
figurative language in into the wild

The Profound Impact of Figurative Language in
Jon Krakauer's "Into the Wild

Jon Krakauer's "Into the Wild" is a gripping narrative that delves into the
life and philosophy of Christopher McCandless, a young man who renounced his
privileged upbringing to seek solace and meaning in the Alaskan wilderness.
Beyond the compelling true story of adventure and tragedy, the power of
Krakauer's prose lies in his masterful deployment of figurative language.
This article will explore the multifaceted ways figurative language shapes
our understanding of McCandless's journey, his motivations, and the enduring
themes of the book. We will examine how metaphors, similes, personification,
and other literary devices create vivid imagery, evoke emotional resonance,
and deepen our appreciation for the complex character at the heart of "Into
the Wild." Understanding the figurative language in "Into the Wild" unlocks a
richer comprehension of its enduring appeal and its exploration of
fundamental human desires.
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Figurative Language in "Into the Wild": An
Overview

Jon Krakauer's "Into the Wild" is a masterclass in using figurative language
to elevate a non-fiction account into a profound literary experience. The
author employs a rich tapestry of literary devices to not only describe the
physical realities of Christopher McCandless's journey but also to delve into
his complex psychological landscape. These devices serve to create vivid
imagery, evoke empathy, and allow readers to connect with McCandless's
motivations and struggles on a deeper level. Without this careful crafting of
language, McCandless's story might remain a mere account of a tragic event;
with it, it becomes an exploration of universal human themes.

Metaphors and Similes: Painting Vivid Pictures
of McCandless's World

Metaphors and similes are arguably the most prevalent forms of figurative
language in "Into the Wild." Krakauer uses them to draw comparisons that
illuminate McCandless's internal state and his perception of the world around
him. These comparisons are crucial for understanding his philosophical
leanings and his emotional detachment from conventional society.

The Wilderness as a Metaphor for Freedom

The vast, untamed wilderness of Alaska, and indeed all the natural
environments McCandless traverses, functions as a powerful metaphor for his
yearning for freedom. It represents an escape from the constraints of
materialism, societal expectations, and the perceived hypocrisy of his family
and the broader American culture. Krakauer describes the wilderness not just
as a physical space, but as a symbolic realm where McCandless believed he
could achieve a purer, more authentic existence. This metaphorical
interpretation of the wild is central to understanding McCandless's
motivations, transforming his physical journey into a spiritual quest.



Similes that Illuminate McCandless's Inner State

Krakauer frequently employs similes to articulate McCandless's feelings and
his reactions to various situations. For example, when describing
McCandless's youthful idealism, Krakauer might compare his beliefs to
something pure and unadulterated. Conversely, when detailing McCandless's
isolation or his struggles, the similes might evoke feelings of emptiness or
vulnerability. These carefully chosen comparisons allow the reader to access
McCandless's inner world, providing insights into his emotional and
psychological experiences that raw facts alone could not convey.

Extended Metaphors of Transcendence and Escape

Beyond individual comparisons, Krakauer sometimes weaves extended metaphors
throughout the narrative. The idea of shedding his old identity, much like
shedding a skin, can be seen as an ongoing metaphor for transformation and
rebirth. McCandless's deliberate abandonment of his possessions and his past
can be viewed as a metaphorical shedding of the burdens of civilization. This
persistent imagery of shedding, escaping, and transcending reinforces the
core of McCandless's quest for a different kind of life, one unburdened by
the perceived corruptions of society.

Personification: Bringing the Natural World to
Life

Personification, the attribution of human qualities to inanimate objects or
abstract ideas, plays a significant role in "Into the Wild." By giving human
characteristics to the natural elements McCandless encounters, Krakauer
imbues the landscape with a sense of agency and presence, reflecting
McCandless's own deep connection to the natural world.

The Mountains as Silent Witnesses

The mountains, particularly those in Alaska, are often depicted as silent,
impassive witnesses to McCandless's journey. They loom large, embodying both
immense beauty and unforgiving indifference. Krakauer might describe the
mountains as "watching" or "guarding" McCandless, lending them a passive but
profound presence. This personification elevates the landscape from mere
scenery to an active, albeit silent, participant in McCandless's fate,
mirroring the way McCandless himself felt observed and judged by the world he
left behind.



