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The Law of Life by Jack London is a compelling short story that explores the inevitable cycle of life
and death, emphasizing the natural order of existence. Published in 1902, this narrative encapsulates
the harsh realities of survival in the wilderness while also delving deep into the philosophical
implications of aging and mortality. In this article, we will dissect the themes, characters, and literary

devices used in "The Law of Life," providing a comprehensive analysis of this poignant work.

Summary of the Story

Jack London's "The Law of Life" tells the story of an old man named Koskoosh, who is a member of
an indigenous tribe in the Arctic wilderness. As the tribe prepares to leave their encampment,
Koskoosh is deemed too old and frail to accompany them. Recognizing his impending death, the
tribe's customs dictate that he should be left behind to die. The narrative unfolds as Koskoosh reflects

on his life, the inevitability of death, and the forces of nature.

Plot Overview



1. Setting the Scene: The story opens in the harsh Arctic wilderness, where the unforgiving
environment shapes the lives of the characters.

2. The Decision to Leave: The tribe decides to abandon Koskoosh, illustrating the brutal survival
instincts ingrained in their culture.

3. Reflection and Memories: As Koskoosh waits for death, he reminisces about his life, his family, and
the experiences that defined him.

4. Confrontation with Nature: The climax of the story comes as Koskoosh faces the reality of his

situation, acknowledging the law of nature that dictates life and death.

Themes in "The Law of Life"

London's story is rich with themes that resonate deeply with readers, encouraging contemplation on

the natural order and the human condition.

The Inevitability of Death

One of the most prominent themes in "The Law of Life" is the inevitability of death. London illustrates
that death is an essential part of life’s cycle, a natural occurrence that cannot be avoided. This theme

is encapsulated in the following points:

- Nature's Indifference: The story portrays nature as an indifferent force that governs life and death.
Koskoosh's acceptance of his fate reflects the understanding that all living beings must ultimately
succumb to death.

- Cultural Practices: The tribe's decision to leave Koskoosh behind underscores the harsh realities of

survival, emphasizing how cultures adapt to the relentless demands of nature.



Survival of the Fittest

Another central theme is the concept of survival of the fittest, a Darwinian idea that London often

explored in his works.

- The Harshness of Life: The narrative showcases the brutal conditions of the Arctic, where only the
strongest can thrive. Koskoosh's frailty signifies a natural selection process, where the weak are left
behind.

- Adaptation: Koskoosh’s memories reveal the adaptability required for survival, highlighting the skills

and instincts necessary to endure harsh environments.

Memories and Legacy

The theme of memory plays a crucial role in "The Law of Life," as Koskoosh reflects on his past and

the legacy he leaves behind.

- Reminiscence: As Koskoosh recalls his life, the story emphasizes the importance of memory in
shaping identity. His recollections serve to humanize him and connect readers to his experiences.
- Interconnectedness of Life: The memories of family and community illustrate how individual lives are

interwoven, creating a legacy that transcends death.

Character Analysis

The characters in "The Law of Life" serve as representations of broader themes and ideas within the

narrative.



Koskoosh

Koskoosh is the protagonist whose journey embodies the central themes of the story.
- Symbol of Aging: He represents the inevitability of aging and the acceptance of mortality. His
character evokes empathy as he confronts his fate.

- Wisdom and Experience: Despite his frailty, Koskoosh possesses a wealth of knowledge and life

experience, offering insights into the human condition.

The Tribe

The tribe functions as a collective character, embodying the cultural beliefs and practices surrounding

death.

- Survival Instincts: Their decision to abandon Koskoosh reflects the harsh survival instincts that dictate
their way of life.
- Cultural Representation: The tribe symbolizes the broader societal norms regarding aging and death,

illustrating how cultural practices shape individual experiences.

Literary Devices in '""The Law of Life"

Jack London employs various literary devices to enhance the narrative and convey deeper meanings.

Imagery

London's use of vivid imagery paints a stark picture of the Arctic wilderness, creating a palpable sense

of place.



- Nature's Power: Descriptions of the landscape depict the ferocity of nature, reinforcing the theme of
survival and the law of life.
- Contrast: The imagery contrasts the beauty of the natural world with the harsh realities of life and

death, highlighting the duality of existence.

Symbolism

Several symbols within the story contribute to its overarching themes.

- Fire: Fire symbolizes life and warmth, contrasting with the coldness of death that Koskoosh faces. It
represents the spark of existence that eventually fades.
- Animals: The presence of wolves and other creatures signifies the primal instincts that govern life in

the wilderness, embodying the law of nature.

Foreshadowing

London skillfully employs foreshadowing to hint at Koskoosh's fate.

- The Tribe's Actions: The decision to leave Koskoosh behind serves as an early indication of his
impending death, setting the tone for the story.
- Natural Elements: References to the harsh environment allude to the dangers that ultimately seal

Koskoosh's fate, reinforcing the story's themes.

Conclusion

The Law of Life by Jack London is more than just a tale of survival; it is a profound meditation on the

nature of existence, the inevitability of death, and the cycles that govern life. Through the character of



Koskoosh and the stark realities of the Arctic wilderness, London invites readers to confront their own
perceptions of mortality and the laws that govern the natural world. The themes of aging, memory, and
survival resonate deeply, making this story a timeless reflection on the human experience. The literary
devices employed by London further enrich the narrative, ensuring its place as a significant work in

American literature.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the central themes of 'The Law of Life' by Jack London?

The central themes include the inevitability of death, the cycle of life, and the harsh realities of nature.
London explores how survival and the natural order dictate the lives of individuals, emphasizing the

idea that all living beings must eventually face their mortality.

How does Jack London portray the relationship between man and

nature in 'The Law of Life'?

In 'The Law of Life', Jack London portrays the relationship between man and nature as one of struggle
and acceptance. Nature is depicted as a powerful force that governs life and death, and the
protagonist's acceptance of his fate illustrates the idea that humans must align themselves with the

natural order.

What literary techniques does Jack London use in 'The Law of Life' to

convey his message?

Jack London employs vivid imagery, symbolism, and a reflective narrative style in 'The Law of Life'.
The use of detailed descriptions creates a stark depiction of the natural environment, while the
protagonist's introspection allows readers to engage with the philosophical implications of life and

death.



How does the setting influence the story in 'The Law of Life'?

The setting in 'The Law of Life' is crucial as it reflects the harsh realities of the Alaskan wilderness.
The cold, unforgiving landscape serves as a backdrop for the themes of survival and mortality,

illustrating how the environment shapes the characters' experiences and decisions.

What does the ending of 'The Law of Life' signify about Jack London's

views on death?

The ending of 'The Law of Life' signifies acceptance of death as a natural part of existence. London
suggests that death should not be feared but embraced as a continuation of the life cycle, reinforcing

the idea that every being contributes to the greater whole of nature.
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