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Abstract: A Farewell to Arms, based on Hemingway’s own experiences serving in the Italian
campaigns during the First World War, is considered by some critics as the finest novel to come out
of the war and Hemingway’s personal best. It is a first-person account of an American, Lieutenant
Frederic Henry, who serves in the ambulance corps of the Italian Army during World War I and
falls in love with a British nurse named Catherine. In this paper, I will analyze the two protagonists,
Frederic Henry and Catherine Barkley from the perspective of existentialism. In the face of the
absurdity of the world and the nothingness of life, the two characters choose to move on and live
the best they can. By creating such two protagonists, Hemingway, though a spokesman of the “Lost
Generation”, is telling us that despite the world’s malevolence and irrationality, one is free to
choose to move on with some measure of control and dignity and to create their own individual
meaning for their own life.
1. Introduction
A Farewell to Arms, based on Hemingway’s own experiences serving in the Italian campaigns
during the First World War, is considered by some critics as the finest novel to come out of the war
and Hemingway’s personal best. First published in 1929, it is a first-person account of an American,
Lieutenant Frederic Henry, who serves in the ambulance corps of the Italian Army during World
War I and falls in love with a British nurse named Catherine. Since the publication of the novel,
most critics have interpreted it from the perspectives of the anti-war theme, the narrative technique
and ecofeminism; however, the existentialist thoughts presented in A Farewell to Arms is often
ignored. In this paper, I will analyze the two protagonists, Frederic Henry and Catherine Barkley
from the perspective of existentialism.
Existentialism is a philosophy that emphasizes individual existence, freedom and choice. It is the
view that humans define their own meaning in life, and try to make rational decisions despite
existing in an irrational universe. Originated with the 19th century philosophers Søren Kierkegaard
and Friedrich Nietzsche, it got to the climax after the Second World War and became the most
popular philosophy in western society in the 1950s and 60s. The main idea of existentialism during
World War II was developed by Jean-Paul Sartre under the influence of Fyodor Dostoevsky and
Martin Heidegger.
Hemingway, the Nobel Prize winner for literature in 1954, was noted both for the intense
masculinity of his writing and for his adventurous and widely publicized life. Greatly influenced by
his own war experience, Hemingway made the protagonist Frederic Henry one of the “Lost
Generation”, whose life experience and growth can be interpreted with the main beliefs of
existentialism: the absurdity of the world, the nothingness of life, and freedom of choice. Since the
publication of the novel, Hemingway often has been the target of feminist critics. Bardacke
concludes that “Catherine, for all her womanliness, was the ruin of Lieutenant Henry through her
isolating love”[1]. However, from the perspective of existentialism, Catherine can be read as a
brave, admirable heroine who tries to seek a code by which to live in a “God-abandoned world”[2].
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2. The Absurdity of the World
Existentialists believe that the world is absurd, and that a human being is “thrown into” a chaotic,
irrational universe. In A Farewell to Arms, the world Henry lives in is also absurd. In the end of the
first chapter, Henry narrates, “[a]t the start of the winter came the permanent rain and with the rain
came the cholera. But it was checked and in the end only seven thousand died of it in the army”[3].
By the ironical use of “only”, Hemingway gives the reader a sense of how bad things are without
actually telling the worst, which exposes the reader to the absurdity of war by stating a horrific fact
with little emotion. In the meantime, Hemingway is presenting Frederic “not just as a naive narrator
but also as a character who does not understand the war or the larger destruction of the world”[4].
As Nietzsche declared in The Gay Science, “The total character of the world...is in all eternity
chaos”[5]. The chaos and irrationality in Henry’s world is on full display in the chapter about the
Italian army retreating from Caporetto, which serves as the climax of the novel. Here, Aymo, an
Italian ambulance driver who retreats with Henry, is shot by his compatriots out of fear and
incompetence. As Henry tells Bonello, “[w]e are in more danger from Italians than Germans”[3]. At
the end of this chapter, Italian soldiers are shooting other Italian soldiers at will, simply because the
latter are officers. They shout loudly, “[d]own with the officer. Viva la Pace”[3]. Henry thereupon
has to jump into the river to escape being shot dead. This is a crucial point where some significant
change begins to take place in Henry’s mind. He realizes the chaos and irrationality of the troops
and the world. The subsequent events of the retreat, especially the shooting of Aymo and the
executions of officers, push him finally and completely away from the military to make his
“separate peace”[3].
