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 This study examines the representation of nature and human 

survival in Jack London’s To Build a Fire from an ecocritical 

perspective. It aims to analyze how nature is portrayed as a 

dominant ecological force and how the protagonist’s 

anthropocentric mindset contributes to his failure. The study 

employs a qualitative descriptive approach, using close reading 

to analyze textual data from the short story within an 

ecocritical framework. The findings show that nature is 

represented as an autonomous and unchanging force that 

operates independently of human intention. The extreme 

environmental conditions highlight the vulnerability of the 

human body and the limitations of rational decision-making. 

The protagonist’s confidence in logic reflects an 

anthropocentric perspective that underestimates ecological 

power. His repeated attempts to control the environment 

ultimately fail, demonstrating the inability of human will to 

overcome natural forces. This study contributes to 

contemporary ecocritical discourse by demonstrating how 

survival narratives challenge anthropocentric perspectives and 

promote ecological awareness through literary representation. 

This study concludes that the story critiques human-centered 

assumptions and emphasizes the dominance of nature over 

human life. It reinforces the idea that humans are subject to 

ecological systems beyond their control, contributing to 

discussions on environmental awareness in literary studies. 
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1. Introduction     

Literary works have long explored the complex relationship between humans 

and the natural world, often portraying nature as both a source of life and a force 

of destruction (Dabirnia, 2021). In American literature, this relationship is 

frequently examined through narratives of survival that expose the vulnerability of 

human existence when confronted with extreme environments (Manullang et al., 

2021). Jack London is one of the prominent writers who consistently portray 

nature as an uncontrollable power, particularly in his depictions of the harsh 

landscapes of the North.  

His short story To Build a Fire exemplifies this theme by presenting a solitary 

man struggling to survive in the severe cold of the Yukon. The narratives emphasize 

the imbalance between human ambition and environmental conditions, 

highlighting the fragility of human life when confronted with natural forces (Joseph 

Carroll, 2022). 

Recent ecocritical scholarship emphasizes that literature plays a crucial role 

in shaping environmental awareness by revealing the unequal relationship 

between humans and nature. (Radhakrishnan, 2025). Ecocriticism, as a theoretical 

framework, examines how literary texts represent ecological issues and human 

interaction with the environment (Peter Barry, 2020).  

This perspective is further supported by ecocritical theory, which defines the 

relationship between literature and the physical environment as a central concern 

in literary studies (Garrard, 2012). Contemporary ecocritical studies move beyond 

viewing nature as a passive setting and instead interpret it as an active force that 

challenges human dominance and exposes ecological vulnerability. Studies 

published in the 2020s highlight how literary texts often critique anthropocentric 

assumptions, portraying nature as an autonomous power that operates 

independently of human intention (Wajid, 2025).  

This perspective highlights that natural environments are not merely 

backgrounds but dynamic systems that influence human behavior and survival 

(Shamim et al, 2025).  In this context, ecocriticism provides a relevant lens for 

analyzing literary narratives that involve environmental  confrontation and 

survival (Hebbar, 2024). Ecocritical studies also highlight that literature 

contributes to the development of ecological consciousness by promoting 

environmental awareness and encouraging a sense of responsibility toward nature 

(Goswami, 2026).  

Furthermore, ecocritical perspectives emphasize that literary works not only 

reflect environmental realities but also contribute to shaping readers’ ecological 

consciousness and awareness of human responsibility toward nature (Nahdhiyah 

et al., 2023). This reinforces the idea that literature functions as a medium for 

understanding the interconnected relationship between humans and the natural 

environment.  
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In addition, contemporary ecocritical perspectives, such as deep ecology, 

emphasize the importance of recognizing the intrinsic value of nature beyond its 

usefulness to humans. This perspective challenges anthropocentric assumptions 

by encouraging a more balanced relationship between humans and the 

environment, where nature is viewed as an interconnected ecological system 

rather than an object of human control. 

To Build a Fire narrates the journey of a man who believes that intelligence 

and personal determination are sufficient to conquer nature. Despite repeated 

warnings about the dangers of the extreme cold, the protagonist underestimates 

the power of the environment and overestimates his own rational judgment. This 

imbalance between human confidence and ecological reality becomes the central 

conflict of the story. Nature is not portrayed as an antagonist with intention, but as 

an indifferent force that operates beyond human control.  

