clear to the capitalist minds. The paradox of 

Ghent, a socialist, by this book, defeating the Cause.”62 London thought Ghent’s 

cynicism was defeatist and, even worse, perhaps collaborationist. Now, in 1906, was the 

time to offer a corrective. If the capitalists thought they could find a justification for their 

actions in Ghent, they would find a countervailing thesis in The Iron Heel. Ghent did not 

forecast the defeat of the new feudalism, only its ascendency and defeat of socialism.63 

Ghent once wrote to Joan, “As to Our Benevolent Feudalism, I have always understood 

that it furnished the inspiration for The Iron Heel, though I do not recall any specific 

conversation on the subject with your father. Still, we talked about many, many things.”64 

London wrote The Iron Heel partly to reverse his appreciation of Ghent. In this way, 

Ghent was correct to say that Our Benevolent Feudalism was the inspiration for The Iron 

Heel. 

 In order to restore Ghent’s reputation as a qualified socialist writer, London drew 

on Ghent’s Mass and Class repeatedly in his notes and in the novel. He found this book 

more in tune with his own optimism and with Untermann’s work, who is cited almost 

immediately by Ghent. Ghent himself, in the third edition of Our Benevolent Feudalism, 

																																																								
62 London, “The Iron Heel: [notes for a novel],” JL 833. 

63 Watson agrees that Ghent’s Our Benevolent Feudalism did not have the influence that 

Joan and Philip Foner assign to it, though only as a result of highly informed speculation. 

See Watson, The Novels of Jack London, 266 n. 26. 

64 W. J. Ghent, letter to Joan London Miller, 8 Aug. 1937, MI 472. 



had already acknowledged the unintentional consequences of his “satirical interpretation 

of the facts and tendencies of the time.” Mass and Class was meant to correct those who, 

like London, had misunderstood the full import of his work and his dedication to the 

Cause. “I have no excuses or apologies to offer for that work,” he wrote in his preface to 

his new book. “As a warning alike to the apathetic and to the oversanguine, it served, I 

hope, a useful purpose,” much like The Iron Heel was to effect. London, the more 

accomplished writer, chose romance rather than satire to leaven his sociological analyses 

and forecasts, and thus did not court misunderstanding. Everhard is harsh with Ghent, 

saying, “Ghent has taught the oligarchs” how to combine with labor unions. “I’ll wager 

they’ve made a text-book out of his `Benevolent Feudalism.’” (157) This was Jack’s 

position in 1903. But, after reading Mass and Class in October 1904,65 he modified his 

tune, now played by Anthony Meredith: “It has always been insisted that Ghent put the 

idea of the Oligarchy into the minds of the great capitalists. . . . To-day we know better, 

but our knowledge does not over come the fact that Ghent remains the most abused 

innocent man in all history.”66 Ghent must have been relieved to hear that his guilty plea 

had been overturned in the socialist writers’ court, for he concluded his preface of Mass 

and Class with these words: “In my present work I have sought . . . to indicate the current 

of social progress which, in spite of the blindness of the workers, the rapacity of the 

masters, and the subservience of the retainers, makes ever for an ultimate of social 
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66 London, The Iron Heel,  



justice.”67 Ghent’s cynicism toward all classes dissipates in a straightforward affirmation 

of the optimistic strain in—that is, a belief in the inevitability of—American socialism.  

 In	the	final	text	of	the	novel,	not	only	is	Ghent	absolved,	but	an	accurate	

prediction	of	the	oligarchy	is	rendered	untenable;	no	longer	evolutionary,	the	rise	

and	sustained	violence	of	the	oligarchy	was,	in	Meredith’s	words,	“not	inevitable.”	

Not	even	Ghent	could	have	foreseen	it:	“In	the	orderly	procedure	of	social	evolution	

there	was	no	place	for	it,”	(7)	as	there	was	for	the	dissolution	of	capitalism.	Before	

he	had	named	his	male	central	character,	London	wrote	his	core	beliefs:	“The	hero	

bases	his	faith,	on	the	generalization	that	every	system	contains	within	itself	the	

germs	of	its	own	decay.”68	The	oligarchy	and	capitalism	would	ultimately	destroy	

themselves,	but	this	was	not	a	fast-acting	cancer.		

Another	note	reminds	himself	to	pull	Our	Benevolent	Feudalism	and	Mass	and	

Class	off	his	bookshelf.	And	then	he	gets	more	specific:	“See	Mass	and	Class,	Index,	

for	ethics	of	business	men,	private	property,	etc.	For	the	retainers	(divisions	of	the	

castes)	see	Mass	and	Class	p.	85.”69	Indeed,	the	index	and	page	85	are	marked,	

though	not	annotated;	the	only	annotation	is	at	the	back:	“234—more	yearly	

railroad	deaths	than	Gettysburg—precariousness	of	life,”	a	remark	perhaps	
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intended	for	some	other	work.	But	in	Mass	and	Class	we	find,	among	other	things,	a	

reference	to	E.	R.	A.	Seligman’s	1902	The	Economic	Interpretation	of	History,	a	book	

London	read	and	annotated	and	that	coincided	with	Untermann’s	and	Ghent’s	

undertaking;	that	is,	history	should	be	about	social	relationships	expressed	through	

economics.	This	is	a	historiography	for	which	London	could	advocate.	“History,	

which	once	was	the	record	of	little	more	than	the	doings	and	sayings	of	warriors	

and	kings,	comes	now	to	be	the	record	of	human	society.	.	.	.	From	the	emphasis	of	

the	individual	it	passed	to	emphasis	of	the	state,	which	now	it	tends	to	lay	the	

greater	stress	upon	the	social	body,”	reads	Ghent’s	first	sentences.70		We	see	in	part	

why	Meredith	downplays	Everhard’s	role	in	the	Second	Revolt.	Especially	in	the	

history	of	socialism,	we	should	emphasize	the	role	of	the	many,	and	not	the	

performances	of	the	few.		

	 When	Meredith	footnotes	Avis’s	statement	that	“the	strength	of	the	Oligarchy	

lies	in	its	satisfied	conception	of	its	own	righteousness”	(216),	he	relies	on	Mass	and	

Class	and	the	pages	on	ethics	that	London	marked.	When	Meredith	quotes	from	John	

Stuart	Mill’s	On	Liberty	to	support	Avis’s	explication	of	“the	aristocratic	ethic	or	the	

master	ethic,”	London	had	pulled	this	quotation—“`whenever	there	is	an	ascendant	

class,	a	large	portion	of	the	morality	emanates	from	its	class	interests	and	its	class	

feelings	of	superiority’”	(53)—from	Mass	and	Class.71	Ghent	carefully	analyzes	the	

constitution	and	mindset—the	instinct	and	consciousness—of	each	of	six	classes.	

From	him	we	learn	that	a	handicraftsman	like	Ernest	Everhard—an	unemployed	
																																																								
70 Ghent, Mass and Class, 1. 

71 See Ghent, Mass and Class, 30, with London’s marginal markings.  



horseshoer—is	the	victim	of	modernization	and	“the	full	development	of	the	system	

of	capitalist	production.”72	Avis	calls	him	“working-class,”	which	is	generally	true,	

but,	as	Ghent	would	have	it,	“in	him	[the	handicraftsman]	the	interest	and	function	

of	the	producer	is	qualified	by	the	interest	and	function	of	the	trader.”	These	

interests	and	functions	are	different	from	the	proletariat.	Avis	gives	his	occupation	

as	“social	philosopher,”	making	him	a	displaced	person	from	the	capitalist	system	of	

production	and	distribution.	As	such,	and	despite	Avis’s	initial	recoil	from	his	

breaching	of	class	lines	to	shake	her	hand	when	they	first	meet,	he	is	able	to	

romance	someone	outside	his	class,	and	she	in	turn	is	able	to	accept	that	romantic	

“presumption.”	“You	see,”	she	says,	somewhat	shamefacedly	but	cognizant	of	how	

her	class	consciousness	had	been	formed	by	the	system,	“I	was	a	creature	of	

environment,	and	at	that	time	had	strong	class	instincts.	Such	boldness	on	the	part	

of	a	man	of	my	own	class	would	have	been	almost	unforgiveable.”	(12)	Ghent	calls	

philosophers,	artists,	educators,	and	clergymen	members	of	“the	Social	Servants.”	

They	can	be	divided	into	two	subclasses:	the	“normal”	and	the	“perverted.”	How	a	

member	of	this	class	conducts	him	or	herself	in	relation	to	the	trading	class	defines	

one’s	subgroup.	Because	Everhard	is	a	socialist	and	advocates	for	the	nonwage	

earners	(tramps,	criminals,	stay-at-home	women,	and	children)	and	the	Self-

Employing	Producers	(or	handicraftsmen)	he	is	thus	a	normal	member	of	his	class.	

The	Iron	Heel’s	first	chapters	are	about	the	intellectual	warfare	between	the	normal	

and	the	perverted.	

																																																								
72 Ghent, Mass and Class, 80. 



	 Everhard	simplifies	Ghent’s	class	structure,	limiting	the	number	of	classes	to	

the	traditional	three:	the	proletariat	(of	which	he	classes	himself),	the	middle	class,	

and	the	oligarchy	or	plutocracy.	Simplification	allows	for	direct	action,	for	a	clearer	

statement	of	the	us-versus-them	rhetoric	for	the	revolutionary	overthrow	of	the	

ruling	class.	Besides,	The	Iron	Heel	is	indebted	to,	but	not	of	the	same	genre	of,	a	

sociological	monograph	like	Mass	and	Class.	We	should	be	aware	that	London’s	

indebtedness	to	Ghent	(and	others)	was	limited	by	his	own	artistic,	theatrical	

demands.	To	convince	his	readership	that	the	proletariat	had	a	chance	to	win	the	

economic	fight,	he	had	to	make	the	enemy	one	dimensional.	So	all	members	of	the	

Social	Service	class	are	perverted.	And,	despite	Ghent’s	accurate	assessment	of	past	

writers’	vagaries	about	what	actually	defines	the	middle	class,	London	nonetheless	

allowed	that	common,	easily	graspable	term	to	stand.	If	you	weren’t	an	owner	of	the	

means	of	production,	asks	London,	then	why	aren’t	you	fighting	against	the	

capitalists?	In	the	end,	as	powerful	as	Ghent’s	analysis	may	have	been	to	London,	

and	as	powerful	as	Ghent’s	switch	from	irony	to	literalness	was,	Mass	and	Class	was	

all	too	vague	about	the	nature	of	the	revolution	necessary	to	overthrow	the	

dominant	class.	Ghent	foresaw	the	necessity	of	the	cooperative	commonwealth	

because	people	in	general	cannot	stand	graft,	corruption,	and	greed	for	long—his	

final	four	chapters	are	a	Homeric	catalogue	of	such—but	he	does	not	take	into	

account	the	factor	that	Everhard	preaches	the	most:	the	violence	to	which	capitalists	

will	stoop	to	protect	their	profits	and	status.	

 In addition to Ghent’s influence on London, as well as the 1905 Russian 

Revolution, there is a controversy surrounding another possible source for The Iron Heel, 



a philosopher whose impact I treated in chapter 13 in relation to The Sea-Wolf but whose 

influence seems more pronounced, if only because more explicit, three years later. Before 

we turn to a full analysis of Friedrich Nietzsche’s presence in The Iron Heel, which will 

lead us in turn to George Bernard Shaw’s Man and Superman, we need to look closely at 

the beginning of the novel. 

 The Iron Heel, like The Call of the Wild, begins in an idyllic northern California 

setting. If we have read “Planchette,” White Fang, and “All Gold Canon” we will 

recognize the dreaminess of the locale and dread what will be revealed. Instead of 

possessed horses, escaped convicts, and murderous miners we have imminent worldwide 

revolution, “that mad maelstrom of death and destruction so soon to burst forth,” “the 

marring and mangling of the sweet, beautiful flesh, and the souls torn with violence from 

proud bodies and hurled to God.”(9) Both materially and spiritually humans will be 

destroyed, says Avis as “the soft summer wind stirs the redwoods, and Wild-Water 

ripples sweet cadences over its mossy stones. There are butterflies in the sunshine, and 

from everywhere arises the drowsy hum of bees.” Ernest Everhard is dead, and, along 

with the b(r)eezy buzz, other sounds compete for Avis’s attention. In her bower she can 

hear “the cries of the stricken,” and she can see the killing. (9) Presumably she is thinking 

of the “secret execution” of her husband, (9) and then, because she cannot separate the 

idea of the Second Revolt from thoughts of her husband, she thinks of his life as she 

knew it. In other words, the “Sonoma Hills” harbor the ghost not just of Everhard but of 

all those who have died so far in the name of the Cause, a roll call that will soon included 

her own name. (9) Because she hides her manuscript in “the ancient oak at Wake Robin 

Lodge” (8)—no matter that the oak managed to live seven hundred years although the 



California species of oaks tend not to live past three hundred years—this terrifying, 

idyllic place is the residence of London’s imagination. As forecasted by White Fang and 

other stories, London has turned away from the Klondike abyss where chance, death, 

gold, and writing combine to make an artist write. Instead of a cabin in an abyss 

surrounded by the deathly white silence, it is a hole in a tree surrounded by ghosts 

warmed by the California sunshine. 

Everhard, as the eighth footnote tells us indirectly, is a ghost in a different, 

Nietzschean sense. “The modern Zarathustra . . . is neither an historical nor a mythical 

person,” says Alexander Tille in his introduction to the text of Thus Spake Zarathustra 

that London read, “but a `ghost,’ as Nietzsche would have called him, a type existing 

nowhere, and yet the incorporation of wishes and aspirations; an ideal reflected in a 

human image; a man as man should be in Nietzsche’s opinion, and as he would have 

liked to be himself.”73 There is more to say about the ghostliness of the superman, but 

first consider how the autobiographical element in Thus Spake Zarathustra might have 

legitimated London’s deployment of it. If Nietzsche could imagine his own ideal self as 

an ubermensch, then certainly London would have felt empowered to do the same, albeit 

																																																								
73 Alexander Tille, “Introduction,” Friedrich Nietzsche, Thus Spake Zarasthustra: A Book 

for All and None, trans. Tille (New York: Macmillan and Company, 896), xiv. No matter 

that Tille seems to have gotten this characterization wrong. Nietzsche’s reference to the 

ghost is a negative one: Zarathustra says, “he who is the wisest among you is but a 

discord and hybrid of plant and ghost. But do I order you to become ghosts or plants? 

Behold, I teach you beyond-man” (ibid, 5). London would have taken Tille as an 

authority.  



with his own creative re-creation of the genre at work. It is no mere ego trip for London 

to imagine himself as Ernest Everhard, so-called hero of the Second Revolt, especially 

given Meredith’s reassessment of his historical importance.  

London had discovered a new genre for himself, one that is suited to a third sense 

in which Everhard can be figured as a ghost. Having died before the time in which Avis 

writes her book, Ernest thus returns from the dead to be the main character in her 

memoir. She brings him back to life, hovering about her as a disembodied presence. 

Ernest, says Avis—and we remember that the ubermensch has two companions, the eagle 

(Avis) and the serpent (the masses or proletariat)—is an aristocrat, not of that class, but 

of temperament, of soul. This is exactly how Nietzsche conceived it. And his blondness is 

a kind of whiteness like a ghost. Super as a prefix then means a beyondness that exists 

apart from bodily presence. 

Finally, there is a fourth way that Ernest—and Avis—are figured as ghosts. In 

order to effect the First Revolt, they must undergo disguise and sometimes physical 

alteration. They then can assume new identities as members of the Oligarchy. As 

Meredith tells us, “disguise did become a veritable art during that period. The 

revolutionists maintained schools of acting in all their refuge,” (198) and here we have 

the conjunction of drama and ghostliness. For not only do Avis, Ernest, and all the 

socialists who infiltrate the Oligarchy become actors, but they also become ghosts. One 

kills one’s old self in order to become a new self. “`You must make yourself over 

again,’” Ernest tells Avis. “`You must cease to be.’” (197). Avis is so accomplished at the 

makeover that she thinks of her old self as a dream: “one must become so adept as to 



deceive oneself,” she writes.74 The acting self displaces the biological self. The biological 

self, by definition, dies, but the acting self lives on as a ghost. Avis, Ernest, and their 

comrades became “agents-provocateurs”: “like ghosts the agents came and went.” (218). 