The River as a Force of Nature and Obstacle

The Teklanika River, which ultimately traps McCandless, is personified as a
powerful, untamed force. It is described as something that "roars,"
"struggles," or "relents," giving it a life of its own. This personification
highlights the river's dual nature: a potential source of life and
sustenance, but also a formidable and dangerous obstacle. The river's actions
become a metaphor for the unpredictable and often unforgiving nature of the
wild, a force that McCandless, despite his best efforts, cannot ultimately
master.

Personifying the Elements: Wind, Sun, and Cold

Krakauer also personifies other elements of nature, such as the wind, sun,
and cold. The wind might "whisper" or "howl," the sun can "scorch" or
"bless," and the cold can "bite" or "embrace." These descriptions create a
more intimate and dynamic relationship between McCandless and his
environment. They suggest that the natural world is not merely a passive
backdrop but an active entity with which he is engaged in a constant, often
challenging, dialogue.

Symbolism: Unpacking Deeper Meanings

Beyond direct comparisons, "Into the Wild" is rich with symbolism, where
objects and events represent abstract ideas or qualities. These symbols add
layers of meaning to McCandless's story, allowing for deeper interpretation
of his choices and their consequences.

The Yellow Datsun: A Symbol of Transition and
Abandonment

The yellow Datsun 210 that McCandless abandons in the desert is a potent
symbol. It represents his initial departure from his old life, a vehicle that
carries him away from his privileged past and towards his self-imposed exile.
The abandonment of the car signifies a decisive break, a rejection of the
material comforts and societal norms he found so alienating. It is the first
tangible step in his shedding of his former identity.

The Bus: A Sanctuary and a Prison



The dilapidated bus, affectionately known as "Magic Bus 142," becomes the
ultimate symbol of McCandless's solitary existence in Alaska. Initially, it
represents his sanctuary, a remote shelter in the wilderness where he can
live in complete isolation. However, as his situation deteriorates,
particularly when the Teklanika River becomes impassable in the spring, the
bus transforms into a symbol of his entrapment. It becomes a prison, a
monument to his isolation and his ultimate inability to escape his fate. The
bus encapsulates the paradoxical nature of his quest: seeking freedom, he
finds himself confined.

The Moose: A Symbol of Nature's Bounty and Cruelty

The moose McCandless hunts and kills is a significant symbol. On one hand, it
represents the bounty of nature, the sustenance that the wilderness can
provide. His successful hunt is a moment of triumph, a validation of his
belief that he could live off the land. However, the eventual spoilage of the
moose meat due to his inability to properly preserve it highlights the
cruelty and unforgiving nature of the wild. The rotting meat becomes a grim
symbol of his ultimate failure to fully master the raw realities of survival,
a stark contrast to his idealized vision.

The Books McCandless Carried: His Intellectual
Compass

The books that McCandless carried with him, particularly those by Tolstoy and
Thoreau, are potent symbols of his intellectual and philosophical grounding.
These texts provided him with the intellectual framework and inspiration for
his radical experiment in living. They are his guiding lights, his
intellectual compass, offering him solace and validation in his chosen path.
His marginalia within these books provides crucial insight into his evolving
thoughts and his persistent search for meaning.

Allusion: Connecting McCandless to a Broader
Literary and Philosophical Tradition

Krakauer masterfully employs allusions to connect Christopher McCandless's
story to a rich tradition of literature, philosophy, and even religious
thought. These references not only contextualize McCandless's actions but
also suggest that his quest, while unique, resonates with timeless human
aspirations and struggles.



Literary Allusions: Thoreau, Tolstoy, and Jack
London

"Into the Wild" is replete with allusions to authors who explored themes of
self-reliance, nature, and the critique of modern society. Henry David
Thoreau's "Walden" is perhaps the most direct influence, with McCandless
echoing Thoreau's sentiments about simplifying life and living deliberately.
Leo Tolstoy's writings, particularly his ideas on asceticism and spiritual
seeking, also resonate deeply with McCandless's journey. Jack London's tales
of survival in the Yukon, while often cautionary, provided McCandless with a
romanticized vision of the wilderness. These literary connections suggest
that McCandless was not acting in a vacuum but was part of a long lineage of
individuals seeking meaning outside the confines of conventional existence.

