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Jay Williams
I have often thought that to this training of my tramp days is due much of my success as a story-writer. In order to get the food whereby I lived, I was compelled to tell tales that rang true. At the back door, out of inexorable necessity, is developed the convincingness and sincerity laid down by all the authorities on the art of the short-story. . . . Art is only consummate artfulness, and artfulness saves many a "story."

Although this passage has been used by some critics, notably Christopher Wilson, to explicate the commercialism of Jack London’s writings—simply, he lied to his audiences to make a buck—I want to focus on how London used the figure of the hobo as a model for authorship. He used other models—notably, the newspaperman, the academic, and the romantic genius—but the hobo, as he says, was the first fully developed model he used.
In the first stage of his career, two realizations came powerfully to him. One, as expressed in "Stranger than Fiction," was that the market could not bear London's Truth straight, and so he, in his own eyes, dissembled. “The man who writes fiction had better leave fact alone.”
 Not because fiction and fact are mutually exclusive, but because an author needs a trusting, faithful audience. Fact-writers have room to persuade the reader of their veracity. Fiction-writers do not. Therefore, the second realization, as expressed in The Road, was that exaggeration and the stretching of truths are essential to the creation of stories. These realizations were difficult for him to accept and caused the major tension in his career.


The figure of the hobo is just one manifestation of that tension. To society at large, the hobo was not simply someone who did not contribute, who remained lazily on the periphery of “decent” people's lives. He or she was someone who had failed to create a life. London would agree up to a point: the hobo deliberately did not want to create an approved economic life; in this refusal of course he chose instead to live. It is not too far a stretch to say that a hobo, again in the mind of America at large, was the antithesis of creativity, and again London would, sadly, agree up to a certain point. When the editor of Overland Monthly first met him, he thought to himself, “He looked like a tramp, and nothing like a man who could have written an acceptable story for Brett Harte's old magazine.” Corra Harris, a prominent southern book reviewer, once attacked London by calling him a "hobo novelist."
 For London to appropriate this figure for himself, to use it as a stand-in for an author figure, shows a deep ambivalence toward his own vocation. The hobo is not a robust concept, like the solitary romantic genius. In fact, he is sterile. As London wrote in “The Tramp,” “the tramp becomes self-eliminating. . . . He does not breed. Sterility is his portion.”
 In appropriating the figure of the hobo, in this rebelliousness against bourgeois life London betrays an uneasiness about the life of an author. The hobo, in fact, is the economic ghost hovering on the margins of American society. Invisible to the mainstream eye, the hobo is hungry, unsatisfied, unsettled, rootless. And will disappear, ghostlike, without a trace.

When Jack London came back from his road trip of 1894, he had fully formed in his mind what the hobo-author was capable of, and he found it lacking. He did not jettison it, but he decided to write for newspapers and so try out a different model. The newspaperman and the hobo-author complement each other in a number of ways. London’s sociological essays, written not as a professional newspaperman but nonetheless written for publication in newspaper form, are a logical progression from his time on the road if only because he had gathered so much socioeconomic data in his reporter-like notebooks, now to be put to use. As if challenged by hobo antagonists in debate on the road, London compiled and began to codify his political belief system for publication. And where else but in the newspapers would hoboes read his essays on a political philosophy?


As the hobo-author, he could represent both himself as author and his audience in fictional form, always probing, debating, worrying, and fearing the power of the imagination. But then as a newspaper man he could also unabashedly address the audience directly, buttonhole it without artifice, and thus find relief from his constant self-doubt and achieve unqualified affirmation of his writerly powers in theatrical performances of his socioeconomic, cultural, and historical research. His audience then could not reject him on grounds of disbelief; his truths, though political, were still worthy of belief.


His first socialistic essay is “Pessimism, Optimism, and Patriotism.” Although it was not written for the newspapers, still it shares many similarities with such writings and can be seen as a prelude, a warm-up, for his first submission to the San Francisco Examiner in December 1895—“What Socialism Is”—and to his submissions to two other Bay Area newspapers in 1896 in his last months of high school. In his newspaper production, the author and audience are almost always posited outside the text,
 and thus the third paragraph of “Pessimism, Optimism, and Patriotism” begins, “Already, I can hear the reader asking.” He was actively engaged in debate, just as he had been on the road. Written in February 1895, the essay draws on reading perhaps inspired by his debates on the road; it mentions Emerson’s essay “Compensation,” quotes John Ruskin, and, most significantly, draws on The Communist Manifesto. Echoing Marx and Engels, he writes, “if we could wipe out, ‘root and branch,’ every optimist in the land, and become a race of pessimists, then could we prove the shadow lengthening across the American landscape to be a phantom.” And he concludes with direct call, a kind of mix between Thomas Paine and Marx and Engels, to his audience: “Arise, ye Americans, patriots and optimists! Awake! Seize the reins of a corrupted government and educate your masses!”
 His essay is a retort to two essays published that year in the Aegis, both of which advocated universal education, though one is written from the point of view of the privileged classes (the optimists) and one from the lower classes (the pessimists). Though siding with the latter, London argues that education is beside the point if economic conditions are not bettered first. The essay proved prophetic, and the author became the experiment from which data was collected: poverty was a major contributing cause to his leaving the University of California at Berkeley after one semester.


