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Thomas Wolfe’s Novels: A Case Study of Look Homeward, Angel and Of Time and
the River

Abstract: As a Southern writer emerging from American Southern Renascence,
Thomas Wolfe’s identity as a Southern writer has always been controversial. The
Southern characteristic of his literary works is worthy of further examination. Since
leaving the South in his youth, Wolfe has embarked on a journey of exile. This
consciousness of a Southern exile is fully reflected in his two autobiographical
novels Look Homeward, Angel and Of Time and the River. Through positioning the
growth of the protagonist Eugene Gant into the ethical environment of the American
society in the early 20" and returning to the historical scene of the story to cast a
close examination of the different social ethical environments, the authors discover
that the ethical dilemmas brought about by the conservativeness and backwardness
of the American South, the increasingly estranged community relations, and
Eugene’s distorted family relationship combine to lead to Eugene’s determination
to leave the South and embark on a journey of self-exile. During his exile, Eugene
encounters cultural impact from American Northern culture and European culture
on his Southern ethical identity. The inner conflicts brought about by these ethical
dilemmas result in Eugene’s self-division. Eugene is forced to make ethical choices
to integrate his divided selves and continue his journey of constructing his ethical
identity as an exile. Wolfe’s literary creation is imprinted with distinctive features
of Southern culture. The image of the Southern exile represented by Eugene entails
significant ethical implications and identity politics. It also sheds light on the
construction of ethical identities of the contemporary generation in different cultural
contexts and historical scenes.
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1 See Thomas A. Underwood, “Autobiography and Ideology in the South: Thomas Wolfe and the
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