Philosophical Allusions: Transcendentalism and
Existentialism

McCandless's philosophical underpinnings are clearly rooted in
Transcendentalism, with its emphasis on the inherent goodness of both
humanity and nature, and the belief in the power of the individual
conscience. His desire to live in harmony with nature and to discover truth
through direct experience aligns perfectly with Transcendentalist ideals.
Furthermore, his radical act of self-definition and his confrontation with
his own mortality also touch upon existentialist themes, the idea of creating
meaning in a seemingly meaningless universe through free will and
responsibility.

Religious and Mythological Allusions

While less overt, subtle religious and mythological allusions can also be
found. McCandless's quest can be seen as a secular pilgrimage, a search for
enlightenment and a spiritual awakening. His desire to be "reborn" in the
wilderness and his embrace of solitude can be interpreted through the lens of
ascetics and hermits found in various religious traditions. These allusions
broaden the scope of his journey, suggesting that his motivations tap into
deeply ingrained human desires for transcendence and a connection to
something larger than oneself.

Imagery and Sensory Details: Immersing the
Reader in the Experience



Krakauer's skillful use of imagery and sensory details is crucial in "Into
the Wild" for transporting the reader directly into McCandless's experiences.
By appealing to the senses, the author creates a visceral connection between
the reader and the harsh beauty of the wilderness, as well as McCandless's
internal sensations.

Visual Imagery of the Alaskan Landscape

The descriptions of the Alaskan landscape are breathtakingly vivid. Krakauer
paints pictures of snow-capped mountains, vast tundra, dense forests, and the
powerful, often treacherous, rivers. We see the "endless expanse of white,"
the "vibrant green of the summer tundra," and the "razor-sharp peaks." This
visual imagery allows the reader to not only comprehend the physical
environment but also to appreciate its grandeur and its unforgiving nature,
mirroring McCandless's awe and his eventual struggle.

Auditory Imagery: The Sounds of Solitude

The sounds, or often the lack thereof, of the wilderness are also effectively
conveyed. The silence is often punctuated by the "howling of the wind," the
"cry of a raven," or the "roar of a distant waterfall." McCandless himself
seeks out this profound silence, which can be both peaceful and unnerving.
This auditory imagery emphasizes the isolation McCandless both craves and, at
times, struggles with, highlighting the psychological impact of such profound
solitude.

Tactile and Olfactory Imagery: The Feel and Smell of
the Wild

Krakauer also engages the reader's sense of touch and smell. We can almost
feel the "biting cold," the "rough bark of trees," or the "soft moss
underfoot." The smell of "pine needles," "damp earth," and "woodsmoke" also
contributes to the immersive experience. These details ground the narrative
in a tangible reality, allowing the reader to connect with McCandless's
physical sensations and his interaction with the environment on a primal
level.

Hyperbole and Understatement: Krakauer's Subtle
Nuances



While Krakauer's prose is generally precise, he occasionally employs
hyperbole and understatement to add nuance and emphasis to his descriptions,
often reflecting McCandless's own tendencies or the gravity of certain
situations.

Hyperbole in Describing McCandless's Zeal

At times, Krakauer might use hyperbole to capture the intensity of
McCandless's convictions or his enthusiasm for his chosen path. Phrases
describing his "unwavering resolve" or his "absolute commitment" might lean
towards hyperbole, effectively conveying the depth of his idealism and his
almost religious fervor for a life free from societal constraints. This
exaggeration can highlight the almost unrealistic purity of his intentions.

Understatement in Conveying Danger and Isolation

Conversely, Krakauer also uses understatement, particularly when describing
the inherent dangers of the Alaskan wilderness or the profound isolation
McCandless experiences. He might describe a perilous river crossing with a
degree of understatement, letting the reader infer the true risk involved.
Similarly, the immense loneliness of McCandless's situation might be subtly
understated, allowing its emotional weight to be felt more powerfully by the
reader's own empathy and understanding of the human need for connection.

