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Abstract: Thomas Wolfe’s Look Homeward, Angel: A Story of the Buried Life is a powerful exploration of

loneliness, estrangement and the individual’s search for love, identity and belonging. The novel traces the early
life of Eugene Gant and presents alienation not merely as a personal condition but as a pervasive experience
shared by the members of the Gant family. Eugene’s isolation begins in childhood and is intensified by his
inability to communicate with others, his rejection at school, emotional neglect within the family and repeated
disappointments in love. His father, Oliver Gant, and his mother, Eliza, are also alienated, though for different
reasons: Oliver is driven by restless appetite and dissatisfaction, while Eliza is absorbed in money, property and
business. This paper examines the psychological, familial, social and spiritual dimensions of alienation in the
novel. It argues that Wolfe presents alienation as the consequence of failed communication, selfishness,
incompatible desires and the human longing for a meaningful connection with others. At the same time, Eugene’s
imagination, reading and dreams become temporary means of escape from the painful world around him.
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1.INTRODUCTION

Thomas Wolfe’s first novel, Look Homeward, Angel, gives artistic expression to the problem of human
alienation. The novel portrays the predicament of a person who feels lost in the world, unable to establish a meaningful
relationship with those around him. Its subtitle, A Story of the Buried Life, shifts attention from the external world to
the hidden life of the mind and soul. The work is therefore concerned not only with physical events but also with the
inner struggles of Eugene Gant, whose intense desire for love, recognition and companionship remains largely
unfulfilled. The novel covers the first twenty years of Eugene’s life and closely follows the emotional and imaginative
development of its hero. Eugene’s experience is shaped by loneliness, misunderstanding and a persistent sense of being
different. His alienation is not an isolated condition; it is connected with the emotional atmosphere of the Gant household
and with the wider society in which he lives. Wolfe thus turns the story of one young man into a broader study of the
human need for communication and belonging.
Eugene Gant: Childhood and the Origins of Alienation

Eugene’s alienation begins at an early age. As a child, he observes the people around him as a silent spectator
and gradually becomes aware of the importance of speech and communication. Yet the very world into which he is born
appears emotionally closed to him. He experiences loneliness from the age of three or four and feels confined within
the narrow limits of family life. The image of the child as the “last one” and as a prisoner within a secret heart expresses
the depth of his inward isolation. When Eugene begins school, his sense of difference becomes more visible. His brothers
and sister consider him strange, and he is slow to learn to read and write. His unusual appearance and sensitive
temperament make him a target for ridicule. He is unable to participate naturally in games or become part of a group.
Consequently, his alienation is both physical and social: he feels excluded from the companionship that other children
seem to enjoy without difficulty. The suffering of young Eugene is intensified by conflict and misunderstanding within
the family. He longs to escape the emotional pressure of home, but his hope of finding a better world remains uncertain.
Like many young people, he imagines that somewhere beyond his present surroundings there must be a place where
injustice will be corrected and where he will finally be accepted. This hope becomes one of the central forces shaping
his character.
The Gant Family and the Failure of Communication
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Alienation in Look Homeward, Angel is a family condition. The members of the Gant household live close to one
another, yet they remain emotionally distant. They possess strong feelings but lack the ability to express those feelings
in a manner that creates understanding. Their isolation is therefore spiritual and psychological rather than merely
physical. Each member follows an individual path in an attempt to overcome loneliness, but these separate efforts often
deepen the divisions within the family.

The children display different forms of emotional imbalance. Steve, Luke, Helen, Ben and Eugene respond to
the tensions of family life in their own ways. Ben, however, is the person who understands Eugene most deeply because
of their similar temperament and shared sensitivity. His affection offers Eugene a rare experience of companionship.
The loss of Ben therefore becomes especially painful, reinforcing Eugene’s belief that love and understanding are
difficult to attain and easily destroyed. The family’s central problem is not the absence of emotion but the absence of
meaningful communication. The characters want affection, sympathy and recognition, yet they repeatedly fail to provide
these things to one another. Their emotional needs remain buried beneath anger, pride, selfishness and personal
ambition. Wolfe suggests that human beings may live together for years and still remain strangers when communication
and empathy are missing.

Oliver Gant: Restlessness and Marital Estrangement

Oliver Gant, Eugene’s father, is portrayed as a restless and impulsive man. After the death of his first wife, he drifts
from place to place and eventually settles in Altamont, where he marries Eliza Pentland. His life is governed by
immediate appetites: he wishes to drink, eat, make love and spend freely. He lives intensely in the present and gives
little attention to the future. This restless energy makes him incapable of finding lasting peace or emotional stability.

Oliver and Eliza are an incompatible pair. Their desires and values are fundamentally different. Oliver seeks pleasure,
freedom and immediate gratification, whereas Eliza values security, property, money and future prosperity. The conflict
between them is therefore irreconcilable. Although they share a household and raise children together, they remain
emotionally separated. Their marriage becomes a symbol of the inability of two people to understand each other when
their lives are directed towards opposing goals.