The story of the resistance to the Iron Heel is a ghost story.  

Ghostliness or imagination—Ernest the ghost inspires Avis’s work—and the 

ghost that is the imagination is necessary because it serves a critical function in addition 

to inspiration. Having the ghost present, paradoxically, gives life or the feel of life to the 

work itself. Another way to put this is to say that there is a congruence between 

autobiography and emotion. We might call it autodrama. As Meredith says of Avis’s 

manuscript,  

Especially valuable is it in communicating to us the feel of those terrible 

times. Nowhere do we find more vividly portrayed the psychology of the persons 

that lived in that turbulent period embraced between the years 1912 and 1932—

their mistakes and ignorance, their doubts and fears and misapprehensions, their 

																																																								
74 One can’t help recall London’s poignant letter to Charmian from 1903 about the 

difference between his public life—his love of “prizefights and kites and one thing and 

another”—and his private life. To live “placidly and complacently,” that is, to watch 

sports or play with kites is “to fool my inner self pretty well” by not engaging in serious 

contemplation—absorption—of one’s private self. “Poor inner self! I wonder if it will 

atrophy, dry up some day and blow away” (London, letter to Charmian Kittredge, 18 

June 1903, JL 12426). Given London’s famous deployment of various clothing and 

outfits to play the roles of hobo, down-and-outer, lecturer, and famous author, he knew 

all too well how disguise could lead to personal disintegration and the death of the self.  



ethical delusions, their inconceivable sordidness and selfishness. . . . History tells 

us that these things were, and biology and psychology tells us why they were; but 

history and biology and psychology do not make these things alive. We accept 

them as facts, but we are left without sympathetic comprehension of them.75 

In other words, Avis’s biography—which is after all London’s autodrama—is one half of 

a human document. Meredith’s introduction and footnotes provide the other half: the 

history, the biology, and the psychology. We approached this concept of human 

document in volume one, and now we see London further refining it. A human document 

is a fiction used to answer the what and why of human history. In volume three we will 

see how London explored the possibility that film, not fiction, was more efficient, more 

accurate in conveying the feels. For now, we need only realize that this autobiographical 

impulse—given a literary form inspired and legitimated by Nietzsche—provided the 

bridge between The Iron Heel and his two subsequent novels, The Road and Martin 

Eden. We have to remember, however, that none of the three novels is the autobiography 

of the ubermensch or the blond beast. London’s “autobiographies” are very much a 

critique of those concepts.76 

																																																								
75 London, The Iron Heel, 5-6. 

76 I hope this term autodrama will complicate the consistent critical reading of Ernest 

Everhard as straight autobiography. Clearly, London wrote himself into both Ernest and 

Avis. See, for example, Jonathan Auerbach’s introduction to The Iron Heel in which he 

writes, “a larger-than-life idealization of himself, Jack London’s romantic 

autobiographical hero Ernest Everhard remains at the heart of the novel.” (viii). At the 

same time, Auerbach astutely shows how London links political action and the 



We should pause for a moment in this analysis of the impact of reading Nietzsche 

to try to recover the moment or moments when London actually read Nietzsche. In 1915, 

with characteristic hyperbole, he told a fan, “I have been more stimulated by Nietzsche 

than by any other writer in the world.” The hyperbole is meant to set up the next 

sentence: “At the same time I have been an intellectual enemy to Nietzsche,” and he cites 

The Sea-Wolf and Martin Eden (but not The Iron Heel) as proof.77 Still, we have to take 

his hyperbole seriously. When London read Nietzsche is a question of some controversy. 

There is, first, the conservative approach, defined as a reliance on documents (not 

London’s published works) that explicitly mention his reading Nietzsche. The earliest 

such document is a September 1904 letter to Charmian: “Have been getting hold of some 

of Nietzsche. I’ll turn you loose first on his Genealogy of Morals—after that, something 

you’ll like—Thus Spake Zarathustra.”78 In 1905 he recommends several titles to his 

friend Ida Winship; what’s interesting is that the order of titles—Case of Wagner, A 

																																																																																																																																																																					
sentimental novel, a la Harriet Beecher Stowe (xi), reinforcing, I hope, the 

appropriateness of the term autodrama. 

77 London, letter to J. H. Greer, 4 Aug. 1915, Letters, 3:1485. Sometime in 1916 he made 

the following note to himself: “SHORT STORY  (Dandy) Nietzsche  Confutation of 

Neitzsche ? [sic] and Individualism  See article “A MIGHT-HAVE-BEEN” in Sing Sing  

The Literary Digest for February 19, 1916.  Look up my war clips for German 

interpretation of Nietzsche” (London, “Nietzsche: [notes for short story],” JL 995. See 

also London, “Confrontation of Nietzschean and Individualist: [note for short story],”  JL 

549, which is the handwritten earlier version of JL 995.  

78 London, letter to Charmian Kittredge, 29 Sept. 1904, Letters, 1:446. 



Geneaology of Morals, and Thus Spake Zarathustra—replicates the order in the letter to 

Charmian and, in the case of the latter two, reverses the order of composition and the 

order Nietzsche himself recommended; in order to understand Genealogy, he wrote, you 

should first read, among others, Thus Spake Zarathustra. London chose the reversed 

order, I believe, because this is the order he read these two. I take a more liberal approach 

and use London’s writings as well as the documents. In all of his published works, the 

word superman appears once: in The Iron Heel. But the words blond beast appear a 

number of times before The Iron Heel: in People of the Abyss, The Sea-Wolf, and “How I 

Became a Socialist.” The first was written in the fall of 1902, the latter two in early 1903 

(February and April through January 1904). I believe that London first read A Genealogy 

of Morals in the spring or summer of 1902, and then he either read or reread the other 

works beginning in 1904 and continuing through 1906. In his copy of A Genealogy of 

Morals, he placed a 1906 article by Vernon Lee from the North American Review. The 

fact that he read it and clipped it indicates his direct involvement—whether it was a 

rereading or a skimming—with the book.  

It’s not just that the phrase appears in his texts; in using it, he exhibits a clear 

understanding of the term. At the same time, however, as we briefly go through the texts 

in which he does use blond beast, we how London changed the concept. First, in The 

People of the Abyss, having described the poor people of Kent, he writes,  

Is the picture overdrawn? It all depends. For one who sees and thinks life 

in terms of shares and coupons, it is certainly overdrawn. But for one who sees 

and thinks life in terms of manhood and womanhood, it cannot be overdrawn. 

Such hordes of beastly wretchedness and inarticulate misery are no compensation 



for a millionaire brewer who lives in a West End palace, sates himself with the 

sensuous delights of London's golden theatres, hobnobs with lordlings and 

princelings, and is knighted by the king. Wins his spurs--God forbid! In old time 

the great blonde beasts rode in the battle's van and won their spurs by cleaving 

men from pate to chine. And, after all, it is far finer to kill a strong man with a 

clean-slicing blow of singing steel than to make a beast of him, and of his seed 

through the generations, by the artful and spidery manipulation of industry and 

politics.79 

This is a straightforward borrowing from Nietzsche and is, I believe, strong enough 

evidence to show that he read Genealogy in 1902 (or perhaps before. He had met Frank 

Strawn-Hamilton in the late nineties, someone who was conversant with Nietzsche, as 

others like Austin Lewis or anyone familiar with critics of socialism might be.) I quote 

the passage in full because it conveys not just the admiration both Nietzsche and London 

felt toward “great blond beasts” but the conviction that the veneer of civilization was 

corrupted and had wrongly succeeded the bloodthirsty Vikings or Germanics or whatever 

race happens to embody the blond beast. London must have been nodding his head 

(besides marking a bar in the margin) when he read “this is the very sense of all 

civilization: to change and rear the beast of prey of `man’ into a tame and civilized 

animal, a domestic animal” (genealogy 43). London had arrived at his own conception of 

the antagonistic pairing of savagery and civilization, but he could imagine it as coincident 

with Nietzsche’s. 

																																																								
79 London, The People of the Abyss (New York: Macmillan and Company, 1903), 000. 



 The next appearance of blond beast occurs in February 1903 in the third 

paragraph of “How I Became a Socialist.” He explains his state of mind and body before 

he became a socialist: 

I was a rampant individualist. It was very natural. I was a winner. . . . To 

adventure like a man, and fight like a man, and do a man's work (even for a boy's 

pay) -- these were things that reached right in and gripped hold of me as no other 

thing could. And I looked ahead into long vistas of a hazy and interminable 

future, into which, playing what I conceived to be MAN'S game, I should 

continue to travel with unfailing health, without accidents, and with muscles ever 

vigorous. As I say, this future was interminable. I could see myself only raging 

through life without end like one of Nietzsche's blond beasts, lustfully roving and 

conquering by sheer superiority and strength.80 

Further along in the essay, he repeats the phrase twice. When he says he went hoboing, 

he calls it “a new blond-beast adventure.” And on the road who should he meet but “all 

sorts of men, many of whom had once been as good as myself and just as blond-beastly.” 

This is a bit of a reinvention of the term (though we do have to admire his conversion of 

the nominative into an adverb). Nietzsche would never use his term to define hoboing or 

any like “adventure” as something a blond beast would undertake. And Nietzsche’s blond 

beasts were not tamed and then crippled by the Industrial Revolution. Whatever 

civilization existed was enough. Napoleon—whose appearance in London’s essay can 

only be explained by his appearance in Nietzsche’s book (see genealogy 58) and marked 

																																																								
80 London, “How I Became a Socialist,” 000. See chapter 13 for a discussion of manhood 

in this essay paired with The Sea-Wolf. 



by London—though he was a problematic character was nonetheless a blond beast gone 

bad, though more from being a “synthesis of monster and beyondman,” which 

incidentally is the only appearance of ubermensch in A Genealogy of Morals. Not only 

does Nietsche not explain this “synthesis” but he also does not explain the apparent 

conflation of blond beast and ubermensch, a conflation decidedly not intended by all 

other discussion of both concepts, a matter we will return to shortly. 

 Further textual proof that London was relying heavily on Nietzsche is this 

subsequent sentence: “I hope I have made it clear that I was proud to be one of Nature's 

strong-armed noblemen.” “Strong-armed noblemen” is Nietzsche’s synonym for blond 

beast. And then there is a final, misappropriation: “In short, my joyous individualism was 

dominated by the orthodox bourgeois ethics. I read the bourgeois papers, listened to the 

bourgeois preachers, and shouted at the sonorous platitudes of the bourgeois 

politicians.”81 This is not Nietzschean individualism. A blond beast exists under, that is, 

apart from bourgeois ethics. He is opposed to them. But London mistakes nobility for 

bourgeois. And here his notion of the beastliness of man departs as well from Nietzsche. 

For Nietzsche, the noble man is a beast because he has been categorized and thus 

demeaned by the civilized man. It is ironic in this way, though because he is also a fierce 

warrior shedding blood with sword and army he is a beast because he is a force to be 

reckoned with. For London, however, the beastliness of the blond beast is synonymous 

with primitive man, with the cave dweller, the man just risen from the other primates. 

Beast is a term from Darwin, a thinker Nietzsche derided. 
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The Sea-Wolf, as London famously has said, was meant as a critique of 

Nietzschean individualism, and what better way to critique an author both admired and 

rejected than to re-create him as one of the central figures of a novel. When London 

wrote the death of Larsen Charles Watson argues that “there is good reason to believe 

that London had in mind the symptoms of advanced syphilis of which Nietzsche had died 

in 1900.”82 If so, the ideal that is Larsen is coincident with the ideal that is Nietzsche; that 

																																																								
82 Watson, The Novels of Jack London, 69. Watson gives the best rationale for arguing 

that London was familiar with Nietzsche’s work in early 1903. London’s letter to 

Charmian in 1904—“Have been getting hold of some of Nietzsche”—is proof to some 

that London first read Nietzsche in 1904. It is, after all, the earliest mention of Nietzsche 

in the letters we have. But Watson takes this letter apart to show how it more than likely 

means that London is gathering books by Nietzsche for Charmian, not himself: “By 

playing the role of mentor, London seems to be saying that he was `getting hold of some 

of Nietzsche’ not for himself but for Charmian, since he obviously knows enough about 

Nietzsche’s writings to be able to determine which book she should read first and which 

one she will like best.” Watson conjectures that London had just read Nietzsche after 

only hearing about him from friends or from “published accounts,” and he cites 

Furuseth’s reading Nietzsche, not Hump, as possible proof. I think that is highly unlikely, 

but Watson captures London’s enthusiasm for Nietzsche perfectly. London was so 

familiar with and taken by Nietzsche that he knew what to recommend. In fact, I would 

argue, he is recommending that Charmian read them in the order that he himself had read 

them. Watson concludes perspicaciously that given Larsen is not “a precisely faithful 

incarnation” of the superman is not proof that London had not read Nietzsche. (Charles 



is, the superman is both how Nietzsche imagined his best self and how London imagined 

Wolf Larsen. Whereas Humphrey van Weyden’s friend Charley Furuseth reads Nietzsche 

(as we learn in the first paragraph), Hump encounters the man himself. Wolf Larsen is, as 

one contemporary reviewer noted, “a very startling embodiment of Nietzsche’s ideal of 

the Uebermensch.” (Nuernberg 105). Another reviewer called him “no mere symbol” but 

“very much alive,” “a typical Superman, the great blond beast of Nietzsche” (Nuernberg 

106). We can ignore that reviewer’s mistaken conflation of two concepts, the ubermensch 

and the blond beast, and still agree that he is a “Superman” character. After using the 

term blond beast in The People of the Abyss, he chose the next significant term he was 

interested in, the ubermensch. He didn’t need to say it out loud. It was obvious enough to 

be left unstated. 

What isn’t obvious and requires a careful reading of A Genealogy of Morals is 

how London patterned Larsen off of Nietzsche’s characterization of Napoleon: 

“Napoleon, that most isolated and latest-born of men that ever was; and in him appeared 

the incarnate problem of the noble ideal as such. Let it be well considered what kind of 

problem this is: Napoleon, this synthesis of monster and beyondman.”83 We saw how 

London pictured Larsen as a monster, half man, half leopard (or some such killing 

animal). Now we see the philosophical underpinning for this characterization. Napoleon 

is not a “beyondman” because he is a monster. He is a monster as well as a beyondman. 

The problem does not reside with London’s elaboration of this conception. It lies in 

																																																																																																																																																																					
N. Watson, Jr., “Nietzsche and The Sea-Wolf: A Rebuttal,” Jack London Newsletter 9 

[Jan.-Apr. 1976]: 34-35). See also Watson, The Novels of Jack London, 259-60 n. 29.  

83 Nietzsche, A Genealogy of Morals, 58. 



Nietzsche’s formulation, a problem London ignored, probably because he read Thus 

Spake Zarathustra after he read Genealogy. In the former, the ubermensch is supposed to 

be a figure of the future, someone who will arrive. Nietzsche does not elaborate on the 

idea that Napoleon, even if he is the “latest-born of men,” is actually an ubermensch. But 

it does seem he has modified the idea, perhaps in response to judgments that would later 

be articulated by readers such as Erich Heller who saw a fatal contradiction between the 

concept of the ubermensch and the concept of the eternal recurrence of events. If indeed 

Napoleon is an ubermensch, he could then recur.  

But Ernest is not, in the strict Nietzschean sense, an ubermensch. Avis says that 

“he was a natural aristocrat—and this in spite of the fact that he was in the camp of the 

non-aristocrats.” This much synchs with Nietzsche; he uses the words noble and 

gentleman in A Genealogy of Morals; a sample phrase might be “the conquering and 

gentleman race, the race of the Aryans” (Genealogy 26).  But then Avis goes off the 

Nietzschean track and writes, “he was a super-man, a blond beast such as Nietzsche has 

described, and in addition he was aflame with democracy.” (12). Nietzsche of course 

dismissed democracy as a mob-ruled system, a mob defined by resentment and the 

opposite of the interiority of the ubermensch. For all of Napoleon’s problematic 

combination of “monster and beyondman,” he was, for Nietzsche, the ideal that opposed 

“the old, false battle-cry of resentment about the right of the most, [he was] against the 

will to the grading, degradation, and leveling, to the downward and dusk-ward of man.” 

