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Abstract 

In this research paper, the portrayal of war and its effects on characters in Ernest 

Hemingway's works will be examined. Hemingway's unique and influential literary style 

captures the intense experiences and emotional turmoil faced by individuals during times of 

conflict. The analysis will focus on the exploration of his narrative techniques, character 

development, and themes related to war throughout his most celebrated novels, such as "A 

Farewell to Arms" and "For Whom the Bell Tolls." By dissecting these elements, the study 

aims to provide a deeper understanding of how war and its consequences shaped 

Hemingway's writing and ultimately contributed to his legacy as a literary giant.  
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Introduction 

Ernest Hemingway, one of the most influential writers of the 20th century, is known 

for his unique narrative style that explores complex themes, such as war and its impact on 

human life. Throughout his extensive body of work, Hemingway has provided readers with a 

lens through which they can examine the harsh realities of war and the profound effects it has 

on the individuals who endure it. With his first-hand experience serving in World War I and 

living through numerous military conflicts, Hemingway was able to depict the transformative 

power of war in shaping characters' identities, relationships, and worldviews. 
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Born in 1899, Hemingway began his career as a journalist before transitioning into 

fiction writing. He gained prominence in the literary world with his novels, short stories, and 

essays that told stories about individuals who faced hardships during turbulent times. Among 

his most famous works are "A Farewell to Arms," "For Whom the Bell Tolls," and "The Sun 

Also Rises." Many of these novels draw from Hemingway's own experiences during World 

War I, the Spanish Civil War, and World War II. This authenticity allows for a more genuine 

representation of war and its effects on those ensnared by it. 

The research statement for this paper is: The portrayal of war in Hemingway's works 

has a profound impact on the characters, shaping their identities, relationships, and 

worldview. In examining this statement, this research will analyse how war plays a 

significant role in altering characters' lives throughout selected works by Hemingway. By 

assessing various aspects of each character's development under the influence of war – from 

personal struggles to relationship dynamics – this analysis will provide insight into 

Hemingway's representation of war's transformative power. 

Moreover, this research intends to shed light on how the theme of war transcends the 

physical battles and encompasses emotional turmoil. By exploring these internal conflicts, 

Hemingway invites readers to contemplate the broader aspects of human nature and the 

consequences of war on moral values and mental health. Furthermore, this investigation will 

consider the intersection of war with other recurring themes in Hemingway's works, such as 

masculinity, disillusionment, and the loss of innocence. 

With a close reading of select works from Hemingway's literary canon, this research 

paper seeks to provide a comprehensive understanding of the ways in which war is portrayed 

and its effects on characters in his narratives. By unearthing the nuances within these works, 
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this examination will offer a richer appreciation of the depth and complexity of Hemingway's 

exploration into the human experience during times of conflict. 

II. The Lost Generation and the aftermath of World War I 

The term "Lost Generation" refers to a group of writers, artists, and intellectuals who 

came of age during World War I. The term was popularized by American writer Gertrude 

Stein and famously associated with American expatriate author Ernest Hemingway. This 

generation experienced the devastating effects of the war firsthand and grappled with the 

widespread disillusionment, alienation, and moral uncertainty that resulted from the conflict. 

Hemingway's literary works, such as "The Sun Also Rises" and "A Farewell to Arms," offer a 

profound examination of how World War I shaped the lives and psyches of its survivors. 

In "The Sun Also Rises," Hemingway dissects the lives of a group of aimless, 

tormented individuals who became known as the Lost Generation. The novel portrays a world 

adrift in chaos, with its characters stumbling through an amoral landscape marred by their 

disillusionment with societal norms. The protagonist, Jake Barnes, is a symbol of a 

generation scarred by war; his impotence is a direct result of his injuries sustained in combat. 

Through Barnes' interactions with other characters in the book, including Lady Brett Ashley 

and Robert Cohn, Hemingway paints a bleak portrait of desperate individuals searching for 

meaning in their empty frivolities. 

"A Farewell to Arms" also delves into the war's psychological impact on its survivors. 