Irony: The Unfolding Tragedy

Irony is a powerful undercurrent in "Into the Wild," contributing
significantly to the tragic arc of McCandless's story. The juxtaposition of
his aspirations with the reality of his situation creates a poignant and
often heartbreaking effect.

Situational Irony in McCandless's Quest

A primary form of irony present is situational irony. McCandless sought
ultimate freedom and self-reliance in the wilderness, yet his quest
ultimately leads to his death due to circumstances beyond his control, like
the impassable river and potentially his own inexperience. He meticulously
planned his escape from society, only to find himself trapped by the very
natural forces he sought to embrace. The irony is stark: in pursuing absolute
independence, he becomes utterly dependent on the unpredictable whims of
nature.



Dramatic Irony in the Reader's Foreknowledge

Dramatic irony also plays a role, as the reader is aware of McCandless's fate
from the outset of the book. We know he will die in the Alaskan wilderness,
and this knowledge colors every page. We witness his preparations, his
moments of joy, and his increasing struggles with the full weight of knowing
the tragic outcome. This creates a profound sense of unease and anticipation,
drawing the reader deeper into the narrative as they watch McCandless move
inexorably towards his destiny.

The Cumulative Effect of Figurative Language

The combined effect of Krakauer's masterful use of figurative language is a
narrative that transcends a simple recounting of events. The metaphors and
similes create vivid emotional landscapes, personification animates the
environment, symbolism imbues objects with profound meaning, and allusions
connect McCandless's personal quest to universal human experiences. This rich
linguistic tapestry is what elevates "Into the Wild" from a cautionary tale
to a deeply resonant exploration of freedom, nature, and the human search for
meaning. The sensory details and subtle uses of hyperbole and irony further
enhance the reader's immersion and understanding of McCandless's complex
character and his ill-fated journey.

Conclusion: The Lasting Resonance of Figurative
Language in "Into the Wild"

The enduring power of "Into the Wild" is inextricably linked to Jon
Krakauer's sophisticated use of figurative language. Through a rich array of
metaphors, similes, personification, symbolism, and allusion, Krakauer crafts
a narrative that is not only informative but also deeply evocative and
emotionally resonant. These literary devices allow readers to grasp the
abstract ideals driving Christopher McCandless, to feel the palpable presence
of the Alaskan wilderness, and to understand the profound ironies that shape
his destiny. By transforming a factual account into a compelling literary
work, the figurative language in "Into the Wild" ensures its continued
impact, inviting readers to contemplate universal themes of freedom,
belonging, and the complex relationship between humanity and the natural
world.

Frequently Asked Questions



What is a prominent example of metaphor in 'Into the
Wild' and what does it signify?
A key metaphor is Christopher McCandless's journey into the Alaskan
wilderness as a quest for 'truth' or 'absolute.' This signifies his rejection
of societal norms and his yearning for a purer, more authentic existence,
untainted by material possessions and social constructs.

How does Krakauer utilize personification in
describing nature in 'Into the Wild'?
Krakauer often personifies the wilderness, referring to the Alaskan landscape
as a 'presence' or an 'entity' that is both alluring and dangerous. For
instance, he might describe the Alaskan winter as 'unforgiving' or the wild
as 'calling' to McCandless. This highlights the powerful, almost sentient
force of nature that both attracts and ultimately defeats McCandless.

Identify an instance of simile in 'Into the Wild'
and explain its effect.
When describing McCandless's initial euphoria in the wild, Krakauer might use
a simile like, 'He felt as free as a bird.' This simile emphasizes his sense
of liberation and unburdened joy, contrasting sharply with his later
struggles and isolation.

Discuss the use of hyperbole in the book, perhaps in
relation to McCandless's idealism.
McCandless's belief that he could survive indefinitely on minimal provisions
could be seen as hyperbole. He often spoke and wrote with an intensity that
bordered on exaggeration, portraying his pursuit of a solitary, self-
sufficient life as an ultimate, attainable goal, which, in reality, was an
extreme challenge.

How does symbolism contribute to the understanding
of McCandless's character in 'Into the Wild'?
The worn-out yellow Datsun he abandons symbolizes his shedding of his past
identity and societal constraints. His well-worn copy of 'War and Peace'
symbolizes his intellectual pursuits and his search for meaning, even in his
isolation. These symbols represent his internal journey and his attempt to
redefine himself.

