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“Man can endure any how as long as he is given a why;” thus says Nietzsche. In the face of a violent and meaningless world, man must search for a meaning to sustain some hope in the attempt to survive objectless nothingness. This struggle for meaning takes form in the quest for identity and recognition, which gives man a purpose for enduring the horrors of chaos and war. In war where patriotism and glories became distant and far concerns of a soldier, this struggle for meaning is especially crucial to the maintenance of human dignity; it provides a reason for suffering and surviving. Hemingway portrays this heroic quest for meaning in his novel A Farewell to Arms (Warren in Bloom, Modern Critical View: Ernest Hemingway 54). He exemplifies this quest in the absurd nothingness through the psychological growth of the ambulance driver Henry; wherein, meaning of life is manifested by a romantic love, then intensified by disillusionment, and ultimately destroyed by nothingness. 


The setting of the novel is a war-torn stage of chaos and nihilism: “You did not know what it was about. You never had time to learn. They threw you in and told you the rules and the first time they caught you off base they kill you” (Hemingway quoted by Johnson in Gellens 113). At the beginning, Henry “suffers … from a pervasive lack of awareness. Ho does not know why he has enlisted in the Italian army, nor what he is fighting for. He lacks any perceptible ambition or purpose in life beyond the securing of his own pleasure” (Donaldson, By Force of Will 154). Encompassed by nothingness, nada, he dwells in harlotry, hovering around in the forever present, indulging himself in hedonism without any definite plans or goals for the future.


At the front, disconnected from family, and from education, distracted by the pleasures of the brothel and the pub, Henry is rootless and empty, a hollow person trapped in the midst of the savagery of war. Henry lives in a world of “random and meaningless appetite, knowing that it is all and all and all, or thinking that he knows that. But behind there is a dissatisfaction and disgust” (Warren in Bloom, Modern Critical Views: Ernest Hemingway 55). Out of the disgust of the meaninglessness and absurdity of hedonism, he becomes increasingly aware of the sense of emptiness. He deeply resents not going to Abruzzi on his leave (13), where the priest describes as a place for simple yet fulfilling life. He “[has gone] to the smoke of cafes and nights when the room whirled and … [he needs] to look at the wall to make it stop, nights in bed, drunk” (Hemingway 13); all he discovers is that “always another day starting and then another night” (13), without direction and meaning.


Henry is also aware of the void of meaning behind the war, and behind what conventions regard as virtues: “[He is]… embarrassed by the words sacred, glorious, and sacrifice and the expression in vain” (184). Henry has neither patriotism for Italians nor hatred of the Austrians. The war and his involvement in it are as unreal experiences to him as anything else in his thoroughly meaningless and unconnected life (Rovit in Gellens 34): “Well, I knew I would not be killed. Not in this war. It did not have anything to do with me. It seemed no more dangerous to me myself than more in the movies” (37). In his conversation with the priest, his disgust of the war and anticipation of its end are evident: “I don’t enjoy [the war]…. Sometimes I cannot hope. I try always to hope but sometimes I cannot” (71). This is his first awareness of the irrationality, futility, and absurdity of the nothingness behind the chaotic and violent war.


Slightly aware and disgusted of the nothingness of reality, Henry is more vigilant towards his purpose and meaning of existence, and ultimately, proceeds to search for it. Henry’s “[initial] attitude toward [Catherine] is precisely similar to his attitude toward the war in general” (Rovit in Gellens 35); he treats it no more than a chess game (26). Yet, as events unfold, the priest opens the vision of spiritual meaning in a conversation concerning love and God:

“You understand but you do not love God.”

“No.”

“You do not love Him at all?” he asked.

“I am afraid of Him in the night sometimes.”

“You should love Him.”

“I don’t love much.”

“Yes,” he said. “You do. What you tell me about in the nights. That is not love. That is only passion and lust. When you love you wish to do things for. You wish to sacrifice for. You wish to serve.”

“I don’t love.”
“You will. I know you will. Then you will be happy.” (72)
Henry’s anticipation for a meaning of life, however, remains dormant until he meets the innate threats of death; that is, until he is seriously wounded by a mortar shell.


“… The effect of nearness of death and the horror of the wound (the pain and the drip of hemorrhaging corpse above him in the ambulance) is enough to indoctrinate that value of life which the fear of death must inevitably cause” (Rovit in Gellens 36). His intimate encounter with death and annihilation compels him to ponder upon his own life. And as he arrives at the hospital in Milan, he confirms what the priest has said, that in love and serving, he finds happiness. He reflects, “He had always known what I did not know and what, when I learned it, I was always able to forget. But I did not know that then, although I learned it later” (Hemingway quoted by Warren in Bloom, Modern. 55). Returning from death, he sees himself in love, not lust, with Catherine, and that makes “everything turned over inside of [him]” (91). As Mr. Meyer remarks, “love is a religious feeling”, not temporal. Through love, Catherine offers him an internal peace and a meaning for life, fulfilled physically in sex and emotionally in happiness. Henry confesses the meaning that the love holds:

I have been alone while I was with many girls and that is the way that you can be most lonely. But [Catherine and I] were never lonely and never afraid when we were together. I know that the night is not the same as the day: that all things are different, that the thinks of the night cannot be explained in the day, because they do not then exist, and the night can be a dreadful time for lonely people once their loneliness has started. But with Catherine there was almost no difference in the night except that it was even better time. (Hemingway quoted by Rovit in Gellens, 38)

Love gives Henry a refuge from the chaos and disorder of the war and his former life style, a shelter with horse racing (130), café (125), and serene conversations on the hospital balcony (132). Also, it becomes a perfect place to hide from the disorder and disgust of war and violence; but most importantly, love gives him a taste of a meaningful and purposed life, through romance and in romance.