By narrating the story of American soldier Frederic Henry during World War I, Hemingway 

examines issues like post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) before it was formally recognized. 

In both novels, traumatic experiences leave irreversible emotional scars on the characters, 

ultimately resulting in further detachment from their pre-war identities. 
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Hemingway's exploration of individuals' struggle to find meaning in a chaotic world 

stems from personal experience; he served as an ambulance driver in Italy during World War 

I. Consequently, his portrayal of the war's psychological effects feels genuine and grounded. 

The author does not shy away from depicting graphic violence or delving into the darker 

aspects of human nature. Instead, he uses these elements to underscore the profound sense of 

disillusionment that pervades the lives of his characters. 

A notable theme throughout Hemingway's works is the search for meaning expressed 

through each character's attempts to regain control over their circumstances. In "The Sun Also 

Rises," Jake Barnes futilely seeks solace in drinking, professional success, and romantic 

relationships, while in "A Farewell to Arms," Frederic Henry tries to find stability by 

deserting his military duties and embracing his love for Catherine Barkley. Both men are 

ultimately left unsatisfied as they come to recognize the futility of evading existential despair. 

Their struggles serve as a metaphor for a generation grappling with the moral vacuum left by 

World War I. 

III. The Spanish Civil War and its impact on Hemingway's characters 

The Spanish Civil War began in 1936 and ended in 1939, creating widespread turmoil 

and chaos throughout the country. It was a conflict that revolved around ideological 

differences, resulting in the loss of more than half a million lives. Ernest Hemingway, as a 

journalist covering the war, witnessed the impact of such a brutal conflict firsthand. In his 

works, particularly "For Whom the Bell Tolls," he explores the far-reaching consequences of 

war on individuals and their beliefs. 

"For Whom the Bell Tolls" is set amid the backdrop of the Spanish Civil War, serving 

as a perfect medium for Hemingway to delve into war-related themes. The novel uses its 

protagonist, Robert Jordan, an American dynamiter battling alongside Spanish Republican 
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guerillas, to exemplify the psychological toll that war can take on a person. Throughout the 

novel, numerous instances highlight warfare's immensely destructive nature – the death of 

innocent civilians, atrocities committed by both sides, and the fractured interpersonal 

relationships among those involved. 

In "For Whom the Bell Tolls," characters' beliefs and values are fundamentally shaped 

by their experiences of war. Jordan starts with an unwavering commitment to his cause; 

however, upon witnessing both soldiers' and civilians' suffering during intense combat 

missions and acts of brutality, his once resolute belief in the good of his actions falters. This 

change reveals how unbearable realities frequently alter one's perspectives on morality. 

Another significant aspect examined in Hemingway's portrayal of war is how it 

shapes individuals' sense of purpose. War often forces people to confront unavoidable 

existential questions about life's meaning and their role within it. For instance: Should one be 

instrumental in taking lives for a greater cause? Can violence ever be justified? These 

considerations surface throughout the novel, leaving characters to grapple with the 

challenging answers. 

Furthermore, camaraderie instilled within characters due to their shared experiences 

of war is a notable theme in Hemingway's works. Bonds are forged among comrades as they 

face life-threatening situations together. Such solidarity fosters courage and teamwork while 

simultaneously fostering a sense of belonging that can propel individuals towards achieving 

their idealized convictions. 

 

IV. World War II and its effects on Hemingway's protagonists 
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Ernest Hemingway, a prominent writer in 20th-century literature, superbly portrays 

the devastating effects of war on the human psyche through his works. In this research paper, 

the focus is specifically on World War II and how it profoundly influenced the lives of 

Hemingway's protagonists. This examination will delve into two of Hemingway's novels, 

"Across the River and Into the Trees" and "Islands in the Stream," to analyse their war 

experiences and how they relate to the characters' relationships, emotions, and moral 

dilemmas. 

In "Across the River and Into the Trees," Colonel Richard Cantwell is a battle-scarred 

American officer heavily affected by his past war experiences. He becomes involved with a 

young Italian woman named Renata during his stay in Venice. Throughout their affair, 

Cantwell reflects on his life as a soldier and revisits memories that have inevitably shaped 

him as an individual. 

