
"There Was Nothing to Write About": PRIVATE 


Hemingway's Comments on Communication in A Farewell to Arms

by Zoltán Simon


One of the most basic of human activities, interpersonal communication, has been declared defunct more than once during the last century.  While this may be an exaggerated claim, in all certainty, modern warfare had a particularly profound and largely detrimental effect on the exchange of thoughts.  The free flow of information is virtually halted in wartime: communications lines are closely controlled, monitored, or simply cut; news reports are saturated with war rhetoric and propaganda and are distorted to serve official interests; even such intimate forms of human communications as personal letters are censored for fear of illicit exchange of information.  As history teaches us, miscommunications in the critical situations of war times may very easily escalate into fatal misunderstandings.  

Questions relating to communication, the lack thereof, and miscommunication in the time of war seem to be issues at the very heart of Hemingway's A Farewell to Arms.  The novel abounds in references to war coverage in the newspapers, letters written, meant to be written and then never written, news received by word of mouth, often unconfirmed and frequently speculated on.  It would appear that, in one reading at least, A Farewell to Arms voices Hemingway's concerns about the difficulty, or near impossibility, of human communication in general, and in wartime in particular.


Throughout the novel, Frederic Henry appears to feel compelled to keep himself informed about the events of the front.  His own life lacking in qualities of a grand narrative, he is fascinated by the narrative of war unfolding in front of his very eyes: for a man with no personal history he becomes obsessed with being caught in history in the making.  In the course of the novel, Henry gradually withdraws from his initial role as an active participant in the writing of this historical narrative into a more passive, contemplative, observant mode.  While in the beginning he may have hoped to contribute to the advancement of a cause, however uncertain he was about what this cause is or why it is worth fighting for, as the narrative (of both the novel and of the war) progresses, he only tries to make sense of the surrounding world of chaos, death, and destruction.  


Henry's principal source of information on the developments on the front is the war correspondence he reads in various newspapers.  He devours whatever news of the war he comes across in Italian, English, American, or Swiss papers, thereby trying to get a multiple perspective on the events.  Henry can never have enough of news: he sends the porter at the hospital "for the papers, all the papers he could get" (95); a few pages later he spends the whole evening reading letters and the Corriere Della Sera in a restaurant, then goes back to his hospital room and reads through a pile of dated Boston papers (135-36).  Once safely across the Italian-Swiss border and with the war behind him, we still see him buried in his magazines and newspapers in the hotel in Montreux (290, 291), at the "beer place" while Catherine is having her hair done (292), as well as in their next “surrogate home,” the hotel room in Lausanne (308).  He keeps on reading even on the corridor of the delivery room in the hospital (320) and at the café across from the hospital while Catherine is dying (329).


If we are to believe Robert Emmett Finnegan's article, Frederic Henry is seen reading the newspapers seventeen times in the novel (265).  (Arguably, the only other activity he is depicted as engaged in a comparable number of times is drinking – an act always worth watching out for in Hemingway's fiction for its symbolic significance.)  Finnegan further examines the number of occurrences of newspapers against the context of each of the five books of the novel and calls attention to the conspicuous fact that the largest number of references to newspapers occurs in Book 5.  Paradoxically, it would appear that the further removed Henry is from the war, both physically and in his state of mind, the more acute his desire to know about it grows.  Reading of the war events in the papers continues to remind Henry, as well as the reader, that the war goes on – not only on the Italian front but also in Henry's own consciousness (Reynolds 102).  Even though he may have concluded his “separate peace,” his war wounds, physical and emotional, will take much longer to heal.  "Maybe there wasn't any war.  There was no war here," Henry contemplates.  "Then I realized it was over for me.  But I did not have the feeling that it was really over.  I had the feeling of a boy who thinks of what is happening at a certain hour at the schoolhouse from which he has played truant" (245).  The passage above clearly shows Henry's conscience tormenting him about the moral implications of his decision to desert the Italian Army and explains his continued interest in the war events.


Henry seldom comments on his readings on the war critically: when at all revealing his reactions to what he reads, he most often just restates the mere facts mentioned in the articles.  His method of filtering out the reliable hard facts from the distorted mass of information, carefully avoiding all propaganda, misinformation and cover-up, is a difficult task he seems to handle with success.  The underlying philosophy of his reading of the world and the words around him is spelled out most explicitly in what became one of the most famous passages of the novel, his attack on abstract words in Chapter XXVII: 


I was always embarrassed by the words sacred, glorious, and sacrifice and the expression in vain.  We had heard them [. . .] and had read them [. . .] and I had seen nothing sacred and the things that we glorious had no glory [. . .]. Abstract words such as glory, honor, courage, or hallow were obscene beside the concrete names of villages, the numbers of roads, the names of rivers, the numbers of regiments and the dates. (185)

Thus, the sensible intellect must resist any senseless interpretation trying to rationalize the ultimately irrational slaughter and must recoil in an answer to any attempt at emotional manipulation through propaganda.