Democracy entailed the “leveling” of all men. The “beyondman” issued “the terrible and 

rapturous counter-cry of the privilege of the fewest!”84 In A Genealogy of Morals, 
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Nietzsche explicitly enunciated his distaste for socialism and the cooperative 

commonwealth, a distaste that did not bother with distinctions not only between 

democracy and socialism but also among those twin political concepts: “Who will 

guarantee that modern democracy, anarchy, which is still more modern, and especially 

the hankering for la commune, the most primitive form of society—which is held in 

common by all our European socialists[--]do not represent in the main an immense 

afterclap, and that the conquering and gentleman race, the race of the Aryans, is not 

among other things physiologically succumbing?” (Genealogy 26) The noble, Aryan race 

is being supplanted by the “pre-Aryan,” “an essentially dark-haired population.” (25, 26). 

In the attempt to rectify the wrongs of political oppression, socialists have lost the true 

meaning of morals and ignore the need for “the blond beast.”  

Yet London must have felt that there was nothing that prevented blond beasts to 

form a social organization that might approximate or even realize socialism’s goals. 

London agreed with Nietzsche that the majority of people, especially Christians and 

Jews, were of the “slave mentality.” Such people are passive and prudent or act only out 

of resentment; they are the herd and are conventional. “Noble men” believe in “the 

perfect reliableness of function of the regulating, unconscious instincts or even a certain 

imprudence, such as readiness to encounter things—whether danger or an enemy—or that 

eccentric suddenness of anger, love, reverence, gratitude and revenge by which noble 

souls at all times have recognized themselves as such.” (38 Genealogy) They do away 

with the morbidity of Schopenhauer. “The positive fundamental concept of the noble 

valuation . . . is thoroughly saturated with life and passion and says: `We, the noble, we, 

the good, we, the fair, we, the happy.’” (35-36). “They could never sever happiness from 



action.” (37) In quite the opposite manner, the “common man” (36) feels happiness only 

as “narcosis, numbness, rest, peace, `Sabbath,’ unharnessing of mind, and stretching of 

limbs.” (37) Even if London, in a later work like The Valley of the Moon, draws with 

great sympathy the recreational habits of the working class, he nonetheless knew his 

former class was fundamentally unhappy. The “noble man is self-confident and self-

sincere.” (37) The common man, “the man of resentment,” “is neither sincere, nor naïve, 

neither honest nor straightforward against himself. . . . He is the mast in the art of keeping 

silence, of forgetting nothing, of waiting, of provisional diminuation, of self-

humiliation.” (38) London marked that passage in the margin as if in anticipation of 

creating a character like Ernest Everhard, who is a dedicated man of action, who courts 

danger and his enemies, who is sincere and honest, joyful, capable of sudden love. He is 

alive.  

At the same time, “in the first decades of the century, many of the Ubermensch’s 

most vocal enthusiasts were socialists.”85 They seemed not to find a contradiction 

between their avowal of reform and/or revolutionary politics and a figure who was 

opposed to the rights of the majority. London, however, transformed his initial 

appropriation of the ubermensch for The Sea-Wolf and emphasized not the individualistic 

ubermensch but the warrior ubermensch who fights against convention, against bourgeois 

ethics, against the oligarchy. Nietzsche’s influence on London developed along a curious 

line: from the blond beasts of The People of the Abyss to Martin Eden as a proud blond 

beast. The great irony of Nietsche’s influence is that two of London’s fullest and thus 

greatest characters are modeled after the same philosophic principle—the blond beast—
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and yet could not be more different in eliciting our own reactions. Having read Nietzsche, 

he converted that concept into something serving not just his own personal conception of 

himself but of that ideal which would bring revolutionary socialism to its fruition.  

Wolf Larsen and Ernest Everhard do share an attribute of the blond beast. To 

bourgeois society, they are “not much better than so many disengaged beasts of prey. 

Here they enjoy liberty from all social restraint; the wilderness must compensate them for 

the tension produced by a long incarceration and impalement in the `peace’ of society.” 

Having escaped that false “peace,” the blond beasts—who seem like “beasts of prey” but 

“among one another prove themselves so inventive in regardfulness, self-restraint, 

delicacy, faith, pride and friendship” (40)—“step back into the innocence of the 

conscience of the beast of prey, as exultant monsters, which, perhaps, walk away from an 

abominable sequence of murder, burning down, violation, torture, with such wantonness 

and equanimity, . . . with the conviction that now for a long time again the poets will have 

something to celebrate and sing of. At the ground of all these noble races, the beast of 

prey, the splendid, blond beast, lustfully roving in search of spoils and victory cannot be 

mistaken.” (41) Here is Nietzsche’s very first use of the phase blond beast. The “noble 

race” might be “Roman, Arabian, Germanic, Japanese nobility, Homeric heroes, 

Scandinavian Vikings,” but they all have a “boldness.” They are “foolhardy, absurd, 

sudden.” They are thought of by the ignoble, by their opposites—those who established 

right and wrong, good and evil as social goods—as being characterized by “their 

indifference and contempt for safety, life, body, comfort; their terrible gaiety and 

profundity of delight in all destruction, in all blisses of victory and cruelty.”86 To create 
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Ernest, London took Wolf Larsen and subtracted out the “contempt for . . . life,” the 

“delight in all destruction” (Ernest certainly delights in the destruction of the oligarchy), 

“in all . . . cruelty.” Wolf is cruel towards all, Ernest is cruel to those who oppose him.   

Like many Americans at the time, London may have used the word superman—

not ubermensch or, as it is translated in the text he read, beyond-man—because of George 

Bernard Shaw’s Man and Superman. As one historian puts it, “Shaw’s protagonist helped 

popularize the image of the Ubermensch as a vitalist hero flouting Victorian morality.”87 

We remember that in the fall of 1904, while London was writing his first play, The Scorn 

of Women, he had read Man and Superman with Charmian and sent a copy to Blanche 

Partington. The superman is Shaw’s touchstone for advocating a personal philosophy, 

just as it was for London, and for both authors having a central figure with whom one 

must argue is fundamental for the production of art. We recall that in 1905 London had 

told a reporter, while discussing Shaw, that “you have got to get right down to the root of 

a subject and you will find socialism the basis of art.” This principle thus seems to owe 

its generation from Shaw’s introduction to Man and Superman.  

It’s not that Shaw placed socialism as the foundation stone for all art, though he 

was indeed a socialist, albeit of a different kind from London. It’s that he placed a 

philosophy, any philosophy in that place of beginnings. “This is the true joy in life,” he 

wrote, “the being used for a purpose recognized by yourself as a mighty one.” In a 

sentence that sounds exactly like London’s famous credo—“I would rather be ashes than 

dust”—Shaw elaborates on that purpose: “the being thoroughly worn out before you are 

thrown on the scrap heap; the being of a force of Nature instead of a feverish selfish little 
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clod of ailments and grievances.” “The only real tragedy in life,” says Shaw, “is the being 

used by personally minded men for purposes which you recognize as base.” To revolt 

against that use—which is equivalent to slavery—“is the only force that offers a man’s 

work to the poor artist.” (xxxii). Need I mention that this passage was the only one in 

Shaw’s introduction that London marked? 

Thus it is not surprising that Shaw thought it was not a long stretch from John 

Bunyan to Friedrich Nietzsche, even given “the difference between their conclusions,” as 

he says in his introduction to the play, and London agreed. (xxxii) “The artist-

philosophers,” a group in which Shaw included himself, coordinate their “demonstrations 

of life” with a “philosophy or religion.” (xxviii-xxix). Against Dickens and Shakespeare 

and other “romantic playwrights,” Shaw opposes his top four—“Bunyan, Blake, Hogarth, 

and Turner”—as well as “Goethe, Shelley, Schopenhaur, Wagner, Ibsen, Morris, Tolstoy, 

and Nietzsche.” (xxviii). We note how the last five were also major influences for 

London. The point is that for both Shaw and London, “the main thing in determining the 

artistic quality of a book is not the opinions it propagates, but the fact that the writer has 

opinions.” This is the same conclusion London reached in his very first essay on the 

office of the author, “On a Writer’s Philosophy of Life.” Art is formed out of the 

“ordinary working philosophy of life,” and that philosophy should be socialistic in 

content. In that essay he said that “a philosophy does not imply yielding to the didactic 

impulse,” but in London’s work it often does. Certainly in The Iron Heel it does, and 

upon reading Shaw, London would have found affirmation for the theatrical, “didactic 

impulse”; in one footnote, Anthony Meredith proclaims that “the flower of the artistic 

and intellectual world were revolutionists.” (208) In an acerbic comment on present-day 



artists, Shaw writes, “And when [the artist] declares that art should not be didactic, all the 

people who have nothing to teach and all the people who don’t want to learn agree with 

him emphatically.” (xxxvi) Reading Nietzsche, London needed to instruct the world 

about the dangers of Nietzschean individualism if there was any hope of establishing the 

cooperative commonwealth.   

There is a world of difference between Shaw’s understanding of the superman and 

London’s. For Shaw, the superman turns his back on the devil, hell, and all activities that 

merely add pleasure and ease to life. Jack Tanner believes instead in following “the Life 

Force” that leads him toward self-knowledge and the self’s “destination.” (134) In act 3, 

Tanner is asked by the devil, “what is the use of knowing?” and Tanner answers, “to be 

able to choose the line of greatest advantage instead of yielding in the direction of the 

least resistance.” So far, London would agree. In the next decade, London, like Shaw, 

would embrace Henri Bergson’s concept of the elan vital. And then, in words that must 

have rung especially pertinent to a sailor-author ready to embark on a voyage around the 

world by boat, Tanner says, “Does a ship sail to its destination no better than a log drifts 

nowhither? The philosopher is Nature’s pilot. And there you have our difference: to be in 

hell is to drift: to be in heaven is to steer.” (134) The Nietzschean superman is a man of 

action, not a passive receptacle of society’s directives. And yet London was convinced 

that the superman is inimical to the proper construction of society. Shaw parodies the 

Left by staging arguments among his caricatures of an anarchist, social democrats, and 

the like; we remember a similar scene in London’s story “Two Children of Abraham” 

where London lovingly pits one Left faction against another. But London thought there 

was hope that all factions, except, perhaps, Christian Socialists and other unthinking 



reformists, could eventually be united in the service of revolutionary socialism. The 

superman, someone like Ernest Everhard, cannot do this. He is too much of an 

individualist to steer the new ship of state.  

Man and Superman’s philosophical debate is between the devil and Don Juan, a 

debate that the superman wins. It takes place, however, while a third, significant party 

sleeps. Henry Straker is, according to Shaw, the rarest of theatrical creations. In his 

introduction to play, Shaw observes that “on the stage” “the workers are all footmen, 

parlourmaids, comic lodging-letters and fashionable professional men.” (xxv) Thus 

Henry Straker is regarded as an equal by the hero, Jack Tanner. The Iron Heel owes a 

debt to Shaw’s insistence that modern drama must stage real-life workingmen. But there 

is a frustrating contradiction in the play, a contradiction that London sought to resolve. 

Straker is not simply a new creation, the real-life worker. He is, as Tanner calls him, the 

New Man. He is engrossed by the automobile and by speed, twin attributes of the new 

century. But that is all he is about. When it comes time for a choice between pleasure and 

philosophical monasticism (a subjectivity that Tanner himself cannot live up to) the New 

Man chooses pleasure. But what makes the New Man a special theatrical creation is his 

position viv-a-vis Tanner. The latter treats his chauffeur as an equal. Yet Tanner is the 

superman, and they should be in opposition. In The Revolutionist’s Handbook, Tanner 

(that is, Shaw) writes, “Does any man seriously believe that the chauffeur who drives a 

motor car from Paris to Berlin is a more highly evolved man than the charioteet of 

Achilles? . . . We must replace the Man by the Superman. . . . Poets who plan Utopias and 

prove that nothing is necessary for their realization but that Man should will them, 

perceive at last, like Richard Wagner, that the fact to be faced is that Man does not 



effectively will them. And he never will until he becomes Superman. And so we arrive at 

the end of the Socialist’s dream of `the socialization of the means of production and 

exchange’” and, in a clause that seems directly pointed at London and Everhard, “of the 

Positivist’s dream of moralizing the capitalist.”88 This contradiction becomes in The Iron 

Heel a dialectic resolved by the creation of the working-class superman, even if he is 

ineffectual.  

Although Shaw would later write that he had produced, in some unnamed way, a 

“careful demonstration of the folly of . . . [looking for] the salvation of society to the 

despotism of a single Napoleonic Superman”;89 although the Devil, seemingly with 

Shaw’s blessing, warns Don Juan, “Beware of the pursuit of the Superhuman: it leads to 

an indiscriminate contempt for the Human”; and although Tanner chooses marriage not 

through the exercise of his independent will—his will is to run like a madman from 

Ann—but because he is to some extent shamed into it, Man and Superman does create 

the contradiction between the glorification of the working class and proselytizing for the 

superman.90 London avoids this contradiction by making the New Man—Ernest 
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Everhard—the superman himself. By borrowing the word superman from Shaw, then, 

and expanding upon that borrowing to enter into the world of aesthetics, we see how The 

Iron Heel is theatrical in content as well as structure.  

Both works, too, are experimental theatrical productions. A novel with footnotes 

found part of its inspiration in an unusually long “romantic comedy” centered with “a 

philosophic interlude of dramatic interest.”91 Further, Shaw makes a point of answering a 

critique about “romancers,” meaning writers such as himself: they “announce their hero 

as a man of extraordinary genius, and to leave his works entirely to the reader’s 

imagination.” (xxv-xxvi). How true. So he makes Tanner the author of a book entitled A 

Revolutionist’s Handbook and then wrote the book and included it as an appendix to Man 

and Superman. London did not exactly follow this path, but he did give Everhard his own 

analysis of surplus-value and then hoped the reader would find those thoughts in “The 

Question of the Maximum.”92 And he gives Everhard lines from “Revolution” and 
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92 See London, “The Question of the Maximum,” The War of the Classes (New York: 

Macmillan Company, 1905), and London, The Iron Heel, chap. 9. In his notes for the 

novel, he wrote, “Iron Heel Developing Question of the Maximum, that it is a struggle 
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now sees the worldwide implications of his essay. See also Horwitz, “`See Things in New 
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Question of the Maximum,” “What Communities Lose by the Competitive System,” 

Marx’s 1848 “Speech on Free Trade,” The Communist Manifesto, The Co-Operative 

Commonwealth, and Bellamy’s Looking Backward, especially in relation to the concepts 



considered, but resisted, publishing the essay as an appendix to the novel. As he said in 

his notes for The Iron Heel, “In course of story, have a revolutionary speech made (my 

Revolution)—give brief excerpts and much description. Then—in appendix, give 

complete speech, a la Shaw’s Revolutionist’s Handbook and give him credit for the 

idea.”93 This is the mark of what Shaw calls his “drama of ideas.”94  

																																																																																																																																																																					
of surplus value, competition, and concentration. In a summary statement that London 

agreed with, Untermann wrote, “Marx’s `Capital,’ . . . revolutionized political economy 

through his theory of surplus . . .and thus opened an impassable chasm between 

bourgeois and proletarian science” (Untermann, Science and Evolution, 123). Clearly, 

London’s political philosophy was consistent in these important respects from 1898 to 

1906. 

93 London, “The Iron Heel: [notes for novel],” JL 833.  

94 George Bernard Shaw, Man and Superman (New York: Brentano’s, 1904), 2. Everhard 

uses a passage from “Revolution” in his speech to the Philomath Club; see London, The 

Iron Heel, 64. In 1902, on his return from London and while writing The Call of the Wild,  

he collected newspaper and magazine articles about the middle class and its predicted 

disappearance. He wanted to write an essay entitled “The Disappearing Class,” which 

would focus on the plight of the American farmer. Instead of completing the essay, he 

gave Everhard much of the information he gathered when he fights the Philomaths. See 

London, “Disappearing Class: [notes for collection of essays],” JL 601-2; these are both 

the handwritten and typed versions of his notes.  