The impact of war on Cantwell is evident through his damaged psyche and mental 

health. It leads him to live every moment as if it were his last because he understands 

firsthand how abruptly life can be taken away. His moral compass is skewed as he indulges in 

the controversial romance with Renata, despite dismissing conventional societal norms. 

"Islands in the Stream," another masterpiece by Hemingway, follows Thomas 

Hudson, an artist-turned-soldier. The story revolves around Hudson's internal struggle to 

balance his dual identity between art and war. After experiencing immense loss due to World 

War II's brutality, Hudson finds solace in painting while still grappling with the harsh reality 

surrounding him. 

In this novel, emotional turmoil instigated by war plays a significant role in shaping 

Hudson's relationships. He witnesses first-hand how fleeting life can be when exposed to war 

and destruction, causing him to become hesitant in forming long-lasting bonds. The effects of 
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war also prompt Hudson to revaluate his moral values and actions, as evidenced by his 

escalating desire for revenge against German enemies. 

Examining the protagonists of "Across the River and Into the Trees" and "Islands in 

the Stream" reveals glimpses into Hemingway's portrayal of individuals ensnared by the 

merciless jaws of World War II. The war profoundly influences their emotions, relationships, 

and perceptions of right and wrong. By brilliantly intertwining their personal lives with larger 

global events, Hemingway effectively demonstrates how his characters respond to hardships 

imposed on them. 

Colonel Richard Cantwell's romance with Renata signifies how his moral standards 

have been dramatically transformed from his wartime experiences. It has forced him to 

prioritize impermanence in a way that directly impacts his decisions. In contrast, Thomas 

Hudson's internal struggles reflect his search for solace in activities like painting while 

simultaneously confronting the tragedies spawned from World War II. 

The characters' relationships remain inseverable from their wartime experiences, as 

evident in Colonel Cantwell's controversial affair with Renata and Thomas Hudson's 

unwillingness to form lasting connections with others. Emotional instability is another crucial 

element resulting from the war that affects both protagonists' lives. Their cognitive function 

heavily stems from the haunting memories of combat, which wreak havoc on their emotions. 

Moral dilemmas arise as characters grapple with both situational and existential 

circumstances in the context of war realities. Colonel Cantwell becomes entangled in a 

morally ambiguous relationship with Renata, whereas Thomas Hudson reconsiders principles 

that guide him as he seeks retribution against his enemies. 

V. Conclusion 
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In conclusion, the research paper aimed to analyze the portrayal of war and its effects 

on characters in Ernest Hemingway's works. The exploration of these themes in Hemingway's 

novels and short stories, such as "A Farewell to Arms," "For Whom the Bell Tolls," and "The 

Sun Also Rises," highlighted the profound emotional and psychological consequences faced 

by those who experienced armed conflict. 

Key findings from this analysis revealed that the author skillfully demonstrates the 

impact of war on individual lives through his characters' experiences. Characteristics such as 

disillusionment, alienation, and a struggle to find meaning emerge as recurring motifs in 

Hemingway's works. Additionally, war serves as a dominant backdrop against which 

characters navigate relationships, compelling them to confront their own mortality and 

coming to terms with loss. 

Hemingway's unique writing style, with its focus on action and dialogue over 

exposition or description, enhances the compelling narratives. By doing so, he invites readers 

to participate in the characters' experiences rather than merely observe them. This immersive 

technique enables a profound recognition of the tragedy of war and its impact on human lives 

across generations. 

The lasting impact of war on Hemingway's characters reverberates throughout his 

body of work. These fictional portrayals serve as a reflection of society's ongoing struggle 

with warfare and its aftermath. Engaging with these stories allows readers to consider their 

own relationships with military conflict and encourages discussions about the broader 

implications of armed aggression on both individuals and societies at large. In essence, an 

examination of Hemingway's work provides valuable insight into understanding the enduring 

consequences of war as it impacts character development and shapes human values. 
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