This perspective aligns with contemporary literary studies that present 

nature as an active and dynamic force shaping human experience and challenging 

anthropocentric assumptions (Chandra & Sharma, 2025). As a result, the story 

highlights the fragile position of humans within the natural order and emphasizes 

the limits of human capability. 

Previous studies on To Build a Fire have largely focused on naturalism, 

determinism, and the theme of man versus nature (Wajid, 2025). These studies 

have provided valuable insights into the dominance of environmental forces and 

the inevitability of human failure in extreme conditions. However, many of these 

analyses do not fully engage with ecocriticism as a comprehensive framework for 

understanding the relationship between humans and the environment. As a result, 

the role of human perception, ecological awareness, and environmental 

interpretation remains underexplored in the context of this literary work (Hebbar, 

2024). 

Several recent studies have examined literary representations of nature and 

survival using ecocritical approaches, focusing on environmental awareness and 

human responsibility toward the natural world. These studies highlight how 

literature can function as a medium for raising ecological consciousness and 

encouraging more sustainable perspectives (Shamim et al, 2025).  

However, much of this research tends to focus on contemporary literary 

works or explicitly environmental narratives, leaving classic survival stories 

underexplored within modern ecocritical discourse. In particular, limited attention 

has been given to how human rationality and individual will are challenged by the 

indifference of nature in early twentieth-century American literature. This gap 

indicates the need to re-examine canonical texts such as To Build a Fire through a 

contemporary ecocritical perspective.  

In recent years, the growing awareness of environmental crises such as 

climate change, deforestation, and ecological degradation has increased the 

relevance of ecocriticism in literary studies. Literature is not only a reflection of 
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human experience but also a medium through which environmental values and 

ecological concerns are communicated.  

Ecocritical approaches emphasize that literary texts can influence readers’ 

perceptions of nature and encourage a more balanced relationship between 

humans and the environment. By examining how nature is represented in literary 

works, scholars can identify underlying ideologies that shape human attitudes 

toward ecological systems. This perspective becomes particularly important in 

analyzing texts that depict extreme environmental conditions, as they reveal the 

consequences of human misjudgment and ecological ignorance. 

Therefore, this study seeks to analyze To Build a Fire using ecocriticism as its 

primary theoretical framework. The research aims to examine how nature is 

represented as a dominant force and how the protagonist’s anthropocentric 

mindset leads to the failure of human will. By focusing on the interaction between 

human arrogance and ecological power, this study contributes to literary 

discussions on environmental awareness and the limits of human control over 

nature. Ultimately, this research highlights the relevance of ecocriticism in 

interpreting literary texts that address the complex relationship between humans 

and the environment (Hebbar, 2024). 
 

2. Method    

This study employs a qualitative descriptive research method to analyze the 

representation of nature and human survival in Jack London’s To Build a Fire. 

Qualitative research is widely used to explore and interpret non-numerical data in 

depth (Creswell, 2014). Qualitative descriptive research is considered an 

appropriate approach for exploring textual data and interpreting meanings 

embedded in literary works (Stanley, 2023).  

This method allows the researcher to provide a detailed description of 

phenomena while maintaining the richness of the original context (Furidha, 2024). 

According to Creswell and Creswell (2018), qualitative research focuses on 

understanding and interpreting social or textual phenomena through detailed 

contextual analysis. Since the data consist of textual narratives rather than 

numerical information, this approach enables an in-depth interpretation of how 

environmental elements and human attitudes toward nature are constructed 

within the story (Brennen, 2025). 

The primary analytical technique used in this study is close reading. Close 

reading involves a careful and detailed examination of selected passages, focusing 

on diction, imagery, narrative structure, and character responses to the natural 

environment. This method is widely recognized as a fundamental approach in 

literary analysis, allowing researchers to uncover deeper meanings within texts 

through systematic interpretation (Ohrvik, 2024).  
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Through this technique, specific textual evidence from the short story is 

analyzed to reveal how nature is portrayed as an autonomous force and how 

human rationality and confidence are challenged by extreme environmental 

conditions. Close reading is particularly suitable for this study because it enables a 

detailed and focused examination of textual elements that might otherwise be 

overlooked in broader analytical approaches.  

Through close reading, subtle meanings embedded in language, imagery, 

and narrative structure can be identified and interpreted in relation to the 

environmental themes presented in the text. This method allows the researcher to 

capture the complexity of the interaction between the protagonist and the natural 

environment, revealing how meaning is constructed through both explicit 

descriptions and implicit narrative cues. As a result, close reading provides a strong 

foundation for interpreting literary texts within an ecocritical framework. 