 



The subtitle of this drama is A Comedy and a Philosophy. We have dealt with the 

philosophy. The play is a comedy in the classical sense: it requires a marriage for its 

ending. This kind of play, however, needs a special kind of marriage. It must 

acknowledge the Life Force, the sexual instinct, the natural necessity of the reproduction 

of the species. Ann Whitefield protests, but as Tanner (now speaking as Don Juan) 

explains, “the plain-spoken marriage services of the vernacular Churches will no longer 

be abbreviated and half suppressed as indelicate. The sober decency, earnestness and 

authority of their declaration of the real purpose of marriage will be honored and 

accepted, whilst their romantic vowings and pledgings and until-death-do-us partings and 

the like will be expunged as unbearable frivolities.”95 Ann dismisses Octavius because he 

vows and pledges romantically. And when Tanner and Ann agree to marry, he announces 

that they have sacrificed everything but “the cares of a household and a family.” (175) 

This is domestic supermannishness, and it certainly does not seem Nietzschean. It is more 

in line with the new masculine domesticity that we discussed in chapter 18. Known as a 

superman for following the Life Force, Tanner becomes instead its “victim” when the LF 

is embodied in a woman. Tanner has apparently given up on resisting the castrating 

effects of a woman upon the creative artist. He secedes the creative impulse to the 

woman, who produces children. This is neither consistent with his ideas nor is it 

Nietzschean; in “The Revolutionist’s Handbook,” he says, “marriage, whilst it is made an 

indispensible condition of mating, will delay the advent of the Superman.” But it is 

consistent with inchoate eugenicism. For, like Herbert Wace in London’s The Kempton-
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Wace Letters, Tanner “advocates careful `breeding [of] the race, ay, breeding it to heights 

now deemed superhuman.”96  

The play, in its final move, is as much anti-Nietzschean as The Iron Heel, and a 

strong, creative woman is the cause. Either we take Shaw’s identification with Tanner as 

complete (and regard “The Revolutionist’s Handbook” as his own), or we take Shaw at 

his word later in life as an antagonist to the Nietzschean superman. It wasn’t incumbent 

upon London to make either choice. It is enough for him to reject both the way the 

superman concept is upheld in the play and the way that love and marriage are 

disparaged; as Silver notes in his study of Shaw’s plays, in Man and Superman “love is 

merely vestigial, and in the Superman it will be totally absent.” By marrying Charmian 

Kittredge, London emphatically rejected his previous arguments as Wace. But, more 

important, he creates a space for a woman in the world of authorship. This is not simply 

an act of early twentieth-century feminism. It is a statement against the Nietzschean 

superman.  

 Two other works of fiction are usually cited as influences when discussing The 

Iron Heel: H. G. Wells’s When the Sleeper Wakes and Ignatius Donnelly’s Caesar’s 

Column. Apart from some minor congruences, these works bare little resemblance to 

London’s work. In fact, their major conceptual designs are as different as can be from 

London’s. Wells and Donnelly imagine the future in terms of the advancement of 

technology. One interesting overlap between the two is the imagining of a worldwide 

news and movie service accessed through iPad-like devices. Wells writes, "He turned to 

the square apparatus and examined that. He opened a sort of lid and found one of the 
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double cylinders within, and on the upper edge a little stud like the stud of an electric 

bell. He pressed this and a rapid clicking began and ceased. He became aware of voices 

and music and noticed a play of colour on the smooth front face. . . . On the flat surface 

was now a little picture, very vividly coloured, and in this picture were figures that 

moved. Not only did they move, but they were conversing in clear small voices. . . . At 

last the miniature drama came to an end, and the square face of the apparatus was blank 

again. . . . He started and rubbed his eyes. He had been so absorbed in the latter-day 

substitute for a novel, that he awoke to the little green and white room with more than a 

touch of ... surprise." For Donnelly, who doesn’t consider one medium’s replacement of 

another, the prototype for the internet and iPad is a series of “telephone tubes” into which 

one speaks and then receives an answer in what the main character “had supposed to be a 

mirror” where a requested news item appears. (33). In both novels transportation is 

always elevated: airships and rails cruise through the sky, and skyscrapers are 

prodigiously high. Futurity, in other words, is defined as airborne technology.  

 For London, futurity is a matter of ideas, not technology. Those ideas are always 

about the betterment of mankind through revised economic relationships. In Donnelly’s 

novel, the Brotherhood is not the Brotherhood of Man; it is the Brotherhood of 

Destruction, the violent proletariat who eventually rebel in ferocious combat against what 

he calls the Oligarchy. The Oligarchy, however, is simply a dozen or so men who run 

everything, a creation from the perspective of a deeply frustrated Christian reformist, not 

from the socioeconomic principles of a revolutionary socialist. True, Donnelly 

(sparingly) uses footnotes to document certain sections, as when Maximillian, a leader of 

the Brotherhood, cites magazine articles from 1889 about the disastrous effects of the 



concentration of wealth and the predictions of violence made by right-thinking bishops. 

And, true, he imagines rebels throwing grenades from airships and a bloody fight 

between a crazed proletariat and everyone else. But beyond these insignificant details, 

Donnelly, a reform-minded Populist from Minnesota, shared no ideas in common with 

London. The novel is heavily influenced by the Civil War and the assassination of 

Lincoln, events that held much less meaning for London’s generation.97 Donnelly’s novel 

is in fact a lesson, not in the awful power of the Oligarchy, but the murderous anarchy of 

the proletariat if they were ever allowed to take control. The warfare they wage is more 

like civil war than class struggle. 

Wells’s politics are closer to London’s, but different in significant ways. In When 

the Sleeper Wakes the brotherhood is more like the Brotherhood of Man than the 

Brotherhood of Destruction, but it is as corrupted and just as autocratic as the oligarchy it 

replaces. Again, the lesson is that reform is preferred to cataclysmic change. One might 

think that Donnelly’s and Wells’s novels are more entertaining, but they are in fact duller. 

Donnelly’s novel is more a melodrama about the necessary protection of virginity than a 

political statement; for someone like London who witnessed young girls in cages hung up 

																																																								
97 London and others of his generation maintained the idolization of Lincoln, but not in 

the context of winning the Civil War, which gives their generation’s veneration a whole 

new meaning; I treat this topic a little later. Also, London names one minor character 

Peter Donnelly and another John Carlson, perhaps sly allusions to Caesar’s Column. 

Donnelly’s love of Scandanavia and of the upper Midwest translated into a Nordic 

racism, and he pits characters with names like Carlson against Jews, the “barabarians” of 

Africa, and other peoples.  



for display and purchase in San Francisco, Donnelly’s conventional sex morals must have 

struck him as quaint and his reformist, anticataclysmic politics naïve. Wells’s morality, 

given his reading in Nietzsche and his reaction against how he (mis)understood the 

philosopher, is more in tune with London’s. Both of them rejected the idea that the 

“common man” was merely “weak and bestial” and needed the aristocratic beyond-man 

to take charge of society.98 Both thus favored a political system that Nietzsche detested. 

In sum, though London’s work seems more abstract in conception than either Wells’s or 

Donnelly’s, it is highly dramatic. In it, one can sense the influence of the several years of 

thinking about and writing plays. All three works are theatrical, but only London’s 

creates drama through dialogue.99 
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99 To my mind, Charles Watson exaggerates the impact of Caesar’s Column; see Watson, 
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oligarchy” (111). But London was well versed in the existence of spies, and in his notes 



 No, the fiction and essays that most influenced the writing of The Iron Heel were 

all written by Jack London, except George Bernard Shaw’s Man and Superman, though 

one may classify it as either a play or a pamphlet or some odd combination of the two, 

like The Iron Heel.100  

																																																																																																																																																																					
for the novel, he wrote, “the system of espionage that replaced the strike-breakers—

namely, the spies in all the unions” (London, “The Iron Heel: [notes for novel],” JL 833). 

There isn’t a single mention of either Wells’s or Donnelly’s novels in London’s 

voluminous notes for The Iron Heel or any related finished or projected work or in his 

correspondence; this doesn’t mean he didn’t read them. The footnote in The Iron Heel 

that mentions Wells cites Anticipations and Mankind in the Making as his most important 

publications. See London, The Iron Heel, 181. 

100 The London’s received a copy of Charles Klein’s novelization of Arthur Hornblow’s 

play The Lion and the Mouse from Bamford in the first week of October, which 

Charmian read and while reading the beginning told Jack he should “read it once, in 

relation to my own novel” (London, letter to Bamford, 10 Oct. 1906, Letters, 2:616-17. 

At this point he was two months from completing The Iron Heel. According to her 

marginal commentary, which is quite acute and remorseless, Charmian became 

disenchanted with the novel, which was a Christian Socialist’s indictment of the railroad 

trusts and the general greed and corruption of American business practices; Bamford’s 

inscription testifies to its political philosophy: “This, (in which we Ruskin men are,) for 

you, dear Jack and Charmian, with my love.” It is unlikely that Jack read it at all. See 

Charles Klein and Arthur Hornblow, The Lion and the Mouse: A Story of American Life 

(New York: G. W. Dillingham Company, 1906), HEH 331725.   



  John Spargo provided London with similar kinds of information for the novel. By 

including Spargo, and his fellow centrist Robert Hunter (who is briefly cited in a 

footnote) side by side with more radical socialists like Ernest Untermann, by sounding 

(and critiquing) themes that were advanced by revolutionaries and Christian socialists, 

conservatives as well as progressives, London tried to unite, rhetorically, all the diverse 

factions of the Left. The novel then is a kind of rhetorical illustration of the similarities 

among them all. It was an important facet of his temporary farewell message to the 

American socialists. To defeat capitalism we must be united, London subtly proclaimed. 

Echoing one of his heroes and “the great humanist” Lincoln, who is cited as such in one 

of Meredith’s footnotes, London is calling for the leftist house divided against itself to 

find common ground. Only in that way will the oligarchy be defeated. In fact, in the mid 

aughts, the socialist program began to overlap with the reformist parties, including 

mainstream Democrats. "Municipal ownership of public utilities, the ending of graft, the 

initiative and referendum, and municipal home rule” had entered mainstream politics.101 

What London had not foreseen was that mainstream progressive politics would rob 

revolutionary socialism of its will to continue. But that realization would not become 

painful and his involvement in the world of Left politics unsustainable until 1916.  

																																																																																																																																																																					
 Erica Briscoe makes a strong case for the similarity between, if not influence of, 

Charlotte Teller’s The Cage, which London may have read in serial form in 1906. She 

notes Teller’s creation of an idealistic woman’s point of view of socialism’s ascendency 

but concludes that that Teller uses that point of view in the service of a simple “love plot” 

(Erica Briscoe, “How Not to Write a Popular Novel,” Jack London Journal 4 [1998]: 16).  

101 Kipnis, 167. 



Spargo’s influence came from two 1906 books: Socialism and The Bitter Cry of 

the Children. The former appears twice in London’s notes. From Socialism, London 

learned, if he hadn’t already from some other unknown source, that Columbus discovered 

America because the eastern trade routes had been blocked by the Turks, an example of 

the materialist conception of history.102 The latter, introduced by Hunter, appears once, in 

London’s notes, in conjunction with a reference to Hunter: “Footnotes	Historian	gives	

summaries	figures	from	books	like	“Poverty”	“Bitter	Cry	of	Children”	etc.	A	book	

written	at	the	beginning	of	this	era	by	John	Spargo,	etc.	“103	London	marked	passages	

																																																								
102 See John Spargo, Socialism: A Summary and Interpretation of Socialist Principles 

(New York: Macmillan and Company, 1906), 79. 

103 London, “The Iron Heel: [notes for novel],” JL 833. Robert Hunter had given a signed 

copy of Poverty to London (“to Jack London with the sincere regards of the Author”), but 

a comparison between it and The Iron Heel reveals no real contribution other than a 

footnote by Meredith saying that Hunter in Poverty had put the total number of poor 

people in America in the ten million range. See London, The Iron Heel, 65, and Robert 

Hunter, Poverty (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1904). David Mike Hamilton 

asserts a more influential role for the book, linking a one-line note in London’s file for 

“Disappearing Class” to the footnote in The Iron Heel. He also claims that London’s 

notes in the back of Poverty were intended for London’s American sequel to The People 

of the Abyss, but it is clear from London’s first line on the flyleaf of Poverty—

“Remember `Appeal to the Young,’ and make an appeal to the soft and tender people, 

and at same time, another appeal to the workers” (a reference to Peter Kropotkin’s 



that	documented	the	capitalist	exploitation	of	child	labor	and	its	deleterious	effects	

on	health.	He	would	have	found	the	1900	census	figure	for	the	number	of	child	

laborers	that	Everhard	cites	in	his	speech	to	the	Philomath	Club.104	Although	

Spargo’s	name	does	not	appear	in	The	Iron	Heel,	Spargo’s	book	reinforced London’s 

new-found conviction that environment was as important as heredity; the first passage he 

marked reads, “the number of children born healthy and strong is not greater among the 

well-to-do classes than among the very poorest,” and then he marked a passage in 

appendix C (the recorded testimony of one of England’s school inspectors, devoted to the 

question of heredity versus environment) concluding that class did not determine the 

health of a baby at birth.105	

In a 1921 letter to Charmian, Spargo praises her biography and then says, “It 

made me proud to come across the inclusion of my name in the list of his `intellectual 

friends’; he is referring to Charmian’s list in her biography: “Walling, Spargo, Hunter, 

Stokes, Heron.”106 Spargo goes on:  “just as it made me proud to find, when I first read 

“The Iron Heel,” that the definition of Socialism he gave had been taken from my 

																																																																																																																																																																					
essay)—that he was intending to write an American’s version of the Russian’s essay. See 

Hamilton, “The Tools of My Trade,” 161-62. 

104 See Spargo, The Bitter Cry of the Children, 142, and London, The Iron Heel, 65. 

105 John Spargo, The Bitter Cry of Children (New York: Macmillan Company, 1906), xiv; 

see also 293. 

106 Charmian Kittredge London, The Book of Jack London, 000. 



`Socialism,’ and I have proudly remembered the kind words he wrote me.”107 The 

definition he is referring to seems to be socialism as “social evolution,” a phrase that 

appears repeatedly in Meredith’s foreword, though it is a phrase London could have 

picked up from any number of sources. Spargo, however, had forgotten that when he had 

written his luke-warm review of the novel in International Socialist Review he had found 

that the passages from Everhard’s book Working-class Philosophy that Ernest reads aloud 

in the second chapter are in fact quotations from Socialism; Ernest even gives the correct 

page numbers.108 Still, it is a testament to Spargo’s magnaminity (and perhaps egotism) 

																																																								
107 John Spargo, letter to Charmian London, 8 Dec. 1921, JL 18844. No such letter from 

London to Spargo is known. Charmian’s list is an odd one because it doesn’t include such 

obvious and more significant names like Jim Whitaker, Austin Lewis, Ernest Untermann, 

and Frank Strawn-Hamilton. 

108 See Spargo, review of the Iron Heel, by London, International Socialist Review 8 

(1908): 628-29, and London, The Iron Heel, 27. See also Pittenger, American Socialists 

and Evolutionary Thought, 1870-1920, 161-62, 280-81. Spargo condemned London’s 

“cataclysmic theory” of socialism’s success and his disparagement of political action. 

Spargo recommended the novel to all socialists who wanted to know why London’s 

socialist principles would fail. On a bibliographic note, Spargo’s book is not included in 

London’s library at the Huntington; however, it may be the copy that was digitized from 

University of California. See 

books.google.com/books?id=TdM4AQAAIAAJ&printsec=frontcover&source=gbs_ge_s

ummary_r&cad=0#v=onepage&q&f=false where the passages from Spargo’s book that 



or desire to unite all factions of socialists that he wrote such an unequivocally positive 

letter to Charmian. It was a different time, post-World War One, and he no longer had a 

need to separate himself from revolutionaries like London. That factional strife was all in 

the distant past. 

 We can now turn to those explicit references to source material that appear either 

in his notes or in the novel itself or both. The number of sources cited in Meredith’s 

footnotes is not quite as large as one might expect, and it is interesting to note what 

names and events in Avis’s manuscript are not opened out for explanation or, in the case 

of the phrase Iron Heel, obscured. Although Meredith says that the title of the manuscript 

“originated in Ernest Everhard’s mind,” it in fact appeared as early as Huckleberry Finn; 

the duke complains that “`Tis my fate to be always ground into the mire under the iron 

heel of oppression.’”109 We should also remember that London used the phrase in his 

1900 notes for his Christ novel, as in “the iron heel of Rome.”110 Place names such as 

Berkeley, Missouri, Texas, and Costantinople; historical periods such as the Middle 

																																																																																																																																																																					
are quoted are among a number of marked passages, marked in a way similar to the way 

London marked up his books.  

