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Suddenly, it enters your thoughts and streams throughout your mind; you begin to think, you are in a stream of consciousness. You are in your own world of random words and sentences, amounting to nothing, and at times making all the sense in your world, a world that only exists within your mind. That is exactly how a stream of consciousness works, according to Charles Bohner and Dean Dougherty (1216).  Ernest Hemingway himself traverses into three streams of consciousness of his own in order to develop Henry’s character and the over all theme of A Farewell to Arms, war and love and all feelings in between.  For instance, while Henry is not really required to go to war, he volunteers, without thinking of the consequences and horrors of war. However, along the way, he manages to encounter love, incur physical pain, and realize the horrors of war. And so, having to face a possible death while at the front, Henry finds himself in an extraordinary position. He is somewhere between life and death and while between these two extremes his experiences shape him into a more mature character.


His first experience happens as follows: 

A flash […] and a roar that started white and went red and on and on in a rushing wind […] I felt myself rush bodily out of myself and out and out and out and all the time bodily in the wind. I went out swiftly, all of myself, and I knew I was dead [...] Then I floated, and instead of going on I felt myself slide back. I breathed and I was back.  (Hemingway 54)

Looking at this first example of a stream of consciousness, one does not know what to make of such a statement, what has happened?  Is Henry dead?  Well, as much as one would think that he is dead; he is not, he is merely in a state of delirium. And so, having presented these few lines, Hemingway has allowed Henry to enter a stream of consciousness that unravels his most inner thoughts and views at the time of this tragic event. Henry has captured the reader and brought him into his immature, fearful mind. 

At the same time, the reader finds Passini in his own stream of consciousness as he slowly pleads with God, Jesus, and Mary to let him live or to take his life right there and then. He calls to his mother and the three mentioned above: 

Oh mama mia, mama Mia…Dio te salve, Maria, Dio te salve, Maria. Oh Jesus shoot me Christ shoot me mama mia mama Mia oh purest lovely Mary shoot me. Stop it. Stop it. Stop it. Oh Jesus lovely Mary stop it. Oh oh oh oh.  (55)

Passini, like Henry, seems to be talking to himself and is also in a state of delirium. He wants to live, but the pain is so great that he would rather die. With this technique, Hemingway, not only develops Henry’s and Passini’s characters, but also allows the reader to enter each character’s mind in such a way as to almost become Henry and Passini, and experience the impact of the bomb explosion that triggers off this death-like stream of consciousness. 

Furthermore, while Henry thinks he is dying, he is really never sure when he would die, but he “knew [he] would not be killed. Not in this war. It did not have anything to do with [him]”(37). And although he does not believe in God, Henry frequently makes references to God and questions the way in which the war is going, as in the case where he “wished to God [the war] was over though […] what was the matter with this war” (37).  It is quite clear that after having gone through great pain and Passini’s death, Henry starts to realize the horrors of war and momentarily wonders if “perhaps wars weren’t won any more. Maybe they went on forever. Maybe it was another Hundred Years’ War” (Hemingway 118). But, however long it might seem to Henry, the idea that the war would go on for a longer period of time does not settle into his mind, nor the number of deaths until actually finding out from “a British major at the club […] that Italians had lost one hundred and fifty thousand men [and another] forty thousand on the Carso” (133).


Coming to terms with all of this, Henry’s character now changes dramatically by thinking of himself as a messiah as he recalls watching in a camp all the ants that are placed between the fires. Here, Henry can either help the ants out of the fire, but he doesn’t.  In a sense the ants can represent the soldiers that Henry has wished he could have helped out of the line of fire by driving them to safety, but now he faces recovery from his own injury. In fact, perhaps the only thing that has kept him from quitting the war is his love for Catherine Barkley. It seems ironic though, for Henry to find love during war. And because of finding love, Henry wishes to “go to Austria without war […] [to] go to Spain if there was no war” (37-38). 


As a result of having Catherine pregnant and in his life, Henry enters a stream of consciousness that leads up to his realization that his baby is not alive when he is born. “He never breathed at all. He had never been alive. Except in Catherine. I’d felt him kick there often enough. But I hadn’t for a week. Maybe he was choked all the time” (327). Henry knows his baby is dead, not at birth, but from a week before. In the same way, one can relate his baby’s death to the deaths of all soldiers that have died in the war; a war that has almost taken Henry’s life as well. Henry questions life, he questions death and why must death come to us all at any moment, place, and time. He wishes to have died like his baby, because then there would be no suffering, no pain, and no army or disease to kill “you.” He wishes he would die now, instead of dying slowly like he is doing now, watching Catherine and his baby leave his world.

I wished the hell I’d been choked like that. No I didn’t. Still there would not be all this dying to go through. Now Catherine would die. That was what you did. You died...They threw you in and told you the rules and the first time they caught you off base they killed you […] they killed you in the end. You could count on that. Stay around and they would kill you. (327)

Here, Henry proclaims his wish to die, but not in the same way that Rinaldi died with gunshots to his back – as in the film by Dir. Charles Vidor. Or in the way that Passini died, with half his body in pieces, in agonizing pain, waiting for some miracle to save him or to finish killing him. Again, the reader is able to flow through the Henry’s thoughts, almost feeling the same way he does, as a result of realizing his baby is dead and that his friends are dead and that this war is pointless at times. Hence, Henry’s character again develops into a person who is no longer satisfied with the world, life, and the war, and with what is happening around him.  He is losing everything he has valued during this war, his baby and his Catherine, but gradually, he is becoming more matured.


For the last stream of consciousness, Henry begins a conversation and negotiation with God; a God he has never thought existed. He pleads for Catherine’s life; he sits there by himself, believing that God listens to his words:

Oh, God, please don’t let her die. I’ll do anything for you if you don’t let her die. Please, please, please, dear God, don’t let her die […] you took the baby but don’t let her die. That was all right but don’t let her die. Please, please, dear God, don’t let her die. (Hemingway 330)

It seems that people resort to God and ask for help in times when they are helpless, as is the case with Henry, seeing Catherine dying. Of course, Henry has never believed in God, but now he pleads to Him, because that is the only Higher Being that, he thinks, would have the power to save Catherine.  At this point, Henry is desperate, he is at his limits; he does not know what to do with himself or with Catherine. He knows she will die; yet he pleads with all his might, and for nothing, because in the end he is not the same Henry as before; he has learned to love and now he must learn to leave this love that slowly disseminates into nothing. He dwells in his stream of consciousness, as he refrains from being delirious over this madness that has conquered both his mind and his soul.  But life must continue, so Henry walks away with a farewell to the arms of his love, Catherine, and to the arms used in the war.

In conclusion, even though Henry’s streams of consciousness may be sentences that seem to amount to nothing, there is more meaning in them than meets the eye. His streams of consciousness not only help develop his character into a mature, hardened man, but also help develop much of the theme of the novel, which deals with the love that exists between Henry and Catherine and the horrors of the ensuing war all around them.
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