Oliver’s isolation is also spiritual. He feels that the world around him is unresponsive and attempts to overcome this
emptiness through rhetoric, anger, alcohol and physical desire. Yet these actions do not bring him fulfillment. Instead,
they reveal a man who is hungry for recognition and love but unable to establish a stable relationship with his wife,
children or society. His tragedy lies in the fact that his emotional needs are real, while his methods of satisfying them
are destructive and ineffective.

Eliza Gant: Materialism and Emotional Distance

Eliza Gant is deeply attached to money, property and business. Her practical intelligence and determination make her
an important force within the household, but her devotion to material security gradually separates her from her role as
wife and mother. She often approaches family relationships through the language and habits of business. Even her
children are encouraged to participate in commercial activity, and emotional intimacy is replaced by calculation and
economic ambition. Eliza’s concern for property gives her a sense of purpose, but it also isolates her from the people
closest to her. She is unable to communicate with Oliver in the language of affection and understanding. Their marriage
becomes increasingly distant because neither partner can enter the emotional world of the other. Eliza’s materialism
does not simply make her selfish; it also reveals her attempt to protect herself from insecurity. Nevertheless, the
protection she seeks through wealth contributes to the emotional poverty of the family.

Loneliness, Love and the Search for Belonging

Eugene’s longing for love is one of the major expressions of his alienation. He seeks affection from others, but love
repeatedly eludes him. His relationship with Laura James appears to offer the possibility of emotional fulfillment.
Eugene imagines that she is his soul and his life, and he invests the relationship with the hope of finding a personal
paradise. When he learns that Laura is committed to another man, his dream collapses and his sense of loneliness
becomes more intense.The disappointment in love leads Eugene towards despair and self-destructive behaviour. He
attempts to forget his pain through drinking and imagines that alcohol may provide an escape from the burdens of the
past. However, intoxication only makes him more conscious of his isolation. When he is criticized by his family, he
expresses the pain of having lived among them for many years without being treated as a true companion. His outburst
reveals the emotional distance that has existed within the family for a long time.

Eugene’s desire for love is therefore inseparable from his desire for identity. He wants to be recognized as an
individual and accepted as a member of a meaningful human community. His repeated failures do not destroy this
longing; instead, they make it more intense. The novel presents love as a necessary human need, but it also shows how
easily love can be distorted by selfishness, misunderstanding and incompatible expectations.
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Imagination, Reading and the Desire to Escape

When the real world fails to provide companionship, Eugene turns to imagination. He dreams of distant cities, great
journeys, heroic achievements and enchanted places. Through imagination, he can temporarily escape the noise and
limitations of everyday life. He imagines himself as a great athlete, soldier, political leader and even a sacred figure.
These fantasies provide an outlet for his physical and emotional alienation, allowing him to create identities that
compensate for his sense of weakness and exclusion. Eugene also identifies himself with great writers and literary
figures. Reading becomes a form of liberation because books open a world beyond the boundaries of family and society.
His imaginative life enables him to transform loneliness into creative energy. Yet this escape is temporary. The contrast
between the ideal world of imagination and the painful world of reality often makes his dissatisfaction more acute.
Imagination saves him from complete despair, but it cannot fully resolve his need for human connection. The novel thus
presents literature as both refuge and revelation. Books give Eugene access to beauty, knowledge and emotional
companionship. They also help him understand the depth of his own inner life. His dreams of ships, distant lands and
unknown cities express the universal human desire to move beyond limitation and discover a place where the self may
be accepted and fulfilled.

Social and Spiritual Alienation

Eugene’s alienation extends beyond the family. He often feels that society itself is hostile, noisy and incapable of
understanding him. His sensitivity makes ordinary social life difficult, and he regards many people as strangers. At
times, he imagines the world as a place filled with beauty that remains hidden from him. His longing is therefore not
only for personal love but also for a deeper harmony between the individual and the world. The alienation portrayed in
the novel is spiritual because the characters are separated from one another at the level of the soul. They are not without
emotions; rather, they lack the power to communicate those emotions effectively. Their suffering arises from the gap
between what they feel and what they are able to express. Wolfe’s characters search for a form of love that can lead
them towards a fuller life, but their pride, fear and self-centeredness repeatedly prevent genuine understanding.

2. CONCLUSION:

Look Homeward, Angel presents alienation as a complex human experience shaped by childhood loneliness,
family conflict, failed communication, social exclusion and disappointed love. Eugene Gant is the central figure through
whom these experiences are explored, but the entire Gant family participates in the pattern of estrangement. Oliver’s
restless desire for pleasure and recognition, Eliza’s attachment to money and property, and the emotional instability of
the children all contribute to a household in which people live together without truly understanding one another.Eugene’s
imagination and love of books provide temporary freedom from loneliness and help him develop a creative identity.
Nevertheless, they cannot entirely replace the affection and companionship he seeks. The novel ultimately suggests that
the deepest human need is not merely success, wealth or pleasure but meaningful connection. Wolfe’s portrayal of the
Gants remains powerful because it reveals a universal truth: individuals may be surrounded by family and society yet
still experience profound loneliness when love, empathy and communication are absent.
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