109 Samuel L. Clemens, Huckleberry Finn, chap. 20. After Jonah Raskin alerted me to 

this source and Daniel P. B. Smith tracked down the exact page on which the phrase 

appears, I realized that Jonathan Auerbach had already done this legwork, and more, 

finding the phrase in Henry James’s The Bostonians and in a 1888 speech by President 

Grover Cleveland. See Jonathan Auerbach, introduction to The Iron Heel, ed Auerbach 

(Penguin: Harmondsworth, 2006), vii. 

110 London, “Christ Novel: [notes],” JL 532. 



Ages; figures of the past such as Herbert Spencer and an “Indian medicine-man” (14); 

adjectives like “Mephistophelian,” “lick-spittlers,” and “panderers,” and nouns like 

“scab” and “labor-ghettos” (36, 181, 42, 217) all could have been footnoted in the way 

that “peddler,” “people of the abyss,” “fake,” and “grub” are. We know that London as 

author makes a telling political or linguistic point (London is forever committed to the 

beauty and functionality of language) with each footnote, but Meredith’s choices 

sometimes seem random and certainly not as thorough as we might expect. Berkeley will 

exist in 2638? We will know what a lick-spittler is but not a peddler? Those words and 

phrases that are footnoted may be as obscure to us (and past and future readers) as 

Meredith imagined they would be, and so we have to accept on faith that Meredith knows 

his present readers well. We may then assume that for every word and phrase that seems 

to call for a footnote and doesn’t indicates exactly what the future will look like. What 

Meredith doesn’t tell us are things he knows his readers already know. On the other hand, 

there seems to be a principal of economy at work in Meredith’s research (a principal I for 

one choose to ignore), but it is unclear and speaks to London’s neglect to fully 

characterize one of his two narrators. 

A little over two months into the writing of the novel, London received a copy of 

Ambrose Beirce’s first volume of The Cynic’s Word Book from George Sterling, with the 

inscription, “I believe you can stand for even the definition of `Grapeshot’!”111 London 

																																																								
111 George Sterling, inscription of front flyleaf of Ambrose Bierce, The Cynic’s Word 

Book (New York: Doubleday, Page and Company, 1906). The only other words London 

seemed particularly interested in and therefore Xed were faith (“belief without evidence 

in what is told by one who speaks without knowledge of things without parallel”) and 



went back to chapter 5 and plugged in the footnote for Wickson’s prediction that 

socialists will be beaten with military force. Bierce, as Meredith (and London) called 

him, may have been a “misanthrope” (and London intends by that word to indicate Bierce 

as an antisocialist—he thought all socialists to be utopian dreamers), but he accurately 

predicted capitalism’s answer to political dissent.  

Henry Van Dyke’s Essays in Application provided Meredith with a perfect 

example of “bourgeois thinking.” Van Dyke was the belletristic Presbyterian minister at 

Princeton University for over twenty years, someone who sermonized against “the 

vulgarity of organized business” but found biblical justification for private property and 

capitalism.112 Van	Dyke	argued	against	the	notion	that	Jesus	was	a	socialist	or	

communist	(terms	Van	Dyke	uses	interchangeably)	by	saying	that	(a)	Jesus	said	the	

poor	shall	always	be	with	us	and	(b)	the	source	of	poverty	is	“the	selfish	and	willful	

evil	that	dwells	in	the	heart	of	man”	that	requires	“the	use	and	control	of	[private	

property]	by	the	spirit	of	fair	play	and	wise	love.”	He	may	well	have	been	a	model	

for	Bishop	Morehouse	before	his	conversion.	They	both	certainly	believed	in	the	

possibility	of	“fair	play”	under	capitalism.113	Unlike	Van	Dyke,	Morehouse	saw	the	

light. 

																																																																																																																																																																					
heaven (“a place where the wicked cease from troubling you with talk of their personal 

affairs, and the good listen with attention while you expound your own” (108, 158). 

112 Gerald Graff, Professing Literature: An Institutional History (Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 1987), 83.  

113 Henry Van Dyke, Essays in Application (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1905), 

189; see page 201 for the quotation London uses. Interestingly, the paragraph in 



 Hamilton has London reading Joseph R. Buchanan’s The Story of a Labor 

Agitator (New York: The Outlook Company, 1903) in 1905. London marked Buchanan’s 

account of hearing the live reports via phone of the hanging of the Haymarket anarchists 

as well as copies of the letters that four of the imprisoned men sent to Governor Altgeld 

protesting their innocence and the justice of their cause (see pages 382-87, 412-15). In his 

notes for The Iron Heel, he wrote, “Thousands	were	killed	Many	were	executed—a	la	

Chicago	Anarchists	(draw	material	from	speeches),” and he may have been 

referencing these letters; but he decided against using them, limiting himself to a brief 

mention in the novel of the Haymarket Square anarchists’ executions as an example of 

the power of the Iron Heel. Given that either he or Charmian typed out several paragraphs 

from the book and then placed the typed sheet in his “Persistence of the Established” file, 

Buchanan’s book seems most likely a source for that uncompleted project, not The Iron 

Heel. (see p. 186). Hamilton also asserts that London used A. J. Bledsoe’s Business Law 

for Business Men: A Reference Book Showing the Laws of California for Daily Use in 

Business Affairs. London did mark passages about the making and revoking of wills, and 

there is a footnote by Meredith that speaks to how the rich sought to write unbreakable 

wills. But it appears London was using Bledsoe for his own personal reasons, not for the 

composition of The Iron Heel.114  

																																																																																																																																																																					
Meredith’s long footnote about the interrelated interests of Christianity and capitalism 

that quotes from Van Dyke does not appear in the manuscript; London must have added 

it in the typescript, or perhaps Charmian did.  

114 See A. J. Bledsoe’s Business Law for Business Men: A Reference Book Showing the 

Laws of California for Daily Use in Business Affairs (Oakland: Arthur Kitchener, 1904). 



 Charles Watson has pointed out a number of sources for the novel’s minor 

characters. There is Anna Roylston, called the Red Virgin, a sobriquet first used for 

Louise Michel, the famous anarchist of the Paris Commune of 1871. As Watson notes, 

London had clipped a profile of her occasioned by her death in January 1905, planning to 

use it for a lecture that would reverse the meaning of anarchy and “hold Louise Michel 

up as a better type of human than a woman of the bourgeoisie, fat and selfish and 

dead.”115 London’s lecture on anarchy was to argue that true anarchy was practiced by 

competitive capitalists and that “socialists who go the trusts one better in law and order, 

are assailed bitterly, and even called anarchists by these misguided anarchists.” The first 

																																																																																																																																																																					
London marked passages on discharging a personal servant, the writing of wills, the 

recording of contracts, fencing between properties, and water rights.   

115 London, “Anarchy: [notes for a lecture],” JL 442; the handwritten version of the notes 

is JL 444. See Sterling Heilig, “Louise Michel: The Daughter of the Commune,” 

Pearson’s Magazine 13 (June 1905): 601-7, and Watson, The Novels of Jack London, 266 

n. 25. Watson’s supposition that London used some unnamed work by Thorstein Veblen 

for source material for The Iron Heel, but this claim is problematical. True, he did write 

out a quotation from Veblen’s Theory of Business Enterprise—“the first duty of an editor 

is to gauge the sentiments of his readers”—but London’s mention of Veblen in The Iron 

Heel is about his dismissal from the University of Chicago, an event he had come to 

know either from the papers or from colleagues like Percy Sercombe (with whom he 

probably discussed Veblen’s case when London gave “Revolution” at the University of 

Chicago) or Upton Sinclair. See London, “The Persistence of the Established: [notes for 

book],” JL 1049. 



line of his notes is “See `Diseases of Society,’” G. Frank Lydston’s 1904 work on 

criminal anthropology. In his chapter “Anarchy and Its Relations to Crime,” Lydston 

provides London with the intellectual underpinning necessary to rework the popular idea 

of anarchy. As Lydson writes, “every criminal may be justly termed an anarchist in 

action, whatever his theories of social conditions may be,” for the criminal and the 

anarchist think only of self-preservation and egotism, not “the social instinct,” “the 

highest, most altruistic phase of the instinct of self-preservation.” In fact, “the true 

anarchist is not a firebrand, but a mistaken, misguided philosopher, an idealist whose 

conceptions of what out to be are not in harmony with what is.” Thus London could 

imagine the capitalist as an anarchist, someone willing to sacrifice the good of the people 

for the sake of personal profit.116 

 The speech was to conclude with the portrait of Michel, taken to be an exemplar 

of the altruistic person, the antithesis to the anarchist. Watson points out that the sources 

																																																								
116 G. Frank Lydston, The Diseases of Society: The Vice and Crime Problem 

(Philadelphia: J. B. Lippincott Company, 1905), 229. His long account of the Haymarket 

affair concludes simply with an admonition that “the murderer or fanatic of to-day is the 

hero or martyr of to-morrow” and that were those charged with the bomb-throwing “tried 

again to-day, they would not be executed” (244). London would have seen how 

Lydston’s criminal anthropology was disinterested in sociopolitical theoretical 

constructions and the most effective forms of social action, though he recognized how 

Lydston’s science lent credence to his own political philosophy. Later, in the teens, 

London would praise Lydston’s medical research, especially his sexology. See London, 

letters to Lydston, 13 Feb. 1912 and 26 Mar. 1914, Letters, 2:1069, 3:1312. 



for Roylston are probably more complicated than Joan London’s supposition that 

Roylston was based on Jane Roulston (a fact ignored by the editors of Letters).117 But it is 

likely that he used and modified (or simply could not spell) Jane’s last name and then 

used Sterling Heilig’s characterization of Michel for the character of his own Red Virgin. 

After all, Joan London (who is following her source, Austin Lewis’s memoir, very 

closely) describes Roulston as “retiring, almost old maidish in her ultrarespectable, 

typically Eastern bearing,118 a description that does not match Anna Roylston, whose first 

name is most assuredly taken from Jane Roulston’s and Jack’s good friend Anna 

Strunsky Walling. Like Michel, Roylston was an assassin; Michel had tried and failed to 

murder both Thiers and Napoleon III, whereas Roylston successfully murders the 

oligarch Timothy Donnelly. One sentence in Heilig’s piece must have appeared to 

London as if in bold and forty-eight point type: Michel “had revolted against society 

because it leaves wizened children to wear their lives out in factories or starve in the 

street.”119 (606). The American anarchist Emma Goldman who had so fervently spoken 

on behalf of child laborers in front of London earlier in 1906 may have been a kind of 

silent, perhaps unconscious source for Anna Roylston as well.  

																																																								
117 That London was not on particularly close terms with Roulston is clear from a 1914 

letter he wrote to Charmian, saying that he was planning lunch with “Jane Rolston (or 

however name is spelled)” (London, letter to Charmian K. London, 29 Jan. 1914, Letters, 

3:1294) See also editorial note 6, Letters, 3: 1295. The editors are simply following Joan 

London, who was relying on Austin Lewis’s memoir.  

118	Joan	London,	Jack	London	and	His	Times,	181.	
119 Heilig, “Louise Michel,” 606. 



 I mentioned in chapter 15 that one of London’s notes in the back of Henry 

George’s The Menace of Privilege was intended for The Iron Heel; the rest were for his 

never completed essay “The Persistence of the Established,” meaning that he had not 

abandoned the latter for the former. On the back cover of The Menace of Privilege, he 

wrote “165-6 Quote for Future Novel.” These pages find their rearticulation in 

Meredith’s footnote in chapter fifteen on P. M. Arthur, the head of the union of 

locomotive engineers. In his chapter called “The Dangers of Unionism,” George writes 

that Arthur, after “the Pittsburg strike and riot of 1877,” had devised “a scheme to have 

the engineers, as a union, make the best terms possible with the railroad companies and 

`go it alone,’ regardless of public rights the railroads were overriding.” London reworked 

this as “he broached a scheme to have the Locomotive Engineers make terms with the 

railroads and to `go it alone’ so far as the rest of the labor unions were concerned.” (165) 

But then London adds a typical rhetorical flourish and invents the term “arthurization” to 

further demonize the union traitor.  

Many other sources for fleeting incidents or minor particulars are either spelled 

out in the text and need no further elaboration or are simply missing in the archive. The 

most regrettable absence is the source London used for Bishop Morehouse’s speech, a 

report from the Chicago-based Socialist Spirit. As had been retold many times, the 

British novelist and editor Frank Harris imagined the Bishop of London giving a speech, 

not placating the materialism and complacency of his congregation, but rather as if he 

“had suddenly become a Christian.” He published it in his magazine The Candid Friend 

in 1901. The Socialist Spirit, based in Chicago, reprinted the speech as a straight news 



item later the same year, and London clipped the article.120 He wrote notes on the item as 

he prepared five years later to write The Iron Heel and filed it away after he had finished 

chapter 7, “The Bishop’s Vision,” incorporating six paragraphs nearly word for word, but 

then adding three paragraphs and a sonnet by Oscar Wilde to complete the bishop’s 

speech. When the novel was published and Harris had read it, he published “How Mr. 

Jack London Writes a Novel,” in which he showed, by printing the pertinent passages 

side by side, how London had used his bishop’s speech. The American newspapers then 

turned the event into a scandal about plagiarism, sometimes highlighting previous 

charges against London. In his defense, London explained he had believed the item in 

																																																								
120 See “A Suppressed Incident,” The Socialist Spirit 1 (Sept. 1901): 10. Although this 

was the first issue of The Socialist Spirit, it was a seasoned publication, formerly titled 

Social Crusader. George Herron and John Spargo, among others, comprised its editorial 

“fellowship.” In its first several pages, in double columns, it published news items with 

commentary and then essays. The item from The Candid Friend appeared as just another 

news item. Unfortunately, because London’s copy has not been located, we do not know 

what sort of notes he wrote on the clipping, though they were surely similar to his other 

markings on similar clippings. As London wrote to Vanity Fair (probably not realizing 

that Harris was the editor), having recently returned from the South Seas, “I went up to 

my ranch, and in the barn resurrected a large box labeled on the outside with “IRON 

HEEL CLIPPINGS.” Running through these clippings I found the one Mr. Harris said I 

lied when I stated I possessed it. Here is the clipping, with my marks on it, and my notes 

made at the time when I utilized it for The Iron Heel.” Sadly, Harris did not return the 

clipping.  



The Socialist Spirit to have been a straight news story. Who could blame him, given the 

introduction written by an editor of The Socialist Spirit: “At a meeting in London the 

other evening, called to consider public immorality and the remedy for it, the new bishop 

of London, Dr. Winnington Ingram, presided. By his side were the bishop of Southwark, 

Sir Edward Clarke, and H. H. Asquith, the liberal leader. All was perfectly convention 

until Bishop Ingram arose, evidently in a condition of high nervous tension, and, without 

any introduction, abruptly started off.”121 London told his public, “I thought I had a 

human document.”122 Even in 1901 he was tired of being accused by editors and readers 

of falsifying events upon which he based his fiction, so “with much glee I used it word 

for word, and again filed the clipping against the possibility of being charged in the future 

with having stretched realism and human probability.”123 Both London and Harris refused 

to budge from their respective positions. 

The event is less important, however, for understanding London’s compositional 

techniques—we have already seen how he borrows and rewrites from various sources—

than it is for the magic phrase he uses to describe his source. “I thought I had a human 

document.” We saw in volume one how magazines sought out human documents, texts 

that spoke from fact to our emotions, and how London used the phrase to characterize his 

own texts of impassioned realism as well as his sources for those texts. We see it again in 

connection to The Iron Heel. When it was published, he sent a copy to a friend of his and 

Charmian, Elizabeth Bull, a bourgeois woman from the Bay Area who was interested to 

																																																								
121 “A Suppressed Incident,” 9. 

