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Abstract: This article examines the theme of social class and inequality in Jack 

London’s Martin Eden. The novel portrays the tension between the working-class 

protagonist and the bourgeois society he aspires to join. Through Martin’s interactions 

with Ruth Morse and the upper-class world, London critiques social hierarchy, cultural 

prejudice, and the limitations imposed by inherited status. The analysis demonstrates 

that Martin’s intellectual and artistic achievements, while remarkable, are constantly 

overshadowed by the barriers of class. Ultimately, the novel exposes the alienation that 

results when merit collides with entrenched social structures, revealing both the 

seductive and destructive power of social ambition. 
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Jack London’s Martin Eden presents a penetrating critique of early twentieth-

century socialhierarchy through the story of a self-educated sailor striving for 

recognition and acceptance among the educated elite. Martin’s journey is not merely a 

tale of personal ambition but a reflection on the rigid boundaries of social class and the 

challenges faced by those seeking upward mobility. The novel portrays the upper class 

as both alluring and morally hollow, highlighting the tension between personal 

achievement and societal recognition. From the moment Martin encounters Ruth 

Morse, he becomes acutely aware of the gap separating his working-class origins from 

the cultured world he desires to inhabit. 

The contrast between Martin and Ruth’s family underscores the pervasive nature 

of social inequality. While Martin possesses intelligence, determination, and artistic 

talent, he lacks the cultural capital that the Morse family embodies. London illustrates 

that societal recognition depends not only on merit but also on social connections, 

inherited wealth, and refined manners. Ruth herself admires Martin’s intellect but is 

influenced by the prejudices instilled by her class. When she introduces him to her 

social circle, Martin’s accomplishments are simultaneously celebrated and diminished, 

exposing the subtle mechanisms through which privilege preserves itself. 

London uses Martin’s struggle to explore the limitations of meritocracy. Despite 

publishing essays and novels that display extraordinary skill, Martin is repeatedly met 
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with condescension or skepticism by the literary elite. His work is evaluated not solely 

on artistic merit but through the lens of his class origins. This structural bias 

demonstrates the barriers that exist in a society where social mobility is ostensibly 

possible yet constrained by entrenched hierarchies. Martin’s frustration reflects the 

broader struggle of talented individuals marginalized by rigid social systems. 

The psychological impact of class consciousness is a recurring theme. Martin 

internalizes both aspiration and resentment, striving to belong while simultaneously 

recognizing the superficiality of the world he seeks to enter. London portrays this 

duality vividly: Martin’s love for Ruth is intertwined with his desire for acceptance, 

and his ambition to write is inseparable from the need for validation from the upper 

class. The tension between personal fulfillment and social recognition creates a sense 

of alienation, as Martin finds himself unable to reconcile his authentic self with the 

expectations of those he wishes to impress. 

Alienation intensifies as Martin gains literary success. Despite achieving the 

social and financial status he once dreamed of, he feels disconnected from both his 

working-class roots and the bourgeois society he has entered. The elite, while 

acknowledging his talent, continue to view him as an outsider. Martin’s loneliness 

demonstrates London’s critique of a society in which class divisions persist regardless 

of merit or effort. Achievement alone cannot erase the social stigma attached to birth 

and upbringing. 

London also explores the moral contradictions of the bourgeoisie. The wealthy 

characters appear cultured, polished, and sophisticated, yet they are often shallow, 

insecure, and preoccupied with status. Through Ruth’s family and other socialites, the 

novel reveals a world where social appearances outweigh authenticity. Martin’s 

disillusionment with these characters reflects a broader critique: social advancement, 

even when achieved, can lead to moral and emotional isolation if it requires conformity 

to an artificial system of values. 

The novel’s ending reinforces the destructive potential of class struggle. Martin’s 

ultimate alienation and despair suggest that social ambition, when pursued within a 

rigid hierarchy, can have tragic consequences. London does not romanticize upward 

mobility; rather, he presents it as a complex and often painful negotiation between 

talent, desire, and the limitations imposed by society. Martin’s experiences reveal that 

even extraordinary effort and intelligence cannot fully overcome the weight of 

entrenched social structures. 

In conclusion, Martin Eden serves as both a personal narrative and a social 

critique. Jack London portrays the collision between individual merit and societal 

expectations, demonstrating the psychological and moral consequences of navigating 

class boundaries. Through Martin’s journey, the novel exposes the inequality and 

alienation inherent in a stratified society. It ultimately argues that social recognition is 
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not solely a product of talent but is deeply influenced by class, privilege, and the subtle 

mechanisms of exclusion that persist even in a modernizing world. London’s work 

remains relevant today, offering insights into the enduring tensions between ambition, 

identity, and social inequality. 
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