In the novel, Catherine appears as a war nurse. According to herself, she is “something called
a V. A. D.”[3]. The full name of V. A. D. is the British Voluntary Aid Detachment, through which
British women volunteered to serve the wounded and sick soldiers under the Red Cross and Order
of St. John in both field hospitals and other medical facilities within Britain and behind the front
lines in Europe. As a witness, Catherine suffers no less mentally than those who are bleeding on the
battlefield. Her childhood sweetheart was blown to pieces at the Battle of the Somme, arguably one
of the worst battles in human history. The death of her fiancé has had so large an impact on her that
she is psychologically troubled. In his early encounters with Catherine, Henry narrates, “I
thought she was probably a little crazy”[3].
3. The Nothingness of Life
Existentialism holds that there is no God or any other transcendent force, and that life itself is
totally, inherently meaningless. In 1882 Nietzsche famously declared “God is dead.” Sartre
investigated the world we live in as offering man little support. “I carry the weight of the world by
myself alone without any person or thing being able to lighten it”[3]. In A Farewell to Arms, Henry
cannot find the meaning of his duty after he returns from his holiday. “Evidently it did not matter
whether I was there or not”[3]. Nor can he find the meaning of “abstract words such as glory, honor,
courage, or hallow”[3]. At first, he goes to war charged with enthusiasm by words like “glory” and
“honor”. However, after going through the cruel killing on the battlefield, he regards those words as
“obscene beside the concrete names of villages, the numbers of roads, the names of rivers, the
numbers of regiments and dates”[3].
The collapse of Henry’s happiness also displays the nothingness of life. As anyone would, Henry
tries bargaining with God in his desperation at Catherine's impending death, and of course it does
not work. He realizes that there is no point in believing in God in a world that senselessly kills
Aymo, Rinaldi, the baby, and Catherine, whose love revives Henry after he has seen the horror of
the war. Life makes no sense. In the end, regardless of our heroism, love, efforts etc. we all die.
“That was what you did. You died. You did not know what it was about...They threw you in and
told you the rules and the first time they caught you off base they killed you. Or they killed you
gratuitously like Aymo. Or gave you the syphilis like Rinaldi. But they killed you in the end”[3]. At
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this point, Henry comes to realize that the only thing one can be sure of in this world is that one will
be destroyed.
Compared to Henry, Catherine is a relatively static character. Before the novel began, she had
“realized” the war that, by extension, can be viewed as “a metaphor for the conditions of life itself
in our time”[6]. Her faith in traditional values was blown to pieces along with her fiancé. She
already knows what Henry will learn: that people get blown up while eating cheese; that a good
Italian soldier can get shot by Italians for no reason other than starting across an open field; that in
the violent and senseless world that this novel portrays, humanity is like a swarm of ants on a log at
the mercy of an arbitrary and indifferent fate[6]. The first time she and Henry talk about the war,
she declared, “They may crack... Anybody may crack”[3]. When Henry wants to “drop the war,”
she remarks, “It’s very hard. There’s no place to drop it”[3]. When Henry naively claims that
“[n]othing ever happens to the brave,” she counters, “They die of course”[3]. Finally, Catherine’s
own death teaches Henry what she had known from the beginning: death is “the end of it”[3], and
the world breaks everyone.
4. Freedom of Choice
Confronting the world of chaos and no God, how can an individual survive? Despite the
absurdity of the world and the nothingness of life, existentialists believe that individuals are entirely
free and must take personal responsibility for themselves. They therefore emphasize action,
freedom and decision as fundamental, and hold that the only way to rise above the essentially
absurd condition of humanity, which is characterized by suffering and inevitable death, is by
exercising our personal freedom and choice. As Sartre says, “there is no sense in life a priori. It is
yours to make sense of, and the value of it is nothing else, but the sense that you choose”[7].
In A Farewell to Arms, Hemingway also gives his answer. When he walks out of the hospital
where Catherine dies, Henry has been a different man from what he is in the opening of the novel.
“After a while I went out and left the hospital and walked back to the hotel in the rain”[3]. He has
grown to a mature, strong man who understands the war, the destructive world, and his own place in
it. He demonstrates the qualit of a “Hemingway code hero”—grace and dignity under pressure, as is
emphasized by existentialists as freedom of choice and action. Faced with the deaths of their child
and of Catherine herself, Henry realizes the enormous value of what he has lost—yet he, a free
individual, is not entirely defeated by this destruction. In the slow, careful walk he takes from the
hospital to the hotel, he chooses to go on living with dignity in spite of what he knows and has
experienced; his action signifies his decision to “maintain some strength and honor in the face of the
world’s malevolence”[4].
