
 
Although Hemingway portrays the horrors of war, ‘A Farewell to Arms’ is not an anti-war 
novel. Do you agree? 
 

 
Through his thought-provoking novel ‘A Farewell to Arms’, Ernest Hemingway details the journey of 
his protagonist Frederic Henry through the war-torn battlefields of Italy in World War One, and the 
experiences he undergoes along the way. But while a major point of focus throughout the novel is of 
the horrors and traumas that war brings about, Hemingway’s final message is not solely related to 
this; he also places a powerful emphasis on the concept of existentialism as a life philosophy to live 
by, as well as the value of love in one’s life. As such, ‘A Farewell to Arms’ cannot be considered to 
be an exclusively anti-war novel, as it encompasses a range of different themes and issues. 
 
It must be acknowledged that ‘A Farewell to Arms’, as a novel set during the brutality and death of 
World War One, contains a strong anti-war message. From the very outset of the novel, the war is 
portrayed as a destructive force that brings only “the cholera” that kills seven thousand men and 
despite the best efforts by the soldiers, “things were going very badly”. Frederic Henry himself is 
irreversibly altered by the events he witnesses as a soldier in the conflict, progressing from a naïve 
and innocent young man to a jaded and cynical individual who is critically injured, and finally must 
desert from the war as “it was not my war anymore.” Henry’s love interest, Catherine Barkley, is also 
affected by the war, in a more emotional aspect. The suffering she undergoes is closely related to 
the war, in which her fiancé has been killed, and is so traumatizing that she admits to being “a little 
crazy” from her loss. As a whole, the war is depicted as a catalyst only for death and disease, and 
Hemingway’s distaste for the needless anguish and violence is clear through his novel. 
 
However, while the war is a strong focus that pervades the novel, Hemingway also attempts to 
convey the importance of the philosophy of existentialism, by contrasting his characters’ 
dispositions on their existences in this world. The outlook that is favoured by Hemingway, and thus 
by the two main characters, Frederic Henry and Catherine Barkley, is that of the need to seek 
meaning within one’s life, and to enjoy life to its fullest, as they believe that there is no afterlife 
waiting for them and no second chances. In stark contrast, the nihilism of Henry’s close friend 
Rinaldi and the false hope of the priest are revealed by Hemingway to be flawed and unreasonable; 
Rinaldi is shown as a depressed and aimless individual who cannot find a reason to continue 
struggling through life, and religion is scorned by both Henry and Catherine as well-intentioned, but 
misleading. As a result, a powerful advocacy of existentialism is made through this novel. 
 
Finally, perhaps the most emphatic and important theme that is imparted to readers of ‘A Farewell to 
Arms’ is that of the importance of love in any person’s life, as a force that can drive them to survive 
what can otherwise seem to be a futile and meaningless existence with no hope. As Frederic Henry 
demonstrates through his romance with Catherine, the power of his love is such that he strives to 
live to continue to see and love her, even when faced with imminent death or impossible odds. Even 
as he deserts from the Italian army, and makes his escape, his only thought is not of self-
preservation for its own sake, but rather so that he can “eat and drink and sleep with Catherine”, 
and flee to a better life with her. Their love is all-consuming, and while Catherine ultimately dies as 
an indirect consequence of their affair, in childbirth, their short time together is fulfilling and allows 
them to find a sense of meaning in an otherwise bleak universe. Here, we see that Hemingway’s 
final message reflects the power of love to change even the most desolate and lonely life into one 
worth living. 
 
Ernest Hemingway, through ‘A Farewell to Arms’, aims to convey several messages to his readers. 
But though his anti-war sentiment is clearly conveyed through his words, this is not the most 
prevalent idea he shares. The philosophy of existentialism, and above all, the importance of love, is 
highlighted through the novel and its characters, and ultimately, the anti-war message that ‘A 
Farewell to Arms’ preaches does not define it. 