The analysis is conducted within an ecocritical framework. Ecocriticism 

examines the relationship between literature and the environment by analyzing 

how nature is represented and how human interaction with the natural world is 

constructed in literary texts. This framework emphasizes issues such as 

anthropocentrism, ecological dominance, and environmental vulnerability. By 

applying this perspective, the study interprets To Build a Fire as a reflection of 

ecological imbalance, where nature operates independently of human intention 

and challenges human assumptions of control.  

The data of this study consist of selected quotations and narrative 

descriptions from To Build a Fire that illustrate interactions between the 

protagonist and the natural environment. The data analysis is conducted using an 

inductive approach, in which patterns and meanings emerge from the data through 

careful examination (Vears & Gillam, 2022). The findings are then interpreted by 

relating the textual analysis to contemporary ecocritical perspectives to 

demonstrate how the story reveals the limitations of human will when confronted 

with the power of nature. 

The quotations analyzed in this study were selected based on their 

relevance to ecocritical themes such as anthropocentrism, environmental 

indifference, ecological dominance, and human vulnerability. The themes emerged 

inductively through repeated close reading of the text, allowing the researcher to 

identify recurring patterns related to the relationship between humans and nature. 

To maintain interpretive consistency, the analysis focused on textual evidence that 

directly reflected ecological conflict and survival within the narrative. 
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3. Results 

This section presents the findings derived from a close reading of To Build a 

Fire. The results focus on textual representations of nature, human behavior, 

survival attempts, and non-human presence in the narrative. Through descriptive 

analysis, several recurring patterns emerge that illustrate the relationship between 

humans and the natural environment. 

 

Representation of Extreme Natural Conditions 

The analysis shows that the natural environment in To Build a Fire is 

introduced as an extreme and dominant condition that frames the entire narrative 

(Tisnawijaya & Kurniati, 2021). From the opening paragraphs, the story 

emphasizes the severity of the cold, presenting it as an unavoidable reality that 

governs all actions. The narrator describes the temperature as fifty degrees below 

zero meant eighty odd degrees of frost, immediately establishing the harshness of 

the environment (London, 1908). The depiction of extreme environmental 

conditions reflects broader ecocritical concerns regarding environmental crisis 

and human vulnerability (Suchitra Sharad Tajane, 2024). 

This extreme cold is not presented as temporary or fluctuating, but remains 

constant throughout the story (Tabak, 2024). The environment is depicted as vast, 

silent, and frozen, creating a sense of isolation that intensifies the protagonist’s 

vulnerability (Santoso et al., 2020). The consistency of environmental conditions 

reflects the autonomy of natural systems beyond human influence. 

Furthermore, the repeated references to frost, snow, and frozen landscapes 

highlight the physical danger posed by the environment (Vasudevan & Mukherjee, 

2025). These descriptions function as continuous reminders that survival in such 

conditions requires more than physical endurance. The consistency of the 

environmental threat becomes a central element shaping the narrative outcome.  

 

Nature as an Unchanging and Dominant Force 

Another significant finding is the portrayal of nature as an unchanging force 

that remains unaffected by human presence (Tabak, 2024). Despite the 

protagonist’s movement, effort, and decision-making, the environmental 

conditions remain the same. This reflects the independence of nature from human 

intervention (Tisnawijaya & Kurniati, 2021). 

The narrator describes the cold as a thing to be reckoned with, emphasizing 

its persistence rather than hostility (London, 1908). This description suggests that 

nature does not act with intention but operates according to its own conditions. 

The environment exists independently of human struggle (Santoso et al., 2020) 

This unchanging quality of nature reinforces its ecological authority within 

the story. The protagonist’s actions fail to alter the environmental reality, 

highlighting the limits of human agency. Nature remains the primary force 

determining survival (Tabak, 2024). This representation aligns with ecocritical 
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perspectives that view nature as an autonomous system independent of human 

influence (Suchitra Sharad Tajane, 2024). 

 

Human Confidence and Rational Decision-Making 

The results also reveal that the protagonist exhibits strong confidence in his 

own rational judgment. He believes that careful planning and experience are 

sufficient to ensure survival, even in extreme conditions. This confidence is 

reflected in his decision to travel alone and his belief that he can manage the cold 

through calculated actions.  