Catherine has a fair idea of what the world is all about but still chooses to live the best she can.
To Henry, she is a mentor who is “more mature, more loving, and more blessed with a capacity for
humor than her lover” [8]. Catherine plays a vital role in Frederic’s slow evolution into a mature
man who both learns and faces up to what the story presents as the overwhelming truth of his
existence[4].
Despite knowing the truth of life, Catherine is no nihilist; instead, she chooses to live by a
definite, unshakeable value system—love. She is determined to “forge a meaningful and orderly
existence in a world in which all traditional notions of meaning and order have been shattered”[6].
She does not care about traditions or conventions. When they are discussing marriage, Catherine
states that they are already married privately. “...it would mean everything to me if I had any
religion. But I haven’t any religion”[3]. In the hospital, she “gave her name as Catherine Henry”[3].
By treating their love as her only “religion”, Catherine is not escaping from the world out of
weakness or incompetence but rather “retreat[ing] into a private world of her own construction”
where “she can achieve at least a limited autonomy”[30]. Unlike Henry, who calls himself an
agnostic but still tries bargaining with God in his desperation at Catherine’s impending death,
Catherine retains the courage of her convictions from beginning to end. “Just you”[3], she requests
Henry himself in response to his offer of a priest’s visit. Love is her religion until the instant she
dies[9].
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Catherine has devised as best she can a way to live in the “God-abandoned world” and has taught
Henry how to do it. In Milan, when Henry reminds Catherine that he will soon have to return to the
front, she replies, “We won’t think about that until you go. You see I’m happy, darling, and we
have a lovely time. I haven’t been happy for a long time and when I met you perhaps I was nearly
crazy. Perhaps I was crazy. But now we’re happy and we love each other”[3]. She determines to
live only in the moment and see the positive side.
In addition, Catherine chooses to maintain a sense of humour, which is “a mark of strength and
courage in the face of impossible circumstances”[6]. Whey they are talking about the never-ending
war, she humorously states that “now I look forward till when our son will be a lieutenant
commander”[3]. Even as she is dying in childbirth, she refers to her own death as “just a dirty
trick”[3]. “I’m not afraid. I just hate it”[3]. She knows that she is going to lose all the pleasures and
happiness that she has looked forward to in life, but she chooses to meet her death with courage,
with bravery, and with dignity.
5. Conclusion
From the existentialist perspective, Henry’s experience and change happen to coincide with the
main beliefs of existentialism: the absurdity of the world, the nothingness of life, and freedom of
choice. Catherine is a woman of courage and strength who chooses to live the best she can in the
face of the absurdity of the world and the nothingness of life. She also teaches Henry how to love,
how to embrace existence, and how to live with dignity. Therefore, Catherine plays an important
and indispensable role in A Farewell to Arms and is worth studying. By creating such two
protagonists, Hemingway, though a spokesman of the “Lost Generation”, is telling us that despite
the world’s malevolence and irrationality, one is free to choose to move on with some measure of
control and dignity and to create their own individual meaning for their own life.
References
[1] Bardacke, Theodore. “Hemingway’s Women.” Ernest Hemingway: The Man and His Work [C].
Ed. John K. M. McCafferv. Cleveland: World Publishing Company, 1950.
[2] Warren, Robert Penn. Introduction. A Farewell to Arms [M]. By Ernest Hemingway. New York:
Scribners, 1949.
[3] Hemingway, Ernest. A Farewell to Arms [M]. London: Macmillan Collector’s Library, 2016.
[4] Phelan, James. “Evaluation and Resistance: The Case of Catherine Barkley.” Reading People,
Reading Plots: Character, Progression, and the Interpretation of Narrative [M]. Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 1989.
[5] Nietzsche, Friedrich. The Gay Science [M]. Trans. Walter Kaufamnn. New York: Penguin
Random House, 1974.
[6] Spanier, Sandra Whipple. “Hemingway’s Unknown Soldier: Catherine Barkley, the Critics, and
the Great War.” New Essays on A Farewell to Arms [C]. Ed. Scott Donaldson. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1991.
[7] Sartre, Jean-Paul. Existentialism and Humanism [M]. Trans. Philip Mairiet. New York: Haskell
House, 1977.
[8] Donaldson, Scott. “Introduction.” New Essays on A Farewell to Arms [C]. Ed. Scott Donaldson.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991.
[9] Sexton, Adam. CliffsNotes Hemingway’s A Farewell to Arms [M]. New York: IDG Books
Worldwide, Inc, 2001.

180