122 London, letter to San Francisco Examiner, 1 July 1909, Letters, 2:812. 

123 London, letter to San Francisco Examiner, 1 July 1909, Letters, 2:813. 



learn about socialism. “Walk	with	me	here	a	bit,”	London	wrote	her	on	the	flyleaf,	

“a[nd]	learn	a	few	things	on	the	other	side.	Remember,	however,	that	this	is	not	my	

prophecy.	It	is	my	fiction.	The	things	that	happen	are	my	story.	But	remember,	too,	

that	the	story	is	based	upon	facts.	These	facts	I	vouch	for.”	Interestingly,	his	facts	

about	the	bishop’s	speech—the	source	he	thought	was	a	human	document—turned	

out	to	be	fiction	and	yet	changed	not	a	whit	the	force	of	what	he	wrote.	Harris	had	

complained	that	London	had	stolen	not	only	his	words	but	also	his	“idea,”	but	

clearly	London’s	source	only	buttressed	the	theoretical	points	he	had	gleaned	from	

his	socialist	reading	about	the	corruption	of	organized	religion	and	its	collusion	with	

capitalism.124	

For another case of possible source material, Sam Baskett surmised, incorrectly it 

turns out, that the Oakland paper The Socialist Voice’s irregular series of articles between 

1905 and 1907 showcasing the limitations of organized religion accounted for the general 

attacks on religion in The Iron Heel; they certainly reinforced his readings in Nietzsche, 

Marx, Spencer, Darwin, Untermann, and others with modern and local instances. Using 

the double-column approach that Harris used, Basket shows how London borrowed 

words and phrases from an essay by Austin Lewis; in this case, however, London actually 

cites Lewis by name in the novel and in his notes.125 Baskett	comes	to	the	unfortunate	

																																																								
124 Frank Harris, “How Jack London Writes a Novel,” Vanity Fair (London), 14 Apr. 

1909, 454. 

125 See Sam S. Baskett, “A Source of The Iron Heel,” American Literature 27 (May 

1955): 269. Baskett presents other instances of supposed borrowing, but this is the only 

persuasive case. I hope that this chapter has proved how deeply London was indebted to 



conclusion	that	London	borrowed	from	The	Socialist	Voice	because	he	could	not	be	

bothered	to	read	original	socialist	texts.	We	have	seen,	perhaps	ad	nauseum,	how	

deeply	London	read	primary	texts	in	Anglo-American	political	economy	and	science. 

In a minor key, London drew on a number of articles he had originally set aside 

for two essays, one to be called “The Persistence of the Established” (which I have 

discussed in chapter 15) and one called “The Disappearing Class.” For London’s footnote 

on patent medicines, he relied on an article entitled “The Great American Fraud” in 

Pandex.126 For his long footnote quoting David Graham Phillips in chapter 19, he pulled 

an article from Wayland’s Monthly out of his “The Disappearing Class” file that provided 

him with the quotation from Phillips and the Saturday Evening Post. And for the footnote 

on “the eleven groups [that] dominated the country” he drew on an article in Twentieth 

Century, using it word for word at one point.127 Apart from articles he cites in the 

																																																																																																																																																																					
primary texts in socialism. See London, “The Iron Heel: [notes for novel],” JL 833, 

where he writes, “at the beginning—a third dinner—in which ernest locks horns with a 

churchman—quote from Austin Lewis[.] Churchman—It is true, we have lost the—what 

you call the proletariat—to the working class.” 

126 See “The Great American Fraud: Collier’s Weekly Makes a Comprehensive Assault 

upon Patent Medicines,” The Pandex, in London, “Persistence of the Established: [notes 

for book],” JL 1049. In the same file, London placed a copy of the Collier’s Weekly 

article, “The Great American Fraud” by Samule Hopkins Adams. 

127 See N. A. Richardson, “Methods of Acquiring National Possession of Our Industries,” 

Wayland’s Monthly, no. 38 (June 1903): 4-5, and Anon., “The Eleven Groups of Men 



footnotes from Outlook and the Saturday Evening Post, other information Meredith 

provides most likely came from similar clippings from newspapers and magazines that 

have yet to be located. 

As I have noted, Meredith’s footnotes provide a factual basis for Avis’s emotional 

appeals to her audience; fact plus story equals human document. But they also play with 

our sense of time. As much as this novel is about the present as past, it is also about the 

future. True to London’s revolutionary socialist mindset, he will not tell us specifics of 

Meredith’s life. We learn through indirection. There are “pleasure-cities,” and Meredith 

likens them to Wells’s “wonder-cities.” The city of Ardis has a “National Library,” so 

there is still the concept of nation and its need for an archive, and print still is in use 

(thank God!), not replaced by Wells’s new information technology. Food is prepared in 

laboratories, we learn as Meredith explains that in the past “cream and butter were still 

crudely extracted from cow’s milk,” another indication of the crucial imbrication of food 

and politics for socialists.128 (208) There is no more economic slavery, though Meredith 

warns current “political theorists” that the case of the Iron Heel—unpredicted, 

unnecessary, and an aberration in social evolution—proves society could always regress; 

this is of course part of the strategy of jeremiad that London employs. There is no such 

thing as insurance. In a sly reference to his recent essay “House Beautiful,” London as 

																																																																																																																																																																					
Who Control,” Twentieth Century, n.d., 24-25; both can be found in London, 

“Disappearing Class: [notes for collection of essays],” JL 602. 

128 Note that when Everhard addresses the Machine-Breakers, the bourgeois middle-class 

business owners, the first one Avis lists as being in the audience is “Owen, of Silverberg, 

Owen and Company—a large grocery firm with several branch stores.”  



Meredith says that home owners in the twentieth century collected bric-a-brac that in turn 

collected dust: “they had not discovered simplicity of living.” (57)  

Some of these changes over time are trivial, but some, like the last, indicate a 

change in human behavior. In the foreword, Meredith writes that by reading Avis’s 

manuscript we learn about “the psychology of the persons that lived in that turbulent 

period” (6), characteristics “that are so hard for us of this enlightened age to understand.” 

(6) They are presented as things of the past, and only by reading Avis’s book can the 

people understand the past’s “mistakes and ignorance, their doubts and fears and 

misapprehensions, their ethical delusions, their violent passions, their inconceivable 

sordidness and selfishness.” (6) That is, the people of the future apparently are not 

ignorant, don’t have doubt and fears, are not ethically deluded, are not violent, sordid, or 

selfish; Meredith even has to explain not only the violence between labor and capitalists 

but also the violence between married folk (See 29). “We,” says Meredith to his 

audience, “who by personal experience know nothing of bloodshed,” are handicapped in 

trying to come to terms with their ancestors. (178). Human traits are “facts” about the 

past, but in the future the factual nature of humankind has changed so momentuously that 

human psychology apparently has been perfected. All are self-actualized, all are 

compassionate, peaceful, delightful, and delighted in life. London imagines that 

economic equality is a worthy goal, but it is actually the means to a higher goal, that of 

the perfection of human nature. No wonder he gives his species seven hundred years to 

attain that goal.    

 

Composition and Structure 



London began to gather and make notes for The Iron Heel in August 1906, but the 

idea for the novel had been long in the making, cooking in the imagination for years, as 

we have seen by the dates of his sources. Sometime in 1899, he wrote two entries in his 

idea notebook for a socialist novel or two. The first reads, “perhaps	write	a	novel,	a	la	

Wells,	out	of	idea	of	wage-slaves,	ruled	by	industrial	oligarchs,	finally	ceasing	to	

reproduce.	And	either	figure	out	new	way	of	penetrating	the	future,	or	begin	far	

ahead	of	the	actual	time	of	the	story,	by	having	the	writing	dug	up	by	the	people	of	a	

new	and	very	immature	civilization.	Begin:	I	without	place	in	the	present,	write	this	

for	the	future,	if	future	there	be.”	The	second	reads,	“Novel---CAPTAINS	OF	

INDUSTRY.	Industrial	oligarchs	controlling	the	world,	terrible	struggles	of	

workmen;	some	big	city	center	of	some	scene	like	the	Paris	Commune.	Read	up.”	

There	are	several	important	points	here.	We	see	London	had	a	generally	expansive	

sense	of	time	as	well	as	the	impulse	to	fictively	represent	that	sense	of	time	even	

before	he	had	begun	Before	Adam.	Second,	Wells’s	work	stands	for,	not	so	much	a	

model	to	follow,	but	as	a	trail	blazer.	For	a	long	time,	then,	London	was	preparing	to	

write	The	Iron	Heel.	What	is	missing	from	his	sources	and	from	his	1899	notes	is	the	

conception	for	his	main	characters:	Meredith	and	the	Everhards.	That	is	what	he	

seemed	most	focused	on	in	1906—the	development	through	fictional	characters	of	a	

history-play	of	American	socialism.	

London’s	notes	can	be	roughly	divided	into	two	piles:	the	very	early	1906	

notes	in	which	he	is	feeling	his	way	toward	a	beginning,	toward	the	proper	role	for	

Avis,	and	for	the	plot	line;	and	the	later,	more	confident	notes	that	match	sometimes	

word	for	word	what	he	ended	up	writing.	The	latter	come	after	he	has	his	character	



names	more	or	less	firmly	in	mind,	and	he	notes	down	material	for	the	foreword,	

the	episode	of	Jackson’s	arm	(first	called	Thompson),	the	significance	of	the	Moyer-

Haywood-Pettibone	case	(another	link	to	what	he	had	been	writing	in	1906),	

Ernest’s	election	to	Congress,	the	Chicago	Commune	and	premature	revolt	(for	

which	he	used	the	subhead	“Chicago:	City	of	Blood”),	and	a	few	of	Ernest’s	rhetorical	

battles.		

For	the	creation	of	Meredith,	he	merely	needed	a	two-dimensional	character,	

a	disembodied	voice,	a	kind	of	voice-over	for	the	docudrama	of	the	Everhards’	lives.	

He	is	an	intellectual,	a	kind	of	conglomeration	of	all	of	London’s	sources.	There	is	no	

indication	that	London	put	much	thought	into	Meredith’s	creation.	His	name	does	

not	even	appear	in	the	notes.	At some point London did write notes for a foreword, but 

they describe a different sort of beginning: “Foreword  The finding of the manuscript in 

the heart of an oak, blown down by the wind—hidden, undoubtedly in year so-and-so, at 

the terrible break-down of what the historians call the Second Revolt—when the United 

Oligarchies of the world drown in seas of blood the movement toward liberty (better) 

Little did Avis Everhard realize that the slow and torturous evolution of the ages that 

there was to be a Second Revolt, a Third Revolt, etc. –before the change.”129 We can hear 

how London was creating Meredith’s voice, a kind of third-person narrator become first-

person commentator. But we cannot lose sight of one of London’s central conceits. That 

is, while Avis wrote the manuscript that is found in a tree—interestingly foreshadowed 

by the tree that elevates and helps transform Johnny in “The Apostate”—Anthony 

																																																								
129 London, “The Iron Heel: [notes for novel],” JL 883. There are other notes for the 

foreword as well, notes made once his characters and narrative were more firmly in mind.  



Meredith is the author (or author-editor) of the book that we read: The Iron Heel. By 

adding all of his paratextual material to Avis’s manuscript, Meredith creates this hybrid 

of novel, memoir, autobiography, history, jeremiad, and play. Mark Twain may have 

been the first to use the phrase iron heel, but Anthony Meredith is the first to use it as a 

title of a work. Jack London simply borrows it for the title of his autodrama. 	

Ernest Everhard is Johnny from “The Apostate” all grown up. We left Johnny, 

just a few months previous, no longer bitter about the death of God or capitalism, which 

amounted to the same thing. He had found peace in the country, waiting for a train; he 

was “becoming a tramp,” as London says in his notes.130 He is recovering from, among 

other things, the sound of the daily factory steam whistle, which is footnoted in The Iron 

Heel (“the laborers were called to work and dismissed by savage, screaming, nerve-

racking steam-whistles,” which helped dehumanize the workers [38]). His revolt against 

God is made theoretical in a number of footnotes in The Iron Heel, particularly on pages 

32-33, concerning the partnership between Christianity and capitalism, as well as the 

story line for Bishop Morehouse. Note, too, how Meredith dates the election of 1906 as a 

year in “the Christian era,” as opposed to the current era of the Brotherhood of Man. 

Even a seemingly innocuous sentence in The Iron Heel shows the rhetorical continuity 

between the two works. When Avis is describing her meeting with Jackson, she says, “he 

ripped out a savage oath.” This sentence earns a footnote from Meredith: “It is interesting 

to note the virilities of language that were common speech in that day, as indicative of the 

life, `red of claw and fang,’ that was then lived. Reference is here made, of course, not to 

the oath of Smith, but to the verb ripped used by Avis Everhard.” (44). Though ripped 

																																																								
130 London, “The Apostate: [notes for short story],” JL 448. 



doesn’t appear in “The Apostate,” it does in London’s notes for the story and in the same 

context: describing Johnny as he watched his younger brother play out front, London 

writes, “He was peevish and irritable—rips out a snarling curse when younger brother 

teases him.”131 Both Johnny and Ernest worked in the same kind of factory at 

approximately the same age; Johnny was born in the mill, and Ernest started there at age 

ten. With London’s own life experiences providing some of the characterization of 

Everhard, we shouldn’t be surprised that Johnny would undergo a conversion to 

socialism while on the road and, reborn with the new name Ernest, become a socialist 

leader and author. Not only London’s experiences provide this continuity between the 

two stories. Consider the sunny, life-affirming setting at the end of “The Apostate” and 

note its continuation into the beginning of The Iron Heel. Bohemianism and tramping are 

enough to save the soul of one child-man; we remember how the imagination, figured by 

Johnny’s vision of the tree (whose “brother” then holds the manuscript of The Iron Heel), 

saves his life, making him into a creative entity. Once again, writing is a life and death 

matter for the individual. But when London wants to promulgate a systemic solution to 

capitalism’s tyranny, then the bohemian, radicalized, must leave the sunlight and reenter 

the war of the classes in the cities, just as Everhard does.  

																																																								
131 London, “The Apostate: [notes for short story],” JL 448. Interestingly, London calls 

Johnny’s departure from home and work the “Last Revolt,” a harbinger for the last revolt 

in The Iron Heel when the socialists finally conquer the oligarchy. Again, the short story 

is less about becoming a tramp than it is about the triumph of socialism. As London says 

in his notes, when Ardis is built, “there were no more tramps in the U.S.” It was built by 

“slave[s],” or former tramps.  



I have talked about Ernest as a ghost, as a Nietzschean blond beast, and as a 

superman, but his primary identity—as we see in the continuity with “The Apostate”—is 

as a proletariat. We might be surprised that London thought of Lincoln as a model for 

Ernest, but because Lincoln’s role as the Great Emancipator lost potency for London’s 

generation he became something else. London and other socialists could see Lincoln, like 

Jesus, as a working-class figure, a proletariat. Thus we get a long quotation in chapter 6 

from one of his letters, warning of the threat to the United States created by corporations, 

the aggregation of wealth, and “the money-power of the country.” (78) In	one	of	

London’s	early	notes,	he	describes	Ernest	as	“a	horseshoer	originally,	a	Lincoln	type	

of	man,	warm	and	human,	and	great,”	self-educated,	his	speech	marked	by	“homely	

use	of	figures,	a	la	Lincoln.”	(JL	833).		Typical of London, he creates a character through 

his speech patterns, and language is central to Ernest’s nature. “He was a poet,” says 

Avis, “a singer in deeds.” In this way he is like Buck, and Avis uses a verbal construction 

very much like London’s description of Buck: “And all his life he sang the song of man. 

And he did it out of sheer love of man.” (chap 11). This is not to say that Ernest howled 

like a dog, but rather the dog sang like a socialist leader of the pack. Note how many 

times Meredith alludes to wolves in his footnotes to characterize economic man. Ernest’s 

song implores men to turn away from their wolfish nature and become truly human. But 

like Lincoln and Jesus, “for man,” says Avis in language straight from the King James 

version of the Bible, “he gave his life and was crucified.” 

 Avis is the central figure because she is the primary author figure in a work filled 

with them. After all, she writes the book that London writes, making her at least as much 

a part of London’s psyche as Everhard is. To that point, initially, she was to be a 



proletariat author. The story of Avis’s father was to be the starting point of the novel 

before London decided to relegate him to a footnote and to the role of facilitator and 

observer—quite like a stage manager. In a note labeled “Beginning” (which he then 

crossed out when he realized he had a better idea), he imagined his novel would start with 

Cunningham’s demise as “a broken professor—develop why he was broken. He was of 

independent income as well. Straight old Mayflower stock. He was broken at the 

beginning of the combination of large capitalists with the labor unions. The story begins 

right here—giving causes for breaking him, current events, etc.” The result would entail 

Avis going to work in a “sweat-shop.”132 London abandoned that plot line before he 

envisioned its end, but he never let go of his conception of Avis as an authorial figure. 

