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Lesson 1

Text

What Life Means to Me
Jack London

1 I was born in the working—class. Early I discovered enthusi-
asm, ambition, and ideals; and to satisfv these became the problem
of my child—life. My environment was crude and rough and raw. |
had no outlook, but an uplook rather. My place in society was at the
bottom. Here life offered nothing but sordidness and wretchedness,
both of the flesh and the spirit; for here flesh and spirit were alike
starved and tormented.

2 Above me towered the colossal edifice of society, and to my mind
the only way out was up. Into this edifice I early resolved to climb.
Up above, men wore black clothes and boiled shirts, and women
dressed in beautiful gowns. Also, there were good things to eat, and
there was plenty to eat. This much for the flesh. Then there were
the things of the spirit. Up above me, | knew, were unselfishness
of the spirit, clean and noble thinking, keen intellectual living. I
knew all this because I read “Seaside Library” novels, in which,
with the exception of the villains, all men and women thought beau-
tiful thoughts, spoke a beautiful tongue, and performed glorious
deeds. In short, as I accepted the rising of the sun, | accepted that
up above me was all that was fine and noble and gracious, all that
gave decency and dignity to life, all that made life worth living and
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that paid one for his travail and misery.

3 But it is not particularly easy for one to climb up out of the
working-class—especially if he is handicapped by the possession of
ideals and illusions. I lived on a ranch in California, and I was hard
put to find the ladder whereby to climb. [ early inquired the rate of
interest on invested money, and worried my child’ s brain into an
understanding of the virtues and excellencies of that remarkable in-
vention of man, compound interest. Further, I ascertained the cur-
rent rates of wages for workers of all ages, and the cost of living.
From all this data I concluded that if I began immediately and
worked and saved until I was fifty years of age, [ could then stop
working and enter into participation in a fair portion of the delights
and goodnesses that would then be open to me higher up in society .
Of course, I resolutely determined not to marry, while I quite forgot
to consider at all that great rock of disaster in the working-class
world—sickness.

4  But the life that was in me demanded more than a meager exis-
tence of scraping and scrimping. Also, at ten years of age, I became
a newsboy on the streets of a city, and found myself with a changed
uplook. All about me were still the same sordidness and wretched-
ness , and up above me was still the same paradise waiting to be
gained; but the ladder whereby to climb was a different one. It was
now the ladder of business. Why save my earnings and invest in
government bonds, when, by buying two newspapers for five cents,
with a turn of the wrist I could sell them for ten cents and double
my capital? The business ladder was the ladder for me, and | had a
vision of myself becoming a baldheaded and successful merchant
prince.

5 When I was sixteen I had already earned the title of “ prince.”
2



But this title was given me by a gang of cut-throats and thieves, by
whom I was called “The Prince of the Oyster Pirates.” And at that
time I had climbed the first rung of the business ladder. I was a cap-
italist. [ owned a boat and a complete oyster-pirating outfit. I had
begun to exploit my fellow-creatures. I had a crew of one man. As
captain and owner I took two-thirds of the spoils, and gave the crew
one-third, though the crew worked just as hard as I did and risked
just as much his life and liberty.

6 This one rung was the height I climbed up the business ladder.
One night I went on a raid amongst the Chinese fishermen. Ropes
and nets were worth dollars and cents. It was robbery, I grant, but
it was precisely the spirit of capitalism. The capitalist takes away
the possessions of his fellow-creatures by means of a rebate, or of a
betrayal of trust, or by the purchase of senators and supreme-court
judges. I was merely crude. That was the only difference. I used a
gun.

7 But my crew that night was one of those inefficients against
whom the capitalist is inclined to fulminate, because such ineffi-
cients increase expenses and reduce dividends. My crew did both.
What of his carelessness; he set fire to the big mainsail and totally
destroyed it. There weren’t any dividends that night, and the Chi-
nese fishermen were richer by the nets and ropes we did not get. |
was bankrupt, unable just then to pay sixty-five dollars for a new
mainsail. I left my boat at anchor and went off on a bay-pirate boat
on a raid up the Sacramento River. While away on this trip, another
gang of bay pirates raided my boat. They stole everything, even the
anchors; and later on, when I recovered the drifting hulk, I sold it
for twenty dollars. I had slipped back the one rung [ had climbed,
and never again did I attempt the business ladder.



