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INTO THE WILD
STUDY GUIDE:
EXPLORING THE
JOURNEY OF CHRIS
MCCANDLESS

Jon Krakauer’s Into the
Wild  has  captivated
reade r s  s i nce  i t s
publication  in  1996,
telling the true story of
C h r i s t o p h e r
McCandless,  a  bright
y o u n g  m a n  w h o
a b a n d o n e d  h i s
conventional  life  to
e m b a r k  o n  a
transformative  journey
a c r o s s  A m e r i c a ,
ultimately  meeting his

t r a g i c  e n d  i n  t h e
Alaskan wilderness. For
students,  book  clubs,
and  i ndependen t
readers alike,  an Into
T h e  W i l d  S t u d y
Guide  serves  as  an
essential  companion
for  unpack ing  the
comp lex  themes ,
character  motivations,
and  ethical  questions
that  arise  from  this
modern  odyssey.  This
comprehensive  guide
will  help you navigate
the  text ’ s  deeper
m e a n i n g s  w h i l e
exploring  the  life  and
legacy  of  Alexander
Supertramp.
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Understa
nding the
Core

Narrative
Before  div ing  into
analysis, it is important
to  establish  what  Into
the Wild is and is not.
Krakauer’s  work  is  a
work  o f  nar ra t ive
nonfiction  that
r e c o n s t r u c t s
McCandless’s  two-year
j o u r n e y  a f t e r  h e
donated his savings to
charity, abandoned his
car,  burned  his  cash,
and adopted the alias
Alexander Supertramp.
Through  interviews
with  family  members,
friends,  and  strangers
who  encountered
McCandless  along  the
way,  Krakauer  pieces
together  a  poignant

portrait  of  a  young
m a n  d r i v e n  b y
idealism,  adventure,
and  a  deep-seated
desire  to  escape  the
trappings  of  modern
society.
An  effective  Into  The
Wild  Study  Guide
b e g i n s  b y
acknowledging  the
polarized  responses
McCandless  continues
to provoke. Some view
him as a reckless fool
whose arrogance led to
his  death.  Others  see
him  as  a  heroic  figure
who  had  the  courage
to pursue an authentic
existence  on  his  own
t e r m s .  K r a k a u e r
h i m s e l f  f a l l s
s o m e w h e r e  i n
between,  and  readers
must grapple with their
own  conclusions  as
they move through the
text.



Into The Wild Study Guide Answers 3

3

Author
Backgrou
nd and
Perspecti

ve
Jon  Krakauer  brings
unique  credibility  to
t h i s  s t o r y .  A n
e x p e r i e n c e d
mounta inee r  and
journalist,  Krakauer
famously  survived  the
1996  Mount  Everest
disaster,  which  he
chronicled in Into Thin
A i r .  H i s  i n t i m a t e
understanding  of  the
allure  and  danger  of
extreme  wilderness
pursuits  informs  his
p o r t r a y a l  o f
McCandless.  Krakauer
does  not  shy  away
from  McCandless’s
mistakes,  but  he  also

refuses to dismiss him
a s  m e r e l y  n a i v e .
Instead,  he  draws
paral le ls  between
M c C a n d l e s s ’ s
motivations  and  those
of  other  adventurers,
including  himself.
When  studying  this
text,  it  is  helpful  to
consider  Krakauer’s
authorial  choices.  He
i n t e r w e a v e s
McCandless’s  story
with  chapters  about
o the r  w i l de rness
seekers,  including
Everett Ruess and John
Muir.  This  technique
broadens the narrative
into  a  meditation  on
the American romance
with  wildness  and the
search  for  meaning
b e y o n d  m a t e r i a l
wealth.  A  thorough
Into The Wild Study
Guide  will  encourage
readers  to  examine
how  these  paral lel
stor ies  i l luminate
McCandless’s character
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rather  than  simply
serving  as  filler.

Character
Analysis:
Christoph
er
McCandle
ss as
Alexande
r
Supertra
mp
McCandless is a study
in  contradictions.  He
was  intel lectual ly
brilliant,  graduating
w i th  hono r s  f r om
Emory  University,  yet

he deliberately  sought
out  situations  where
his  book  smarts  were
u s e l e s s .  H e  w a s
intensely  charismatic,
f o r m i n g  d e e p
connections  with  the
people he met on the
road, yet he ultimately
pushed them away to
maintain  his  solitude.
H e  w a s  d e e p l y
principled,  refusing  to
accept  help  that  he
had not earned, yet his
rigidity  sometimes
bordered  on  se l f -
d e s t r u c t i v e
stubbornness.
Key  figures  in
McCandless’s  journey
include:

Wayne
Westerberg –
The grain
elevator operator
who offered
McCandless work
and friendship.
Westerberg
represents the



Into The Wild Study Guide Answers 5

5

kind of grounded,
honest
community that
McCandless both
craved and fled.
Ronald Franz –
The elderly man
who offered to
adopt
McCandless.
Their relationship
highlights
McCandless’s
unwillingness to
be tied down and
his complex
feelings about
family.
Jan Burres and
Bob – The
kindhearted
couple who
treated
McCandless like
a son. Their grief
upon learning of
his death
underscores the
deep impact he
had on strangers.
Billie and Walt
McCandless –

His parents,
whose painful
journey to
understand their
son forms an
emotional
backbone of the
book.