With insights of love that he has developed through his relationship, he returns to the front, where he is disillusioned by the futility, chaos, and irrationalities of the war. The demoralized march augments his desire to flee the wasteland and nothingness and join in union with his only meaning in life, Catherine. “… All moral order descends into chaos at the Tagliamento, where the militant carabinieri are killing all officers who have been separated from their men” (Donaldson, By Force of Will 129). The subsequent events of the Caporetto retreat, especially the irrational shooting of Aymo and the chaotic executions at the Tagliamento, “push him finally and completely away from the military code” (Phelan in Donaldson, New Essays on A Farewell to Arms 65). Not only has Henry deserted his army by physically plunging into the river, he has also detached himself emotionally from the world of chaos and irrationality, completely disillusioned. Psychologically, this “baptism” (Warren in Bloom, Modern. 59) by the Tagliamento marks his retreat from the savagery of war to pursue his “separate peace” (Warren in Bloom, Modern. 59), a peace where he is liberated from nothingness into the serenity of a meaningful life with Catherine, his love. He is retreating not simply from the battlefield but from the world:

Anger was washed away in the river along with my obligation. Although that ceased when the carabiniere put his hands on my collar. I would like to have had the uniform off although I did not care much about the outward forms. I had taken off the stars, but that was for convenience. It was not point of honour. I was not against them. I was through. I wished them all luck. They were the good ones, and the brave ones, and the calm ones, and the sensible ones, and they deserved it. But it was not my show anymore and I wished this bloody train would get to Maestre and I would eat and stop thinking. (Hemingway quoted by Warren in Bloom, Modern. 59)

Faced with impending executions that have neither reason nor sanity, Henry is utterly disgusted by the futility and absurdity of the war and the world; hence, he completely devotes his life toward the order and meaning that he has found. And that is his romantic love with Catherine. 


The quest for meaning, hitherto, is manifested in Henry’s love towards Catherine. The subsequent events in the book signify his process of psychological and the last stage of his quest for meaning. Henry has “committed himself totally to his love for Catherine as the vehicle by which he will seek meaning in life” (Farquhar in Stafford v.14: 276), for he sees “a sense of purpose in life and hope for the future in Catherine’s pregnancy” (Farquhar in Stafford 276). He greatly anticipates the birth of little Catherine, and earnestly imagines the life thereafter (320). Confident of the meaning of life and disillusioned by the horrors and irrationalities of the world, Henry sacrifices everything for the pursuit and defense of the only possession he has: a meaning found through love. For this purpose, Henry isolates the meaningful and pure love from the futile and annihilative world, where “lust and passion” would take its place. In this reaction of a self-defense mechanism, he “[draws] a circle enclosing [he and Catherine] alone” (Johnson in Gellens 113), in a separate peace, in hope of “taking refuge from nothingness” (Wilson in Bloom, Modern. 23). “Because there are only us two and in the world there’s all the rest of them,” Catherine says. “If Anything comes between us we’re gone and they have us” (Johnson in Gellens 113). 

Ironically, that collective “they”, that annihilating nothingness, was the sole cause of the coincidental love and the tragedy that it entails. It is through the chaotic order that the two lovers meet and fall in love. It has also thrown Henry into the horrors of war, killed Passini and Aymo out of random, and ultimately, intruded into the “separate peace” and killed Catherine. Catherine and Henry are merely “innocent victims with no relation to the forces [of nothingness] that torment them” (Wilson in Bloom, Modern. 21). With the final death of Catherine as a product of natural irrationality, Henry’s heroic attempt to fight against this overpowering nothingness is thus complete – a completion with a final disillusionment and a destruction of peace, love, and meaning he has held:

Now Catherine would die. That was what you did. You died. You did not know what it was about. You never had time to learn. 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 kill you in the end. You could count on that. Stay around and they would kill you. (Hemingway quoted by Atkins in Bloom, Ernest Hemingway’s A Farewell to Arms 35)

This final disillusionment marks the completion of Henry’s struggle for meaning. The struggle is doomed to fail because “no one escapes [nothingness]” (Atkin in Bloom, Hemingway. 35), as Catherine say: “I’m not brave anymore, darling. I’m all broken. They’ve broken me. I know it now…. They just keep it up till they break you” (320). Nothingness, in the form of death, claims dominion over all people. Yet this does not make Henry any less of a hero. He does fight against nada, that void and meaninglessness, and he does tries to find a spiritual meaning beyond the physical absurdity of the world. Through the quest, he is psychologically matured.

Henry’s search for meaning amidst of chaos and nothingness is embodied in his pursuit of a romantic love. This epic struggle has its foundations on the chaotic and absurdity of the world; for it is through the war and in the war the Henry both loses and finds his meaning to life. In chaos he finds love from his hedonistic life; from the same chaos he has lost the love that he has found. Despite of the failure of his quest, Henry is matured, for he has grown brave enough to challenge that great nothingness which no one can conquer. This courage alone, along with his stoic perseverance in the light of horrors and nothingness, tells that the struggle is not in vain. It teaches Henry of wisdom, of maturity, and of the word meaning itself.
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