8 From then on I was mercilessly exploited by other capitalists. I
had the muscle, and they made money out of while I made but a
very indifferent living out of it. I was a sailor before the mast; [
worked in canneries, and factories, and laundries; I mowed lawns,
and cleaned carpets, and washed windows. And I never got the full
product of my toil. I looked at the daughter of the cannery owner,
in her carriage, and knew that it was my muscle, in part, that
helped drag along that carriage on its rubber tires. I looked at the
son of the factory owner, going to college, and knew that it was my
muscle that helped, in part, to pay for the wine and good fellow-
ship he enjoyed.

9 But I did not resent this. It was all in the game. They were the
strong. Very well, I was strong. I would carve my way to a place a-
mongst them and make money out of the muscles of other men. |
was not afraid of work. I loved hard work. | would pitch in and
work harder than ever and eventually become a pillar of society.

10 And just then, as luck would have it, 1 found an employer that
was of the same mind. I was willing to work, and he was more than
willing that I should work. I thought [ was learning a trade. In re-
ality, I had displaced two men. | thought he was making an electri-
cian out of me; as a matter of fact, he was making fifty dollars per
month out of me. The two men I had displaced had received forty
dollars each per month; I was doing the work of both for thirty dol-
lars per month.

11 This employer worked me nearly to death. A man may love
oysters, but too many oysters will disincline him toward that parti-
cular diet. And so with me. Too much work sickened me. I did not
wish ever to see work again. [ fled from work. I became a tramp,

begging my way from door to door, wandering over the United
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States and sweating bloody sweats in slums and prisons.

12 I had been born in the working-class, and I was now, at the
age of eighteen, beneath the point at which [ had started. I was
down in the cellar of society, down in the depths of misery about
which it is neither nice nor proper to speak. I was in the pit, the
abyss and charnel-house of our civilization. This is the part of the
edifice of society that society chooses to ignore. Lack of space com-
pels me here to ignore it, and I shall say only that the things I there
saw give me a terrible scare.

13 I was scared into thinking. 1 saw the naked simplicities of the
complicated civilization in which 1 lived. Life was a matter of food
and shelter. In order to get food and shelter men sold things. The
merchant sold shoes, the politician sold his manhood, and the repre-
sentative of the people, with exceptions, of course, sold his trust;
while nearly all sold their honor. Women, 100, whether on the
street or in the holy bond of wedlock, were prone to sell their flesh.
All things were commodities, all people bought and sold. The one
commodity that labor had to sell was muscle. The honor of labor had
no price in the marketplace. Labor had muscle, and muscle alone,
to sell.

14 But there was a difference, a vital difference. Shoes and trust
and honor had a way of renewing themselves. They were impersh-
able stocks. Muscle, on the other hand, did not renew. As the shoe
merchant sold shoes, he continued to replenish his stock. But there
was no way of replenishing the laborer’s stock of muscle. The more
he sold of his muscle, the less of it remained to him. It was his one
commodity, and each day his stock of it diminished. In the end, if
he did not die before, he sold out and put up his shutters. He was a

muscle bankrupt, and nothing remained (o him but to go down into
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the cellar of society and perish miserably.

15 1 learned, further, that brain was likewise a commodity. It,
too, was different from muscle. A brain seller was only at his prime
when he was fifty or sixty years old, and his wares were fetching
higher prices than ever. But a laborer was worked out or broken
down at forty-five or fifty. I had been in the cellar of society, and I
did not like the place as a habitation. The pipes and drains were un-
sa;nitary, and the air was bad to breathe. If I could not live on the
parlor floor of society, I could, at any rate, have a try at the attic.
It was true, the diet there was slim, but the air was at least pure.
So I resolved to sell no more muscle, and to become a vendor of
brains.

16 Then began a desperate pursuit of knowledge. I returned to
California and opened the books. While thus equipping myself to be-
come a brain merchant, it was inevitable that I should delve into so-
ciology. There I found, in a certain class of books, scientifically for-
mulated, the simple sociological concepts I had already worked out
for myself. Other and greater minds, before I was born, had
worked out all that I had thought and a vast deal more.