Throughout the journey, the protagonist relies on logic, timing, and physical 

movement. He calculates distances and estimates how long it will take to reach his 

destination. These calculations give him a sense of control over the situation, 

reinforcing his belief in human capability. This belief in rational control reflects 

anthropocentric thinking that often underestimates ecological complexity 

(Suchitra Sharad Tajane, 2024). 

However, this reliance on a rational approach creates a gap between human 

reasoning and environmental reality (Vasudevan & Mukherjee, 2025). While the 

protagonist believes he understands the danger, his understanding remains 

abstract rather than experiential. This gap contributes to his inability to respond 

effectively to environmental threats. 

 

Lack of Imagination and Environmental Awareness 

A crucial textual finding concerns the protagonist’s lack of imagination, 

which directly affects his perception of danger. The narrator explicitly states that 

the trouble with him was that he was without imagination (London, 1908). This 

statement highlights a key limitation in the protagonist’s mindset. 

The lack of imagination does not imply a lack of intelligence. Instead, it refers 

to the inability to anticipate consequences beyond immediate observation. The 

protagonist understands the factual danger of cold but fails to imagine its 

cumulative effects on the human body. The lack of imagination also reflects limited 

environmental consciousness, which plays a crucial role in shaping human 

responses to ecological conditions (Radhakrishnan, 2025). 

This limitation prevents him from adjusting his behavior in response to 

environmental risks. As a result, he continues his journey with misplaced 

confidence, underestimating the seriousness of his situation. The absence of 

imaginative foresight becomes a significant factor contributing to his failure. 

As a result, he continues his journey with misplaced confidence (Santoso et 

al., 2020). The absence of imaginative foresight becomes a significant factor 

contributing to his failure (Vasudevan & Mukherjee, 2025). 
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Repeated Attempts to Control the Environment 

The analysis further identifies repeated attempts by the protagonist to 

control his environment, particularly through building fires. Fire represents 

warmth, safety, and human agency within the narrative. Each attempt to build a fire 

reflects the protagonist’s desire to assert control over natural conditions (Santoso 

et al., 2020). 

Initially, the fire provides temporary relief and reinforces the protagonist’s 

confidence (Tabak, 2024). However, the fire is later extinguished by snow falling 

from a tree branch, an event caused by natural processes rather than human error. 

This moment marks a turning point in the narrative.  

Subsequent attempts to rebuild the fire become increasingly difficult due to 

frostbitten fingers and physical exhaustion. Physical limitations and environmental 

pressure reduce the protagonist’s ability to act (Vasudevan & Mukherjee, 2025). 

These failures illustrate the fragility of human agency in extreme environmental 

conditions (Tabak, 2024). 

Fire symbolically represents human effort to assert control over nature and 

secure survival in extreme environmental conditions. However, the repeated 

failure to maintain the fire demonstrates the fragility of human dependence on 

rational planning and technological control when confronted with the 

overwhelming power of the natural environment. In this sense, fire becomes a 

symbol of the illusion of human mastery over nature, which ultimately collapses 

under ecological reality.  

 

Physical Decline and Loss of Coordination 

As the story progresses, the protagonist experiences a gradual physical 

decline due to environmental exposure. His fingers become numb, his movements 

slow, and his coordination deteriorates. These physical limitations prevent him 

from performing basic survival tasks, such as handling matches. 

The physical decline is directly linked to environmental conditions. The 

extreme cold affects the protagonist’s body beyond his ability to manage it. Despite 

his determination, his physical limitations override his intentions. 

The inability to perform basic survival tasks highlights the impact of extreme 

cold on bodily function. Ecological pressure ultimately surpasses human intention 

and physical endurance, demonstrating the vulnerability of the human body under 

severe environmental exposure (Santoso et al., 2020; Tabak, 2024). 

 

Psychological Response to Environmental Threat 

In addition to physical decline, the protagonist undergoes psychological 

changes as his situation worsens (Elgamal, 2024). Initially confident and composed, 

he gradually becomes anxious and desperate. His thoughts shift from calculated 

planning to panic and fear (Santoso et al., 2020). 
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The loss of psychological control mirrors the loss of physical control. As the 

environment overwhelms him, the protagonist’s mental state deteriorates. His 

thoughts become fragmented, and his focus narrows to immediate survival rather 

than long-term planning. 

This psychological response illustrates how extreme environmental 

conditions affect not only the body but also the mind. The narrative presents 

psychological breakdown as part of the survival process. 