Can you find an example of imagery in 'Into the
Wild' that evokes a specific mood or feeling?
Descriptions of the vast, empty Alaskan wilderness, with its 'towering peaks'



and 'silent, snow-covered plains,' create a powerful sense of awe and
isolation. This stark imagery evokes feelings of both the sublime beauty of
nature and the profound loneliness that McCandless experiences.

How does the author's use of irony, particularly
situational irony, enhance the tragedy of
McCandless's story?
The situational irony lies in McCandless's earnest pursuit of self-
sufficiency and freedom in the wild, only to succumb to starvation and the
very real dangers he underestimated. His idealization of a life without
external dependence ultimately leads to his dependence on the very resources
he lacked, highlighting the harsh realities that contradicted his
romanticized vision.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to figurative language in Into the Wild, with
descriptions:

1. _The Unspoken Geography of the Soul_
This collection explores how the landscape of Alaska serves as a powerful
metaphor for Christopher McCandless's internal journey. It delves into the
symbolic representation of wilderness as both a source of freedom and a
mirror to isolation. The essays examine how the raw, untamed environment
reflects his yearning for authenticity and his struggle with societal
expectations.

2. _Echoes in the Wilderness: Personification of Nature_
This academic study focuses on the use of personification in Into the Wild,
analyzing how McCandless imbues the natural world with human-like qualities.
It investigates how the Alaskan elements become active participants in his
narrative, reflecting his emotional states and philosophical musings. The
book dissects how this figurative device enhances the reader's understanding
of McCandless's profound connection to nature.

3. _The Metaphorical Map: Navigating Identity_
This title suggests a book that uses the concept of a map not just as a
physical tool, but as a metaphor for McCandless's search for self. It would
trace how his travels, both literal and internal, are guided by evolving
beliefs and a desire to chart his own path. The work would explore how the
abandonment of conventional maps symbolizes his rejection of societal
structures.

4. _The Alabaster Silence: Symbolism of Solitude_
This book would center on the powerful symbolism of solitude and silence as
presented in Into the Wild. It would examine how these abstract concepts are
rendered tangible through McCandless's experiences and the evocative



descriptions of the Alaskan wilderness. The analysis would explore how
silence becomes a symbol of both liberation and a profound, sometimes
overwhelming, aloneness.

5. _Whispers of the Wild: The Power of Allusion_
This collection of essays would investigate the subtle allusions McCandless
makes, both to literature and to his own past, within the context of his wild
adventure. It would explore how these references deepen the meaning of his
journey and connect his personal quest to broader human experiences. The book
would highlight how these allusions function as a form of figurative
shorthand for his complex motivations.

6. _The Harsh Embrace: Simile and Metaphor in Survival_
This title points to an exploration of how similes and metaphors are used to
describe the brutal realities of survival in the wild. It would analyze how
these literary devices are employed to convey both the danger and the strange
beauty of McCandless's existence. The book would argue that figurative
language is crucial for understanding the emotional and psychological toll of
his chosen path.

7. _Irony's Edge: Paradoxes of Freedom_
This work would delve into the pervasive irony and paradoxes present in
McCandless's quest for freedom. It would examine how his pursuit of
liberation through isolation paradoxically leads to a different kind of
entrapment. The book would analyze how the figurative use of irony highlights
the unintended consequences of his radical choices.

8. _The Ghost of the Road: Hyperbole and Exaggeration_
This title suggests an examination of how hyperbole and exaggeration are
employed, perhaps by Krakauer or even McCandless himself, to frame his story.
It would explore how these devices might be used to amplify the romantic or
tragic elements of his journey. The book would question the role of
figurative exaggeration in shaping our perception of the narrative.

9. _Beneath the Surface: Imagery of Transformation_
This book would focus on the rich imagery used to depict Christopher
McCandless's ongoing transformation. It would analyze how recurring images,
such as the Alaskan bus or the changing seasons, serve as figurative
representations of his evolving self. The work would explore how these visual
elements contribute to the thematic exploration of his quest for
authenticity.
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