17  As a brain merchant [ was a success. Society opened its door to
me. [ entered right in on the parlor floor, and my disillusionment
proceeded rapidly. I sat down to dinner with the masters of society,
and with the wives and daughters of the masters of society. The
women were gowned beautifully, I admit; but to my naive surprise
I discovered that they were of the same clay as all the rest of the
women I had known down below in the cellar. “The colonel’ s lady
and Judy O’ Grady were sisters under their skins”—and gowns.

18 It was not this, however, so much as their materialism, that
shocked me. It is true, these beautifully gowned, beautiful women
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prattled sweet little ideals and dear little moralities; but in spite of
their prattle the dominant key of the life they lived was materialis-
tic. And they were so sentimentally selfish! They assisted in all
kinds of sweet little charities, and informed one of the fact, while all
the time the food they ate and the beautiful clothes they wore were
bought out of dividends stained with the blood of child labor, and
sweated labor, and of prostitution itself. When I mentioned such
facts, expecting in my innocence that these sisters of Judy O’ Grady
would at once strip off their blood-dyed silks and jewels, they be-
came excited and angry, and read me preachments about the lack of
thrift, the drink, and the innate depravity that caused all the misery
in society’s cellar. When I mentioned that I couldn’t quite see that
it was the lack of thrift and the depravity of a half-starved child of
six that made it work twelve hours every night in a Southern cotton
mill, these sisters of Judy O’ Grady attacked my private life and
called me an“agitator”—as though that settled the argument .

19 1 met men who invoked the name of the Prince of Peace in their
diatribes against war, and who put rifles in the hands of Pinkertons
with which to shoot down strikers in their own factories. I met men
incoherent with indignation at the brutality of prize-fighting, and
who, at the same time, were parties to the adulteration of food that
killed each year more babies than even red-handed Herod had killed.
20 I talked in hotels and clubs and homes and steamer-chairs with
captains of industry, and marveled at how [ittle traveled they were
in the realm of intellect. On the other hand, I discovered that their
intellect, in the business sense, was abnormally developed. Also, I
discovered that their morality, where business was concerned, was
nil.

21 I discovered that I did not like to live on the parlor floor of soci-
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ety. Intellectually 1 was bored. Morally and spiritually I was sick-
ened. So I went back to the working-class, in which [ had been and
where I belonged. [ care no longer to climb. The imposing edifice of
society above my head holds no delights for me. It is the foundation
of the edifice that interests me. There I am content to labor, crow-
bar in hand, shoulder to shoulder with intellectuals, idealists, and
class-conscious workingmen, getting a solid pry now and again and
setting the whole edifice rocking.

22 I look forward to a time when man shall progress upon sotne-
thing worthier and higher than his stomach, when there will be a
finer incentive to compel men to action than the incentive of today,
which is the incentive of the stomach. 1 retain my belief in the no-
bility and excellence of the human. I believe that spiritual sweetness
and unselfishness will conquer the gross gluttony of today. And last
of all 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.”

New words

* ¥ sordidness/ 'so: didnis/ n . the moral degradation

* torment/t: ‘mant/ vt . cause (sb.) to feel extreme
physical and mental pain

* colossal/ ko'losal/ a. very large

* x edifice/ "edifis/ n. C a system of beliefs or a
traditional institution

intellectual/ inta’lektfusl/ a . of the power of the mind to
reason

* % villain/ 'vilon/ n. C someone who deliberately

harms other people or breaks



* * gracious/ ‘greifos/

dignity/ digniti/

% * travail/ treeveil/
misery/ ‘mizari/
handicap/ hendikaep/

* illusion/1lu:3an/
asceriain/ jasa tein/

* * meager/ 'mi: go/

* * scrimp/ skrimp/

* outlit/ autfit/
rebate/ ribeit/

* * fulminate/ falmineit/
indifferent/in diforont/

lawn/lo:n/

* toil/ toil/

resent/ ri'zent/

pitch/pitf/

the law
a . polite and pleasant

n. U the quality of being
worthy of respect

n. U B, B

n . C great unhappiness

vt . make it difficult for people to
act or to do something

n. C/U an idea or belief which
one thinks is true but is in fact
false

vt . find out

a. very small in quantity or
amount

v. live cheaply and spend as
little money as possible

n. all the articles needed for a
purpose

n. C deduction from an amount
charged on total price

v. criticize angrily

a . not caring

n. C/U an area of grass that is
kept carefully cut short

7. U labor

vt . feel bitter or indignant
about

v. work towards a common

goal