Cunnningham, interestingly, retains his “stout old Mayflower stock,” but Meredith not 

only denigrates how Americans in the twentieth century were “inordinately proud of their 

genealogy” but also points out how “the blood [of the original colonists] became so 

widely diffused that it ran in the veins practically of all Americans.” (129). This footnote 

is similar to an earlier one in which Meredith writes that “the distinction between being 

native-born and foreign-born was sharp and invidious in those days,” a sharp 

commentary on twenty-first century immigration debates in the US. I have mentioned 

how London, by using a woman narrator, rejected his views in Kempton-Wace Letters as 

well as the Nietzschean views of marriage. Now, in an oblique way, we see the 

																																																								
132 London, “The Iron Heel: [notes for novel],” JL 833. 



maturation of London’s views on the importance of blood and race. In the future, they 

will not matter to the perfected human race. We will be all one.133 

 As he considered the beginning to be an exposition of how labor and capitalists 

united, he made notes with the subhead “Love.” This would be the story of Avis and 

Ernest, though at first she would be Avis Selfridge or maybe Elsa or Herda, and Ernest 

would be Ernest Blenheim or maybe Bartholomew; he would be twenty-eight, she, 

twenty-four. She would write a foreword much like Meredith’s, but explaining why she 

needed to write a history of the time. The time period would be different—1914-1975, 

not 1912-1932—and Avis’s account would show how what “was mysterious at time of 

occurrence afterward cleared up.” Very	early	on,	when	he	first	had	the	title	in	mind	

but	not	any	names,	he	tried	out	an	entirely	different	beginning:	“Iron	Heel		Very	

concrete,	begin	most	likely	with	him—the	leader	of	the	people—his	surroundings,	

																																																								
133 The Iron Heel contains some of London’s strongest antiracist rhetoric. Note in 

particular Meredith’s footnote on the word leg-bar. It is somewhat shocking that Jeanne 

Campbell Reesman ignores The Iron Heel in The Racial Lives of Jack London, clearly a 

testament to the continued influence of 1960-1970s readings—especially that of Earle 

Labor—of London as an apolitical being. Labor infamously declared Everhard a bore and 

found the novel an artistic failure. Brisoce’s essay is an important and direct 

counterreading: “Uncomfortable with the gap between the `cloying sentimentality of Avis 

Everhard’s prose’ and the `ideological treatise’ that he sees lurking behind it, Labor 

rejects the very premise of London’s artistic conception, failing to recognize the issue 

that the book itself makes of the contrast” (Briscoe, “How Not to Write a Popular Novel,” 

34).   



his	home,	etc.	etc.	At	the	end,	dying,	the	word	is	brought	him	that	the	world	war	is	

afoot.	The	Germans,	the	French,	English,	Italians,	Russians,	etc.,	and	the	final	

liberation	comes.”134	Avis	seems	very	much	a	background	character,	the	narrative	a	

straightforward	account	of	the	successful	worldwide	socialist	revolution	for	which	

Ernest	would	be	martyred.	Avis evolved, then, in London’s notes, becoming more and 

more prominent, and then less and less an authoritative historical voice and more of an 

impassioned memoirist. As London was able to weave the love story into the dramatic 

dialogues that constitute the first several chapters, Avis gave birth to Meredith, and 

Ernest ended up in her shadow. 

Avis is the hero of Anthony Meredith’s novel The Iron Heel, and Ernest is the 

hero of Avis’s untitled memoir. By denigrating Ernest’s role in the revolution, Meredith 

elevates Avis’s stature. London’s source material for The Iron Heel reiterated time and 

again the necessity of treating men and women equally in all realms of life, especially the 

economic one. The official platform for the Socialist Party, in its list of “Immediate 

Demands,” called for “equal civil and political rights for men and women.”135 London, 

Gronlund, Spargo, and others all agreed on the importance of the role of women in the 

																																																								
134 London, “The Iron Heel: [notes for novel],” JL 833. These notes may have been made 

in March 1906, when he first announced to Brett that “I think I shall write this summer a 

book to be entitled The Iron Heel” (London, letter to Brett, 26 Mar. 1906, Letters, 2:558).  

135 “The Socialist Party: National Platform, Resolutions at National Convention, National 

Constitution, Directory of Socialist Locals,” in London, subject file, “Socialism,” box 

555, JLE 1572. This demand remained constant 



movement, something that American socialists did not in large numbers favor.136 That 

two major figures in the novel are women should be very striking to us and would have 

been to London's readers. Remember that Grondlund’s Co-Operative Commonwealth 

argued for the equal status of women—not universal suffrage, but equal pay for equal 

work. Voting was bourgeois reform and would matter little in the long (really long) run. 

Political principle coupled with a private willingness to admit Charmian into his authorial 

practice—if only in a limited and intermittent way—it is not surprising to see London 

return to a creation of a strong, independent female central character. Unlike Frona 

Welse, though, Avis is explicitly an author figure. London’s choice of reflector is thus 

politically motivated.  

 She is very much modeled on the one woman he had closest at hand, the only one 

with whom he could imagine paired with Ernest: Charmian Kittredge London. Avis even 

had “a writer friend” who had owned the property where she hid out in Sonoma County; 

“he, too, had become a revolutionist,” but he died, most likely killed by the Oligarchy. 

(chap 18). Avis and Ernest’s love story is somewhat problematic from a twenty-first-

																																																								
in London, “Disappearing Class: [notes for collection of essays],” JL 601. 

136 See Kipnis, 263. Although Hamilton asserts that London read and marked (albeit only 

in three places) August Bebel’s Woman under Socialism, I do not think they are 

London’s marks. I do not think this book, again contrary to Hamilton, had any role in the 

composition of The Iron Heel. Nonetheless, I think London would have agreed with 

Bebel’s revolutionary first sentence: “Woman and the workingman have, since old, had 

this in common—oppression” (August Bebel, Woman under Socialism, trans. Daniel De 

Leon [New York: New York Labor News Press, 1904], 9). 



century point of view. Despite Ernest being “overworked,” says Avis, “he found time in 

which to love me and make me happy. But this was accomplished only through my 

merging my life completely into his.” Like Charmian, Avis used shorthand and typing to 

stay close to her man or, as she says, “merging my life completely into his. . . . Our 

interests became mutual, and we worked together and played together.” (136) At first 

sight, the relationship seems only to benefit him, and yet in the next paragraph it sounds 

as if they lived the perfect couple’s life that would be realized for all in Meredith’s time: 

“We lived on the heights, where the air was keen and sparkling, where the toil was for 

humanity, and where sordidness and selfishness never entered. We loved love.” (136). 

When we realize that Charmian was more than a typist and actively collaborated on his 

work, including changing words in the manuscript of The Iron Heel—though to a much 

lesser degree than she would in the future—we see what London meant by Avis and 

Ernest working together. It isn’t quite the same degree of collaboration that Anna 

Strunsky and Jack effected with The Kempton-Wace Letters, but it is the same kind.  

In an interesting manipulation of time, London creates the illusion that we get the 

full account of Ernest and Avis’s conjoined lives. Yet, because the manuscript begins 

with their meeting in February 1912 and ends with the failure of the First Revolt in 1917, 

and because Avis composes the manuscript in 1932, we realize we have a record of only 

a fifth of their time together. The Iron Heel, thus, is not so much a love story as it is a 

first-love story. It’s as if Maude Brewster and Humphrey van Weyden had to live their 

love life hidden from the sight of Wolf Larsen, who only grows stronger, not weaker; the 

link between Larsen and the Oligarchy is not so far-fetched given the constant allusion to 

the wolfish nature of capitalism in The Iron Heel. Or one might take a biographical view 



of the romance. In a supremely ironic twist, like Jack and Charmian’s love life, that of 

Avis and Ernest would build in degree through ten more years until Ernest’s death. And 

then, like Avis, Charmian would write the biography—or autodrama—of her man. 

By changing the starting point of his novel, London was able to allow the drama 

of the ascendency of the Iron Heel as well as that of the lovers to slowly increase. Mr. 

Wickson does not warn Cunningham of his eventual social and financial destruction until 

the eleventh chapter. This allows London to convey both the strength of the socialists and 

of the oligarchs through staged conversations and to build drama through dialogue. The 

structure of the first part of the novel, like a play, is built around monologues and 

arguments among antagonists about economics and politics. It moves from Everhard’s 

debate with Dr. Hammerfield about scientific and philosophic truth; to his debate with 

Bishop Morehouse about Christianity and socialism; to the dialogue between Everhard 

and Avis about Jackson’s injury and profit; to Everhard’s speech to the Philomath Club 

and the subsequent debate; to Morehouse’s speech; to Everhard’s speech at Avis’s 

father’s “Profit and Loss” dinner and the debate about surplus value. Chapter ten, “The 

Vortex,” begins what might be called act 2. In this section, static speechifying and debate 

give way to action (as implied by the title of the chapter) and a more conventional 

novelistic narrative. Avis sums up her father’s dismissal from the university and the 

suppression of his book, the defeat of labor’s strikes, the crushing of the middle class, and 

the hope and defeat of political action—all the stages of socioeconomic and political 

resistance that London himself had tried out in theory and practice and decided would be 

ineffectual compared to outright revolution. Act 3 begins with chapter 15, “Last Days,” 

and the tempo of the dramatic action begins to accelerate. The final act is a mix of the 



theatrical and the absorptive.  Everhard debates with O’Connor the labor leader about the 

value of socialists and unions standing together, which results in Everhard’s vision of the 

future battle between the labor castes and the Oligarchy and its relation to surplus value. 

These are the days of the international rise of the Iron Heel, the destruction of the 

Grangers and the coal miners’ union in the US, and the underground warfare between 

Socialist secret agents and the agents of the Iron Heel. All this is told by Avis in broad 

strokes until she alights on the bombing of Congress, the arrest and conviction of 

Everhard (and its comparison to the Haywood-Moyer-Pettibone case), Avis’s residence 

in the socialist hideout in Glen Ellen, the grand jailbreak and reunification of the two 

lovers, the preparations for the First Revolt, and its failure. The chapters seem to grow 

shorter and shorter until, like the vortex forecasted in chapter 10, we get the bottom tip of 

the funnel and the end of the manuscript.137 As the dystopic elements of American 

sociopolitical life increase, so too does the romance between the two protagonists. Love 

does not triumph so much as hold in abeyance the despair wrought by capitalism. 

 

The Production of the Jeremiad 

Charmian worked hard typing the novel throughout the fall, but rarely noted her 

exact progress. On the other hand, each day between the nineteenth—the day after he had 

completed his final short story of the year, “Just Meat”—and the twenty-fifth of August 

																																																								
137 Auerbach reads the novel as divided into thirds, too, and points how the first third is 

“organized by a series of dialogues,” but he does not take this insight to the next step and 

consider the novel borrows heavily from the genre of the play. His divisions are based on 

rhetoric: persuasion, prophecy, and warfare (or the end of words).  



she wrote that London was “working up” his notes and gathering his research materials 

for The Iron Heel, a rather long period for preparation. On the twenty-fifth, he began the 

introduction, finished it the next day, and she typed it on the twenty-seventh as “Mate 

began novel proper.”138 A month later she completed chapter 7, “The Bishop’s Vision,” a 

little less than a third of the way through. She contributed only a few revisions in the 

manuscript, fewer than in Before Adam. In the first chapter she changed “demanded 

testily” to “repeated impatiently” to avoid a repetition of “demanded.” In chapter 2, she 

helped him place the long footnote on Christian support for slavery. And in chapter 21 

she added a few clarifying words in its first chapter.139 She was not as emotionally moved 

by this work as she was by, say, later novels such as The Valley of the Moon and The 

Little Lady of the Big House.  

But she was sharing in his good mood. They were having sex on a regular basis, 

and London wrote to a friend that “you hear aright. I am very happy these days. 

Everybody mistakes the radiance of happiness in my face, for avoirdupois, and tells me I 

am getting fat.”140 When, as he was writing, he reached a point that needed a footnote, he 

would draw a line across the page at some point below, estimating the length of the 

footnote. If he misjudged, he would simply write out the rest of the footnote text, cut it 

from that new sheet, and pin it to the bottom. Sometimes he constructed the footnotes on 

the same day as he wrote the text that called for the footnote; sometimes, when he 

revisited the text, usually on the following day of writing, he added the note by writing it 
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on a separate piece of paper and then attaching it to the bottom of the correct sheet of 

manuscript with pins. 

By mid-September, he told Cloudesley Johns that he was an eighth of the way 

done, though he was further along than he thought; he originally projected the length to 

be over 100,000, but he finished it under that count.141 To Johns, he enthusiastically made 

his first description of his new work: “It is a socialistic-capitalistic novel. The Iron Heel 

is the oligarchy of the master capitalists. The period covered is between 1912 and 1932—

the twenty years that begin with the Peasant Revolt & Chicago Commune, and that 

culminated in the Second Revolt in 1932. But know that this Second Revolt was a failure, 

and that the Iron Heel ruled three centuries longer. Then came the new era of the 

Brotherhood of Man, and it was in the fourth century B.O.M. that the manuscript was 

discovered & published—seven centuries after it was written.” He was excited simply 

about the plot line, happy to have finally worked out his complicated time sequence. He 

also talked as if the novel’s events were actual historical occurrences: the Peasant Revolt, 

the Chicago Commune, the Second Revolt. He is very much into the role of Anthony 

Meredith. 

“Of course, there is a foreword written by a historian,” he next tells Johns, as if 

Johns had earlier insisted that a novel like this—a novel that has no precedent—would 

require a historian’s point of view. “The book is copiously annotated by said historian, & 

you can imagine, with his seven centuries of perspective, the delicious slings he takes at 
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the irrational and anarchic organization & management of society to-day.”142 Here is his 

principal delight, critiquing the present from an unassailable point of view, though as he 

continued working through the relationship between Meredith and the manuscript he 

found he could use the manuscript to critique the humorless, hyperrational Meredith and 

so create a character whose life may be in perfect balance and in harmony with all 

others—as they are with him—but who seems soulless. Meredith is supposed to be flat, a 

two-dimensional creation whose accurate pronouncements do not mask the gaps in his 

knowledge or his inability to grasp some of the subtleties of Avis’s rhetoric. London 

didn’t want to make the future seem too perfect and thus had found a fictional form that 

truly delighted him. “I’m having the time of my life writing the story,” he tells Johns at 

the end of his letter to him. Living with the daily stress of building the Snark under 

demanding circumstances—the scarcity of materials, the rising costs of everything, the 

prospect of sailing across the Pacific without knowing how to navigate—he found solace 

in his authorial practice. It was never about the money.143  

																																																								
142 London, letter to Cloudesley Johns, 12 Sept. 1906, Letters, 2:605. 

143 When Gaylord Wilshire asked London to contribute an essay for the one hundredth 

issue of his magazine, only five hundred words, London told him it would be easier to 

give him his wife or ranch than an essay. “Now don’t tell me you are too busy. I know 

you are busy and you have got all sorts of things on your hands to prevent your writing it, 

but nevertheless it’s only once in a 100 years when I could get out a century edition” (H. 

Gaylord Wilshire, letter to JL, 21 Aug. 1906, JL 20531). London proceeded to tell him 

not so much how busy he was but how much anxiety he was facing: “I cannot even think 

of what to write in such an article, mus less find the time in which to write it. Think! 



He also emphasized Meredith’s role and his “foreword and copious footnotes” to 

George Brett in September. At the same time he told his agent, Paul Reynolds, that he 

was ready to market the story serially and would send him the first twenty-five thousand 

words soon,144 he told Brett about the new project and his progress—now up to twenty-

two thousand words, having written two thousand in the day after writing Reynolds. 