E a c h  o f  t h e s e
relationships reveals a
different  facet  of
M c C a n d l e s s ’ s
p e r s o n a l i t y  a n d
motivations.  An  Into
T h e  W i l d  S t u d y
Guide  that  explores
these  connections
h e l p s  r e a d e r s
u n d e r s t a n d  t h a t
McCandless  was  not
merely  a  loner  but
someone  who  sought
meaningful  human
contact  even  as  he
sought  isolation.

Major
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Themes
to

Explore
THE ALLURE OF THE
WILDERNESS

McCandless  was  not
the  first  young  person
to  be  drawn  to  the
Alaskan  frontier,  and
he  certainly  was  not
t h e  l a s t .  T h e
wilderness  represents
fo r  h im  a  p lace  o f
purity,  testing,  and
authentic existence. He
believed  that  modern
society  had  softened
people  and  that  true
character could only be
f o r g e d  t h r o u g h
hardship.  This  theme
resonates  deeply  with
American  cultural
mythology,  from  the
writings of Henry David
T h o r e a u  t o  t h e
exploration  narratives

of  the  early  pioneers.
Readers  might  ask
themselves: What is it
about wild places that
c a l l s  t o  u s ?  I s
McCandless’s  vision of
the wilderness realistic,
or  was  he  chasing  a
romanticized  fantasy?
These  questions  are
c e n t r a l  t o  a n y
m e a n i n g f u l
engagement  with  the
text.

FAMILY CONFLICT
AND THE SEARCH
FOR IDENTITY

M c C a n d l e s s ’ s
relationship  with  his
parents,  particularly
his  father  Walt,  was
deeply  troubled.  After
discovering his father’s
hidden  second  family,
McCandless  became
disillusioned  with  the
d i s h o n e s t y  h e
p e r c e i v e d  i n  h i s
upbringing. His journey
can  be  read  as  an
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attempt  to  forge  an
iden t i t y  en t i r e l y
separate  f rom  h is
fami ly ,  to  become
someone  entirely  self-
created.
An  Into  The  Wild
Study  Guide  that
addresses  fami ly
dynamics  wil l  help
readers  consider  how
much  of  McCandless’s
journey  was  about
running  away  versus
r u n n i n g  t o w a r d
something.  Was  he
escaping  dysfunction,
or  was  he  seek ing
transcendence?  The
answer  is  likely  both.

MATERIALISM AND
THE EXAMINED LIFE

McCandless’s  rejection
of material possessions
is  one  of  the  most
striking aspects  of  his
story.  He  donated  his
$24,000  savings  to
Oxfam, abandoned his
car,  and  burned  his

remaining  cash.  This
radica l  s impl ic i ty
echoes the philosophy
o f  T h o r e a u ,  w h o
famously  wrote,  “The
mass of men lead lives
of  quiet  desperation.”
McCandless  aimed  to
live  deliberately,  to
suck the marrow out of
l i f e ,  a s  T h o r e a u
advised.
This  theme  invites
readers  to  reflect  on
their  own  relationship
with  material  goods
a n d  s o c i e t a l
e x p e c t a t i o n s .  I s
McCandless’s path one
that  anyone  could
f o l l o w ,  o r  w a s  i t
uniquely  suited  to  his
p a r t i c u l a r
temperament  and
privi lege?

MORTALITY AND THE
FRAGILITY OF LIFE

The  tragic  ending  of
McCandless’s  story
fo rces  readers  to
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confront uncomfortable
questions  about  risk,
preparation,  and  the
l i m i t s  o f  h u m a n
endurance.  His  death
from  starvation  after
misidentifying  a  toxic
p l a n t  i s  b o t h
heartbreaking  and
avoidable.  Krakauer
does  not  romanticize
this ending; instead, he
p r e s e n t s  i t  a s  a
complex  fai lure  of
k n o w l e d g e ,
p repara t i on ,  and
perhaps  humility.
However, McCandless’s
final photographs show
him  smil ing  and  at
peace.  He  died  doing
what  he  believed  in,
even  if  his  methods
were  flawed.  This
tension between tragic
waste  and  meaningful
purpose is at the heart
of the book’s enduring
appeal.