Environmental pressure not only affects physical survival but also shapes 

human awareness and perception (Radhakrishnan, 2025). Environmental pressure 

can also affect psychological stability and emotional response (Samantha Walton, 

2021). 

 

Non-Human Awareness and Instinctive Response 

The presence of the dog introduces a contrasting response to the 

environment. Unlike the protagonist, the dog reacts instinctively to the cold and 

shows reluctance to continue the journey. Its behavior suggests an awareness of 

danger that does not rely on rational calculation (Tabak, 2024). 

The dog senses the severity of the cold through bodily experience rather than 

abstract reasoning. This instinctive response highlights a different mode of 

interaction with nature, one rooted in survival instincts rather than human logic.  

The contrast between the man and the dog emphasizes the limitations of 

human-centered reasoning. While the protagonist believes in his rational control, 

the dog responds more cautiously to environmental signals. 

 

Final Confrontation with Environmental Power 

The final stages of the story depict the protagonist’s complete loss of control. 

His physical strength, mental clarity, and survival strategies collapse under the 

overwhelming force of the environment. Nature remains unchanged, while the 

human body fails. 

The protagonist’s death underscores the overwhelming power of nature 

compared with human ambition and survival efforts. The environment does not 

intervene or react; it simply continues to exist. This ending reinforces the narrative 

pattern established throughout the story. 

The final confrontation highlights the imbalance between human ambition 

and ecological power. The story concludes with nature maintaining its authority 

while human life proves fragile. The failure of the protagonist also reflects the 

inability of humans to recover from extreme ecological exposure (Samantha 

Walton, 2021). 
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Summary of Findings 

Overall, the results indicate that To Build a Fire consistently portrays nature 

as autonomous, unchanging, and indifferent to human effort. Human rationality, 

confidence, and determination are repeatedly challenged by ecological forces that 

exceed human capability and survival strategies. 

The narrative reveals patterns of misjudgment, physical decline, 

psychological breakdown, and contrasting non-human awareness. These findings 

provide a foundation for further interpretation through an ecocritical framework 

in the discussion section. 

 

4. Discussion      

This section interprets the findings through contemporary ecocritical 

scholarship. The analysis situates To Build a Fire within broader debates on 

anthropocentrism, ecological autonomy, environmental indifference, non-human 

agency, and the limits of rational modernity.  

 

Nature as a Dominant Ecological Presence 

The findings demonstrate that nature in To Build a Fire is represented as an 

autonomous and dominant ecological force that operates independently of human 

intention. The Yukon landscapes do not merely serve as a background for the 

protagonist’s struggle but actively structure the narrative trajectory and determine 

the outcome of human survival. This representation supports ecocritical 

arguments that nature in literary texts should be understood as an agentive 

presence rather than a passive setting (Arianto et al., 2021). Ecocritical studies 

emphasize that natural environments shape human existence, values, and 

limitations, reinforcing the idea that ecological systems function according to their 

own logic (Gray, 2020). 

Unlike romanticized portrayals of harmony between humans and nature, 

London presents a more radical depiction of ecological indifference. The 

environment does not act with hostility, yet it remains entirely unaffected by 

human ambition. This indifference highlights the fragility of human will when 

confronted with ecological reality. Previous ecocritical studies have argued that 

literary works often expose the imbalance created by human-centered 

assumptions (Arisa & Nur Rahmi, 2024). Such an imbalance reflects a broader 

ecological concern regarding the misinterpretation of nature as subordinate to 

human needs (Anita Konwar, 2020). 

Recent ecocritical scholarship further emphasizes ecological autonomy as 

central to understanding survival narratives in literature (Khum Prasad Sharma, 

2025). The Yukon landscape embodies this autonomy by remaining unchanged 

despite the protagonist’s continuous efforts. This reinforces the idea that nature 

operates beyond human influence and cannot be negotiated through individual 

determination alone (Arianto et al., 2021). 
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Anthropocentrism and the Illusion of Human Control 

Another important aspect revealed in the findings is the protagonist’s 

anthropocentric mindset. His reliance on rational judgement and personal 

experience reflects a belief that human intelligence is sufficient to overcome 

environmental challenges. This perspective aligns with ecocritical discussions that 

define anthropocentrism as a worldview that positions humans as superior to 

nature (Nahdhiyah et al., 2023). Such thinking creates a separation between 

humans and ecological systems, reducing the complexity of environmental 

interactions (NS Kamalam, 2022). 