London was fascinated with Marx and Engels’s conjunction of communism and the figure of the specter. “What Socialism Is,” his next essay on socialism and his first newspaper publication, begins with the Marx and Engels’s thematic: “Socialism and Christmas. How incongruous this specter, stalking forth when all is joy and merry-making.”
 For Marx and Engels, their manifesto meant to expose the notion of communism as a boogey-man: “It is high time that communists should openly . . . publish their views . . . and meet this nursery tale of the specter of communism with a Manifesto of the party itself.” At the same time, they represented the agent of the next period of revolutionary change, the proletariat, as a ghost. The manifesto closes famously with the lines, “Let the ruling classes tremble at a communistic revolution. The proletarians have nothing to lose but their chains.”
 Of course chains bind slaves, and this image is the standard way of reading these lines. But the fear of a ghost, often pictured in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries as a figure wrapped in chains—especially Dickens’s ghost of Christmas past—would naturally cause a person to tremble, and, so, in the manifesto the proletariat/ghost comes to haunt the bourgeoisie, comes to overthrow their economic stranglehold on the poor much as a ghost overthrows one’s reason. London, as we saw above in “Pessimism, Optimism, and Patriotism,” shared this revolutionary goal with Marx and Engels, though, “wiping out the optimists” is not the rhetorical method they had in mind, at least at the time of the writing of the manifesto. Violence might proceed from the publishing of views, but London in 1895 was already at the point of advocating violence. Socialism for him was a specter, but not because it was created by the bourgeoisie to scare the people away from revolutionary change; it was a specter because it was a very real power, a power invested in the working class that would violently change American society. If one was going to believe in ghosts, and London of course vacillated in any number of ways and in any number of contexts, he at least thought they should be invested with revolutionary power. Here is a subtle change in rhetoric, and it is important for understanding how London conceived of the power and manipulation of ghosts. Marx and Engels deny the reality of the ghost in favor of asserting the very real force of communism and its principals as clearly, in the light of day, brought forth in the manifesto. For London, however, it matters not if socialism is a ghost because ghosts can be just as real as the material world. Their power to effect change makes them so.


London’s intuitive ontology at this age relied on a fundamental imbrication of life and the afterlife. While his two early essays show how he responded positively to Marx and Engels’s rhetoric of spectrality, as Jacques Derrida calls it, and learned from them how to mix spiritualism and politics, there was a fundamental difference between the figure of the ghost in London’s work and the figure of the ghost in Marx. To reiterate through Derrida, “Marx does not like ghosts any more than his adversaries do. He does not want to believe in them. But he thinks of nothing else. He believes rather in what is supposed to distinguish them from actual reality. . . . He believes enough in the dividing line of this opposition to want to denounce, chase away, or exorcise the specters but by means of critical analysis and not by some counter-magic. But how to distinguish between the analysis that denounces magic and the counter-magic that it still risks being?” That is, once one practices what Derrida analyses as conjuration one already is invested in the power that one wants to deny. London’s resistance, however, to the reality and power of the specter grew weaker and weaker (through a long process that is the primary focus of this book). He became, in this way, more of a Derridean than a Marxist, though London’s comfort level with spectrality is not as great as Derrida’s, and he certainly never abandoned his leftist social consciousness. As Derrida points out, Marx did not want “to know what everyone alive knows without learning and without knowing, namely, that the dead can often be more powerful than the living,” whereas London refused to relate “everything back to life only on the condition of including there death and the alterity of its other without which it would not be what it is.” 
 Marx, however, in a line that Derrida does not cite, did not deny the power of the dead: Violence, he says in the Manifesto, is a natural result of bourgeois capitalism to create forces of competition that go beyond its control, like the magician and “the powers of the nether world.”
 The real difference between Marx and London, then, seems to be that even though for both materialism can be, say, infected and influenced by spiritualism, the character of the latter differed. For London, the spirit world exerted its own brand of realism. Call it a theatrical realism. London would always connect spirits with the staging of his mother’s séances. To make someone believe in specters or ghosts, whether of persons or of communities of persons—that is, political parties—one needs to present a performance. One engages in theatre. London, accepting the reality of the hobo-ghost, now clothes it as a  newspaperman. The newspaperman becomes the material manifestation of the hobo-ghost. London as the  newspaperman exposes, brings to light the economic poverty of those excluded from and thus invisible to capitalist success. As a hobo-ghost he identifies with the ghostly downtrodden and assumes the dress of the newspaperman to speak as the hobo-ghost to make the poor’s plight known.  
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