In direct contrast with the philosophy of the above passage stands the dark reality of the court martial hearing of the lieutenant-colonel in Chapter XXX.  Ironically, the hearing involves no actual "hearing" at all as the situation is a prime example of the lack of communication even between those supposedly on the same side: "It is you and such as you that have let the barbarians onto the sacred soil of the fatherland. [. . .] It is because of treachery such as yours that we have lost the fruits of victory" (223).  The questioning officer's war rhetoric conveys no meaning applicable to the reality of the retreat, as is indicated by the lieutenant-colonel's reply: ". . . shoot me without further questioning.  The questioning is stupid" (224).  The unreasonability of the language and the subsequent breakdown in communication is a clear first step to unreasonable behavior (cf. Lewis 148).


Other, slightly less momentous, examples of communicative breakdowns could be cited from virtually any chapter of the book. Frederic Henry, speaking at least four languages (English, Italian, French, German) on various levels of proficiency, frequently encounters linguistic barriers.  On several occasions, miscommunication leads to mistaken assumptions about his identity: in three unimportant, but foreshadowing episodes he is believed to be English, South American, and French.  A more consequential, because potentially dangerous, misunderstanding is the Italian barber's assumption that he is an Austrian prisoner of war: "'One move from you he said and he would have—' he drew his forefinger across his throat" (91).  As Lewis points out, the barber episode demonstrates how easily such misunderstandings may come about (143), especially if one side deliberately shuts down all communicative channels as the barber did: "I will not communicate with the enemy" (90-91).  While the real potential for dire consequences in this communication breakdown was slight, it foreshadows the novel's worst case of mistaken identity for Henry, his arrest as a suspected German spy, which could have easily cost him his life (222).


From the very outset, Frederic Henry seems to have had communication problems even with his own family: "There was nothing to write about.  I sent them a couple of army Zona di Guerra post-cards, crossing out everything except, I am well.  That should handle them" (36).  The government-issued war zone postcard might stand as the ultimate symbol of communicative breakdown in wartime.  Its pre-printed statements ("I am quite well.  I have been admitted into hospital.  I have received no letter from you lately/for a long time"), which could be deleted at will, but never added to, not only secured safe passage through the censor's hands, but they also required minimal effort and spared men on the front from the task of putting into words an experience too harsh to transcribe (cf. Booth 13-16).  The war zone postcard is the last piece of news Henry sends home of himself.  Although not determined not to write, he is unable to find a common language with them.  "I'll write them something . [. . .] I'll send them a cable," (304, my emphasis) he promises to Catherine, but neither a telegram nor an occasional sight draft would qualify as ways of keeping in touch with one's family.  


Ultimately, Frederic Henry's response to the difficulty and occasional impossibility of communication is a withdrawal from the larger community of the Italian Army into the private sphere consisting only of Catherine and himself and assuming a more passive and contemplative mode toward the outside world.  Their relationship, however, is equally burdened with communicative problems, especially when they are forced to resort to words. "Don't talk" (92), pleads Henry to Catherine before their first love-making as if he was trying to warn her of the dangers involved in words.  But Catherine is also aware of the power of words, which is why she prefers sweet lies to the harsh reality of truth: "It's all right.  Keep lying to me.  That's what I want you to do" (105).  Ultimately, both of them fail to completely open up to the other as a result of the war's thwarting effect on their ability to communicate.  Catherine may have wanted to write to Henry in a last effort to reach him, but she never did (330).  As for Henry, the book significantly ends in silence for him: he was trying to say farewell also to Catherine, but "It was like saying good-by to a statue" (332).  As Lewis notes, "Henry walks away in grief and in defeat, acknowledging the failure of language" (141).  


Such a distressing view on the state of human communication as my present reading of A Farewell to Arms suggests may appear to be inappropriately attributed to a writer, an artist whose principle tools in his trade are words.  Actually, if words were unable to get meanings across, we would have no language, no literature, indeed, no book called A Farewell to Arms.  The paradox of the situation is similar to that of Plato's critique of writing in the Phaedrus: while his words are seemingly all against writing, they are also, by necessity, for writing, if only because they are in writing.  In Hemingway's case, the complaint about the breakdown in human communication should be interpreted with the reaffirming existence of the book itself, an ultimate channel of communication, in mind.  Although evidently dissatisfied and frustrated with the difficulty, sometimes near impossibility, of interpersonal communication in his age, especially as complicated by the war, the fact that Hemingway believed in sharing the story of A Farewell to Arms might be taken as a reaffirming sign of hope for the better.
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