The protagonist repeatedly dismisses warnings and underestimates 

environmental risks, demonstrating how anthropocentric thinking limits 

ecological awareness. Rather than adapting to the environment, he attempts to 

impose control over it. This behaviour reflects the tendency of humans to prioritize 

rational calculation over ecological sensitivity (Anita Konwar, 2020). Ecocritical 

scholars argue that such assumptions often result in vulnerability when confronted 

with unpredictable environmental conditions (Arianto et al., 2021). 

In this sense, the narrative critiques the illusion of human mastery by 

showing that rationality alone cannot guarantee survival. The failure of the 

protagonist’s strategy reveals that human reasoning is insufficient when it ignores 

ecological realities (Nahdhiyah et al., 2023). This reinforces the importance of 

recognizing the limits of human knowledge within natural systems.  

 

Instrumental View of Nature and Environmental Exploitation 

The findings also reveal that the protagonist adopts an instrumental view of 

nature. He treats natural elements such as fire, snow, and the landscape as tools to 

achieve his goal of survival. This reflects a utilitarian perspective in which nature 

is valued primarily for its function rather than its complexity as an ecological 

system. Ecocritical studies identify this perspective as a form of environmental 

exploitation, where nature is reduced to a resource for human use (Adegite, 2023). 

Although the story does not depict industrial exploitation, it symbolically 

represents the same mindset through the protagonist’s actions. His repeated 

attempts to build a fire illustrate his belief that nature can be controlled and 

manipulated. These assumptions reflects a broader pattern in literary 

representations of human dominance over nature (Dwi Insany et al., 2024). 

However, ecocritical analysis suggests that such assumptions often fail when 

confronted with ecological realities (Khum Prasad Sharma, 2025). 

The failure to sustain the fire demonstrates the limitations of treating nature 

as an object of control. Environmental conditions interfere with the protagonist’s 

efforts, leading to the collapse of his survival strategy. This reinforces the idea that 

ecological systems cannot be fully mastered through human intervention (Arianto 

et al., 2021). The narrative, therefore critiques the instrumentalization of nature 

and highlights the consequences of ignoring ecological complexity (Arisa & Nur 
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Rahmi, 2024). 

 

Ecological Vulnerability and Psychological Breakdown 

The findings also reveal a psychological dimension of ecological 

confrontation. As the protagonist gradually realizes the severity of his situation, the 

narrative shifts from confidence to panic. This transition indicates a destabilization 

of identity and certainty in the face of environmental pressure. Ecocritical studies 

argue that extreme environmental conditions can produce psychological and 

existential disruption. This disruption reflects the inability of human cognition to 

fully process ecological threats. (NS Kamalam, 2022). 

The cold environment functions not only as a physical threat but also as a 

catalyst for psychological breakdown. The protagonist’s thoughts become 

fragmented as he struggles to maintain control over his situation. This aligns with 

the ecocritical perspective that emphasizes the interconnectedness of physical and 

mental responses to environmental stress (Gray, 2020). The breakdown of rational 

thinking highlights the limits of human autonomy in extreme conditions.  

The protagonist’s late realization of his helplessness underscores the 

importance of ecological awareness. His failure to anticipate the consequences of 

the environment reflects a lack of preparedness that extends beyond physical 

survival (Nahdhiyah et al., 2023). This reinforces the idea that human vulnerability 

is not only physical but also psychological when confronting ecological forces. 

 

Ecocritical Implications  

Taken together, these discussions reinforce the central argument of this 

study that To Build a Fire critiques anthropocentric assumptions and exposes the 

limitations of human will in the face of ecological dominance. The narrative 

portrays nature as an indifferent yet structuring force that shapes human 

experience. This aligns with ecocritical perspectives that emphasize relational 

existence rather than hierarchical control between humans and nature.  

The study also demonstrates that literary texts can function as a medium for 

environmental awareness. Ecocritical scholars argue that literature has the 

capacity to reshape human perspectives on ecological relationships. This suggests 

that narratives such as To Build a Fire contribute to broader discussions on 

environmental consciousness and sustainability.  

Ultimately, this analysis highlights the relevance of ecocriticism in 

understanding literary representations of survival. The findings emphasize that 

human existence is deeply embedded within ecological systems. The narrative 

challenges human-centered ideologies and encourages a more balanced 

understanding of the relationship between humans and nature (Khum Prasad 

Sharma, n.d.). 