Because he thought Reynolds would never be able to sell the magazine to a serial, he told 

Brett they might try Brett’s experiment of bringing a book out without serialization to see 

if his book sales were hurt by previous publication. It did not occur to him, apparently, 

that the reason the book could not be serialized may be a principal reason for the book 

doing poorly. It was after all “something entirely different from anything I have done!” 

and though he admitted he often said this, The Iron Heel was indeed something 

completely different.145 

																																																																																																																																																																					
Why, all I can think about these days is how to make ice; how to make electricity; how to 

make gasoline-engines go; how to store 1,000 gallons of gasoline on a small boat where 

there isn’t room for 500 gallons. How to navigate—my God, man, do you realize that in a 

few short weeks we set sail, and I haven’t had a bit of time in which to learn navigation?” 

(London, letter to Wilshire, 27 Aug. 1906, Letters, 2:603). Even though they had to 

postpone the trip till April 1907, he didn’t find the time to learn navigation until they 

were on open water. And neither did Crazy Eames. 

144 See London, letter to Paul Reynolds, 18 Sept. 1906, Letters, 2:607. 

145 London, letter to Brett, 19 Sept. 1906, Letters, 2:608. Coincedentally, in the same 

month he was pushing Robert Collier to publish “Revolution” or explain why he could 

not. See chapter 15.  



Eleven days later he had written ten thousand more words. “If it hits the American 

public at the psychological moment, it will make a ten-strike,” said London the marketing 

exec. “In many ways, it is the most daring book I have ever attempted.”146 Then he 

stopped his puffery and limited himself to reporting to Brett and Reynolds how far along 

he was: by 16 October he had done fifty thousand words, by 31 October he had 

completed sixty thousand, and by 16 November he had written seventy thousand.147 In 

October, though, he pitched his novel to Frederick Bamford as more of an essay on the 

“the perishing middle class,” “surplus value,” and “the inevitable break-down of 

capitalism under the structure of profits it has reared,” something suitable to be read to 

the Ruskin Club.148  

As London kept Brett abreast of his progress, they were negotiating, among other 

matters, advances and a new contract. Both parties wanted to continue the contractual 

arrangement as it had stood for the last several years, so that wasn’t creating any tension. 

And the question of advances was easily resolved in London’s favor; even though Brett 

asked him to “go easy” and reminded him that he was around twenty-two hundred dollars 

overdrawn since July 1905, he told London the sales of both White Fang and Before 

Adam would cover the past deficit and create a solid cushion for the future. So London 

hit him up for five thousand dollars at the same time that he unintentionally deflated 

Brett’s expectations for The Iron Heel. Brett had written that if the new book was a novel 

about a utopia—an update of, say, Looking Backward—then, as a “very clever fellow” 
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had told him recently, “the public would give more for a story of a Utopia than for 

anything else.”149 London signed, sealed, and delivered the new contract, asked for the 

five grand, and told him “The Iron Heel, by the way, deals, not with a Utopia, but with an 

Oligarchy.”150 Rats, thought Brett; I thought I might have another best seller. 

Nonetheless, he told London that if The Iron Heel was as artfully accomplished as White 

Fang, “there should then be no limit to what you will be able to do and the public that 

you will be able to command.”151 Brett had no idea of the extent to which London not 

only promoted radical socialist ideals but also experimented with the novelistic form. If 

he had known, in the interest of maintaining a nurturing and permanent relationship with 

London, he still would have supported his author. 

He even backed away from the idea of publishing a novel without serialization. 

He pointed out that if he received the manuscript in December, there would be nearly a 

year before its book publication, providing plenty of time for its magazine appearance. 

Sensing that the book might be something entirely new, he reminded London of the 

“multiplicity of magazines” that allowed not only for expanded opportunity but for 

getting “a very good price for it indeed,” and he offered to handle the negotiations 

himself; he once told London that he thought agents were parasites, but useful when there 

were so many magazines to deal with.152 Reynolds, though, had made the same offer, and 
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152 Brett, letter to London, 22 Oct. 1906, JL 3079. See also Brett, letter to London, 24 
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London let him do it, thinking he might get $10,000 for it; later, after Reynolds asked if 

he would be willing to cut material like the characterization of William Randolph Hearst, 

he thought he might get $5000. In the meantime, A. M. Simons at The Appeal to Reason 

asked for the privilege to publish it, but London begged off, hoping to not have to donate 

it to the cause. “On the other hand,” he wrote, “there is a large likelihood that the stuff 

will be too strong for any of the conventional magazines.”153 It would all be resolved 

shortly because he predicted that he would complete the manuscript on 15 December.154 

He finished it two days ahead of schedule; “it is only 90,000 words long,” he told Brett. 

“I didn’t dare an anti-climax after The Chicago Commune. So I cut it short right 

there.”155  

It may have been the best aesthetic choice, but he knew that the book had not 

turned out to be a generally appealing artwork. He sent it first to Reynolds with hesitant 

promotion: “It	will	puzzle	you	and	the	editors,	I	am	a	sure.	Nevertheless,	if	the	editors	

will	only	realize	how	live	a	question	socialism	is	right	now,	they	won’t	be	so	

backward	in	accepting	it.	But	how	the	dickens	are	you	going	to	make	them	realize	

it?”156	As	we’ve	seen,	Reynolds’s	strategy	was	to	cut	all	the	offensive	material	out.	

London	repeated	his	doubts	when	he sent it to Simons for feedback. He was not 

hopeful about its chances in the magazine market, even those publications like The 

Appeal to Reason that were politically sympathetic. As he told Simons, “The	more	I	

																																																								
153 London, letter to The Appeal to Reason, 22 Nov. 1906, Letters, 2:638. 

154 See London, letter to Caspar Whitney, 19 Nov. 1906, Letters, 2:637. 
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think	about	it,	the	more	impossible	it	seems	to	me	that	the	story	is	even	for	a	

socialist	publication	like	THE	APPEAL	TO	REASON.	It	runs	such	a	strong	liability	of	

being	misunderstood,	and	hence,	instead	of	being	a	help,	it	would	turn	out	a	hurt,	to	

the	propaganda.”157	When	he	sent	it	to	Brett,	he	was	only	slightly	more	upbeat,	

wanting	Brett	to	be	critical	if	need	be	but	hoping	that	he	would	see	how	“the	

widespread	interest	in	socialism”	would	make	it	“a	hit.”158	It	wasn’t	so	much,	then,	

about	getting	paid.	London	now	realized	that	he	had	written	a	book	that	may	have	

appealed	only	to	him.	He	had	unintentionally	undermined	his	mission	to	help	unite	

the	American	Left. 

Brett had other concerns. Initially, he told London he would read it when it 

appeared in print.159 Apparently, however, his readers had raised sufficiently substantial 

concerns for him to read it immediately. In January he sent London one of his longest 

personal reports on a manuscript and asked London to address three issues. First, he 

thought the novel would succeed or fail based on the reader’s ability to imagine himself 

as a reader in the time of Anthony Meredith. To do that, he asked London to beef up the 

characterization of that future time. Add more detail, make the reader feel as if he or she 

belongs. “Without such a knowledge of the times,” Brett insisted, “however vague, it is 

difficult for them to approach the story in the right attitude, and they must approach it in 

the right attitude or the whole fact of the invention or discovery is lost.” London fell back 

on the artist’s right to describe by indirection, in an “austere way,” with “many hints and 
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suggestions of that far future time.” His choices were dictated “by the form of the 

narrative,” which did not necessarily take into account the construction of a person of a 

future reader. In fact, it is quite apparent that London wanted his readers to be aware of 

current critiques of capitalism more than to be knowledgeable about the future. He had 

written this book for the present; no knowledge of the future was necessary to understand 

how capitalism had failed and would continue to fail. As Meredith wrote, “Avis Everhard 

took for granted that her narrative would be read in her own day.” (182) Brett simply 

missed the implications of that footnote. 

His second challenge to the manuscript caused London to delete a particularly 

acerbic sentence. In chapter 14, Meredith gives three examples of “decisions of the courts 

adverse to labor”: one concerning a child labor law in Pennsylvania, one concerning the 

hours that women and children could be forced to work, and one concerning the number 

of hours bakers could be required to work. After quoting the Supreme Court’s decision 

upholding employers in all three cases, London wrote, “Such inane verbiage well 

illustrates the absurdities the Bench perpetrated in its efforts to mask its venality by legal 

show.”160 Brett was worried that such a statement could be construed as “contempt of 

court” and asked London to modify it. London refused, but when Brett pointed out that 

the courts could block publication, he agreed to “change the foot-note in the proofs.”161  
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The third issue was a minor one. Brett asked London to revise the way “the 

Doctor”—meaning Avis’s father—loses his house and stock: “there are lots of ways in 

these times by which a man can be deprived of his property without any necessity for 

leaving the matter as uncertain as it is here; and anything that is uncertain in a story of 

this kind and which makes it possible for anyone inclined to criticize it to be able to do so 

is a decided disadvantage.”162 In all three requests, and especially in the last one, Brett 

shows his sympathy for London’s politics; he was looking for ways to make London’s 

socioeconomic jeremiad beyond reproach, even to the uninitiated. London said he would 

“try to figure out a more ingenious way of ridding the Doctor of his home and stock,” but 

gave up the attempt and made no change in the subplot.163 In any case, after he knew 

London would make only minimal changes—he knew this would happen, having 

prefaced his suggestions with a reluctance to make them—he told London that it was “a 

really great piece of work.” In his opinion, it outlined “better and more fully than anyone 

else has ever thought of doing the future of development in America. For however wrong 

in some detail such a book must be, there is no doubt that such a wonderful a picture has 

never been projected or even thought of.” How strange and prescient Brett is to use a 

																																																																																																																																																																					
treatment of the inhumane labor laws of the time of his critique of the US Supreme Court. 

Lochner v New York—the case involving bakers’ hours—was a seminal case, prompting 

a famous dissent from Oliver Wendall Holmes, representing the minority opinion of four 

judges. London, of course, needs to leave out the split court’s opinions in order to help 

make his case. 

162 Brett, letter to London, 9 Jan. 1907, JL 3086.  

163 London, letter to Brett, 16 Jan. 1907, Letters, 2:663. 



cinematic analogy to describe the novel. Here is the voice of the man who without 

hesitation published War of the Classes and Revolution. 

Nonetheless, he was quite aware of the novel’s lack of appeal to a general public. 

After speaking with Reynolds, who told him he had tried to place it with Lorimer at 

Saturday Evening Post, Brett suggested Collier’s or Everybody’s. He was now coming 

around to London’s pessimistic assessment of its marketability. “With you,” he said, “ I 

have not very much hope that the story can be sold serially to the regular magazines. 

These are too much like the daily newspapers to warrant the belief that they would dare 

to print a story that contained so much truth about conditions of the time and containing 

so many facts damaging or unfavorable to their regular readers.”164 Not only that, but he 

feared that the newspapers and magazines would not even review the book, let alone look 

upon it positively. “You, as well as Ghent and other writers, find in the press today an 

indisposition to be fair to Socialism and Socialistic writers and I am inclined to agree 

with you that this is really the case.” He asked London if he would consent to issuing the 

book, not in the usual hard cover, $1.50 edition, but rather as a cheap edition costing 50 

cents in paper, 75 cents in hardcover. London said no, thinking he had a substantial 

enough readership of “several thousand strong.”165 Brett backed down, saying he admired 

his courage in appealing without compromise to the general public. London had 

compared The Iron Heel to The Jungle, perhaps forgetting Sinclair’s losing fight with 

Brett to publish it. Brett hadn’t forgotten: “I think you are willfully belittling your book 

when you compare it with such a sordid piece of realism as `The Jungle,’ a book which 

																																																								
164 Brett, letter to London, 9 Jan. 1907, JL 3086. 

165 London, letter to Brett, 16 Jan. 1907, Letters, 2:663. 



owed its success wholly, in my opinion, to the facts on which it was founded and which 

might have been better handled, it seems to me, in almost every way than they were in 

this particular book.” Brett still couldn’t believe Sinclair had succeeded. “To compare 

your book to this one is like, I think, comparing a piece of creative imagination with the 

reporter’s story of what he saw in the case of any incident or accident.” Sinclair was no 

novelist, at least at this stage in his career, but it does seem puzzling that someone who 

published London’s essays as well as Ghent and others should condemn Sinclair for 

being merely factual.166  

After Lorimer turned it down, Reynolds sent it to Robert MacKay of Success, 

who had just published the long short story “Finis.”167 As we saw in chapter 18, MacKay 

had reservations about how to publish a manuscript with footnotes, and, though he liked 

the work well enough to recommend “it highly for publication,” his boss, Orison Marden, 

rejected it.168 Reynolds finally gave up trying to place the manuscript with a magazine in 

November,169 and though London thought of The Appeal to Reason as his safety net, 

Simons never did publish it, simply because the book came out before had a chance to.  

It appeared in February 1908, Brett having given Reynolds plenty of time to sell 

it. The cover of The Iron Heel, minimalist in conception, is quite powerful. Within a T-

shaped frame, three pairs of hands and forearms—colored dark blue—extend upward 

between two parallel slopes of an abyss or pit. They are reaching toward the sun, centered 
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above the pit, with its golden rays extending from the middle in all directions. The picture 

aptly and simply captures the present-future dynamic of the narrative: the strong hands of 

socialism that London always cites in his revolutionary writings yearning for the sun, the 

power that will lift the proletariat out of darkness. Despite the cover’s aspirational quality 

and the book’s ultimate message of triumph for the people, The Iron Heel did not sell 

well or receive consistently good press.170 When Joan London was researching her 

biography and asked Untermann about its luke-warm reception among socialist leaders, 

Untermann told her that “you are right in assuming that Jack’s `Iron Heel’ did not please 

many leaders of the American Socialist Party. It outlined a future development of the 

party which held out no hope whatever for the rise of this party to permanent power and 

victory.” In a bit of resentful egoism, he also claimed that Hilquit, Berger, Meyer 

London, and others faulted London for creating a hero—that is, Ernest Everhard, not 

Avis—modeled, not on them, but on himself, London, and Debs.171 It is interesting that 

																																																								
170	Macmillan’s	first	printing	totaled	12,472,	showing	Brett’s	faith	in	the	work.	This	
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he did not include Spargo in that list, thus indirectly confirming Spargo’s 1920s support 

for London and the novel. 

In a 1914 letter London pasted into his copy of the novel, he told a comrade who 

had written a letter praising the book that not only did the book not sell but that socialists 

had found serious fault with it: “The book-buying public would have nothing to do with 

it, and I got nothing but knocks from the socialists.”172 It was “a dead failure,” said the 

gloomy author, but the rank and file had heeded his jeremiad. In another letter also pasted 

into his The Iron Heel, W. G. Henry told London in 1911 that he had staged a three-act 

play based on the book and hoped London could attend a performance at the Dietz Opera 

																																																																																																																																																																					
for his socialist principles; see Untermann, letter to Ettie Frauenglass, 23 Nov. 1938, 

WHS. Many a good socialist advocated for the war, following a preexisting split in the 

party, accepting the futility of ever organizing a general international strike like that 

pictured in The Iron Heel. Untermann himself had stood for US neutrality, but he 

recognized that the 1907 Hardie-Veillent resolution, which called for a general strike in 

the event of war, “was turned down by an overwhelming vote on the ground that not a 

single socialist party in Europe or elsewhere was strong enough to get away with such a 

policy and would only invite its own destruction if it adopted such a step on the eve of a 

war.” Given the “existing conditions,” London was right to follow “the dictates of his 

own heart.” (letter to London, 22 Jan. 1938), even though “he knew that a victory of the 

Allies would have the effect of stalling  Socialist progress.” A German victory seemed 

worse to him. (Untermann, letter to Joan London, 8 Apr. 1938, WHS). 

172 London, letter to Harris, 26 October 1914, pasted in London, The Iron Heel (New 

York: Macmillan and Co., 1908), HL 337696. 



House in Oakland. “About a month ago we put on one act (The first) to see how it would 

go and they simply ate it up and kicked for more. . . . I think that you would be pleased 

by the manner in which even a company of rough-necks will handle your splendid 

book.”173 The three acts are each centered on the early debates between Everhard and 

those at Avis’s father’s dinner, between Everhard and the “machine breakers,” and 

Everhard and the Philomath Club, the moments of pure theatrical content. One hundred 

and five years later, one of London’s descendants, Tarnell Abbott, also staged a 

dramatization of the book. She successfully captured London’s intent to dramatize the 

scary future for America if it did not act to forestall the rise of home-grown fascism. 
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