Symbolis
m and
Literary
Devices
Krakauer  employs
severa l  recurr ing
symbols  that  reward
close  attention:

The bus – The
abandoned
Fairbanks bus
142 where
McCandless
spent his final
months has
become a
pilgrimage site
for those inspired
by his story. It
symbolizes both
shelter and
entrapment,
sanctuary and
tomb.
The books
McCandless



Into The Wild Study Guide Answers 9

9

carried – Works
by Tolstoy,
Thoreau, London,
and others serve
as a window into
his philosophical
influences.
Readers can
trace how these
texts shaped his
worldview and,
ultimately, his
decisions.
The Sushana
River – The river
that became
impassable in
spring, trapping
McCandless in
the wilderness,
serves as a
powerful symbol
of how nature is
indifferent to
human will.
Fire and light –
Throughout the
narrative, images
of fire and light
appear when
McCandless
experiences

moments of
clarity or
connection.

A thoughtful Into The
Wild Study Guide will
point  readers  toward
these symbols and ask
what they reveal about
McCandless’s inner life
a n d  K r a k a u e r ’ s
thematic intentions.

Critical
Interpreta
tions and
Debates
Scholars  and  readers
have  offered  widely
varying  interpretations
of  McCandless’s  story.
Some  argue  that  he
w a s  a  v i c t i m  o f
untreated  menta l
illness,  pointing to  his
reck lessness  and
refusal to accept help.
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Others frame him as a
tragic  hero  whose
death was a cautionary
tale about the limits of
idealism.  Still  others
see  his  journey  as  a
legitimate  spiritual
quest, even if it ended
badly.
K rakauer  h imse l f
revisits  the story  in  a
2015 afterword, noting
that  new  evidence
suggests  McCandless’s
death may have been
caused  by  a  tox ic
fungus  rather  than
simple starvation. This
ongoing  investigation
reminds  readers  that
McCandless’s  story  is
not a closed book. New
details  continue  to
e m e r g e ,  a n d  o u r
understanding  of  his
life and death evolves
accordingly.
When  developing  an
Into The Wild Study
Guide, it is valuable to
p resen t  mu l t i p l e
perspectives  without

endorsing  any  single
interpretation.  The
power of the book lies
precisely  in  its  ability
to  sustain  multiple,
conflicting  readings.
Students  should  be
encouraged  to  argue
their  positions  with
evidence from the text
a n d  t h e i r  o w n
reasoning.

Study
Questions
for
Deeper
Engagem
ent
H e r e  a r e  s e v e r a l
questions  that  can
g u i d e  i n d i v i d u a l
reflection  or  group
discussion:
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What does1.
McCandless
mean when he
writes that
“happiness is
only real when
shared”? How
does this insight
complicate his
journey of
isolation?
How does2.
Krakauer’s
inclusion of his
own climbing
experiences
affect your
reading of
McCandless’s
story?
Was McCandless3.
brave or foolish?
Can he be both?
Support your
answer with
specific
examples from
the text.
What role do the4.
people he met on
the road play in
McCandless’s

transformation?
How does the5.
book challenge
or reinforce your
own ideas about
what makes a life
meaningful?
In what ways6.
does McCandless
embody
American ideals
of individualism
and
independence?
In what ways
does he reject
those ideals?

These  questions  help
move  beyond  simple
s u m m a r y  t o w a r d
genuine  analysis.  An
effective  Into  The
Wild  Study  Guide
should push readers to
f o r m  t h e i r  o w n
conclus ions  whi le
staying  grounded  in
the  text.
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Practical
Tips for

Readers
W h e t h e r  y o u  a r e
reading  Into  the  Wild
for a class, a book club,
o r  p e r s o n a l
enrichment,  consider
approaching  the  text
with  an  open  mind.
Keep a journal of your
reactions as you read,
noting moments  when
y o u  a g r e e  w i t h
M c C a n d l e s s  a n d
moments  when  you
find  his  choices
f r u s t r a t i n g .  P a y
attention  to  your  own
emotional  responses;
they  often  reveal  as
much  about  you  as
they do about the text.
It can also be helpful to
read  supplementary
materials,  including
Krakauer’s  original

Outside  magazine
article, interviews with
peop le  who  knew
McCandless, and online
resources dedicated to
his story. The Into The
Wild  Study  Guide
approach  i s  mos t
effective when it treats
the book not as a static
ar t i fac t  but  as  an
ongoing  conversation
about  how  to  live.

Conclusio
n
Into  the  Wild  remains
o n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
provocative and deeply
h u m a n  w o r k s  o f
nonfiction  of  the  past
several  decades. Chris
M c C a n d l e s s  w a s
neither  a  saint  nor  a
fool, but a complicated
young man whose brief
l i f e  c o n t i n u e s  t o
challenge  readers  to
examine  their  own
priorities,  fears,  and
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d r e a m s .  A  w e l l -
constructed  Into  The

Wild  Study  Guide
does  not  claim