 

 



 
Izkha Primadani Aji, Henrikus Joko Yulianto 
The Limits of Human Will: Analyzing Nature and Survival in To Build a Fire by Jack London 
 

 

2508 | 

 

The findings of this study also resonate with broader environmental 

concerns in contemporary society, where human-centered perspectives continue 

to contribute to ecological imbalance. The protagonist’s failure in To Build a Fire 

can be interpreted as a symbolic representation of modern humanity’s 

overconfidence in its ability to control nature. This overconfidence often leads to 

environmental exploitation and a lack of awareness of ecological limits. In this 

context, the story serves as a cautionary narrative that reflects the consequences 

of ignoring the complexity and power of natural systems. 

Furthermore, the narrative highlights the importance of developing 

ecological awareness that goes beyond rational understanding. The protagonist’s 

inability to fully comprehend the danger of the environment demonstrates the 

limitations of knowledge that is not supported by experience and imagination. This 

suggests that human survival in extreme conditions requires not only logical 

reasoning but also a deeper sensitivity to environmental signals. The failure to 

recognize these signals ultimately results in the loss of control and the collapse of 

human agency. 

In addition, the contrast between the human character and the dog further 

reinforces the ecocritical perspective of the story. While the protagonist relies on 

rational calculation, the dog responds instinctively to environmental conditions. 

This contrast suggests that non-human awareness may offer a more adaptive 

response to ecological challenges. The narrative, therefore challenges the 

assumption that human intelligence is inherently superior, instead highlighting the 

value of instinct and environmental attunement. This contrast also reflects a 

posthumanist perspective that questions human-centered assumptions by 

presenting non-human instinct as valid form of ecological awareness and survival 

knowledge. 

Overall, these findings extend beyond the literary context and invite 

reflection on how humans interact with nature in real life. The story encourages a 

shift from an anthropocentric worldview toward a more ecologically balanced 

perspective, where humans recognize their limitations and position within natural 

systems. These findings also resonate with climate change narratives in literature, 

which emphasize the role of literary texts in shaping environmental awareness and 

encouraging critical reflection on human interaction with nature (Rani & Snehi, 

2023). 

Furthermore, the story promotes the idea of ecological humility by 

illustrating the importance of recognizing human limitations within the natural 

world. Rather than positioning humans as masters of nature, the narrative 

encourages a more balanced relationship between humans and the environment.  

In the contemporary context, this perspective remains relevant to 

environmental awareness and climate-conscious thinking, particularly as modern 

society continues to confront ecological crises caused by anthropocentric attitudes 

and environmental exploitation. 
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5. Conclusion     

This study examines Jack London’s To Build a Fire through an ecocritical 

perspective, focusing on the representation of nature and the limitations of human 

will. The findings reveal that nature in the story is portrayed as an autonomous and 

indifferent force that operates beyond human control. Rather than functioning as a 

passive background, the natural environment actively shapes the narrative and 

determines the outcome of the protagonist’s survival. 

The analysis also demonstrates that the protagonist’s failure is closely linked 

to his anthropocentric mindset. His reliance on rational judgment and personal 

confidence reflects a belief in human superiority over nature. However, this 

perspective ultimately leads to misjudgment and vulnerability, as he fails to 

recognize the ecological reality surrounding him. The story highlights that human 

determination remains fragile when confronted with ecological forces that exist 

independently of human ambition. 

Furthermore, the study shows that the narrative reflects an instrumental 

view of nature, in which the environment is treated as a resource to be controlled. 

This perspective contributes to the protagonist’s downfall and reinforcing 

ecocritical arguments that emphasize the importance of understanding nature as a 

complex and autonomous system. The psychological shift experienced by the 

protagonist also illustrates how ecological confrontation can destabilize human 

certainty and expose existential fragility. 

In conclusion, To Build a Fire serves as a powerful critique of anthropocentric 

ideology and human arrogance. The story underscores the importance of 

ecological awareness, humility, and respect toward natural systems. In the context 

of contemporary environmental crises and climate-related challenges, the 

narrative remains relevant in encouraging readers to reconsider the relationship 

between humans and the natural world. By demonstrating the fragility of human 

dependence on rational control, this study contributes to ecocritical discourse and 

reinforces the idea that humans exist within, rather than above, ecological systems. 
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